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Abstract

“The Conservative Party and Perceptions of the British Middle Classes, 1951 —
1974,” explores conceptions of middle-class voters at various levels of the party
organization after the Second World War. Since Benjamin Disraeli, Conservatives have
endeavoured to represent national rather than sectional interests and appeal widely to a
growing electorate. Yet, the middle classes and their interests have also enjoyed a special
position in the Conservative political imagination often because the group insists they
receive special consideration. It proved especially difficult to juggle these priorities after
1951 when Conservatives encountered two colliding challenges: the middle classes
growing at a rapid rate, failing to form a unified outlook or identity, and the limited
appeal of consumer rhetoric and interests owing to the uneven experience of affluence
and prosperity. Conservative ideas and policies failed to acknowledge and resonate with
the changing nature of their core supporters and antiquated local party organization
reinforced feelings of alienation from and mistrust of new members of the middle classes
as well as affluent workers. This research shows that there was no clear-cut path between
postwar Conservatism to Margaret Thatcher’s brand of Conservatism in which the
individual, self-sufficient and acquisitive middle-class consumer became the champion.
Moreover, the Conservative Party revealed, in these discussions, that it was much less

ideologically certain than narratives have allowed previously.
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Introduction

The task of education [political education for the Party] will remain and will become increasingly
necessary if hard times impose on hard policies — that is to say, policies which go against the

grain of traditional Conservatism — on the Government. For the leaders rely upon the support of a
body which is largely middle-class, with a very powerful element of the lower middle-class in it;
and this is a body to which traditional Conservatism makes an almost passionate appeal. Mr.
Angus Maude ... has made clear the tribulations under which the middle-class feels itself to be
suffering, and indeed, as a class, it is paying dearest for the welfare state... But one is apt to forget
the force with which the lower middle-class, which is furthest from its goal, struggles towards a
state in which thrift and personal effort will secure individual advantages.- Francis Boyd, 1953.

It is, of course, not only in the Sunday Times, that the middle class has found a voice in the past
fortnight. Ever since the Tonbridge result ... men and women on salaries, men and women on
fixed incomes, men and women earning from £1000 to £3000 a year, have been addressing
indignant letters to editors of all the best papers, which they can still afford to buy ... The simple
truth is that far too much is being read into the Tonbridge result ... One fact which seems to have
escaped a lot of commentators is that there are just not that number of middle class voters, even in
Tonbridge, unless middle class is defined so widely that it has no political significance. Even
more certainly there are not the number of middle-class voters who are affected by the kind of
factors which seem to oppress correspondents to the Sunday Times. Of course, Tonbridge is a
dormitory area, and a prosperous one at that, but that does not mean that its streets are paved with
unpaid school bills and unmet supertax demands. There may be good reasons why the
Government should do more for the middle class, but the idea that the middle class is rebelling is
not one. - Henry Fairlie, 1956.2

Britain used to be a pyramid society. The ruling few were at the top, and the moneyless masses
were at the bottom. We are turning into a diamond society, where the middle classes predominate
— in purchasing power, trend-setting and votes. Toryism was once the party of the apex. Since
1945, it has been fighting a battle for the diamond ... The growth of our diamond society is
reflected in the rising proportion of young people at the Tory Conference. They are the products
of the educational escalator, first generation of the enlarging middle classes; managers,
technicians, executives, founders of businesses, organization men. For them, the traditional

! Francis Boyd, “Confident Conservatives,” The Spectator, 16 October 1953,
http://archive.spectator.co.uk/article/16th-october-1953/8/confident-conservatives (accessed 12
May 2015).

2 Henry Fairlie, “Political Commentary,” The Spectator, 29 June 1956,
http://archive.spectator.co.uk/article/29th-june-1956/6/political-cominentary (accessed 12 May
2015).
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Toryism of Church and Empire mean nothing ... As the beneficiaries of change and opportunity,
they want more of both. — Charles Curran, 1965.3

The Conservative Party has crafted much of its electoral success since 1900 by
creating wide electoral appeal, yet the middle classes of Britain have also received special
attentions in Party policy, rhetoric and thinking. The prominent position of the middle
classes within the Tory political imagination, however, does not mean that the
relationship has always been harmonious and that support from these electors has been
simple to secure. Numerically, the middle classes represent a minority of voters.”
Whether according to definitions established in Census data or survey and market
research models, the manual working classes have represented a “clear majority” of the
voting population throughout the 20™ Century.® This imbalance might have posed a threat
to Conservative power except they were able to use the themes of national unity, which
served as a contrasting characteristic to the Labour Party, and appeal to women and
workers with specific policies and rhetoric. Conservatives never conquered the challenges
posed by the mass franchise completely but they navigated its hurdles and secured

electoral success by creating coalitions of support at a number of different moments.

% Charles Curran, MP, “Strip-Tease Politics,” The Spectator 15 October 1965,
http://archive.spectator.co.uk/article/15th-october-1965/8/strip-tease-politics (accessed 12 May
2015).

* Following the Third Reform Act (1884), the franchise was extended to rural householders. The
franchise, therefore, added 1.76 million voters and two-thirds of the adult male population had the
vote. Most significantly, new voters were largely agricultural labourers and “for the first time the
electorate in both borough and county seats was dominated by the laboring classes.” E.H.H.
Green, “An Age of Transition: An Introductory Essay,” Parliamentary History, 16(1) (Feb.,
1997), 11. The Representation of the People Act (1918) further extended the franchise to all men
over the age of 21 and women, who owned property, over the age of 30.

> Robert Waller, “Conservative Electoral Support and Social Class,” in Stuart Ball and Anthony
Seldon, eds., The Conservative Century: The Conservative party since 1900 (Oxford: Oxford
University Press, 1994), 580.
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After 1950, class-based politics became supposedly less relevant to the postwar
electorate. Certainly, between 1950 and 1970, the Conservative share of the middle-class
vote fell from four-fifths to three-fifths, and the Labour Party’s share of the working-class
vote fell from three-fifths to less than half in the same period.® This realignment suited
the Conservatives since they claimed to represent national rather than sectional interests.
But, the Conservatives were forced to deviate from their position because the middle
classes frequently demanded they be heard as a separate and unique social category. In
response, the Conservatives pandered to the middle classes and invoked an historic and
special relationship in their appeals. They argued that they understood and represented the
interests of the middle classes better than the other political parties. During the 1950s and
1960s, the Conservatives also sought to establish themselves in office as the purveyors of
affluence and they appealed to the middle classes predominantly as consumers. The
Tories promised to increase opportunities for home ownership, reduce the burden of
taxation and control inflation in order to increase buying power, but they remained
confronted with a vocal and seemingly unendingly frustrated and discontented middle
classes.

This dissertation’s primary aim is to examine how the Conservative Party
conceptualized and engaged with their “core supporters,” the middle classes, during the
1950s and 1960s. This research will show that discussions within the Conservative Party
centered on economic aspects of middle class identity. Using local sources alongside

writings produced by extra-parliamentary groups as well as public and political

® Dennis Kavanagh, Thatcherism and British Politics: The End of Consensus? (Oxford: Oxford
University Press, 1988), 143.
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discussions at the national level, this study will show that the Conservatives tried to
engage with the middle classes as consumers since the Party collectively believed the
middle classes’ economic position and opportunities to improve their standard of living
was their prime motivation for political participation.” But social change, brought about
by full and stable employment, as well as increased income and wages, meant that
previously rigid social hierarchies shifted and the boundaries of the middle classes
expanded. The Party’s efforts to relate to these voters simply as consumers, masked its
struggle to come to terms with a dynamic and fragmented middle class. Consumer-based
rhetoric (employing gendered connotations when it suited) often glossed over competing
interests, values or tensions within the middle classes and across all classes. Yet as Avner
Offer has observed about their political agency: “Consumers have little in common, and

are difficult to mobilize for collective action.”®

Numerical growth especially within the
middle and lower sections of the middle classes meant that consumer-centric policies did
not always speak to the actual experiences or interests of many within the supposed core
constituency of the Party. As such, the Conservatives found themselves at odds with the
middle classes at key intervals throughout the period when consumer-oriented policies
helped return the Party to power in 1951 and kept them in office for over a decade. The
most vocal of the discontented middle classes certainly wanted greater access to

consumer comforts, but conspicuous consumption and the prospect of being seen as the

party of such values also sat uneasily with some party members and core supporters. This

’ The constituencies studied here are centered in South East England.
® Avner Offer, “British Manual Workers: From Producers to Consumers, ¢.1950 — 2000,”
Contemporary British History 22(4) (December 2008), 13.

4
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research, therefore, also highlights the tensions between economic and cultural aspects of
middle class identity as it related to Conservative ideas, ideology, and policies.

As we shall see, the Conservatives themselves had difficulty defining who the
middle classes actually were in this period, and so a note regarding the terminology of
class in this dissertation is appropriate at this point. The terms middle class and middle
classes evoke weighty debates regarding class formation, identity and consciousness. This
dissertation will wade into some of these discussions, especially as it relates to the impact
of postwar social change on the size and nature of the middle classes. Throughout this
study, the term “middle classes” will be employed to describe those individuals who sat
between the aristocracy and landed gentry at the top of the socio-economic order and the
bulk of manual workers. This plural form of the label, rather than a singular “middle
class,” calls attention to the shifting boundaries of this broad and diverse social group and
its rapid rate of growth after 1945 rather than to its presumed oppositional relationship
with the working classes as informed by Marxist political theory. The middle classes were
fragmented and, while members of this group shared some overlapping interests, they did
not develop a cohesive unified vision or organized means through which to achieve their
goals. Many within the middle classes grew frustrated with the Conservatives because the
Party assumed, and appealed to, the middle classes as a monolithic social category whose

interests mostly aligned with those of idealized consumers.

The Party’s efforts to consolidate the demands of the middle classes into those of
consumers were partly due to political expediency. The consumer, as Peter Gurney

observes, “began to exert a hegemonic influence across both polity and civil society,
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shaping the epistemologies and languages through which the political and economic

"9 The Conservatives understood this shift and

domains were thought and represented.
capitalized, especially with women voters. During the First World War, the Conservatives
appealed to women in their capacity as housewives and, as such, the primary consumer of
goods for the family and household but the Party was more concerned with simply
“educating” them on their newly won duties as voters.*® Following the Second World
War, female voters were featured at the forefront of Conservative propaganda as
consumers, and “shopping” became a matter of “utmost national importance.” Matthew
Hendley observes that Conservatives saw the aspirations of women as one and the same
as “an idealized vision of British middle class existence with a modern house complete
with running water, a garden and a kitchen at the top of the list”.** The act of shopping
became linked with a justification for citizenship and it helped the Party attack the system
of economic controls offered by Labour.*?

Invoking consumer-centric ideas and policies allowed the Tories to capitalize on
the postwar economic boom and appeal widely to voters, who were tired of austerity and
controls. As Offer has suggested, “The category of consumer includes everybody. It is

thus one of the largest social categories.”*® The problem with this sweeping

generalization, however, was that it facilitated characterizations and understandings of the

® Peter Gurney, “The Battle of the Consumer in Postwar Britain,” The Journal of Modern History
77 (December 2005), 959.

1% Matthew Hendley, “Citizens or Consumers? British Conservative Political Propaganda toward
Women in the Two World Wars,” in Ho Hon Leung, Matthew Hendley, Robert W. Compton, and
Brian D. Haley, eds., Imagining Globalization: Language, Identities, and Boundaries (New York:
Palgrave Macmillan, 2009), 129-133.

! Hendley, “Citizens or Consumers?” 136.

2 Hendley, “Citizens or Consumers?” 137.

13 Offer, “British Manual Workers: From Producers to Consumers, ¢.1950 — 2000,” 13.

6
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electorate that were too simplistic. Within this expansive category there were and are
specialized actors, including female consumers, queer consumers, working and middle-
class consumers, the imperial consumer, male consumers, and young consumers to name
but a few.™ In creating and re-forming these social identities, an underlying binary
between the “active male producer” and a “passive female consumer” persisted from the
Victorian period.™ This binary establishes an unequal power relationship in which the
former is the aggressor (strong and powerful) and the latter is considered the victim
(weak). In the twentieth century, however, this binary and the gendered meanings of
consumers changed as a result of experiences in the two World Wars. As Lizibeth Cohen
has illustrated in the American context, consumer activity during the First World War and
into the 1930s was equated with virtuous and engaged citizenship. In order to ensure the
rapid postwar economic recovery and peacetime abundance, all consumers had to play
their part by consuming responsibly and saving for the future. Women, in their role as
“chief household consumer” were given “civic authority as guardians of the common
good.” Consumers also took on the role of “activist” and many women were part of
organizing and lobbying efforts as well as protests, which allowed them to imbue the
“cultural and economic role assigned [to] them in the household ... [with] a new political
significance” as well as gain “new responsibilities outside of the home.” Consumers were

not passive and “weak” members of the economy. They were “loyal,” “self-sacrificing”

' See Erika Rappaport, Sandra Trudgen Dawson and Mark J. Crowley, eds., Consuming
Behaviours: Identity, Politics and Pleasure in Twentieth Century Britain (New York: Bloomsbury
Publishing, 2015). PDF e-book.

15 Erika Rapport’s study, for example, highlights how consumerism, namely women consumers in
the late-Victorian and Edwardian eras, disrupted masculine spaces (the city and even politics) and
challenged the public and domestic divide. Erika Rappaport. Shopping for Pleasure: Women in
the Making of London’s East End (Princeton, N.J.: Princeton University Press, 2001) 10-14.

7
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and, in fact, integral in shaping conceptions of citizenship, Keynesian economics, as well
as democracy. But, this “citizen consumer” morphed into a “purchaser consumer” in the
mid-1940s as “mass producers” sought to rebuild America into “a mass consumption
utopia.” Within this ideal, all “purchaser consumers” would enjoy a higher standard of
living in a modern homes outfitted with time-saving appliances. These consumers were
much less concerned with maintaining the public good, and rather “consumed in pursuit
of personal gain.” The positive, active, and strong associations women, as consumers,
gained during the First World War and into the 1930s were all but removed in a
systematic process. In efforts by the business community to remove price regulation, for
example, those who fought in favour of price-control were largely composed of “female,
black, working class, and progressive” members and they were portrayed by their
opponents as “weak, dependent and feminine.” In contrast, those who wanted
deregulation of the consumer marketplace were portrayed as “strong, independent and
masculine.” Their foray into the public forum and the “civic authority” women gained, in
their role as consumers, was further eroded when “the government buttressed a male-
directed family economy by disproportionately giving men access to career training,
property ownership, capital and credit, as well as control over family finances” as the
foundation of postwar American society. Men supplanted women as “the postwar ideal of
purchaser as citizen” and, as such, women were robbed of “full economic and social
citizenship.” Cohen concludes that in the postwar period, in which the “purchaser
consumer” reigned, “the critical goods became less the consumer perishables of meat,

milk, canned goods, and other food that women doggedly pursued in depression and
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wartime, and more the consumer durables of cars, houses and appliances that men played
a larger role in acquiring” helped by policies and legislation like the GI Bill. Consumers,
those with the power and a stake in the postwar economy, were conceptualized not as
“female” but as married couples or just men as the “head of household, breadwinner,
homeowner and chief taxpayer.”*°

The politics of consumption in Britain too were clearly gendered. In Britain
during the 1950s, it was publically popular to support greater consumer freedoms and the
acquisition of material goods for an improved standard of living.” Ina Zweiniger-
Bargielowska, for example, argues that the Conservatives’ attacks on austerity were
especially successful in wooing women voters who felt the pinch in their pocketbooks
when consuming household goods, which contributed greatly to the Party’s electoral
recovery in 1951. Labour’s “essentially masculunist culture and ideology” and their
reluctance to be more than an *“attendant to women’s concerns” hurt their chances of
winning a workable majority. In contrast, “the politics of affluence appealed to women in
their roles as homemakers and consumers.”*® But, when Conservatives started promoting

affluence and prosperity in the form of cars, homes and appliances, they too widened their

conceptualization of consumers beyond that of housewives who consumed predominantly

18 |izabeth Cohen, A Consumer’s Republic: The Politics of Mass Consumption in Postwar
America (New York: Alfred A Knopf, 2003), 31-41, 70-71, 75, 80-83, 108, 109, 134, 137, 147.
For a discussion on how the Gl Bill discriminated against women in favour of men, see Cohen, A
Consumer’s Republic, 137-152.

" The Labour Party’s inability to overcome its moral zeal with regards to consumerism served as
a source for conflict for Socialists during this same period and ultimately prevented them from
launching a viable challenge to the Conservatives. Lawrence Black, The Political Culture of the
Left in Affluent Britain, 1951 — 1964 (Houndmills, Basingstoke: Palgrave Macmillan, 2003),
chapter 5.

'8 Ina Zweiniger-Bargielowska, Austerity in Britain: Rationing, Controls and Consumption, 1935
— 1955 (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2000), 2, 252-253, 254.

9
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for the home and family. Building on these discussions, the focus here is how the
Conservatives attempted to harness and deploy the idea of the “individual acquisitive
consumer” (or Cohen’s “purchaser consumer”) where the emphasis was placed on
“competitive consumerism” and the acquisition of material goods, for private enjoyment
and to improve one’s standard of life, was the reason for political engagement.*
Bridging the concerns of the middle classes with those of consumers also upheld
traditional Conservative ideas on social unity as well as anti-Socialism. This rhetoric
allowed the Conservatives to claim that they, unlike Labour, were a classless party that
represented national rather than sectional interests. The concept of individual acquisitive
consumers is especially significant because it formed part of the foundation of Margaret
Thatcher’s ideology, as she argued the individual consumer was the key to transcending
destructive class-based hostilities. Current commentators on social inequality have
remarked that this idea has had an insidious impact. Sociologist Mike Savage and
Guardian journalist Owen Jones argue, for example, that Conservative efforts, present
and historic, to remove “class,” a collective identity, as a concept and term from our
lexicon is, in fact, an act of class warfare.?’ According to Jones, Conservatives, especially
under Thatcher, have systematically attacked working-class communities, industries and

institutions. By proclaiming the triumph of “classlessness,” with the aid of an individual

19 peter Gurney, “A House Divided: The Organized Consumer and the British Labour Party,
1945-60,” in Erika Rappaport, Sandra Trudgen Dawson and Mark J. Crowley, eds., Consuming
Behaviours, PDF e-book, chapter 14.

% Mike Savage, “The ‘class ceiling’ and the new class war,” The Guardian (22 October, 2015)
http://www.theguardian.com/books/2015/oct/22/new-class-war-politics-class-just-beginning
(accessed 23 October 2015).

10
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consumer identity, the Conservatives have silenced the majority of the population who
would identify as “working class” and robbed them of their collective power.**

But appealing to the middle classes as consumers became difficult to sustain once
the country encountered less stable economic circumstances in the 1960s. Employing
consumer-centric rhetoric and policies as a one-size-fits-all strategy also prevented the
Conservatives from seeing the complexities of this social category and any corresponding
impact on political behaviour. Following the Second World War, the ranks of the middle
classes were as fragmented as ever. John Goldthorpe posits that the rapid rate of growth
within these ranks left little time for the development of allegiances or a unified identity
like that which occurred amongst manual workers and the labour movement. Each sub-
section within the middle classes in the period after 1945 had different allegiances to the
state as well as their workplace/employers, and they wanted different things from the
Conservatives and the government.? Some certainly felt entitled to a greater share of
prosperity but, at the same time, others expressed concern about the status of Britain on
the world stage, and the integrity of the monarchy. Some remained guarded about
extolling consumerism and were concerned that consumer-centric rhetoric perverted the
heart and soul of Conservatism. Examining local sources shows, in fact, that the long-
established and the newer members of the middle classes co-existed uneasily, and that the
former group perceived the latter as a potentially disruptive force in their lives. Henry

Fairlie’s assessment of the nature of the middle classes quoted above, while prematurely

21 Owen Jones, Chavs: The Demonization of the Working Class (London: Verso, 2011), chapter 2.
22 Tim Butler and Mike Savage., eds. Social Change and the Middle Classes (Bristol, Pa.: UCL
Press, 1995), 29.

