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FOREWORD

This resource is provided to support the teaching and learning of GCSE History for Eduqas.

This examination will test students’ ability to:

• Describe the main events and features of this period of time• Explain why the main events of this period of time happened• Analyse and evaluate historical sources and interpretations. Many of the important issues 
of the present day can be found in this period of British history including to what extent 
should immigration be controlled, how much independence should Wales have, and how 
can the UK government ensure continued prosperity.

Many of the important issues of the present day can be found in this period of British history 
including to what extent should immigration be controlled, what should the UK’s relationship with 
Europe be, how much independence should Wales, Scotland and Northern Ireland have, and how 
can the UK government ensure continued prosperity.

Some general information on this period follows on pages 4 - 9.

This resource focuses on selected themes and issues relating to 
the history of the United Kingdom from 1951 to 1979. It considers 
the political, economic and social aspects of life during this critical 
time in modern British history. It provides important details about life, 
events and changes in this time, as well as considering why these 
events and changes took place and attempting to evaluate their 
importance.

In 1951 the United Kingdom was still recovering from the scars 
and debts of six years of the Second World War, which in turn 
had followed on from the Depression in the 1930s, a decade of 
unemployment and hardship for many people.

1951 was a time of hope for a better future, a ‘New Jerusalem’ – the 
beginning of unprecedented affluence for the British people who had 
‘never had it so good’. It was the era of consensus politics when the 
differences between the main political parties was more about who 
was in charge than what those policies were. New ideas, new music 
and new technology changed people’s lives in the ‘Swinging Sixties’.

By the time that Margaret Thatcher was elected as the first female 
Prime Minister in 1979 much of this optimism in the future had gone: 
unemployment was rising, strikes were paralysing the country, and 
Wales was voting for its independence.

How had Britain gone from being an industrial world leader to being 
one of the least productive countries in Europe? This is the story of 
the years 1951 to 1979.

Source 2: The author in 1978 
on the steps of 10 Downing 

Street just before the ‘Winter of 
Discontent’. 
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Source 3: Downing Street sign

1 Information from http://goo.gl/umctnO

Governments of the United Kingdom, 
c.1951–19791

Date of 
General 
Election

Political 
party of the 
government

Number of 
seats in 

Parliament 

% of 
seats in 

Parliament

% Vote Prime 
Minister

23 Feb 1950 Labour 315 50.4 46.2 Clement Attlee
25 Oct 1951 Conservative 321 51.4 48.0 Winston 

Churchill;
Anthony Eden 
(from April 
1955)

26 May 1955 Conservative 345 54.8 49.7 Anthony Eden;
Harold 
Macmillan 
(from January 
1957)

8 Oct 1959 Conservative 365 57.9 49.3 Harold 
Macmillan;
Alexander 
Home (from 
October 1963)

15 Oct 1964 Labour 317 50.3 44.1 Harold Wilson
31 Mar 1966 Labour 363 57.6 47.7 Harold Wilson
18 June 1970 Conservative 330 52.4 46.0 Edward Heath
28 Feb 1974 Hung Parliament – no party had an overall majority
until 4th March Conservative 296 46.6 37.8 Edward Heath
from 4th 
March

Labour 301 47.4 37.2 Harold Wilson
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Source 4: The Houses of Parliament

10 Oct 1974 Labour 319 50.2 39.3 Harold Wilson;
James 
Callaghan 
(from April 
1976)

3 May 1979 Conservative 339 53.4 43.9 Margaret 
Thatcher

General elections are held across the United Kingdom to decide who will be the government. 
Elections have to be held every five years, but sometimes Prime Ministers can call elections 
earlier if they think it will give them more of a chance of winning. The country is divided up into 
constituencies and each constituency elects