11
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dismissive, was not wholly inaccurate: increased numbers did not necessarily correlate to
a greater awareness of shared identity or values amongst its members. The Conservatives,
therefore, could neither rely on bloc support from consumers nor the middle classes.

One aim of this dissertation is to establish the meaning(s) that the term “middle
classes” held for the Party, its thinkers, and rank-and-file members after the Second
World War. Establishing these definitions will help measure the extent to which official
definitions shaped interactions between Conservatives and their core supporters at the
national and local levels. The core of this dissertation focusses on the challenges the
Conservatives encountered with regard to harnessing the support of the expanded middle
classes in the 1950s and 1960s. Firstly, the nature of growth affected the way members of
middle classes, both those long established and those new to this social position, formed
goals and alliances with one another. As the discussion below will illustrate, rapid
expansion meant that the “middle classes” were only nominally united. Given the Party’s
reputation for its ability to adapt to changing social and political circumstances, it is
surprising that the Conservatives seemed unresponsive in the face of this dynamic social
group. Were there structural and organizational impediments that prevented the
Conservative Party from widening their appeal at the local level? Was, for example, the
local constituency association (CA) a socially inclusive or exclusive space and were local
Tories interested in integrating the new middle classes into their activities or
organization? Looking beyond the local level, how were the Party’s self-proclaimed
thinkers addressing the idea of the middle classes? How did all of these different aspects

of the Party’s relationship with their middle-class voters collide with the ordinary lives of

12
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constituents in a particular Conservative stronghold in the Home Counties? Did
articulations of “class” identity mimic the national discourse? To what extent did local
history and immediate context dictate the issues that preoccupied the Conservatives and
their middle-class supporters?

Bodies of scholarship

The answers to these questions are informed by two main debates in the history of
the Conservative Party: the nature and source of electoral success and class analysis. The
first three sections below will explore how historians have sought to examine the
Conservatives’ electoral success by probing, i) the Party’s organization, ii) popular
conservative sentiments and iii), in the post-1945 period, the theme of affluence. The
fourth section will explore historical and sociological discussions of class and class
formation in Britain. Officially, the Conservatives maintained that they represented the
nation and not any one particular section of society or voters. Yet, as the following
chapters reveal, a significant section of their supporters refused to conform to the
classless ideal. These individuals appealed to the Conservatives as members of the middle
classes, which forced the Party to engage with them using class-centered language and
treat this vocal minority as a distinct entity ahead of “classless” national interests. Class,
despite the Party’s aims, remained a trigger issue for Conservative Party rank-and-file as
well as supporters. Building on this scholarship, this dissertation will illuminate not only
the history of the Conservative Party and the development of its ideas and policies in the
twentieth century, but also attempt to access debates on class, class formation, and class-

consciousness from an unconventional point of entry.

13
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Explaining electoral success

Histories of the Conservative Party often begin by remarking at its record of
electoral success.? During the 19" century, the Conservatives were in office, both
serving as Government or as “a leading member” of a coalition, for a total of 58 years.**
Between 1895 and 1995, the Conservatives were in power or served as “the most
powerful element in a coalition” for 70 years and rarely did they fail to capture less than
40 per cent of the vote.” This remarkable achievement has led Stuart Ball and Anthony
Seldon to label this period, the “Conservative century.”? Ross McKibbin, in contrast,
sees a great deal of “two-party competition.” McKibbin, citing the period 1886 — 1914,
finds that the Tories were in power for 16 % years and the Liberals 12 %2. During 1940 —
1979, “the Conservatives were in office 17 years, Labour 17 years” and power was shared
during the war. He concludes that the Conservatives were only truly “dominant” during
the interwar period when they were in office for “17 of the 20 years” with “huge

parliamentary majorities.”?” While the extent of the Conservative Party’s success is

disputed, the notion of Conservative ascendency in the twentieth century is powerful and

2 Stuart Ball and Anthony Seldon, eds., The Conservative Century, 1; Ball and Stuart, Portrait of
a party: the Conservative Party in Britain, 1918-1945 (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2013),
1; E.H.H. Green, “The Strange Death of Tory England,” Twentieth Century British History 2(1)
(1991), 67 and Martin Pugh, Tories and the People, 1880 — 1935 (Oxford: Basil Blackwell Ltd.,
1985), 1.

2 Matthew Roberts, “Popular Conservatism, 1932-1914,” Parliamentary History 26(3)(2007),
387.

% Ball and Seldon, The Conservative Century, 1 and Green, “The Strange Death of Tory
England,” 67.

%6 Ball and Seldon, The Conservative Century, 1.

2 Ross McKibbin, “Class and Conventional Wisdom: The Conservative Party and the ‘Public’ in
Inter-war Britain” in The Ideologies of Class: Social Relations in Britain, 1880-1950 (Oxford:
Clarendon Press, 1990), 259-260.

14
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prevailing conventional wisdom. The influence of this perception is equally evident in the
history of the Conservative Party in the post-Second World War period. The
Conservatives have been characterized as master-manipulators of consumer-oriented
politics but, as this dissertation will show, they often experienced resistance and
uncertainty especially in interactions with their middle class supporters.

The earliest studies characterized the Conservatives as passive beneficiaries to the
mistakes of political rivals; religious, ethnic or class tensions as well as “patriotic or
imperial sentiment”; or to the peculiarities of voting behaviour, specifically the support of
deferential working classes.?® More recent studies have adopted positive interpretations in
which the Conservatives are key figures in shaping not only their political fortunes but
also the political discourses in which they operated. Whether as champions of Empire the
astute manipulators of gendered rhetoric, or as agents of prosperity and advocates of
consumers, and the opponents of Europe later, the Conservatives have practiced targeted
electioneering to craft a wide alliance of supporters. As Martin Pugh observed, “Britain
did not develop a system dominated by a Social Democratic majority in which

Conservatives were reduced to a mere rump ... Conservatives survived by conscious

%8 See Eric Nordlinger, The working-class Tories: authority, deference and stable democracy
(London: MacGibbon & Kee, 1967); Henry Pelling, Social Geography of British Elections: 1885-
1910 (London: Palgrave Macmillan, 1967), 425-426; Alan Sked and Chris Cook, eds., Post-War
Britain: A Political History, 1945-1992.4" ed. (Harmondsworth, Middlesex: Penguin, 1993), 98-
101. Goldthorpe et al. found that affluent workers at Skefko and Vauxhall were instrumental in
their support for the Conservatives. They considered the Conservative Party to be the best suited
to run the economy and to govern the country while others expressed “antipathy” for Labour. In
fact, they found ‘deferential’ tendencies (when workers expressed a belief in Conservatives
leaders being of “better quality™) to be the least important factor. See John Goldthorpe, David
Lockwood, Frank Bechhofer, and Jennifer Platt, The Affluent Worker: Political Attitudes and
Behaviour (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1971), 20.
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adaptation as well as through luck” to remain a dominant force.? Electoral success,
therefore, was hard won despite internal rivalries, moments of ideological confusion and
uncertainty regarding its future political prospects.

This dissertation contributes to this body of literature by calling attention to the
confusion and uncertainty that the Conservative Party encountered regarding its
relationship with supporters from the middle classes. The 1950s and 1960s were a period
in which the Tories returned to government and put the crushing defeat of 1945 behind
them. And yet, every level of the Party still had to come to terms with the changing social
and political landscape and the Party had yet to fully understand the impact of postwar
social and economic change on the boundaries and composition of their long favoured
social constituency — the middle classes. Consequently, at times in this period, the
Conservatives seemed perplexed by, and quite unresponsive to, “rebelling” and
discontented elements of the middle classes.

The Conservative Party’s success in the face of the mass franchise has been one of
the major questions with which historians have grappled. How and why have the
Conservatives, the party most closely associated with tradition, privilege and inequality
survived, and indeed thrived, when it appeared that they had little in common with the
values of newly enfranchised sections of society? For some scholars, part of the answer to
this question lies with the Conservative Party’s comprehensive organization and ability to
blend into the communities and cultures that surrounded the local association and party

branches.

2 pugh, Tories and the People, 1880 — 1935, 1.
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The Conservative political machine developed in earnest in the later-Victorian and
Edwardian periods. E.H.H. Green illustrates that the highly professional nature of
Conservative politics, especially at the local level, was a response to the “sheer size” of
the post-1884 electorate. All political parties needed a sophisticated organization as well
as paid professional agents to exploit “informal associational and kinship ties” that were
previously nurtured exclusively in local clubs and social gatherings in order to gain the
support of voters.* The Conservatives were especially adept at integrating these key
features, which helped secure electoral success even in uncertain circumstances. David
Thackeray has also found evidence of popular grassroots activity despite the rejection of
tariff reform and support for a variety of populist campaigns (defending Ulster, tariff
reform and social reforms) that kept the Party relevant across class and gender lines up
until 1914.3! Frans Coetzee too shows that the Conservatives, with the help of pressure
groups like the Navy League, Tariff Reform League and the Anti-Socialist Union,
actively confronted mass politics and socialism.** Conservatives pursued “new forms of
appeal and organization when it became apparent that the political reliability and social
stability of the lower orders could no longer be ensured by traditional methods of social
and political control.” These pressure groups also revealed new sources of support that
allowed the Tories to widen their base to include “lower-middle-class voters,” which

helped the Party evolve from representing rural and landed interests to “the predominant

% Green, “An Age of Transition: An Introductory Essay,” 11.

3! See David Thackeray, “Rethinking Edwardian Crisis of Conservatism,” The Historical Journal
54(1) (2011), 191-211.

%2 See Frans Coetzee, For Party or Country: Nationalism and the Dilemmas of Popular
Conservatism in Edwardian England (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1990).
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Party of government in urban, industrial Britain.”** During the Second World War, overt
partisan activities were postponed in favour of the political “truce” and the Coalition.
Many Conservative constituency associations curtailed activity but continued to maintain
skeleton operations and social activities, which allowed the Party to return, with a bit of
maintenance, to business as usual after 1945.** Retaining the local association’s social
activities was also integral, as McKibbin has observed, to infiltrating middle-class
associational culture during the interwar period.*

Party organization alone did not help the Conservatives craft near dominance in
the 20" Century. The Conservatives were highly successful largely due to the
effectiveness with which they employed targeted electioneering in order to nurture and
cultivate a wide electoral appeal. In the 19" century, the Conservatives served as “the
political arm of the landed interest, drawing its leadership from the aristocracy” and “its
parliamentary cohorts from the squirearchy and retain[ed] a solid electoral base in the
English counties.” The 1880 general election as well as electoral reform in 1883 and 1885
signaled that the Conservatives needed to widen their appeal to include the urban and

suburban middle-class elites as well as enfranchised masses. *®

% Green, “The Strange Death of Tory England,” 81.

% Andrew Thorpe, Parties at War: Political Organization in Second World War Britain (Oxford:
Oxford University Press, 2009), chapter 5.

% Ross McKibbin, Classes and Cultures: England 1918-1951 (Oxford: Oxford University Press,
2000), 58.

% Matthew Roberts, “Constructing a Tory world-view: popular politics and the Conservative
press in late-Victorian Leeds,” Historical Research 79(203) (Feb., 2006), 118, 120.
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Popular Conservatism

The term popular conservatism can be used generally as a way to describe
avenues for popular mobilization within the party.*’ It is also an “umbrella term denoting
a multifaceted strategy for reform” in the face of increasing democratization beginning in
the late-Victorian period. After the Third Reform Act of 1884, the Conservative Party had
to broaden its appeal beyond the aristocracy and landed elite to include the urban and
suburban middle classes and those without property.®® The party, according to Matthew
Roberts, “straddled diverse constituencies of electoral support - from villadom to
manufacturing districts.”*® The Party’s work resulted in electoral successes in 1865, 1895
and 1900.The great surprise, for the Tories and commentators, in each of these elections
was how well the Tories performed with an expanded electorate that included 7 million
manual workers.*

A large section of this scholarship is devoted to examining working-class
Conservatism because, as representatives of privilege and inequality, the Tories’
continued cultural relevance and electoral successes as the franchise widened beyond the
confines of the landed elite presents a paradox. Until the 1980s, scholars and

contemporary commentators largely dismissed the phenomenon as “deviant” political

%" David Jarvis, “British Conservatism and Class Politics in the 1920s” The English Historical
Review, 111(440) (Feb.,1996), 60.

% E.H.H. Green, The Crisis of Conservatism: The politics, economics and ideology of the British
Conservative party, 1880-1914 (London: Routledge, 1996),15.

% Roberts, “Popular Conservatism in Britain, 1832 — 1914,” 400 and Matthew Roberts. “Villa
Toryism and Popular Conservatism in Leeds, 1885-1902” The Historical Journal 49(1) (2006),
244.

“0 Martin Pugh, Britain since 1789: A concise History (Houndmills, Basingstoke: Macmillan,
1999), 108.
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behaviour that was inconsistent with a worker’s economic position within the social
structure.** Scholars have also relied on “psychological” explanations that attribute
politics to deference or social identities.** This approach influenced interpretations
concerning working-class voting behaviour in the 1950s and 1960s when, again, the
Tories seemed to benefit electorally from postwar affluence and supposed
embourgeoisement.*?

More recent scholarship argues that contemporary Conservatives actually crafted
their success by appealing to a number of targeted interests and creating a broad-coalition
of support. According to Jon Lawrence, the strength of working-class Conservatism in
urban settings during the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries was based on the
Party’s position on “religious, social and imperial questions.”** The Tories opposed
“mean-spirited and morally coercive Liberalism.”*® The Tories also would not stand in
the way of a workingman’s entertainment and believed that “life should be enjoyed.”*°
David Thackeray also argues that the Tories attached themselves to populist issues
including, “rural smallholdings, opposition to existing National Insurance and defence of

the established church,” which kept them relevant with the newly enfranchised sections of

the electorate. Even the issue of tariff reform integrated seamlessly with the Tories” work

“! Jon Lawrence, “Class and Gender in the Making of Urban Toryism, 1880-1914,” The English
Historical Review 108(428) (Jul., 1993), 630.

2 awrence, “Class and Gender in the Making of Urban Toryism, 1880-1914,” 630.

3 Lawrence, “Class and Gender in the Making of Urban Toryism, 1880-1914,” 630; Henry
Pelling, “Working Class Conservatives,” Historical Journal xiii (1970), 339-343 and Roberts,
“Popular Conservatism, 1932-1914,” 387, 397-398.

* Lawrence, “Class and Gender in the Making of Urban Toryism, 1880-1914,” 638.

** Roberts, “Constructing a Tory world-view,” 133-134.

“® Roberts, “Constructing a Tory world-view,” 136.
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“defending the working man’s pint and masculine civic identity.”*” The late-nineteenth
century Conservative Party also employed patriotic language and courted Irish and Jewish
sections of the population.*® With each of these issues, the Tories successfully attacked
the Liberals and presented themselves as protectors of the workingman.

These ideas were also not simply proclaimed to the electorate: the Tories
employed existing local cultures, traditions and organizations (working-men’s clubs or
supporting the local football club) to nurture alliances with the urban working classes.*®
As Roberts states, the Tories used “politics and ritual to socialize men, women and
children” and indulged “*manly’ pleasures,” to “knit together different strands of popular
Conservatism.”*° Since political allegiances and power are constantly in flux, the process
by which the Tories maintained support from the working classes reflects specific
historical contexts. The twentieth-century Conservative Party employed similar tactics
though deployed different themes and interests to secure power. Nigel Keohane argues
that throughout the First World War the Tories skillfully employed patriotic images and
language to reinvent the party and control social change. Conservatives, for example,
aligned themselves with franchise reform based on a definition of “citizenship” linked to

military service.”® In this way, the party bought itself time to figure out how to integrate

" Thackeray, “Rethinking Edwardian Crisis of Conservatism,” 194, 197.

“® Roberts, “Popular Conservatism in Britain, 1832 — 1914,” 395 - 400.See also Alex
Windscheffel, Popular Conservatism in Imperial London, 1868 — 1906 (Woodbridge: Boydell &
Brewer Press, 2007).

* Lawrence, “Class and Gender in the Making of Urban Toryism, 1880-1914,” 639-41.

%0 Roberts, “Popular Conservatism, 1932-1914,” 399-400.

*! Nigel Keohane, The Party of Patriotism: The Conservative Party and the First World War
(Farnham: Ashgate, 2010), 131 — 137. See also Nicoletta Gullace, The Blood of Our Sons: men,
women and the renegotiation of British citizenship during the Great War (New York: Palgrave
Macmillan, 2002). Hendley’s research shows that, during the same period, the National Service
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women and workers into the party organization and its future plans. According to
Lawrence, once the “populist male-centered” style of politics declined, organizations like
the Primrose League gave women opportunities for participation and positioned
Conservatives as advocates of the “virtues of domestic life.”>* Hendley argues that one of
the chief reasons the Primrose League managed to stay relevant when other patriotic
associations faded away after the First World War was because it integrated itself with
associations in which middle-class women socialized and carried out philanthropic
work.>® These organizations and even the Party’s local associations gave the
Conservatives direct access to female voters once they became enfranchised. David Jarvis
and Ina-Zweiniger-Bargielowska have each illustrated the inventive methods with which
Tories courted women from the 1920s through 1950s.>*

The second prong to the Party’s successes in the late-19" century and interwar
period was based on maintaining traditional sources of support, namely the “genteel”

suburban middle classes. “Villa Tories,” or suburban Conservatives, refers to those

League (NSL), in contrast, failed to create to mobilize the same themes to assuage the concerns of
organized labour and create “patriotic labour,” which ultimately contributed to the organization’s
demise. Hendley argues that the NSL’s singular focus on compulsory military service, rather than
the wider concept of patriotism, made it less successful than similar contemporary organizations.
See Matthew Hendley, Organized Patriotism and the Crucible of War: Popular Imperialism in
Britain, 1914-1932 (Montreal & Kingston: McGill-Queen's University Press, 2012), 50-56.

52 Lawrence, “Class and Gender in the Making of Urban Toryism, 1880-1914,” 645-646, 648.

>3 Matthew Hendley, “Constructing the Citizen: The Primrose League and the Definition of
Citizenship in the Age of Mass Democracy in Britain, 1918-1928,” Journal of the Canadian
Historical Association, 7(1), 1996, 135. Hendley also shows that the Primrose League conceived
of a woman’s duty to vote as part of her role in “maintaining the social fabric of Britain.” By
voting, Lady Jersey proclaimed that women could ensure the well-being of their children,
families, homes and access to food. Hendley, “Constructing the Citizen,” 141.

> See David Jarvis, “Mrs. Maggs and Betty: The Conservative Appeal to Women Voters in the
1920s,” Twentieth Century British History 5(2) (1992), pp — 129 — 152 and Ina Zweiniger-
Bargielowska, Austerity in Britain: Rationing, Controls and Consumption 1939-1955 (Oxford:
Oxford University Press, 2000).
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conservative-leaning middle classes who moved from industrial and urban centers to the
suburbs following the Redistribution Act of 1885.>° In the nineteenth century, the label
“middle classes” was used to identify those who worked in the “commercial and
professional classes” and those who owned homes and lived in the suburbs (residential
neighbourhoods away from commercial enterprise and industry). Clerks and artisans
occupied the lower ranks of this group.® According to conventional interpretations,
“villadom was once thought to be the electoral heartland of late-Victorian Conservatism.”
Some scholars have argued that the politics of the suburban set was even dictated by its
“innate conservatism” and bolstered by the creation of “socially homogenous single
member constituencies which ‘created strongholds in ... suburbs, seaside resorts, and in
the residential enclaves of hitherto radical cities’”>” Such structurally centered
interpretations tended to examine aggregate voting statistics to understand suburban
politics. Yet, as Lawrence points out, these approaches do not explain the character or
motivations behind of suburban politics or how the Tories constructed electoral success at
the end of the 19™ century.®® Villa Tories, Matthew Roberts similarly asserts, is a

descriptive rather than analytical term.>

% The definition of “suburb” that Roberts adopts defines this area as: including “middle class
residences,” and excluding “industry,” “commerce, except for enterprises that service the
residential area,” and “lower class residents.” Roberts, “Villa Toryism and Popular Conservatism
in Leeds, 1885-1902,” 220. This definition is instructive because it highlights the socio-economic
sources for tension that become a problem in South West Hertfordshire, discussed in chapter five,
when these exclusive communities become the sites of housing redevelopment.

% Matthew Roberts, “Constructing a Tory world-view: popular politics and the Conservative
press in late-Victorian Leeds,” 127.

>’ Roberts, “Popular Conservatism in Britain, 1832 — 1914,” 392.

%8 Lawrence, “Class and Gender in the Making of Urban Toryism, 1880-1914,” 631.

% Roberts, “Villa Toryism and Popular Conservatism in Leeds, 1885-1902,” 244.
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Roberts questions the extent to which redrawing constituency boundaries and
isolating the “innately conservative” suburban middle classes played a hand in the
Conservative Party’s electoral success in the late Victorian period.® Using Leeds as a
case study, Roberts shows that the Conservative Party confronted a vigorous Liberal
presence and political loyalties rooted in radical non-conformity.®* Contemporary
Conservatives, in fact, worried that electoral reform would not be to their advantage. The
idea that redrawn constituency boundaries helped the Conservatives consolidate the
suburban middle-class vote also negates the fact that working class Tories continued to be
a significant factor and the formation of new constituencies scattered traditional bases of
support. Furthermore, the Liberal Party maintained a strong presence throughout the
suburbs.®

Roberts’ study of Leeds reveals that suburbia was neither “innately Conservative”
nor “socially homogenous” and that a “permanent and monolithic suburban
Conservatism” did not exist.®® For the “genteel” suburban set and those who aspired to
join these ranks, the Tories were portrayed by local papers as the representatives of

respectability and domesticity. They were manifestly opposed the labour movement and

% See J.P.D. Dunbabin, “Some Implications of the 1885 British Shift towards Single Member
Constituencies,” English Historical Review 109 (430) (February 1994): 89-100; and Paul A.
Readman, “The 1895 General Election and Political Change in Victorian England,” The
Historical Journal 42(2) (1999), 467-493.

®1 Matthew Roberts, ““Villa Toryism’” and Popular Conservatism in Leeds, 1885-1902.” The
Historical Journal 49(1) (2006), 226-227; 230.

%2 Roberts, ““Villa Toryism’ and Popular Conservatism in Leeds, 1885-1902,” 239, 245.

% Roberts, ““Villa Toryism’ and Popular Conservatism in Leeds, 1885-1902,” 225, 228 and
Roberts, Matthew Roberts, “Constructing a Tory world-view: popular politics and the
Conservative press in late-Victorian Leeds,” 118, 119-120
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stood as protectors of property.®* But, to win the support of the lower middle class, whose
interests could overlap with manual workers, the Tories employed the empire and an
“aggressive populist Conservatism” along with promises for greater social reform.®® In
addition to the “vibrant Liberal political tradition,” there were cultural divisions based on
differing positions on education and entertainment (“drink and sport”) within the middle
classes of Leeds and the Conservatives mounted targeted attacks, often through the
Conservative daily papers, in order to expand Party appeal.®® W.L. Jackson,
representative of Leeds North, championed building societies, for example, as
manifestations of virtues like “self-reliance” and “thrift,” but which also allowed artisans
and those in the lower middle classes to own homes and “buy into a culture that included
an instinctive small ‘c’ conservatism.” Indeed, “rugged individualism,” “self-reliance”
and respectability became constant themes for Jackson since they touched on overlapping
values as well as the aspirations of “established villa residents” and “lower middle class
... voters.” These rallying cries allowed Jackson and the Conservative Party to
“strengthen the bonds of interclass community” and “transcend social divisions.”®’
Roberts’ research uncovers fissures within the middle classes that emerged in the 19"
century and, as this dissertation will show, continued to persist and even intensify in the
twentieth century. The established ranks of the middle classes, as the following chapter

will reveal, felt little kinship with those lower in the social hierarchy and those aspiring to

® Roberts, “Constructing a Tory world-view,” 127,133-134.

% Roberts, “Constructing a Tory world-view,” 130-133.

% Roberts, “Villa Toryism and Popular Conservatism in Leeds, 1885-1902,” 227, 229, 230.
%" Roberts, “Villa Toryism and Popular Conservatism in Leeds, 1885-1902,” 235.
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attain middle-class status. Each group, rather, guarded the privileges they enjoyed from
outsiders and appealed to the Conservatives for attention in their own right.

Discussions of popular conservatism show how the Conservative Party grappled
with increasing the franchise in the late-Victorian and Edwardian period by exploiting
opportunities to create constituencies of support where and whenever possible. Uncertain
though their electoral prospects seemed at times, the Tories navigated ideological and
electoral crises with targeted electioneering. The Party faced greater stresses following
the First World War with the advent of universal franchise and political revolution
abroad. Jarvis’ research points to acute anxieties within the Conservative Party that again
hinged on the impact of political realignment that came with universal franchise. The
presence of the Liberals, for example, challenged Conservative held notions that they
were the representatives of the middle classes. Additionally, fear of class conflict and an
organized and militant working class helped inform party ideology and policies.®® This
dissertation will add to Jarvis’ findings and show that Conservatives also struggled to
understand the nature of political realignment after 1945, especially with regard to their
core supporters within the middle classes.

According to Jarvis, the Tories “lacked confidence” in the face of full democracy

and were convinced that universal franchise would “promote collectivist and socialist

% According to Jarvis, the Conservatives were not alone in feeling anxious about the uncertain
political landscape in the interwar period. He observes, “The Party’s preoccupations after the war
were surprisingly similar to those of Communists and Socialists. Many Conservatives shared, if
only implicitly, much of the deterministic class analysis that Marxists struggled to reconcile with
electoral behaviour in the 1920s. The idea that class conflict had been pre-empted worried the
Tory faithful as much as it worried the revolutionary left.” Jarvis, “British Conservatism and
Class Politics in the 1920s,” 61.
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governments.”® The Conservatives, according to Jarvis, distrusted and resented their new
supporters, of all class backgrounds, in equal measure. Tory leaders and rank-and-file
were disdainful of new voters for their “venality, fickleness and stupidity.””® Tory
workers also observed the “the growth in self-confidence and militancy of an increasingly
industrialized workforce” with “apprehension.” The middle classes too were a source of
anxiety in the period studied in this dissertation. The Tories, in response to lower levels of
participation at the constituency level and a decline in fully paid subscriptions, expressed
bitter disappointment in the lack of partisan enthusiasm amongst the middle classes.
Jarvis found that Conservative agents, candidates and columnists “berated the middle
class ...for their apathy and almost criminal neglect of their political duty.””* The
proliferation of “non-party” organizations like the Anti-Waste League, local Chambers of
Commerce, and the Middle Class Union, exacerbated the Tories’ fears. These pressure
groups represented a threat to the Tories’ efforts to consolidate support amongst the
middle classes. As Jarvis argues, “The very existence of such bodies contradicted
Conservative claims to represent middle-class interests.” More importantly, these
organizations siphoned off potential activists and sources of funding.’®

The research thus far shows how successful the Conservatives have been in
assembling support from a variety of social groups and interests but no one has attempted

to explain for whom the Conservatives governed. As McKibbin has observed of the

% David Jarvis, “The Shaping of Conservative Electoral Hegemony, 1918 — 39” in Jon Lawrence
and Miles Taylor, eds., Party, State and Society: Electoral Behavior in Britain since 1820
(Aldershot, England: Scolar Press, 1997), 131-132.

" Jarvis, “The Shaping of Conservative Electoral Hegemony, 1918 — 39,” 136, 140-143.

" Jarvis, “British Conservatism and Class Politics in the 1920s,” 70, 73-77.

"2 Jarvis, “The Shaping of Conservative Electoral Hegemony, 1918 — 39,” 145.
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interwar Conservative Party, “They could not and did not (at least objectively) govern in
all their interests” even though they purported to represent the electorate widely.
McKibbin argues, by examining fiscal policy, that the Conservative Party was committed
to a “deflationary political economy” until the 1930s.This approach “put the safety of
financial institutions ahead of the interests of the manufacturing industry.” The
Conservatives were also “happy to live with [unemployment] as part of a long-term
‘adjustment.”” As McKibbin asserts, “The country was governed essentially in the
perceived interests of those who felt themselves most likely to benefit from deflation, the
professional and commercial middle classes and the holders of government debt (often
the same people).” The Conservatives adopted this policy because the Party experienced
an influx in members in “almost exclusively middle-class suburbs and constituencies.”
Secondly, the majority of Conservative MPs “had been in the armed forces, the civil
service or the professions” and they were “instinctively sympathetic to the ambitions and
worries of people whose life experience was similar to their own.” Even though the
Liberals were a viable alternative behind which the middle classes could rally, the
Conservatives mobilized “conventional wisdoms” to undermine them and play up public
fear of enfranchised manual workers. As McKibbin states, “It was known that the
Conservative Party was the party of bourgeois propriety and dignity. It did not need to be
said ... that the Conservative Party was the best defence against a politicized working

class.” And it was precisely that fear and “normative hostility to a political notion of the
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working class” that allowed the Conservatives to appeal widely to the electorate between

the wars even though it governed for the perceived interests of the middle classes.”
Affluence and the Middle-Class Consumer

Affluence and consumption are central organizing themes in this dissertation
because many of the Conservatives’ core supporters expressed dissatisfaction with their
experience of, or lack of, prosperity. Beginning in the late 1950s, contemporary
commentators remarked that the middle classes were fed up with post-Second World War
austerity and wanted more opportunities for home ownership, greater purchasing power,
and the ability to increase their savings. They felt entitled to a greater share of peacetime
abundance and resented what they felt were investments made only for the benefit of the
working classes. The Conservative Party, in response, promised to increase opportunities
for home ownership, reduce the burden of taxation, and to control inflation. The
Conservatives thus engaged with the middle classes as consumers, similar to those
“purchaser-consumers” Cohen describes in the United States, who were primarily focused
on acquiring material goods for their own private enjoyment.

The consumer as conceptualized by the Conservatives was one-dimensional: only
concerned with acquiring certain material goods to improve their standard of living. He
shared little of the ideals and aspirations, for example, of those who led the Consumers’
Association and planned to cultivate an army of active, knowledgeable value-oriented

consumer-citizens who acquired goods for the purposes of efficiency and rationalized

" McKibbin, “Class and Conventional Wisdom,” 265, 266, 267, 281, 293.
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living.™ While these concerns were certainly present and shared by many at all levels of
the Conservative Party, they were not driving forces that could unite middle-class voters.
Moreover, the Conservatives were never as completely comfortable with overt
materialism as they were portrayed to be by Labour. The Party was conflicted in
discussions concerning the social consequences of unfettered consumerism and
advertising techniques.” Examining the relationship the Conservatives had with the
middle classes through the lens of consumption and consumer politics calls attention to
one of the chief strategies that kept the Conservatives in power for over a decade after
1951. Such an examination sheds light on the fragmented nature of the middle classes in
the post-Second World War period, and it interrogates the extent to which preaching
consumer freedom and affluence resonated with the middle classes.

On the surface, the Conservatives’ consumer-friendly platform seemed widely
popular: after all, the Party increased their majorities in Parliament in the elections in
1955 and 1959. For many Britons, “old luxuries became affordable and new ones arrived

at an increasing pace.”’® Families could buy televisions and a range of appliances that

" See Lawrence Black, “Which? Craft in Post-War Britain: The Consumers’ Association and the
Politics of Affluence,” Albion 36(1) (Spring, 2004), 52 — 82 and “*Consumers of the world unite,
you have nothing to lose but your illusions’: The Politics of the Consumers’ Association” in
Redefining British Politics: Culture, Consumerism and Participation, 1954 — 1970, chapter 2.
Also see Peter Gurney, “The Battle of the Consumer in Postwar Britain,” Journal of Modern
History, 77(Dec., 2005), 979-989 and Matthew Hilton, “The Fable of the Sheep, or, Private
Virtues, Public Vice: The Consumer Revolution in the Twentieth Century,” Past & Present, 176
(Aug., 2002), 235 - 240.

"> Black, Redefining British Politics, 37 and Brian Girvin, “Affluence, Conservatism, and Political
Competition in Great Britain and the US, 1945 — 1964,” in Black and Pemberton, eds., An
Affluent Society? Britain’s Postwar ‘Golden Age’ Revisited, 29.

76 Offer, “British Manual Workers: From Producers to Consumers, ¢.1950 — 2000,” 8.
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“made homes more attractive and convenient to run.”’’ Selina Todd, however, cautions
that the “people’s delight at the new consumer goods was tempered by the insecure nature
of their prosperity.” Promises of “ease and plenty,” for example, did not always align
with actual experience, especially for the majority of the population. Manual workers and
“professionals” both benefitted from increased wages but the latter group “enjoyed a
much bigger increase.” Only when married women joined the workforce did more
families from working and lower middle-class backgrounds experience a measure of
financial security. Many members of the working classes accessed comforts and
consumer goods through credit or by working overtime to generate extra income.”® But,
overtime left many too busy or exhausted to participate in “middle class forms of leisure”
and many workers also accumulated debt trying to acquire all of the markers of an
affluent lifestyle.” Todd concludes, “The supposedly affluent society was in fact one

that was incredibly socially divided.”®

7" peter Clarke, Hope and Glory: Britain, 1900-2000, 2™ ed. (London: Penguin Books, 2004), 254
"8 Selina Todd, The People: The Rise and Fall of the Working Class, 1910 — 2010. London: John
Murray, 2014), ‘Never Having It So Good’, 1, 3, 8, 9. PDF e-book.

" John Rule, “Time, Affluence and Private Leisure: The British Working Class in the 1950s and
1960s”Labour History Review 66, 2(20021), 229-230, 233.

8 Todd, The People, ‘Never Having It So Good’, 5. PDF e-book. Also see Avner Offer’s
discussion regarding the transformation of the working classes from producers to consumers in
British politics and culture. This transition of their role in the economy ultimately undermined
working class identity, which robbed manual workers of their bargaining power with political
institutions. According to Offer, “As ‘consumers’, proletarians came to be doubly emasculated,
both as citizens and producers. They lost legitimacy for their characteristic modes of collective
action. Their typical objectives had been collective entitlements, the ‘social wages’ of health,
housing and education, distributed in kind and not in money, treating everyone alike ... Where the
consumer is sovereign, what counts is money, not votes. Already in the 1960s the conduct of
politics was moving away from the party branch, the hustings ... towards mass media and mass
marketing, in which (even in Britain) access to money counted for more, and concentrated voting
blocs for less.” Offer, “British Manual Workers: From Producers to Consumers, ¢.1950 — 2000,”
12-13.
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Consumer politics proved especially powerful after the Second World War
because the postwar economic boom along with reconstruction created a social and
political culture in which “private individual consumption triumphed over other
ideologies.”®* The belief, shared by both political parties and social researchers, that
poverty had been “eradicated” helped shift attention from “helping the poor” to “fostering
prosperity.”®? Scholars have attributed the Conservative Party’s recovery after 1945 and
subsequent electoral successes to their ability to mobilize the idea of affluence — in the
form of material possessions like televisions, cars, and homes — more effectively than its
rivals. They succeeded in making affluence a uniquely Conservative aim and took full
credit for achievements in this area.®® The experience of improved standards of living and
access to consumer goods after the Second World War, in contrast, proved to be an
immense ideological hurdle for the Labour Party. Labour leaders, especially those who
occupied the traditional Left, appealed to the electorate on “entirely negative” terms and

had difficulty reconciling affluence and socialist ideals.®* The Labour Party was

81 Matthew Hilton, “The Fable of the Sheep, or, Private Virtues, Public Vices: The Consumer
Revolution of the Twentieth Century,” Past & Present 176(Aug., 2002), 223.

8 Todd, The People, ‘Never Having It So Good’, 1. PDF e-book.

8 | awrence Black, “The Impression of Affluence: Political Culture in the 1950s and 1960s,” in
Lawrence Black and Hugh Pemberton, eds., An Affluent Society?: Britain’s Postwar ‘Golden
Age’ Revisited (Aldershot, Hampshire: Ashgate, 2004), 97. Also see James Hinton, “Militant
Housewives: The British Housewives League and the Atlee Government,” History Workshop
38(1994), 129 — 156; Jarvis, “Mrs. Maggs and Betty,” 129-152.

8 For a discussion on how affluence was discussed on the Left, see Stuart Middleton,
“*Affluence’ and the Left in Britain, ¢.1958 — 1974,” English Historical Review CXXI1X (536)
(2014), 107-138 and Todd, The People: The Rise and Fall of the Working Class, 1910 — 2010,
‘Never Having It So Good’, 4. PDF e-book. Frank Mort also examines contemporary discussions
regarding the vitality of democracy/ political participation in a consumer society. See Frank Mort,
“Competing Domains: Democratic Subjects and Consuming Subjects in Britain and the United
States since 1945,” in Frank Trentmann ed., The Making of the Consumer: Knowledge, Power
and ldentity in the Modern World (New York: BERG, 2006), chapter 10. Martin Pugh argues that
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especially worried about how “status based on consumption” would undermine working-
class identity based on the shop floor and one’s relationship within the economic
structure.® The Labour Party’s troubles were compounded also by external factors and
internal disunity. Namely, fewer people identified with the messages of struggle and
protest under which the Labour Party was formed and turned instead to the Conservatives
in order to preserve and increase their material gains.

The Conservatives had previous experience, in a more subtle fashion, drawing on
consumer themes and ideas to appeal to the electorate. In the 1920s, the Conservatives
had highlighted the strengths of women in their domestic roles and as a central cog in the
family in order to undermine the “suffragette” and the “flapper vote.” Women, for
example, “controlled the domestic budget” and played the vital role of “family
financier.”® The Tories, therefore, targeted women’s votes with “bread and butter” issues
and promised to reduce the cost of living though they acknowledged, “women’s

[political] horizons needed to be broadened.”®’

the tensions between Gaitskellites and Bevanites in this period was not ideological rather the
manifestation of a deeply personal rivalry. Bevan regarded his rival with “contempt” and
considered Gaitskell a “desiccated calculating machine” who, along with his followers, were not
truly representative of the labour movement. Anthony Crosland was the first to articulate a viable
re-imagining of Labour Party ideas in The Future of Socialism (1956). He emphasized that
“socialists should focus on ends rather than means, recognizing that the priority lay in promoting
welfare and equality, ending class antagonism, redistributing resources in society, and opening
access to the underprivileged through education.” Crosland, however, was “too bourgeois” to
carry much influence and though well received and widely read, The Future of Socialism failed to
change minds within the party. See Martin Pugh, Speak for Britain! A New History of the Labour
Party (London: The Bodley Head, 2010), 302-305, 308.

% Todd, The People, ‘A New Middle Class?’ 3. PDF e-book.

8 Jarvis, “Mrs. Maggs and Betty,” 143.

8 Jarvis, “Mrs. Maggs and Betty,” 138.
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During the war, Britons accepted restrictions on consumption as necessary but
continued regulation in peacetime became “contentious.” According to Zweiniger-
Bargielowska, consumption politics resonated with the voting public because “people
cared deeply about the food they were able to eat ... apprehension about the persistence
of shortages was widespread particularly among women.” As champions of consumers,
Conservatives were “well placed to exploit the low morale among women and especially
housewives.” Beginning in the late 1940s, the Conservatives “actively engaged in forging
an anti-socialist coalition of consumers disaffected with austerity, rationing and controls.”
In their own publications and press, the Tories advocated “decontrol and a return to the
free market” as well as an end to rationing. They were “hostile to economic planning,
[and] were less egalitarian.” The Conservatives also characterized food shortages and
continued curtailment on consumption as “mismanagement,” which challenged Labour’s
claim that “socialist planning” was a suitable alternative to the established economy and
worth maintaining. When they appealed to women directly, the Conservatives
“emphasized the importance of family life and demanded adequate housing, more
plentiful food and labour saving devices” to help make housework more convenient. They
reiterated these themes for the 1950 and 1951 general elections and emphasized the
inefficiency of the unwieldy bureaucracy that was required to administer controls. They
argued, “Only a return to the free market would result in lower prices and a wider choice
of consumer goods.” On the promise to “set the people free,” the Tories not only secured

their recovery in 1951 but “returned to power with an increased majority.”® This

8 Zweiniger-Bargielowska, Austerity in Britain, 3, 4, 7, 205, 206, 207, 218, 228, 229, 232, 254.
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conception of the consumer, however, changes along with the economic situation, and
complications arose when members of the middle classes did not identify with the
depictions of ‘never having it so good’ as the Conservatives described.

Who exactly were the middle classes?

Throughout the 1950s and 1960s, the Conservative Party adopted an
understanding of their core supporters as consumers and, correspondingly, appealed to
them with economic policies designed to help them acquire material comforts and
improve their standard of living. This conceptualization of the middle classes, however,
shifted emphasis from other qualities that had previously been used to demarcate this
class, such as moral values, the ownership of property, and particular occupations. But the
Conservatives, while electoral beneficiaries of affluence, did not seem to have a clear
understanding of how postwar changes had impacted the socio-economic order and, as
such, their general promises of prosperity did not appeal evenly to all of the sections of
the middle classes. The key to understanding this confusion can be found in contemporary
as well as recent efforts, especially in the social sciences, to define and measure the
composition of the middle classes. This body of research reveals how the changes taking
place within the middle classes after the war undermined the Party’s efforts to appeal to
them as a socially homogenous and monolithic group of consumers.

The impact of postwar social and economic change on political behaviour was far
reaching but contemporary social scientists were not immediately interested in the middle
classes as a subject of study. British social investigations focused on the working classes,

originating from Edwardian efforts to understand poverty and unemployment, and
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suggest reform initiatives.®® The middle classes were never a “social problem” that
needed to be fixed and, as such, did not capture the interest of reformers.*® After the
Second World War, the middle classes came under scrutiny but largely from efforts to
define and understand working-class identity.

Some social scientists looked to the voters to explain Labour’s electoral woes. The
theory of embourgeoisement held that social change, namely increased affluence,
disrupted the culture, and correspondingly, the politics of the working classes. More
specifically, the experience of affluence had led the working classes to adopt middle-class
tastes and outlooks. Mark Abrams as well as Goldthorpe and David Lockwood in The
Affluent Worker (1963), discussed in-depth in Chapter One, found limits to the impact of
increased consumer powers on working-class identity and, more importantly, did not find
evidence that workers had shed their backgrounds in order to adopt middle-class values,

culture or traditions. In 1980, Goldthorpe focused his attentions exclusively on the middle

8 Jon Lawrence, “Class, “affluence,” and the politics of everyday life in Britain, ¢.1930 — 1964,”
Cultural and Social History 10 (2) (2013), 274, 277.
% In Lawrence’s research, he finds that even though contemporary studies stopped casting the

working classes as social “problems” they remained true to their field’s roots by casting attention
on continued poverty and unemployment. They were not interested in “tracing the contours of
new, prosperous working-class lifestyle.” In fact, many of those who were “comfortable” and
even individuals who lived in prosperous neighbourhoods were excluded from studies. The way
that these studies were designed obscures the fact that “affluent workers,” those who were paid
well for a rare skills, existed before the concept and panic on the Left after the war. Lawrence,
“Class, “affluence,” and the politics of everyday life in Britain, ¢.1930 — 1964,” 275, 276-277,
282.Also see Rosemary Crompton, Class and Stratification: An Intro to Current Debates
(Cambridge: Polity Press, 1993), 32. Lockwood and Savage have also observed that the
predominance of the working classes in research on class formation is rooted in Marxist-
influenced scholarship, which casts the workers as the primary agents of historical change. David
Lockwood, “Marking Out the Middle Classes,” in Tim Butler and Mike Savage, eds., Social
Change and the Middle Classes (Bristol, Pa.: UCL Press, 1995), 2,4.
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classes and created a new class structure model, which organized individuals by
occupation. This new social classification categorized the middle classes as the “service
class” and defined them as fragmented.®*

Goldthorpe’s work still stands as a foundational analysis of class structures and
identities, though recent scholars have refined various aspects of his studies. Savage, for
example, posits that middle-class politics was based on one’s relationship to the state.*
Historians like Lawrence have also returned to contemporary sociological surveys to
uncover subjective accounts of the material circumstances in which their historical
subjects lived. These encounters can be mined by scholars today for all sorts of codes and
images of class that were not evident to contemporary researchers.

Study Outline

The structure of this dissertation is intended to move through different levels of
the Conservative Party organization, from the national to the local, and to provide a multi-
faceted view of how the Conservatives discussed and dealt with the middle classes amid

social change and emerging political instability. This approach shows the extent to which

% part of the Nuffield Class schema/ UK National Statistics Socio-Economic Classification which
also consisted of seven main categories of class based on occupation and employment status. The
class groups are as follows: Higher managerial, administrative and professions; Lower
managerial, administrative and professional occupations; Intermediate occupations; Small
employers and own account workers; Lower Supervisory and technical occupations; Semi-routine
occupations; Routine-Occupations; Never worked and long-term unemployed. See “The National
Statistics Socio-Economic Classification,” Office for National Statistics,
http://www.ons.gov.uk/ons/guide-method/classifications/current-standard-
classifications/soc2010/s0c2010-volume-3-ns-sec--rebased-on-soc2010--user-manual/index.html
(accessed 19 March 2014).

% Savage’s conclusions come from examining voting records from 1987 general election. Also
see Mike Savage, and James Barlow, Peter Dickens, and Tony Fielding, Property, Bureaucracy
and Culture: Middle Class Formation in Contemporary Britain (New York: Routledge, 1992),
chapter 3 and Harold Perkin, The Rise of the Professional Society: England Since 1880 (London:
Routledge, 1990).

37


http://www.ons.gov.uk/ons/guide-method/classifications/current-standard-classifications/soc2010/soc2010-volume-3-ns-sec--rebased-on-soc2010--user-manual/index.html
http://www.ons.gov.uk/ons/guide-method/classifications/current-standard-classifications/soc2010/soc2010-volume-3-ns-sec--rebased-on-soc2010--user-manual/index.html

Ph.D. Thesis — Leanna Fong McMaster University - Department of History

ideas held by Conservative leaders and policy makers were shared or rejected by rank-
and-file members and supporters.

The first chapter of this dissertation revisits contemporary sociological studies on
the middle classes and the attempts to define and understand this social group
through class analysis. The seminal work of Goldthorpe and Lockwood is examined
alongside recent research led by Savage, which provides the theory and empirical data
essential for contextualizing the Party’s history with its core supporters. Building on
McKibbin’s work in charting out the actual boundaries of the middle classes up to the
interwar period, this chapter concludes with an examination of Census data that helps
focus the Conservative Party’s usage of the term alongside official institutional
definitions employed at the time.

Chapter Two explores the language employed by the Conservative Party and
contemporary commentators in the 1950s and 1960s to discuss the middle classes. The
Conservatives relied on the themes of consumerism and affluence when they discussed
the middle classes, partly in an effort to appeal to the whole electorate as well as the
widened and disparate sections of the middle classes. But themes like morality and anti-
socialism were also prevalent. This chapter draws on examples of “middle-class revolt”
as well as local correspondence with Central Office in order to show that the language
employed by the Conservatives to discuss and appeal to the middle classes was
consistently unclear.

The third chapter of this dissertation revisits the setting and activity of the

Conservative Party’s local branches. The constituency association represented a bastion
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of unwavering support for the Party. Its members advocated unity, were self-sufficient,
and dedicated to rousing up support in their local communities through membership
drives as well as canvassing. The activities carried out here, however, reflected the
interests and tastes of particular sections of the middle classes and efforts to integrate
“new” members of the middle classes and working classes were stilted. Proclaiming to be
the Party that represented national interests did not play out in local political work.

In Chapter Four, the dissertation turns its attentions to the writings of young
Conservative thinkers on the question of the middle classes. At this level of the Party,
self-proclaimed intellectuals actively and purposefully contemplated the role of the
middle classes and their meaning, symbolically, as well as their significance as a base of
electoral support. This group carried out internal studies for the Party and pushed up
against conventional understandings in order to make space, within party thinking and
potentially policies, for both the traditional and “new middle classes.”

The final chapter examines the political activity in the county of Hertfordshire
with special attention to South West Hertfordshire and their Member of Parliament,
Gilbert Longden (1950 — 1974).Throughout Longden’s lengthy tenure as MP, the
Conservatives’ middle-class supporters illustrated that they were concerned about more
than simply obtaining what they thought was their fair share of postwar affluence.
Longden and his constituents expressed unease and even resistance to the influx of “new”
middle classes and foreign social elements, which threatened their once socially

homogenous communities.
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This dissertation challenges several conventional wisdoms regarding the
Conservative Party’s supporters and how it charted electoral success in the post Second
World War period. The Party may have been outwardly more cohesive and adept at
deploying affluence and consumerism as part of its efforts to woo voters than the Labour
Party, but they did not fully understand the impact of social change on their voter base. So
while the middle classes (as an image, social group, and section of voters) have had an
important role in Conservative Party history and they ultimately became the heroes of
Conservative ideology in the 1980s, their role in Party policy and thinking was not so

certain in the first decades after the Second World War.
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Chapter One
The Middle Classes in Britain after 1951

Before the war, when textile supplies and laundry facilities were more ample, it might perhaps
have been held that the middle classes were composed of all those who used napkin rings (on the
grounds that the working class did not use napkins at all, while members of the upper class used a
clean napkin at every meal), and that the dividing line between the upper middle and lower-
middle classes was the point at which a napkin became a serviette.

This dissertation focuses on how the Conservative Party navigated the images and
languages of class with special attention to the needs and demands of their “natural”
constituency, the middle classes, between 1951 and 1974. In this period, the Conservative
Party relied on support from the growing and increasingly fragmented middle classes but
its discussions exhibited uncertainty over the composition of this social group and,
therefore, the issues that would be most effective in securing their votes. The confusion
centered on the party’s predominant conception and treatment of the middle classes as
consumers who, they presumed, were united and motivated simply by the pursuit of
material luxuries for personal enjoyment. In fact, rank-and-file members as well as
Conservative supporters, who identified as members of the middle classes, asserted the
importance of property owners, pensioners, those on fixed incomes, as well as owners of
small businesses, and supporters of empire and the Queen when they engaged with the
Party. Focusing on the acquisitive nature of consumers allowed Conservatives to
capitalize on the experience of postwar prosperity but it ignored the more financially and

socially precarious experiences of pensioners and small business owners, for example,

! Roy Lewis and Angus Maud, The English Middle Classes (London: Phoenix House, 1949), 1.
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and angered some traditional established middle classes who worried about the moral
integrity of the Party’s principles. The Conservatives found it challenging to appreciate
the different facets of their core constituency because the middle classes expanded rapidly
in this period and their members did not see themselves as part of a united or cohesive
social group, let alone as simply consumers. Despite how skilled the Conservative Party
was in mobilizing consumer politics for electoral gains in general, it struggled to work out

how this label applied to its core constituency.?

This chapter revisits contemporary sociological studies on the middle classes that
emerged in the late 1950s alongside more recent research on class analysis and social
mobility in order to contextualize the terminology, concepts, and processes discussed in
subsequent chapters. This chapter also builds on McKibbin’s work in Classes and
Cultures, which established the statistical boundaries of the middle classes up to 1951, by
extending the view into the 1970s. This chapter charts the official institutional definitions
of the Party’s core supporters and illustrates that growth continued to occur in the middle
and lower middle sections of the middle classes. This pattern of growth should have
meant unassailable electoral success and harmony within the Party that pursued
consumer-oriented policies. But, traditional conceptions of the middle classes, which
emphasized country, monarchy, and respectability over economic position, sat uneasily

with consumerism and affluence.

2 See Ina Zweiniger-Bargielowska, Austerity in Britain: Rationing, Controls and Consumption,
1939 - 1955 (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2000).
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An examination of how the middle classes were conceived and discussed within
the Conservative Party helps to distinguish the unique characteristics of the ideological
shift to the right in the British context. Unlike the American case, the shift to the right
was not a sophisticated, well-funded and organized grassroots movement led by residents
of affluent suburban communities.® From the interwar period on, British pressure groups
including the Middle Class Union, the Anti-Waste League and the Middle Class Alliance
represented serious discontent but they were not sustained organizational forces, nor
indeed a movement that uprooted the Party’s postwar commitment to the consensus
programme.” These organizations, however, have been interpreted as expressions and

representative of middle-class discontent. But this view fails to consider how diverse

¥ According to historian Lisa McGirr’s profile, the typical activist in Orange County during this
period was of “solidly middle class” origin. They “benefitted from the affluence” brought about
by” the emergence of new industries” (namely, information technology) and “the expansion of
professional opportunities.” These individuals were usually, “well educated, well read and
knowledgeable” on politics and government policies. They included: doctors, dentists, aerospace
engineers, military officers and their wives. Their unity was based on a shared experience of
social mobility, which “affirmed their faith in the possibility of individual achievement.” Lisa
McGirr, Suburban Warriors: The Origins of the New American Right (Princeton, N.J.: Princeton
University Press, 2001), 84 — 85; 87. Journalist Rick Perlstein identifies the origins of the New
Right in a small group of “political diehards” This group included radio talk show host Clarence
“Pat” Manion and John Birch Society founder Robert Welch. These conservatives found
sympathy with small-business owners and manufacturers who resented the New Deal state
because it empowered unions and dictated the way they managed their businesses. Having found
a suitable spokesman in Barry Goldwater, this network of Washington insiders and increasingly
zealous activists worked tirelessly in 1960 and 1964 to make their case. Though 1964 proved to
be a disastrous defeat, “Goldwaterism” endured and eventually dominated mainstream
Republican thinking. Rick Perlstein, Before the Storm: Barry Goldwater and the Unmaking of the
American Consensus (New York: Hill and Wang, 2001). Also see Alan Brinkley, “The Problem
of American Conservatism,” American Historical Review 99(2), April 1994, 409 — 429; Matthew
Lassiter, The Silent Majority: Suburban Politics in the Sunbelt South (Princeton: Princeton
University Press, 2006), Steve Fraser and Gary Gerstle, eds., The Rise and Fall of the New Deal
Order (Princeton, N.J.: Princeton University Press, 1989) and Julian Zelizer, “Reflections:
Rethinking the History of American Conservatism,” Reviews in American History 38(2), June
2010, 367 — 392.

* E.H.H. Green, Ideologies of Conservatism: Conservative Political Ideas in the Twentieth
Century (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2002), 123.
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elements within the Conservative Party understood the nature and source of this
discontent and the supposed class interests it reflected. This chapter, and others in this
dissertation, will rectify this omission by previous scholars, by examining how the party,
the Bow Group and the constituency associations understood what ailed the middle
classes, in order to create a more comprehensive image of what middle discontent

comprised and how the Conservative Party tried to respond to it.

After the Redistribution Act of 1885, “Villa Tories,” those Conservative middle
classes who moved from industrial and urban centers to the suburbs, became a notable
factor in the Conservative electoral resurgence and the Party’s rebranding as a national
party.® The scholarly discussion on Villa Toryism is connected to the larger question of
how the party has constructed its electoral success and maintained relevance with a
widening franchise in the twentieth century.® It has frequently been asserted that the
experience of prosperity for more Britons after the Second World War was detrimental to
the Labour Party’s electoral fortunes. Fewer people, according to contemporaries,
understood the message of struggle and protest under which the Labour Party was formed

and turned, instead, to the Conservatives in order to preserve their material gains.

® See James Cornford, “The Transformation of Conservatism in the Late Nineteenth Century.”
Victorian Studies 7(1) Symposium on Victorian Affairs (2) (Sept., 1963): 35-66.Coetzee’s study
has shown these Conservative suburbanites were not, “drab, dull, and conformist,” but rather at,
“the forefront of change.” Frans Coetzee, “*Villa Toryism’ Reconsidered: Conservatism and
Suburban Sensibilities in Late Victorian Croyden,” Parliamentary History, 16(1) (February
1997), 30-31.

® See J.P.D. Dunbabin, “Some Implications of the 1885 British Shift towards Single Member
Constituencies,” English Historical Review 109(430) (February 1994), 89-100; Paul Readman,
“The 1895 General Election and Political Change in Victorian England,” The Historical Journal
42(2) (1999), 467-493, and Matthew Roberts, “*Villa Toryism’ and Popular Conservatism in
Leeds, 1885-1902,” The Historical Journal 49(1) (2006), 217-246.
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Scholars have attributed the Conservative Party’s successes, especially after 1951, to their
ability to mobilize the idea of affluence more effectively — that is, the ownership of
televisions, cars, and homes — and to make it a uniquely Conservative idea.” Unlike the
Labour Party, the Conservatives did not face the same level of moral anxiety over
incorporating consumer issues into their policies.® The Party, as in previous instances,
adapted and adjusted relatively quickly to the changing electoral landscape and reaped
electoral rewards. Conservatives, however, were never completely comfortable with
excessive expressions of materialism or being seen as promoting what they considered
irresponsible consumerism. In fact, the Party expressed concern regarding the social
consequences of unfettered consumerism and advertising techniques.® As Chapter Five
will show, the traditional middle classes of South West Hertfordshire attributed
conspicuous consumption to working-class residents of local council estates and used this

characteristic to disparage and resist their presence in the community. The research in this

" Lawrence Black, “The Impression of Affluence: Political Culture in the 1950s and 1960s,” in
Lawrence Black and Hugh Pemberton, eds., An Affluent Society?: Britain’s Postwar ‘Golden
Age’ Revisited (Aldershot, Hampshire: Ashgate, 2004), 97.Also see James Hinton, “Militant
Housewives: The British Housewives League and the Atlee Government,” History Workshop
38(1994): 129 — 156; David Jarvis, “Mrs. Maggs and Betty: The Conservative Appeal to Women
Voters in the 1920s,” Twentieth Century British History (1994) 5(2), 129-152 and Ina Zweiniger-
Bargielowska, Austerity in Britain: rationing, controls and consumption.1939 — 1955 (Oxford:
Oxford University Press, 2000).

8 For a discussion on how affluence was discussed on the Left, see Stuart Middleton, “‘ Affluence’
and the Left in Britain, ¢.1958 — 1974,” English Historical Review CXXI1X (536) (2014), 107-
138.Frank Mort also examines contemporary discussions regarding the vitality of democracy/
political participation in a consumer society. See Frank Mort, “Competing Domains: Democratic
Subjects and Consuming Subjects in Britain and the United States since 1945,” in Frank
Trentmann, ed., The Making of the Consumer: Knowledge, Power and Identity in the Modern
World (New York: BERG, 2006), chapter 10.

% Lawrence Black, Redefining British Politics: Culture, Consumerism, and Participation, 1954 —
1970 (Houndmills, Basingstoke: Palgrave Macmillan, 2006), 37 and Brian Girvin, “Affluence,
Conservatism, and Political Competition in Great Britain and the US, 1945 — 1964,” in Black and
Pemberton, eds., An Affluent Society?, 29.
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chapter will, therefore, build on the observations of Lawrence Black and Brian Girvin and
show that uncertainties regarding the social effects of consumerism were also reflected in
how the Party’s conception of the middle classes, as consumers, was contested and even

rejected by competing understandings based on occupation, morals and values.

Affluence and consumption are central organizing themes in this dissertation

because many of the issues that rankled the Tories’ “natural” constituency were wrapped
up in the experience of improving living standards and promoting greater prosperity. The
middle classes, according to contemporary commentators, were fed up with austerity and
wanted more opportunities for home ownership, greater purchasing power, and the ability
to increase their personal savings. The Conservative Party, in response, promised to enact
policies that would reduce the burden of taxation on this section of the electorate and
continue to pull back the reins of wartime economic regulation so that consumers could
flex their muscles in the market. But, as Cohen’s study on the development of
consumerism in the United States has illustrated, consumers were not always passive
members of the economy and society. During the First World War and into the 1930s, US
consumers helped shape the marketplace in which business owners and shoppers
interacted. Women were key players in this movement and their involvement helped
reshape gendered conceptions of women as active and strong rather than passive and
weak members of the market. Specific stakeholders in the economy helped stifle these
activist consumers and they were replaced with “purchaser consumers,” whose only job

was to consume. This iteration of the consumer was largely conceived of as married

couples or the male breadwinner. In Britain, the Consumers’ Association (CA), created in
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1957, similarly sought to cultivate an army of active, knowledgeable value-oriented
consumer-citizens who sought to acquire high quality goods for the purposes of efficiency
and rationalized living. According to Black, this organization was “the fastest growing
voluntary association in Britain since after the war.”*° The CA spurred the creation of the
Birmingham Consumers’ Group in 1967, which was created by “a group of affluent
professionals” to “increase the awareness of consumers, to identify and promote the
proper interests of consumers and the means of their protection and to provide a channel
for consumer opinion and representation.” Hilton argues that the Birmingham
Consumers’ Group, and other organizations of this brand, sought to provide information
that would “empower” consumers to spend their money wisely and, as such, “overcome
the advantages given to the manufacturer in a technical age.”** The Conservative Party’s
fixation on consumers simply as individuals who purchased luxury products, therefore,
was not only out of sync with the majority of experiences of the voting population but
also with this significant movement that supported informed consumerism. The Party’s

view of the middle classes as consumers in the 1950s and 1960s, however, created a

10 See Lawrence Black, “Which? craft in Post-War Britain: The Consumers’ Association and the
Politics of Affluence,” Albion 36(1) (Spring, 2004), 54, and “ “Consumers of the world unite, you
have nothing to lose but your illusions’: The Politics of the Consumers” Association,” in
Redefining British Politics, chapter 2. Also see Lizibeth Cohen, A Consumer’s Republic: The
Politics of Mass Consumption in Postwar America (New York: Alfred A Knopf, 2003); Peter
Gurney, “The Battle of the Consumer in Postwar Britain,” Journal of Modern History, 77 (Dec.,
2005), 979-989 and Matthew Hilton, “The Fable of the Sheep, or, Private Virtues, Public Vice:
The Consumer Revolution in the Twentieth Century,” Past & Present, 176 (Aug., 2002), 235 -
240.

! Hilton notes that the Birmingham Consumers’ Group power was rooted in the “socio-cultural
uniformity” but they are better described as a “habitus,” defined by “an ethos of professionalism
and technocratic expertise,” rather than a class. Social, cultural and political dispositions united
these activists rather than income alone.Matthew Hilton, “The Polyester-Flannelled
Philanthropists: The Birmingham Consumers’ Group and Affluent Britain,” in Black and
Pemberton, An Affluent Society? 150, 151, 162.
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space in which Margaret Thatcher could nurture and develop her philosophy on
individual achievement and greed in the 1980s. But the triumph of the middle classes, as
the heroes of Conservatism, was not a foregone conclusion. In fact, a number of
conceptions of the middle classes existed alongside the acquisitive consumer in this
earlier period and they differed a great deal from that those which Thatcher hoped to rally

around her cause in 1974.?

Of course, for much of its history, the Conservative Party did not have to
articulate explicitly whether it viewed the middle classes as professionals, employees,
white-collar workers, or suburban owner-occupiers. Once the franchise started to expand,
Disraeli rebranded Conservatives as representing national over sectional interests. The
Party has proclaimed to be a “classless” political party ever since. Yet, throughout the
1950s and 1960s, the Party’s core constituency urged its leadership to pay attention to
middle-class issues that were, in fact, widely differentiated and sectional in their
character. Evoking consumption as a common good was one way to undermine
antagonisms within the middle classes that might arise if the Party was seen as overly
sympathetic to one particular sub-section. This strategy served as a convenient but
impermanent solution while Party intellectuals actually grappled with the role of the
middle classes in Conservative Party thinking, which will be discussed further in Chapter
Four. But, who then were the middle classes in the three decades after the Second World

War? Surprisingly, this is actually a difficult question to answer.

12 David Wood, “Mrs. Thatcher's middle-class uprising,” Times [London, England] 13 Oct.1975.
The Times Digital Archive. Web. 5 Dec. 2014.
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Who Comprised the Post-Second World War Middle Classes?

In simple terms, the middle classes can be defined as those individuals
sandwiched between Britain’s upper classes (or the traditional elite) and manual
workers.™ According to historians of nineteenth-century Britain, the middle classes were
divided by “metropolitan” and “provincial” rivalries until their consolidation after the
First World War.** Sociologists defined this group even more simply as “non-manual”

workers until the 1980s.%® In 1949, Journalist Roy Lewis and Conservative MP Angus

3 The upper classes in British society have, historically, enjoyed immense wealth, which was
concentrated in land. While much diminished in political power since the First World War, this
group maintains special authority in society and culture. Ross McKibbin counts minor royals,
“senior functionaries of the court, the old aristocracy, [and] political elites attached to the peerage
by birth, marriage or social affiliation” as members of the upper class. Small sections of the
gentry and the very wealthy can also be included in this exclusive group. In the interwar period,
the composition of this group grew to include wealthy (American) businessmen, who received an
entrée to Society through Hostesses, as well members of the upper middle class through education
and certain professions. As with membership in other class groups, behavioural codes and dress
also helped demonstrate one’s belonging to the upper class. The term “upper class” is employed
here rather than “elite” because the latter term is focused generally on the idea of power and the
ability of a small exclusive group to exercise their power to make decisions. There were “elite”
members of the middle and working classes. The British upper classes certainly had authority and
exercised political power but by 1951 their influence was largely indirect. The term is not meant
to subordinate but to create an upward boundary and to evoke broader characteristics that
differentiated this group from the members of the middle classes, including, for example,
education, sources of wealth, and political allegiances. Ross McKibbin, Classes and Cultures:
England 1918 — 1951 (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1998), 2, 31, 40-42. Also see Mike
Savage and Karel Williams, eds., Remembering Elites (Malden, MA.: Blackwell Publishing,
2008).

 Richard Trainor, “Neither Metropolitan no Provincial: The Interwar Middle Class,” in Alan
Kidd and David Nicholls, eds., The Making of the British Middle Class? Studies of Regional and
Cultural Diversity in the Eighteenth Century (Stroud, Gloucestershire: Sutton Publishing, 1998),
chapter 12.

15 John Bonham defines his middle class as everything “other than manual wage,” which includes
individuals from business, professional, and white collar. Each of those groups includes occupied
persons, dependents and the retired. See John Bonham, The Middle Class Vote (London: Faber &
Faber, 1954), 101. Mike Savage, “Making sense of middle-class politics: a secondary analysis of
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Maude hinted at the unwieldy nature of the middle classes as a social group when they
wrote, “there remains the almost infinite variety of sub-groups within them, interlinked,
each sharing a number of characteristics with its neighbor groups, and with a high degree
of mobility between them.”* Scholarly studies on the middle classes began in earnest in
the 1980s and sociological surveys confirmed the existence of a middle class that had
expanded rapidly and was still undergoing growth and, as a result, was highly fragmented
in nature. Savage calls the situation of the middle classes “chaotic” because the stratum
consists of people originating from varying backgrounds who hold differing values.!” The
concept of the middle classes becomes even more complex when scholars try to associate
occupations, economic status and values held by those within the stratum. Many of these
efforts to categorize and label the middle classes with empirical data, however, can be
static and inconsistent depending on the parameters used to establish the boundaries of
the middle classes. Efforts to measure and categorize can also lead to the creation of rigid
definitions that cannot accommodate conceptual overlap when discussing dynamic
processes like social mobility. These approaches also do not consider individual
subjectivities on class identity. Quantifying the characteristics of the middle classes is
only one part of the equation. Culturally-centered scholarship has complicated

conceptions of the middle classes further by taking into account the impressions,

the 1987 British general election survey,” The Sociological Review, 39(1) (1991), 28.The “Alford
Index” measured class politics. Specifically, the method evaluates the extent of dealignment by
subtracting the proportion of the middle class voting Labour from the proportion of working class
voting Labour. This index split the Erikson-Goldthorpe-Portocarero (EGP/ Goldthorpe) class
schema, based on occupation, along the lines of non-manual (I-1V) manual (V-VII).

'® Roy Lewis and Angus Maude, The English Middle Classes (London: Phoenix House, 1949),
19.

17 Savage, “Making sense of middle-class politics,” 28.
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behavioural codes, style of life, attitudes and ideologies that imbued middle-class identity
with meaning. These recent approaches, less concerned with measuring the size of the
middle classes with empirical data, are instructive because they help reveal why the
middle classes loomed large not only in Conservative Party policies but also in their
political imagination after the 1951. In short, scholarship on the middle classes has only
revealed a general image of what the middle classes have looked like and who ought to be

included in that group.

In the 1950s and 1960s, the Conservative Party, too, was in the process of
working out what this historically and electorally important constituency looked like and
how best to win their support. After the Second World War, rapid social and economic
changes led to increased wages, greater employment stability and increased consumer
purchasing power, which in turn led to improved standards of living.'® While the middle

classes grew in numbers, contemporary qualitative survey data reveals that there were

'8 Black and Hugh Pemberton have argued that postwar Britain, seen through an international
lens, has overstated “decline.” Many Britons saw absolute economic growth, which brought about
improved living standards as well as improving health and life expectancy, full employment, and
the availability of luxury consumer goods. Todd, however, has shown that “affluence” was not a
sweeping and general experience rather differed depending on region of the country, age, gender,
class and more. See Black and Pemberton, eds., An Affluent Society? and Selina Todd,
“Affluence, Class and Crown Street: Reinvestigating the Postwar Working Class,” Contemporary
British History 22(4) (2008), 501 — 518. Goldthorpe’s social surveys in Luton, as well, highlight
that increased wages and greater purchasing power did not translate into work satisfaction or
increased aspiration in the workplace. Moreover, increased wages often meant more time at work,
which meant that manual workers did not have time to socialize with friends and family. See John
H. Goldthorpe, The affluent worker in the class structure (Cambridge: Cambridge University
Press, 1969). Also see John Rule, “Time, Affluence and Private Leisure: The British Working
Class in the 1950s and 1960s,” Labour History Review, 66, 2 (2001), 223-242.
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limits to the extent that economic changes had on forming or changing class identities.™
Economic changes, however, coincided with social shifts including a stagnant birth rate,
greater suburbanization, and increased educational opportunities after the war.?® These
conditions put the values and concerns of the middle classes at the forefront of the

national political discourse as well as the public consciousness.

Yet, ironically, the middle classes had largely been ignored by the social sciences
for much of the first half of the twentieth century because these disciplines originated as
part of Edwardian reform efforts aimed at understanding and solving issues understood as
“problems” including poverty and unemployment.®* The middle classes were never a

“social problem” that needed to be fixed.?? Those individuals who occupied the middle

19 See Goldthorpe, The Affluent Worker: industrial attitudes and behaviour (Cambridge:
Cambridge University Press, 1968) and Mike Savage, “Changing Class Identities in Post-war
Britain: Perspectives from Mass-Observation,” Sociological Review Online, 12(3) (2007).

0 McKibbin, Classes and Cultures, 72-73; 103-105; 261-262.

2L Jon Lawrence, “Class, “affluence,” and the politics of everyday life in Britain, ¢.1930 — 1964,”
Cultural and Social History, 10 (2013), 274.

22 In Lawrence’s research, he finds that even though contemporary studies stopped casting the

working classes as social “problems” they remained true to their field’s roots by casting attention
on continued poverty and unemployment. They were not interested in “tracing the contours of
new, prosperous working-class lifestyle.” In fact, many of those who were “comfortable” and
even individuals who lived in prosperous neighbourhoods were excluded from studies. The way
that these studies were designed obscures the fact that “affluent workers,” those who were paid
well for a rare skills, existed before the concept and panic on the Left after the war. Lawrence,
“Class, “affluence,” and the politics of everyday life in Britain, c.1930 — 1964,” 275, 276-277,
282. Also see Rosemary Crompton, Class and Stratification: An Intro to Current Debates
(Cambridge: Polity Press, 1993), 32. Lockwood and Savage have also observed that the
predominance of the working classes in research on class formation is rooted in Marxist
influenced scholarship, which casts the workers as the primary agents of historical change. David
Lockwood, “Marking Out the Middle Classes,” in Tim Butler and Mike Savage, eds., Social
Change and the Middle Classes (Bristol, Pa.: UCL Press, 1995), 2,4.
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sections of society along with their values and characteristics only emerged in studies

after the Second World War as part of efforts to define and understand working class

identity. The continued interest in manual workers stemmed from a perceived crisis on
the left and within the Labour Party, which had lost three consecutive general elections by
1959. Politicians and political commentators were perplexed as to why the Labour Party,
a party historically linked to the interests of manual workers, failed to capture the votes of
their “natural” supporters who represented the majority of the electorate. Social scientists
were thus pre-occupied with what was different in postwar Britain that had changed the
political allegiances to the Labour Party rather than with understanding how these

changes also affected the middle classes.

Sociologists Abrams and Richard Rose suspected that Labour’s electoral woes
were due to the embourgeoisement of sections of the working class brought about by
increased prosperity. This experience of increased prosperity and social mobility among
the working classes, they posited, weakened occupational and community solidarity,
which were central to class formation and class-consciousness as well as informing their
politics.”® They tested their theory with a series of surveys probing thoughts on
consumption habits, home ownership and nationalization policy.?* In the end, they did not
find a direct link between consumption patterns and politics but they concluded that

Labour’s electoral position was due to three main issues: the relevance of socialism, the

% Fiona Devine, Mike Savage, John Scott and Rosemary Crompton, Rethinking Class: Culture,
Identities and Lifestyle (Houndmills, Basingstoke: Palgrave Macmillan, 2005), 5.

?* Mike Savage, “Working Class Identities in the 1960s: Revisiting the Affluent Worker Study,”
Sociology 39(5) (2005), 931.
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content of the Labour Party programme and the perception held by voters of a divided
leadership. Respondents perceived Labour’s programme of ideas as out of sync with the
social and economic changes following the war. According to the social surveys, Labour
was overwhelmingly associated with workers, underdogs and with “eradicating class
difference,” which made the party appear “restrictive,” “depressing,” and “obsolete.”*
The party was also dogged by the criticism from the left that it had sacrificed the purity of
their ideas and principles in order to compete with the Conservatives and, therefore,
became indistinguishable from their opponents. Party in-fighting brought about by
frustrations with the lack of electoral success exacerbated these image problems. The
Labour Party, according to Rose and Abrams, needed a complete ideological overhaul to

change these perceptions.?® According to this study, the politics of the working classes

were not directly informed by consumption patterns and, most importantly, the

% Mark Abrams and Richard Rose, Must Labour Lose? (Harmondsworth, Middlesex: Penguin,
1960), 22-23.

% Crosland was at the forefront of trying to show people that Labour’s principal tenants of
equality and extension of democracy were not incongruent with an affluent Britain. Labour, in his
opinion, needed to adapt socialism from being centered on asceticism to arguing for a balance in
the public and private experience of prosperity. See Catherine Ellis, “Total Abstinence and a
Good Filing System? Crosland and the Affluent Society,” in Black and Pemberton, eds., An
Affluent Society?, chapter 5.For discussions on how the Left’s difficulties with affluence see
Lawrence Black, The Political Culture of the Left in Affluent Britain, 1951 — 1965 (Houndmills,
Basingstoke: Palgrave Macmillan, 2003); Steven Fielding, “Activists against *Affluence’: Labour
Party Culture during the ‘Golden Age’ circa 1950 — 1970,” Journal of British Studies 40(2001):
241-267; Martin Francis, “Economics and Ethics: The Nature of Labour’s Socialism, 1945 — 51.”
Twentieth Century British History 6(1995): 220-243; Gurney, “The Battle of the Consumer in
Postwar Britain,” 978; Hilton, “The Fable of the Sheep, or, Private Virtues, Public Vice: The
Consumer Revolution in the Twentieth Century,” 241, and Nick Tiratsoo, “Popular Politics,
affluence and the Left in the 1950s,” in Anthony Gorst, Lewis Johnman and W. Scott Lucas, eds.,
Contemporary British History, 1931 — 1961: Politics and the Limits of Policy (London: Pinter
Publishers, 1991), 53 — 58.
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embourgeoisement theory did not explain those who had acquired “durable consumer

goods” and still voted Labour.

The embourgeoisement thesis remained a popular crutch for observers and
commentators seeking to explain the postwar political alignment. Not all scholars,
however, were convinced that increased prosperity had led resultant “affluent workers” to
abandon their class identities, values and, most importantly, their political loyalties for the
sake of comfort and consumer goods. Cambridge sociologists Goldthorpe and Lockwood
revitalized class analysis with the Affluent Worker project published in 1963. This
sociological survey was built on extensive interviews with “exemplars of affluent
workers” in Luton.?” The interviewers asked the skilled workers, employed at the local
Vauxhall (vehicles) and Skefko (chemicals) plants, to consider various aspects of their
class identity. Goldthorpe’s extensive fieldwork challenged some fairly shaky
assumptions regarding working-class experience and identity. As with Rose and Abrams,
the most important findings of this study were that class position was not directly related
to “consumer power.” Goldthorpe also found that the lives of manual workers and their
families did not conform to those of white-collar (non-manual) workers as a result of
increased prosperity in a substantial way. They contended that the embourgeoisement
thesis overstated the similarities between manual and non-manual workers because while
the former group might well have gained more money to spend on cars, televisions and
general leisure, they had not adopted “middle class” characteristics or values. Goldthorpe

et al. found that unlike manual workers, non-manual workers benefitted from better

2" Savage, “Working Class Identities in the 1960s,” 931.
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working conditions, stability in their work, “fringe benefits,” as well as, “long-term
income prospects and promotion.”?® The study found that, on the whole, manual workers
on the shop floor did not integrate within the networks of the company for which they
worked and did not necessarily aspire to rise within the organization in the same way as
“white-collar” workers.? There was no testimonial evidence to suggest that changing
work and economic situation had a corresponding impact on orienting manual workers

towards middle-class values, culture or traditions.

A later study by Goldthorpe et al. (1969), proposed that a better way to describe
the social changes taking place due to prosperity was that of convergence rather than
embourgeoisement. The latter concept saw the direction of change as a one-way
movement up the social structure. In fact, economic and social changes brought about
movement both ways, which blurred the lines between the lower middle and working
classes. For instance, manual workers increasingly turned towards their family and home
and retreated from their work-based community. In doing so, workers adopted an
“individualistic” outlook with regard to work, leisure and consumption, but this did not
make them “middle class.”*® At the same time, the lower sections of the middle classes
adopted “instrumental collectivism” as a part of their outlook. Owing to the type of work

they held (in public institutions rather than private enterprises), “rising prices, increasing

%8 Goldthorpe, The affluent worker in the class structure, 25.

2 Goldthorpe, The affluent worker in the class structure, 83.

%0 The problem that manual workers with an “individualistic outlook,” or reoriented toward home
and family rather than the community presented was a widely held assumption that it would keep
people away from participation in politics, which would bring about greater equality. See
Lawrence Black, “The Impression of Affluence: Political Culture in the 1950s and 1960s,” Black
and Pemberton, eds., An Affluent Society?, 90-91.
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large scale units of bureaucratic administration, [and] reduced chances of upward
mobility,” the lower middle classes “accepted trade union activity as legitimate part of the
process to secure work and wages.”*! Manual workers, therefore, appeared similar to

non-manual workers but the opposite was also true.

This blurring of once distinct class boundaries, or at least the perception of distinct
class divisions, did not create a new class identity nor did it fortify any pre-existing sense
of middle-class or working-class identity. McKibbin argues that, beginning in the 1930s,
the “new” middle classes who originated from working-class backgrounds effectively
dulled anti-working-class sentiments characteristic of the middle classes in the 1920s.%?
But manual workers were still a distinct group unto themselves.* John Rule has
supported this point in his study on overtime and “work intensity” amongst urban
industrial workers during the 1950s and 1960s.Workers had closed the earnings gap with
the white-collar work force mostly through overtime, which had become
“institutionalized,” rather than augmented through their base wages.** By these means the
manual worker could afford material comforts that made them appear middle class. But
they often worked much longer hours for their wages and their days were defined by
erratic shift work. Even though manual workers could afford a middle-class lifestyle, they

were robbed of the opportunity to participate in middle-class forms of leisure.*

%1 Goldthorpe, The affluent worker in the class structure, 26-27.

%2 McKibbin, Classes and Cultures: England 1918 — 1950, 68.

% Rule states that, “a strong sense of working class identity persisted in Great Britain until the
1970s.” Rule, “Time, Affluence and Private Leisure,” 223.

% Rule, “Time, Affluence and Private Leisure,” 228.

% Rule, “Time, Affluence and Private Leisure,” 229-230, 233. Also see Selina Todd, The People:
The Rise and Fall of the Working Class, 1910 — 2010 (London: John Murray, 2014), chapter 12.
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Contemporary observations of decreased participation in union or community activity,
according to Rule, owed largely to the fact that workers were tired and, therefore,
preferred to stay in with their families when they did have time off from work. Workers
were not, then, aping the middle classes by retreating from the factory, communal social

settings or their unions.

Goldthorpe effectively dismantled the embourgeoisement thesis with his Affluent
Worker study and it remains a touchstone for class analysis even though scholars have
since revised aspects of his approach. One of the major points of revision concerned how
Goldthorpe et al. defined the parameters of their study and the impact on their results.
The “affluent workers” identified in that study were male, earned, “at least £17 per week
gross,” and had some sort of savings.*® Workers had been questioned on their prospects
for promotion and on their consumption patterns, and Goldthorpe came away with a
picture of manual workers who valued money and the prospect of increasing their earning
power as motivation for work. For these researchers, relational concepts like status and
power had little to do with how workers saw themselves.?” Savage has revisited the
original fieldwork from this study and found that class identity was informed by interplay
between all three categories. When workers talked about money, for example, they were

also making indirect comments about status and power. Respondents, for instance,

% Goldthorpe, The affluent worker in the class structure, 36-37.
%7 Savage, “Working Class Identities in the 1960s,” 932-933.
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referred to the limitations of their own resources and that they acquired their money

through work not inheritance.

Fiona Devine, building on the theoretical work of French sociologist Pierre
Bourdieu, along with Savage, has led class analysis away from studies that linked class
identity and class-consciousness solely to employment or social background. Instead,
these scholars focus on the characteristics that make it possible for people to differentiate
themselves from other sections of societies and form bonds with those with similar
experiences.®® This body of work has uncovered a great deal regarding consumption
patterns and relationships formed in communities of workers, all of which has been
integral to debunking assumptions regarding the erosion of a working-class identity.*°
This research has shown that even without conventional understandings of working-class
culture as primarily associated with shop floor and community based politics, as
relationships to these social organizations have become more instrumental in nature,

manual workers have maintained a distinctive lifestyle, community and outlook.

The middle classes became the subjects of sociological enquiry in another study

led by Goldthorpe in 1980. His major contribution to the reconceptualization of the

% Savage, “Working Class Identities in the 1960s,” 935.

% Sociologists here remind us of E.P. Thompson who did not understand class as a structure or
category. Class, as he understood it, is a process that occurs in human relationships. He wrote,
“[c]lass happens when some men, as a result of common experiences, (inherited or shared) feel
and articulate the identity of their shared interests as between themselves and against other men,
whose interests are different from (and usually opposed to) theirs ... Class-consciousness is the
way in which these experiences are handled in cultural terms: embodied in traditions, value-
systems, ideas and institutional forms.” E.P. Thompson, The Making of the English Working
Class (London: Penguin Books, 1991), 8-9.

“0 See Mike Savage, “Local Habitus and Working Class Culture,” in Devine et al., Rethinking
Class: Culture, Identities and Lifestyle, chapter 5.
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middle classes was the introduction a new model of class structure, which organized
individuals by occupation. The majority of middle classes fell into a category he called
the “service class.”** This new organizational category included, professionals, managers
and administrative employees. Under Goldthorpe’s model, an individual’s class position,
status and relationship to employer were determined by attributes like skills and
education. Marxist conceptions of class assume that conflict, as a result of exploitive
relationships, between classes brings about social and historical change. Goldthorpe’s
theories, in contrast, have been considered by sociologists as part of the Weberian
tradition of class analysis that focus on “differentiating positions within labour markets,”
and examining how different positions result in different opportunities (“life chances”) to
improve one’s quality of life, along with attitudes, actions, and behaviours.* Unlike
manual workers, the service class was highly educated and their “delegated authority and
specialized tasks give them considerable autonomy.”*® Their status and power came from

specialized skills and education. These were salaried employees. This group and its sub-

“! part of the Nuffield Class schema/ UK National Statistics Socio-Economic Classification which
also consisted of seven main categories of class based on occupation and employment status. The
class groups are as follows: Higher managerial, administrative and professions; Lower
managerial, administrative and professional occupations; Intermediate occupations; Small
employers and own account workers; Lower Supervisory and technical occupations; Semi-routine
occupations; Routine-Occupations; Never worked and long-term unemployed. See “The National
Statistics Socio-Economic Classification,” Office for National Statistics,
http://www.ons.gov.uk/ons/guide-method/classifications/current-standard-
classifications/soc2010/s0c2010-volume-3-ns-sec--rebased-on-soc2010--user-manual/index.html
(accessed 19 March 2014). See Tim Butler and Mike Savage, eds., Social Change and the Middle
Classes (Bristol, Pa.: UCL Press, 1995), 276-277, chapter 18 and Savage, “Making sense of
middle-class politics,” 27-31, 43.

“2 Richard Breen, “A Weberian Approach to Class Analysis,” in Erik Olin Wright, ed.

Approaches to Class Analysis (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2005), 44-48.
“* Butler and Savage, eds., Social Change and the Middle Classes, 1.
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groups did not share a common identity or the same political allegiances because it grew
rapidly after the war with large numbers being recruited from different backgrounds.*
Members of this group were united in acquiring “middle-class” status, but there was no
“consciousness” or common identity based on shared experiences, outlook, and
aspirations. The growing service class demonstrates Goldthorpe’s contention that the
middle classes of Britain were not “demographically formed.”* The fragmented quality
of the service class was due to the rapid rate at which they grew as well as the large
numbers that were recruited from different backgrounds to this class after the war.*® He
concluded, however, that Britain’s middle classes as a whole were “essentially
conservative in outlook,” because they were in a position of “delegated authority” and
held “specialized knowledge,” “favourable employment conditions” and the potential for
mobility within the organizations where they worked and even within the wider social
structure.*” These individuals belonged to a “privileged class” and would want to

preserve existing social structures.*®

Goldthorpe’s conception of the middle classes is instructive to this dissertation
because it challenges the view of a unified, organized, and politically cohesive middle
class threatening the electoral success of the Conservative Party. The “service class,”

according to Goldthorpe’s model, was made up of three distinct sub-groups and the

“ Mike Savage, “Class Analysis and Social Research,” in Butler and Savage, eds., Social Change
and the Middle Classes, 24.

* Butler and Savage, eds., Social Change and the Middle Classes, 29.

“® Mike Savage, “Class Analysis and Social Research,” in Butler and Savage, eds., Social Change
and the Middle Classes, 24.

" Butler and Savage, eds., Social Change and the Middle Classes, 30.

“ Anthony Heath and Mike Savage, “Political Alignments within the Middle Class,” in Butler
and Savage, eds., Social Change and the Middle Classes, 276.
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politics of each section were informed directly by their relationship to their employers
and capital. Again, Goldthorpe attributed differing politics within the service class due to
the fact that its members were recruited from varied social backgrounds, at a rapid rate,

and they had yet to shed the political allegiances of their previous social class.

Savage has an alternative explanation for variations in middle-class politics based
on the different relationships members have had to the state throughout their
development.*® The main divide in opinion occurs between professional or managerial
occupations or, more simply, a division between those who work in the public and private
sector. Professional workers, historically, worked for the state and its organizations while
managers and administrative workers were beholden to private companies and
employers.*® Savage adds that the state is “not just an employer” to that section of the
middle classes rather “their class formation and reproduction is tied to the activities of a
state apparatus which trains and employs them.”>" Professional workers increase their
employment status and worth within their professional hierarchy and improve their
position with educational credentials. Managers, in contrast, do not rely on the state for

validation and can accumulate wealth and security independent of the state’s protection.

Class analysis provides the theory and empirical data to complement historical

narrative. Recently, historians have found contemporary sociological surveys to be

*® Savage’s conclusions come from examining voting records from 1987 general election. Also
see Mike Savage, and James Barlow, Peter Dickens, and Tony Fielding, Property, Bureaucracy
and Culture: Middle Class Formation in Contemporary Britain (New York: Routledge, 1992),
chapter 3 and Harold Perkin, The Rise of the Professional Society: England Since 1880 (London:
Routledge, 1990).

%0 Savage, “Making sense of middle-class politics,” 47.

*! Savage, “Making sense of middle-class politics,” 48.
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treasure troves for uncovering subjective accounts of the material circumstances in which
their historical subjects lived. These sources also reveal indirect commentary on class
identity not apparent to Goldthorpe and his team because this information did not fit into
their variables or categories. Savage and Lawrence, for example, have each revisited
original survey material and found surprising reflections on class identity.>> As mentioned
above, Savage found that while the affluent workers of Luton seem primarily focused on
their buying power and accumulating wealth, they expressed an awareness of their
position in how they discussed money matters. These workers knew they were different
from white-collar workers and the elite.>® Lawrence uses these types of encounters to
show different professional and everyday usage of class languages as well as how
researchers, who were “marked by class,” as scholars from an elite institution, had an
impact on responses from their subjects.> By flipping the perspective, Lawrence
uncovers condescending comments about social graces, hospitality, home décor as well as
manners and dress. More importantly, the ways in which researchers classified their
subjects were imbued with their own understandings of class informed by their own class

background. Lawrence noted repeated references to the words “status” and “display,”

%2 Savage and Lawrence are part of an increasing awareness of the role of the social scientist and
how their survey work shaped historical interpretations of postwar Britain. Also see James
Hinton, “Middle-class Socialism: Selfhood, Democracy and Distinction in Wartime Durham
County,” History Workshop Journal 61(1) (2006): 116-141; Mike Savage, “Changing Class
Identities in Post-war Britain: Perspectives from Mass-Observation,” Sociological Review Online,
12(3) (2007) and Identities and Social Change in Britain since 1940: The Politics of Method
(Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2010); Todd, “Affluence, Class and Crown Street” and Chris
Waters, “The Homosexual as a Social Being in Britain,” Journal of British Studies 51(3) (July
2012), 685-710.

> Savage, “Working Class identities in the 1960s,” 938.

> Jon Lawrence, “Social Science Encounters and the Negotiation of Difference in early 1960s
England,” History Workshop Journal, Advance Access published November 19, 2013, 4.

63



Ph.D. Thesis — Leanna Fong McMaster University - Department of History

both used to describe workers who were “trying too hard.”>® These instances, Lawrence
argues, illustrates the “performances of class” where workers behaved not as expected,
which also helped researchers construct their images. In short, these encounters have been
mined by scholars today for all sorts of codes and images of class that were not evident to

researchers at the time.
How big were the Post-Second World War Middle Classes?

Journalist Roy Lewis and Conservative politician Angus Maude estimated the
middle classes numbered 16-18 million and comprised of 40 per cent of the population in
1949. Their classification of the middle classes included “professions, business men, and
managers above the grade of foreman, most farmers, the majority of the public service,
the majority of shopkeepers, a substantial number of clerks and other non-manual
workers, and some independent craftsmen.” This definition, they acknowledged, did not
include “sentiments” or the “spiritual migration of the working to the middle classes.”>°
Though, as Goldthorpe et al. have shown, earning a “middle-class” income did not
necessarily transform social identities in the way that contemporary observers assumed.
John Bonham’s study constructed the middle-class electorate by counting, “all adults in

occupations other than manual employment ... add wives, retired, and other ‘unoccupied

adults’ of the same class ... the total is about ten millions (10,400,000) in an electorate off

> Lawrence, “Social Science Encounters and the Negotiation of Difference in early 1960s
England,” 8.
% Lewis and Maude, The English Middle Classes, 17, 18.
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thirty four millions.”>" This figure marked an increase from the 1931 numbers, which

counted 7,850,000 adults as middle class.>®

Attempting to measure the middle classes according to categories like occupation
and employment status can be problematic. As Cole observed at the time, a bounty of
statistical data can still be unreliable due to the varied ideas surrounding the concept of
“middle classes” and which individuals are included and omitted from this category in
each study. An exact measurement of the size of the middle classes after the Second

World War remains elusive.>®

In classifying occupations, data like that found in the Census made an effort to
take into consideration the “kind of work” and the “nature of the operation performed.”
Occupations were grouped according to “material worked in, the degree of skill involved,
the physical energy required, the environmental conditions,” in which individuals
worked, and general “socio-economic status ...” kept in mind.®® The Registrar General’s
Social Class Scale, which consists of categories including professional, managerial,
technical, non-manual skilled, manual skilled, partly skilled, and unskilled, established
firm boundaries for understanding the way that the middle classes were defined in official
institutions and capacities lacking in more theoretical discussions. Beginning in 1951, the

Census introduced classification by “Socio-economic Group” and “Salary/ Wage earner

> The figure included all persons over the age of 21 and covered Great Britain but not Northern
Ireland and is derived from The Census Population, 1951. John Bonham, The Middle Class Vote
(London: Faber & Faber, 1954), 101, 102.

> Bonham, The Middle Class Vote, 113.

> Cole, “The Conception of the Middle Classes,” 275; 277; 285-286.

% Office of National Statistics (ONS). Sample Census 1966, England and Wales — Economic
Activity, County Leaflets, General Explanatory Notes, ix.
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Group.”®! These two new categories were created to improve upon the broader categories
under Social Class by allowing for greater specificity in occupations, which would help
further distinguish between manual and non-manual labour. Political parties were more
likely to have been informed by these officially sanctioned definitions rather than cultural

conceptions and individual subjectivities concerning class identity.

Census material does not explain class identity or the process of class formation
since it crudely gathers occupations into homogenous clusters. For the purposes of this
dissertation, these groupings of occupations and their proportions within the wider
population of “occupied” (individuals with employment) Britons contextualizes the
Party’s focus on the middle classes, the language employed to discuss them and the extent
to which the Party’s conceptions of the middle classes connected to or deviated from an
official institutional view. It is striking, for example, that some Conservative rank-and-file

continued to evoke “shopkeepers,” “small-business owners” and those with “lower

incomes” when they talked about the middle classes. In fact, shopkeepers (the classic

81 «Social Class,” employed first in 1911, includes five broad categories: Professional, etc.

Occupations; Intermediate Occupations; Skilled Occupations; Non-skilled Occupations; and;
Unskilled. This information was used to help create the Fertility Report of the Census. The
“Salary/ Wage earner Group” is primarily used in studies of national income. It only takes into
account working members (“occupied”) of the population. In Social Class as well as “Socio-
economic Group,” the whole of the occupied and retired population is analyzed. Socio-economic
Group includes 13 categories: (Agricultural) Farmers (1), Agricultural Workers (11); (Non-
agricultural, non-manual) Higher Administrative, professional and managerial (111), Other
administrative, professional and managerial (IV), Shopkeepers including proprietors and
managers of wholesale businesses (V), Clerical Workers (V1), Shop Assistants (VI1), and
Personal Service (VI11); (Non-agricultural manual) Formen (IX), Skilled Workers (X), Semi
skilled Workers (XI), Unskilled (XI1); (Special groups, not included elsewhere) Armed forces
(XI11).ONS. “Programme of Census Reports and other census information.” Census 1951,
England and Wales — Occupation Tables (London: H.M.S.0O., 1956) x — Xii.
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petty bourgeoisie) were a minority amongst these occupations in this postwar period. The
majority of those considered part of the middle classes actually worked in clerical
positions as clerks and cashiers. Yet, the continued relevance of shopkeepers and small
business owners highlights the power of historic archetypes in postwar Conservative
rhetoric, which perhaps suggests why the Conservatives seemed out of step with the
patterns of social change in this respect. Conservatives continued to draw from this
resource presumably because many party members and supporters saw themselves as

industrious and self-sufficient individuals of old.

If the above discussions that illustrated characteristics typically associated with
this social class are applied to Census data, “middle-class occupations” can be defined as
those that were: non-manual, requiring university standard education or a high degree of
specialized education, and with supervisory, managerial, planning and directing roles.®
In 1951, the total number of occupied males and females in Britain numbered 14,063,542
and 6,272,876 respectively.®® Those individuals belonging to Social Class | and I11-VIII,
which included farmers and non-manual professional, administrative, managerial, shop-

keeping, clerical, and personal service occupations numbered 3,891,072 males and

%2 Lewis and Maude indicate that “most farmers” belong to the middle classes. This criteria was
applied to the census data where available and counted if they were enumerated as “Farmers,
Farm managers” (1951) and “Farmers, farm managers and market gardeners,” (1966).

% This total excludes 2,003,541 males and 11,726,417 females listed as “retired or not gainfully
employed.” ONS. Census 1951, England and Wales — Table 1 Occupations of Population aged 15
and over by Industrial Status showing also Social Class and Economic group assignments
(London: H.M.S.0, 1956)
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3,830,554 females.®* The following table shows how the occupations were distributed

into each category of the Social-Economic Groups in question:

Social-Economic Group | Males Females

| — Farmers 273,288 18,610

11 — Higher 412,859 83,332

Administrative,

Professional, Managerial

IV — Other Managerial 1,255,026 781,340

V - Shopkeepers 478,663 161,954

VI - Clerical 686,579 987,600

VIl - Shop Assistant 477,151 556,688

VI - Personal Service 307,506 1,241,030
Table 1: Socio-economic group - distribution by sex and in Social Class I, 111 - VIII

(Farmers and non-agricultural, non-manual)

The figures in this table show that the majority of occupied males held positions listed as
“Other Managerial,” which included those who worked as teachers (119,270), the
position of draughtsman (106,802), in the engineering and allied trades (89,683), as well
as heads or managers of commercial or industrial office departments (52,3654).Women,
as McKibbin observed, predominantly held “minor” middle-class positions. In this
period, women occupied positions in “Personal Service,” which included occupations
such as indoor domestic servants (373,480), charwomen and office cleaners (215,336),
kitchen hands (170, 560), cooks (121, 960), as well as nurses and midwives (130,179).

Men and women, therefore, experienced the world of middle-class work in vastly

% | arrived at this total by adding the figures of all those occupations listed as Social Class I, 111 to
VIl in Census 1951, England and Wales — Table 1 Occupations of Population aged 15 and over
by Industrial Status showing also Social Class and Economic group assignments. This total
includes those who were “out of work™ on the day of the census.
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different ways even though the language and official social categories employed by
official institutions regarded them as part of the same broader grouping, who all

benefitted from increased affluence.

Occupation classification in the 1961 Census was streamlined given that
“overelaborate” divisions did not enhance the quality of data. The occupational unit
groups, which numbered about 600 in 1951 were reduced to 200 and based on the
International Standard Classification of Occupations.®® The 1961 Census, however,
continued to employ “Social Class” and “Socio-Economic Group” classifications though
the later category was adjusted to include 16 socio-economic groups from the previous
13.% It is still possible to gain a general sense of what occupations could be considered
middle class with these coding and organization modifications in mind. In 1961,
economically active males numbered 14,649,080 and 7,045, 390 women, which
represented a slight increase for men and a more significant increase for women from
1951. Of those economically active individuals, 5,039,500 males and 4,965,610 females

held occupations belonging to Socio-Economic Groups 1-7.%” The majority of females

% Office of National Statistics. Census 1961, Great Britain, General Report (London: H.M.S.0.),
185.

% The new socio-economic groups included: (1) Employers and mangers in central and local
government, industry, commerce, etc., - large establishments; (2) Employers and managers in
industry, commerce, etc.— small establishments; (3) Professional workers — self employed; (4)
Professional workers — employees; (5) Intermediate hon-manual workers; (6) Junior non-manual
workers; (7) Personal service workers; (8) Foremen and supervisors; (9) Skilled manual workers;
(10) Semi-skilled manual workers; (1) Unskilled manual workers; (12) Own-account workers,
other than professional; (13) Farmers — employers and managers; (14) Farmers — own account;
(15) Agricultural workers; (16) Members of the armed forces. Office of National Statistics.
Classification of Occupations 1960 (London: H.M.S.0O., 1960), x, Xi-Xii.

%7 Socio-economic groups 1-7 are not directly comparable to that used in 1951 but approximate
the occupational organization based on non-manual professional, administrative, clerical, sales.
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(1,795,950) occupied clerical positions with a significant proportion (1,130,170) working
as clerks, cashiers and office machine operators. Still, the number of women employed as
“charwomen, office cleaners; window cleaners, chimney sweeps” (312,900), “maids,
valets and related service workers” (300,640) and as “restaurateurs, waiters and
counterhands” (274,810) remained comparable with the numbers from ten years prior.
Males were more evenly distributed amongst clerical (1,045,380); sales (1,165,120); and
professional, technical, artist occupations (1,172,770). A significant number of males
(980,870), like females, worked as clerks, cashiers, and office machine operators. For
males and females, large proportions of professional, technical, artist occupations were
made up of elementary school teachers (183,240 males, 261,660 females) and 262,740
female nurses and 150,170 male draughtsman. From 1951, more women, though still
occupying “minor” middle-class occupations, gained positions in white-collar work while
the number of men who held occupations in this category remained stable though were

dominated by clerical and sales positions.

In 1971, 5,324,330 males and 6,142,110 women held occupations that would be
considered part of the middle classes.®® Unlike in 1951, there was a greater distribution of
workers in different fields. A large proportion of occupied males held clerical positions

(995,680) with an overwhelming majority as clerks and cashiers (861,410). Many

Of note, the category of “junior non-manual” includes, “clerical, sales, non-manual
communications, and security” and, thus, “guards” and “police men” were counted here unlike in
1951.

% | arrived at this total using “Occupation by sex and usual area of residence - Economic Activity
— Table 15,” which grouped occupations in a similar fashion to Economic Activity tables 2 and 3
from the 1966 Sample Census. As with the data from 1966, the total is the sum of all numbers
listed for occupations considered non-manual, requiring university standard education, and with
supervisory, managerial, planning and directing roles.
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occupied males held positions in service, sport and recreation (1,085,370) as well as
professional, technical workers and artists (1,545,030). Women, in contrast, held
predominantly clerical occupations (2,280,140) followed by sales workers (947,400) and
professional, technical workers, and artists (956,430).°° The number of women who
worked as domestic housekeepers (30,570) and cooks (111,570) might have declined but
just as many women worked as “charwomen, office cleaners, window cleaners” (375,890)
and “canteen assistants, counterhands” (272,310) as in 1951. In 1971, there were 787,960
males and 72,960 females in administrator and manager roles. Both males and females in
the category of professional, technical worker and artist were predominantly those who
worked as primary school teachers (164,040 males and 284,880 females) as well as 131,

430 male draughtsman 352,190 female nurses. ™

From 1951, the number of those with “middle-class” occupations grew steadily.
These statistics illustrate that the growth of the middle classes in this twenty-year period
occurred in the “middle-middle” and the “lower middle” sections of this social category.
These individuals, as McKibbin observed of those who were regarded as middle class in
the 1930s and 1940s, continued to draw their occupations from professional-clerical-
commercial sectors of the economy, with an emphasis on the latter two sections. By 1971,
the majority of women still held “minor” middle-class occupations as largely clerks and
cashiers whereas twenty years prior most women worked largely as domestic servants,

cleaners and cooks. These figures might suggest that consumer-oriented policies would,

% «Occupation by sex and usual area of residence - Economic Activity — Table 15”
" The numbers here are related to 193 Primary and Secondary School Teachers. The Census also
counted 93,290 males and 53,570 females under “Teachers, n.e.c.”
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in fact, appeal to these socially mobile sections of the middle classes who aspired to
secure their position in society and enjoy material luxuries that were once out of reach.
But, this perspective ignores the precariousness of their lived-experiences, which heighted
the tensions that existed within the middle classes that the Conservatives had to manage

and reconcile in their politics.

The lower middle classes have figured most prominently in the research of
Richard Crossick and Lockwood. In each instance, this sub-group of the middle classes
has been explored in order to gain insight, again, on characteristics of working-class
consciousness. Namely, Crossick and Lockwood have tried to explain the sense of
alienation that existed between the lower middle classes and the working classes
especially given that many of those lower middle classes originated from working-class
settings. In Crossick’s study, the lower middle class was a position to which members of
the working classes could rise with some education or a small amount of capital. Working
classes who had achieved this position either experienced some degree of “conscious
separation” from their working-class origins or treated their new position as a mere
change in occupation rather than a product of social mobility and, therefore, did not
register any new sense of identity or affinity with the middle classes. Crossick’s
examination of the lower middle classes in the late Victorian and Edwardian period
differentiated between the “classic petty bourgeois,” which included shopkeepers and
small business owners and “white collar salaried workers,” which was comprised of
clerks, teachers, managers, shop assistants and even minor professionals. The lower

middle classes, Crossick found, had distinct regional and local characteristics that
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reflected the specific social experiences of small towns, suburbs or industrial settings,
which undercut a unifying and cohesive ideology or large organizational expressions.
Crossick observed that politically, the lower middle classes tended to support
Conservatives but only because “the Liberals were in decline” and they were “terrified of
the advance of Labour.”"* Ball, studying the basis of the Party’s electoral support in the
interwar years, has shown that the relationship was not entirely a negative one. The
Party’s lower middle-class members formed the “backbone” of the Party in an electoral
and organizational sense. They “gave the party a living presence that upper-class wealth
alone could never provide.” The direct involvement of the lower middle classes over time
meant that Conservative policies and values reflected many of their own concerns and
demands and voting Conservative became a tradition and a marker of status and

“respectability.”

Unlike examples on the continent, the British lower middle classes did not partake
in extremist right wing movements to the same extent even though both the petty
bourgeois as well as the white-collar workers felt increasingly insecure in the 19™
century. Both of these sections of the lower middle classes “operated in sections of the
economy under relatively free market conditions.” For the petty bourgeois, occupational
insecurity in the 19" century came from the changing retail landscape in the form of
competition from department stores as well as problems with obtaining short-term credit.

Small business owners and shopkeepers did not have the ability to compete with larger

™ Richard Crossick, ed., The Lower Middle Class in Great Britain, 1870 — 1918 (London: Croom
Helm, 1977), 12, 35, 40.

"2 Stuart Ball, Portrait of a Party: The Conservative Party in Britain, 1918 — 1945 (Oxford:
Oxford University Press, 2013), 107.
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retailers. Salaried white-collar workers were equally undermined by changes in the
“composition of the labour market” and the structure of firms in which they worked.
Namely, better education opportunities led to an increase in the number of salaried white-
collar workers and the limitations on advancement within firms posed as obstacles.
Factors including, “respectability,” “career ambitions” and “security of income,” deterred

the lower middle classes from collective political action.”

The clerk, the subject of Lockwood’s study on the class-consciousness of non-
manual “blackcoated workers” in relation to manual workers in the 1950s, occupied fuzzy
terrain. From a plainly economic perspective, the clerk and the manual worker shared
similarities in that they owned no property and, removed from the means of production,
engaged in contractual labour with employers. This definition of class is informed solely
by “ownership” and “non-ownership” as key characteristics. With this understanding, the
lack of unity between clerks and manual workers has been characterized as a result of
“snobbishness” on the part of white-collar workers. Clerks additionally have been
regarded by manual workers with contempt and ridiculed for “indulging in middle-class
pretensions” and acting as impediments to the success of the worker’s movement.” If the
meaning of class is broadened, however, to include factors like market situation (potential
for advancement, income), work situation (the nature of tasks), and the status associated
with white-collar work, the clerk’s class consciousness was not just a construction based

on prejudices against the working classes though such feelings certainly helped some

7 Crossick, The Lower Middle Class in Great Britain, 1870 — 1918, 14, 22, 24-25, 40.
7 David Lockwood, The Blackcoated Worker: A Study in Class Consciousness, 2™ ed. (Oxford:
Clarendon Press, 1989), 13, 14.
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middle classes differentiate themselves, and, as such, make the case against the further
development of social housing, from working classes in their community as illustrated in
Chapter Five. Rather, the work experiences and relationships within the work place of
office clerks were actually quite different from manual workers and, as such, it is not

surprising that they did not share in “worker solidarity.”

Overall, despite the specific problems of definitions noted above, Census data
confirms that the middle and lower middle sections of the middle classes experienced
sustained growth after 1951. Women, especially, moved out of the realm of personal
service or working in different areas of food service and into the office setting where they
carried out non-manual work. The individuals studied by Crossick and Lockwood were
among those who felt ignored in by the Conservatives beginning in the 1950s. Crossick
and Lockwood have illustrated that steady growth only exacerbated extant anxieties
regarding economic position and identity. These individuals existed on the fringes of the
middle classes, both economically and culturally, and were, using a broader definition for
“class” but distinctly separate from manual workers. The Conservative Party’s reliance on
the themes of affluence and consumerism ignored not only the dynamic nature of this
social category and its varied experiences but this approach also negated that reality that
prosperity was out of reach for some members of the lower middle classes. For this
reason, rank-and-file members persisted in vocalizing their demands as not just
Conservative supporters but specifically also as pensioners, those on fixed incomes, as

well as shopkeepers and owners of small businesses in addition to complaints regarding
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the experience of prosperity and affluence as well as the rights of individuals and property

owners.
Conclusion

Using the idea of the consumer as their predominant label for their voters also
represented an effort by the party to shift the conversation away from the class-centered
and divisive rhetoric that they characterized of Labour politics. Yet, despite these efforts,
Conservative members continued to employ class-based language in their interactions
with their party. The middle classes mattered for the Party as a source of votes, though no
longer assumed in their loyalty, and they mattered as an identity for the Party’s members
and supporters though in much more specific language that reflected the patterns of social

change.

The British middle classes began as ancillary subjects in studies geared towards
understanding the working classes and, as postwar economic and social changes took
hold, became the subjects of study themselves. G.D.H. Cole concluded in 1950 that this
group showed “no sign of disappearing.””® The middle classes occupied a distinctive
place in the political and public imagination. The Conservative Party might not have
experienced the same level of internecine strife as the Labour Party over its relationship
with post-war affluence, consumerism and middle-class voters; however, the

Conservatives, while beneficiaries of affluence, did not have a clear understanding of how

> G.D.H. Cole, “The Conception of the Middle Classes,” British Journal of Sociology 1(4)
(December 1950), 288.
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social change had impacted the middle classes and, as such, their general promises of

prosperity did not appeal evenly to all of the sections of the middle classes.

By revisiting contemporary sociological studies alongside more recent work, this
chapter establishes the official terminology with which class was discussed in Britain
after 1951. The concept of the “middle classes” has been contested, depending on the
parameters scholars have used to measure the requirements for this social position
whether it be economic or cultural, but there is consensus that this group experienced
unprecedented and sustained growth after the Second World War. The rate at which this
social group expanded meant that membership was fragmented because there was little
time for individuals to form cohesive and unifying ideologies or organizations to
represent their interests. Indeed, their varied relationships to employers, both in the public
and private world, meant that sub-groups with the middle classes did not necessarily share
interests or goals. Census data from 1951 to 1971 confirms that the Party’s preoccupation
with the “consumer” exhibited a lack of awareness of broader social changes affecting the
composition of their core supporters, especially those taking place within the lower
middle sections of the middle classes. As such, activity and organization at the
constituency level, which is the subject of the third chapter, remained unchanged and

unable to attract a more diverse membership.

77



Ph.D. Thesis — Leanna Fong McMaster University - Department of History

Chapter Two
The Conservative Party and the Political Discourse on the Middle Classes

That the middle classes are depressed, that they are being destroyed by taxation, that some
Chancellor of the Exchequer must do something about it - and that none ever does; these are the
truisms of the 1950s. But who are now the middle classes? Are they still the “backbone of this
country”? Where socially and politically do they belong? A century ago the middle classes were
easily identifiable — between the big landed proprietors and the mass of manual workers. Since
then the expansion of the professions and the emergence of a huge new group of salaried
managers and technicians, coupled with the erosion of the landed proprietors, have gone far to
establish a classless society. The middle class, as now depicted, stretches down financially to a
level well below the higher paid manual workers; it stretches up to include many with incomes far
larger than a country squire. Yet it still stands for something definite.*

I am myself passionately a defender of the middle class and of the professional class into which |
was born and of which I have been a member all my life. | do not believe myself to be a snob in
the social sense, although | would prefer to be thought one than to fall into the inverted snobbery
which is so popular nowadays. But | will maintain with my last gasp the right of the middle class,
and of the professional class, to its own way of life, its own standards of living, its right to spend
its money on the education of its own children and its own way often at very considerable
sacrifice and always at considerable saving to the public, and the right to spend its money on
private medicine ... | see absolutely no reason why we should be grudged the liberty we demand,
and, although I would never wish the Conservative Party to be a class party, | see the liberties of
my own class bound up with the liberties of other minorities [sic] those who do not wish to strike,
those who do not wish to join a particular union, or any union, those who prefer to remain self-
employed, those who farm, those who fish, those who can own small businesses, or shops L2

Contemporary commentators and some Conservative politicians characterized the
middle classes as discontented during the 1950s and 1960s. They were “anxious,”

“worried,” and filled with “dread” owing largely to the perception that their economic

! “Middle Class,” Times [London, England] 27 Feb.1956. The Times Digital Archive. Web. 24
Apr. 2013.

2 Lord Hailsham, “Conservative Philosophy” Address to Executive Committee of National Union
of Conservative and Unionist Association, 9" November 1972. (NUA 2/3).
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position and social status had declined after the Second World War.* This prevailing
generalization, that the middle classes (and the upper classes) were “worse off” than in
1939, was based on incomes, which critics argued had not kept pace with rising costs of
living and the demands of taxation. The middle classes found it increasingly difficult to
maintain their pre-war standard of living in the areas of food, housing, education for their
children and other material comforts.* McKibbin’s study of the middle classes in the
1940s found that wartime austerity had chipped away at the “conventional standards of
middle-class life,” and that some members of the middle classes did indeed experience a
“genuine decline in status.”” In 1956, an article in the Times reiterated an image of the
middle classes as financially strapped, frustrated, and adrift in the changing British social
structure.® As the party with historic ties to the interests of the middle classes since the
late-nineteenth century, these voters held the Conservative Party chiefly responsible for

their plight.

The Party leaders and thinkers used a number of labels interchangeably to identify
the middle classes throughout this period — owners of small businesses, salaried
employees, pensioners and young marrieds — but each of these labels represented unique
experiences and individuals who did not necessarily view themselves as part of a unified

middle class. These labels created an impressionistic understanding of the middle classes

® Roy Lewis and Angus Maude, The English Middle Classes (London: Phoenix House, 1949),
273, 288.

* Lewis and Maude, The English Middle Classes, 205-212.

® Ross McKibbin, Classes and Cultures: England 1918-1951 (Oxford: Oxford University Press,
2000), 64.

® “Middle Class,” Times [London, England] 27 Feb. 1956. The Times Digital Archive. Web. 24
Apr. 2013.
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both amongst leadership and the rank and file, which undermined the Party’s efforts to
engage with the middle classes as consumers and, correspondingly, develop policies that
adequately addressed their needs and demands. In this way, when the Party endeavoured
to appear “classless” and appeal to voters mainly in their role as consumers in the 1950s
and 1960s, it was, in fact, engaged in a class-based effort to appeal directly to the middle
classes. The Conservative Party’s seeming inaction in the face of rising dissatisfaction,
most notably at by-election protests in Tonbridge and Orpington and in the face of the
formation of the Middle Class Alliance (MCA) in 1956, help illustrate the persistent
conceptual uncertainty. The following chapter studies the way that the middle classes and
their interests were discussed at the national level, both within and outside the
Conservative Party, alongside discussions that took place at the level of local
constituency associations between 1951 and 1974. This chapter draws evidence from
party publications, revisits key moments of presumed middle-class discontent, and
examines local opinion through constituency association (CA) meetings and conference
resolutions. These discussions show that there was no consensus amongst members and
supporters concerning who the middle classes actually were and what they wanted from

the Party.

Rapid social and economic changes in Britain after the war led to an increase in
wages, greater employment stability and greater consumer purchasing power, which in

turn led to an experience of improved standards of living.” As the previous chapter

” Average weekly earnings increased from £7 10s a week (1950) to £11 (1955) and £18
(1964).This increase in earnings had a tangible impact as they exceeding the rise in cost of living
annually and were not “restricted through mass unemployment.” Peter Clarke, Hope and Glory:
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illustrated, more individuals could be counted as members of the middle classes after
1951, with the most noticeable growth occurring within the middle and lower middle
sections of this social category. Goldthorpe’s studies argued that the rapid rate of growth
within these sections and the varying social origins of these individuals meant that these
“new” middle classes did not necessarily share traditions and values with each other.
Once distinct social categories were blurred, the Tories had difficulty consolidating
support from a group of voters they once considered their core constituency. This chapter
will further illustrate that for many Conservative supporters and members, who identified
as “middle class,” their political goals and demands were not simply centered on
participating in consumerism and the acquisition of material comforts and that, like the
Left wing of the Labour Party, rank-and-file members felt uneasy with the idea of
unfettered materialism as a tenet of Conservatism. They expressed frustration with
economic instability but also appealed to the Conservatives on moral grounds, and

expressed a persistent fear of Socialism.

Britain 1900 — 2000 (London: Penguin Books, 1997), 255. According to Black and Pemberton,
the narrative of decline is “partisan interpretation,” which has been used by the right to discredit
postwar consensus and “One Nation” politics and the left to highlight, in their minds, the
ineffectiveness of Conservative rule. But, this sense of loss is overly concerned with the state of
industrial capitalism and “international comparisons and too little on domestic experience.”
Rather than decline, Black and Pemberton see a period of transition, which bred “unprecedented
wealth and health.” Todd, however, has shown that “affluence” was not a sweeping and general
experience rather differed depending on region of the country, age, gender, class and more. See
Lawrence Black and Hugh Pemberton, eds., An Affluent Society? Britain’s Postwar ‘Golden Age’
Revisited (Aldershot, Hampshire: Ashgate, 2004), 3-4 and chapter 7 and Selina Todd, “Affluence,
Class and Crown Street: Reinvestigating the Postwar Working Class,” Contemporary British
History 22(4) (2008), 501 — 518. Goldthorpe’s social surveys in Luton, as well, highlight that
increased wages and greater purchasing power did not translate into work satisfaction or increased
aspiration in the workplace. Moreover, increased wages often meant more time at work, which
meant that manual workers did not have time to socialize with friends and family. See John H.
Goldthorpe, The affluent worker in the class structure, (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press,
1969).
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The predominant conception of the middle classes in public discussions, as united
and driven by the acquisition of consumer goods, has led many historians to see the
Party’s relationship to the experience of affluence as a broadly positive one. The
Conservatives were certainly better at deploying affluence and prosperity for electoral
gains than the Labour Party. But our understanding of this relationship needs to be
revised to include the difficulties that the themes of affluence and consumerism brought
the Party. This chapter employs local materials to illustrate two things: that the “revolt of
white collar workers” in this period suggests that the theme of affluence was as much a
hindrance to the Conservatives as a political advantage and that the Conservatives
conception of the middle classes helped to exacerbate existing ideological tensions on the

frontbenches.®

The Middle Classes in Conservative Party Publications

In 1964, the Conservative Party occupied the Opposition benches for the first time
since 1951. The defeat capped a period in which the Conservatives were plagued by

scandal, the political blunder of Britain’s EEC failed membership application, and the

8 For more on the internal divisions within the Labour Party between the Left wing (Aneurin
Bevan) and revisionists (Hugh Gaitskell and Anthony Crosland), see Lawrence Black, The
Political Culture of the Left in Britain, 1951 — 1964 (Basingstoke, Hampshire: Palgrave
Macmillan, 2003); Catherine Ellis, “Letting it Slip: The Labour Party and the ‘Mystical Halo’ of
Nationalization, 1951 — 1964,” Contemporary British History 26(1) (2012): 47-71; Stuart
Middleton, “*Affluence’ and the Left in Britain, ¢.1958 — 1974,” English Historical Review
CXXIX (536) (2014): 107-138). The term “white collar revolt,” and its variations, is used here to
define backlash against the Conservatives beginning in the late 1950s and into the mid-1960s over
issues like taxation and inflation. Discontented members of the middle classes formed pressure
groups like the British Housewives League, Middle Class Alliance and People’s League for the
Defence of Freedom and abstained from voting in key by-elections at Tonbridge (1958) and
Orpington (1964).
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departure of their once “unflappable” leader, Harold Macmillan.® In May 1965, the
Conservatives made significant gains at borough council elections. The Party interpreted
these local results as “an indication of a change in mood,” and that “many electors,
particularly middle-class voters who supported Labour at the last general election under
Mr. Wilson’s promises to create a ‘dynamic, just and go-ahead Britain,” [we]re becoming
disillusioned with the Government.”*° In October 1965, Edward Heath made his debut as
party leader at the annual conference in Brighton. He unveiled a “modernized” plan,
which had been the by-product of nine months of study, that included “a new pattern for
the social services, promotion of greater industrial efficiency regionally, reform of trade
unions, greater protection for the interests of consumers, rating reform, land policy,
export promotion, and measure to assist home owners.” It was a programme specifically
designed to win back young voters as well as members of the middle classes generally

who had “flirted with Liberal and Labour” in the last general election.'! The Party

% Harold Macmillan’s reputation for “unflappability” derives from the late 1950s, when he took
the reins of the Party after the Suez Crisis (1956), steered it through protest from Peter
Thorneycroft and the Treasury (1958), and helped secure Tory ascendency in Parliament. With
regard to Thorneycroft’s resignation, Macmillan was away on a tour of the Commonwealth and
described the act of mutiny as “a little local difficulty.” This image of Macmillan as the last
Edwardian gentleman with impenetrable nerves was, in part, immortalized by Evening Standard
artist Victor Weisz (“Vicky”) in a cartoon that depicted him in the image of Superman
(“Supermac™). See Harold Bogdanor, “Harold Macmillan: Unflappable Master of the Middle
Way,” The Guardian. 30 December 1986.
http://www.theguardian.com/politics/1986/dec/30/obituaries (accessed 18 December 2014);
David Wood, “Mr. Macmillan as the Master of Style,” Times [London, England] 24 Sept.1973;
David Wood, “Tories know that times have changed,” Times [London, England] 7 Nov. 1977,
“Vicky,” Times [London, England] 24 Feb.1966. The Times Digital Archive. Web. 18 Dec. 2014.

0 Qur Political Correspondent, “Tories To Press For A General Election,” Times [London,
England] 15 May 1965.The Times Digital Archive. Web. 24 Apr. 2013.
1 Our Special Correspondent, “Important Timing Of New Conservative Plans,” Times [London,
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explicitly targeted the middle classes as a section of the electorate that required special
attention in order to regain power. Additionally, this decision represented a direct
response to the Party’s failings before 1964, which saw the emergence of pressure groups
like the British Housewives League, Middle Class Alliance (MCA) and People’s League
for the Defence of Freedom, and also a series of poor by-election results for the
Conservatives as evidence of discontent.*? These developments have become known
collectively as the “middle-class / white-collar revolt.” Rank-and-file Conservatives
received Putting Britain Right Ahead in generally favourable terms with some remarking
that the document offered fresh or distinct ideas for voters. Others, in contrast, felt the
document was a strong reiteration of the Party’s commitment to the individual and
modernization.™® Any optimism proved premature as Wilson’s Labour Party increased

their majority in 1966 and kept the Tories on the Opposition benches until 1970.

Appealing to their historic core supporters explicitly in the 1960s affirmed the
central role that this group occupied in the Party’s political imagination and rhetoric.
Even though the middle classes were not the majority of the electorate and the Party
could not hope to win a majority in Parliament on the support of this group alone, Heath
and the leadership singled this group out and assured these individuals that a
Conservative government could govern in their interests. But positioning the Party as the

representative of the middle classes was an on-going and often-frustrating process. After

England] 9 Aug.1965. The Times Digital Archive. Web. 3 Sept. 2013

12 The by-election defeats include: Tunbridge Wells (1956), Torquay, Edinburgh, Ipswich and
Lewisham north (1957), and Torrington (1958). Middle class Conservatives also protested at
Orpington in 1962.

13 “Conservative Policy, 1965,” Oxford, Bodleian Library, Conservative Party Archive (CPA):
NUA 2/1/70.
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the Third Reform Act of 1884, the Conservative Party had carefully and actively
repositioned itself from being solely representatives of the landed elite and aristocracy to
include the urban and suburban middle classes. This strategy, initiated by Disraeli,
included rebranding itself as the party of property in general as well as promising to
pursue deflationary economic policies.** This approach did not solve all of the Party’s
problems. The Party had to manage rivalries between landed and urban property owners
as well as the demands of those newly enfranchised individuals who owned no property.*
The Party’s maneuvers in this period, however, resulted in surprising electoral successes
in 1865, 1895 and 1900. No one, least of all the Party leaders, expected the Conservatives
to perform so well with an expanded electorate that included 7 million manual workers.*®

After success in the late 19" century, the Conservatives plunged their party into crisis

over the issue of tariff reform in the Edwardian period.

Even though the Conservative Party refashioned itself as the national party, it was
forced to deal with sections of their supporters in increasingly class-centered terms. Jarvis
has shown that, following the First World War, the Conservatives thought a great deal
about how the party would continue to transform and accommodate what they feared was
an increasingly politically divided electorate. In party propaganda and publications, Jarvis

shows a prevailing fear and mistrust of the industrial working classes.” The Party’s

Y E.H.H. Green, “An Age of Transition: An Introductory Essay,” Parliamentary History 16(1)
(Feb., 1997), 12.

S E.H.H. Green, The Crisis of Conservatism: The politics, economics and ideology of the British
Conservative party, 1880-1914 (London: Routledge, 1996), 15.

1® Martin Pugh, Britain Since 1789: A Concise History (Houndmills, Basingstoke: Macmillan,
1999), 108.

17 Jarvis, “British Conservatism and Class Politics in the 1920s,” 75.
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relationship with the middle classes was not by any means simple or assured either.
Jarvis’ research also shows that in the interwar period, the Party felt “bitter” towards the
political unreliability of the middle classes and was frustrated with their apathy.*® But, as
McKibbin has found that after 1918 “middle-class families suffered an appreciable loss of
real earnings and the social disappointment which comes with frustrated expectations.”**
These losses, according to McKibbin, were largely made up within a couple of years. The
perception, however, of a downtrodden middle class persisted and nurtured class-based

antagonisms in the 1920s and the Tories, uncomfortable though they were with the

concepts, had to deal with the middle classes on these terms.

Efforts to placate their core constituency helped drive a wedge between the
interwar Conservative Party and Lloyd George’s Liberals.?’ The Middle Class Union
(MCU), founded in May 1919 to express grievances over taxation and organized labour,
and the Anti-Waste League (AWL), founded to campaign for reduction of Government
expenditure, were the most prominent organizational manifestations of middle class
discontent in the interwar years.?* These pressure groups exerted influence from the
fringes initially but planted a seed of doubt in the minds of leading Conservatives over

whether the Coalition served Conservative aims and principles and vice versa. In 1921, a

18 Jarvis, “British Conservatism and Class Politics in the 1920s,” 78.

9 McKibbin, Classes and Cultures, 53.

2 E H.H. Green, Ideologies of Conservatism: Conservative Political Ideas in the Twentieth
Century (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2004), 122-126; chapter 4 and 132.

2! David Jarvis, “Shaping of the Conservative Hegemony,” in Jon Lawrence and Miles Taylor,
eds., Party, State and Society: electoral behaviour in Britain since 1820 (Aldershot: Scholar
Press, 1997), 144, 145 and Phillip Williamson, “The Conservative Party, 1900 — 1930: From
Crisis to Ascendency” in Chris Wrigley, ed., A Companion to Early Twentieth Century Britain
(Oxford: Blackwell Publishing, 2006), 13.
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by-election loss to a People’s Union for Economy (PUE) candidate at Westminster and
another nine days later at Hertford to an AWL candidate convinced Lord Salisbury that
the Conservatives could not meet the demands of their core constituency as members of
the Coalition.?? In October 1922, in addition to provocations of the sale of honours
scandal, the partition of Ireland and the Chanak crisis, the Conservatives concluded their
relationship with Lloyd George was no longer politically expedient and left the
Coalition.?® Andrew Bonar Law called an election one month later and the Conservatives
returned to power. The concerns of the middle classes contributed to the breakdown of
the Coalition but the Party explicitly and publically affirmed their commitment to key

values of their core constituency.

In the 1950s and 1960s, the middle classes emerged on the political scene again,
in the form of the Middle Class Alliance (MCA), and by-election protests in 1956-58 and
1962.2* Their members were mostly based in southern England (particularly the Home
Counties) and were private sector professionals with ties to professional associations and
ratepayer groups. These individuals were considered “largely Conservative” because they
asked the Tories to protect private property and their economic interests, which included

controlling inflation and income taxes.*® In the 1950s and 1960s, personal income tax was

22 Green, ldeologies of Conservatism, 125.

2 pugh, Britain Since 1789, 180.

2 Green, ldeologies of Conservatism, 223.

% Green, “The Conservative Party, the state and the electorate,” in Jon Lawrence and Miles
Taylor, eds., Party, State and Society: Electoral Behaviour in Britain since 1820 (Aldershot,
Hants: Ashgate, 1997), 184 — 185.The rate of taxation is dependent on a number of factors
including earnings, marital status, and residency. P. Johnson et al. have produced a study
exploring the relationship between taxation and voting behaviour and show that the former does
not have a direct impact on the latter even though politicians tend to emphasize that they and their
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a combination of a basic rate as well as surtax for those who earned a certain amount of
money beyond an established national average.”® The threshold amount fluctuated
depending on inflation and earnings growth.?” The protestors among the middle classes
argued that added surtax, especially if one had dependents, was crippling and, like general
inflation, acted as an obstacle to greater prosperity. Many members of the middle classes
found themselves not quite well off enough to afford extra luxuries, like a second car or
full-time domestic help, and yet, at the same time, earned too much money to be eligible
for State subsidies for higher education.?® The particular problem this raised for
Conservative governments was that reducing taxation for the middle classes required
reduced overall expenditures. Conservative Chancellors, in fact, did not make any
significant changes to indirect taxes, which included duties on tobacco, alcohol or petrol.
Harold Macmillan reduced tax on earned income, but only by increasing the rate charged

to company profits.

Suburban private sector professionals were rankled by rising inflation, because it

hampered incomes and savings, and felt they shouldered the burden of surtaxes. These

respective political parties will reduce taxation for those, typically, who earn more money
annually. See P. Johnson, Frances Lynch and John Geoffrey Walker, “Income tax and elections in
Britain, 1950-2001,” Electoral Studies 24(2005), 393-408.

%8 The threshold for surtax was £2000 per annum until an increase to £4000 in 1961.

%" This system of a combined taxation rate was replaced in 1973 with a unified rate.

%8 Not everyone understood middle class complaints over taxation. One reader contested the idea
that the middle classes had a “moral right to a more comfortable and interesting life than most
people.” He continued, “The community accepted the necessity of alleviating the lot of its poorest
members by raising the standard of living of those near or below subsistence level, and we must
accept as a corollary that if the least privileged were given a greater share of the national wealth
then the more privileged would get a smaller share. The process is not reversible, and the fact
must be faced that some manual workers will, by their skill and industry, continue to earn more
money then the lower paid and less successful members of the professional classes.” This rebuttal
against the tide of middle class discontent was rare. Henry Smith, “Salaries and Wages,” Times
[London, England] 8 March 1956.The Times Digital Archive. Web. 24 Apr. 2013.
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middle classes, unlike those with occupations dependent on the State for training and
employment, were less sympathetic to a government committed to public welfare
provisions. Those individuals in the private sector, as Savage has asserted, had forged
stronger relationships with their employers and relied on the accumulation of property for
stability and security rather than, for example, education and credentials.? This section of
the middle classes showed greater enthusiasm for right wing economic ideas because they
flourished under such principles; indeed, they placed their faith in them. But the middle
classes included more than the private sector professional middle classes residing in

suburban England.

In order to discern how the Party conceived of the middle classes more generally
it is important to revisit seminal Conservative texts from the post-1945 period. Some of
the publications dealt with here, including, The Industrial Charter (1947), One Nation: A
Tory Approach to Social Problems (1950), The Social Services: Needs and Means (1952)
and Change is Our Ally (1954), as well as general election manifestos, have been
examined by historians in an effort to discern the extent to which Conservatives actually
embraced Labour policies or, in fact, articulated a distinct Conservative programme in

terms of economic policies and values.*® But these documents, essentially examples of

» Mike Savage, “Making sense of middle-class politics: a secondary analysis of the 1987 British
general election survey,” The Sociological Review 39(1) (1991), 43-48.

% See Harriet Jones, “New tricks or an old dog? The Conservatives and social policy, 1951-1955,”
in Antony Gorst, Lewis Johnman, and W.S. Lucas, eds., Contemporary British History, 1931-61:
politics and the limits of policy (London: Pinter’s Publishers, 1991); Harriet Jones, “The Cold
War and the Santa Clause Syndrome: Dilemmas in Conservative Social Policy-Making, 1945-
1957,” in Martin Francis and Ina Zweiniger-Bargielowska, eds., The Conservatives and British
Society, 1880-1990 (Cardiff: University of Wales Press, 1995) and Neil Rollings, “Butskellism,
the Postwar Consensus and the Managed Economy,” in Harriet Jones and Michael Kandiah, eds.,
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Conservative rethinking of party policy after electoral defeat, also hold clues concerning
the Party’s understandings of the middle classes and their demands, values and goals.
Collectively, these documents illustrate how the Party rarely engaged in explicit class-
centered rhetoric when appealing to voters but that it was careful to articulate a vision of
Britain and policies that it thought the middle classes, broadly conceived of as consumers,

could embrace.

The Industrial Charter (1947) laid out the Conservative vision for the postwar

British economy. Namely, the document discussed how the “worker,” “consumer,”
“owners and shareholders,” and “managers” would stimulate independent productivity
and the overall economy.>! The middle classes were not mentioned explicitly though
these economic and occupational categories have been used to describe them and their
work. The Conservatives, moreover, addressed issues that became concerns for the
middle classes with plans to reduce taxation, allow greater freedom of enterprise and
opportunity for the individual, and reduced government controls over various issues. This
document also states that a Conservative government would “abolish those controls
which prevent the private householder from carrying out minor repairs to his own house
with his own labour.”*? This provision, with its reference to “private householder” in the
immediate postwar period was an effort to relieve tensions from wartime restrictions and

austerity. The term “householder” covers both owners as well as renters but, the Party’s

efforts to encourage pride in one’s home through consumption evokes one of the central

The Myth of Consensus: new views on British history, 1945-1964 (New York: St. Martin’s Press,
1996), 97-1109.

%1 Conservative and Unionist Central Office, The Industrial Charter (May 1947), 4.

%2 Conservative and Unionist Central Office, The Industrial Charter (May 1947), 15.
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tenets of a presumed English middle-class character.®* It was also important for
Conservatives to nurture desires to acquire and better one’s home in order to build a
foundation for a property-owning democracy, which they hoped would include the middle
classes and those aspiring to join these ranks.** The document also expresses a belief in
social mobility through meritocracy, which could be obtained through education and
training in places of work. They believed an individual should be able to move, “from the
floor of the shop, to the office, including the Chairman’s office...”* The Conservatives
advocated for the implementation of training and education programmes provided by
local education authorities and supplemented by companies and firms, to aid this advance.
The conception of social advancement and promotion, based on merit and credentials, is
noteworthy in its dependence on State protection and encouragement. Traditional right
wing Conservatives, in contrast, would promote social stability and security through the
accumulation of property and assets. The document also called for “more technical
experts, qualified engineers, chemists and others” to be “brought into industry” and *“to
open the highest positions of industry to those who combine technical knowledge and
administrative ability.>® Here, the Conservatives acknowledged and even encouraged the
diversification of the types of professionals working in the British economy. At the same

time, the Conservatives promised to trim the ranks of the Civil Service and needless state

% McKibbin, Classes and Cultures, 74.

¥ Homeownership in the 1930s was still an exclusive experience. McKibbin’s research has found
that those earning £350-400 a year (elementary school teachers, senior technicians, draughtsmen,
senior clerical workers, and better paid shop assistants) could probably afford a home. But, “many
who considered themselves as middle-class ... remained confined to rented accommodations.”
McKibbin, Classes and Cultures, 74.

% Conservative and Unionist Central Office, The Industrial Charter (May 1947), 31.

% Conservative and Unionist Central Office, The Industrial Charter (May 1947), 32.
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bureaucracy. As they stated: “The army of officials is so vast and is operating such a mass
of minor harassing controls that senior administrators cannot keep check of what their
battalions of juniors are doing.”*" This opposition to bureaucracy indicates that the Party
had yet to realize the significance of those public sector based managers and
professionals, since this group generally self-identified as members of the middle classes.
The Party published The Industrial Charter before it publically embraced the Welfare
State and it establishes the rhetoric and some of the themes with which it would engage
with discontented supporters from the middle classes after 1951. This example of early
Conservative thinking reveals a fundamental conflict in the Party’s conception of middle-
class values and aspirations. Did they view these voters as upwardly mobile, professionals
and servants of the state or did they see them as individual consumers, based in private

industries, who operated independent of the state?

One Nation: A Tory Approach to Social Problems (1950) outlined the Party’s
approach to social policy. This declaration of Conservative principles indicated how the
Party planned to maintain and expand education, health services, and housing in a more
economically efficient and productive manner than the Labour Party had since 1945. As
the Party stated, it would not justify spending on social services to provide “benefits for
everyone,” rather it would provide a “minimum standard” to help “those in need.” The
Conservatives would only spend “what the country could afford” on social services. In
this way, the Conservatives set themselves apart from the notion of the universality of the

provision of welfare as established by Beveridge in 1942, which was consistent with

%7 Conservative and Unionist Central Office, The Industrial Charter (May 1947), 13.
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extant Conservative economic policy. This document is also embedded with messages
that appealed directly to their core supporters with regard to social mobility and
employment security. Conservatives promised to promote security of employment, good
conditions of work and, again, the opportunity for reward and promotion through training
and education. The Conservatives, as such, aligned themselves with the idea of
meritocracy in the workplace and put its faith in education as the foundation of
advancement rather than simply the acquisition of capital. Such promises would have
benefitted new members of the middle classes as well as those who occupied the middle

and lower sections of the social category.

With regard to trade unions, the document stated, “a strong and independent Trade
Union movement is essential the industrial structure of a free society.” Trade unions
could help ensure the best wages and working conditions for workers and all “employees
should join their appropriate Trade Unions and play an active part in them.” The authors,
however, warned that these organizations could not bargain collectively or strike as freely
in a nationalized economy. The document stated, “Under nationalization the employer is
not only more powerful than any private employer, he is also closely identified with the
Government,” which leaves employees little room for negotiation or recourse. The
Conservatives cleverly cast workers and trade unions as cogs in a vibrant free economy
and nationalization as impediments to their interests and abilities. In this way, the Tories
could again reassure those affluent workers, newer members of the middle classes. This
position also allowed Conservative to bolster traditional anti-Socialist sentiment and

appeal equally to employers in the private sector and the established middle classes.
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On education, the authors declared Conservatives to be admirers of teachers, who
were “long taken for granted” and “underpaid.” The Party, they stated, believed that in
order to establish “the finest school system in the world,” they needed to staff it with
excellent teachers. The only way to attract “first-rate” talent to the teaching profession
was to offer competitive salaries. The authors wrote, “to expect first-rate staff to be
forthcoming for ever at rates of pay lower than those of manual workers is ridiculous.” At
the same time, the authors reveal their prejudices with regard to education. They wrote,
“Some special treatment will have to be given to grammar schools, if the standards of
these vitally important schools are to be maintained at a high level.® It is hardly
surprising that the Conservatives upheld the importance of grammar schools within the
education system but this stance would have been especially significant to middle-class
parents with academic aspirations for their children.*® Indeed, many of those disgruntled
within the middle classes cited the inability to pay for education as one of their chief
complaints against the Conservative governments. One Nation represented a rethinking of
Conservative ideas, in the wake of defeat in 1945, which accounts for the Party’s efforts
to appeal widely to the electorate. But the document still contains evidence on the
questions of social mobility, education, and trade unions that aligned them with
specifically the interests the middle classes in a wide-reaching sense, which often created

overlapping and contradictory messages.

% lain Macleod and Angus Maude, eds., One Nation: A Tory Approach to Social Problems
(London: Con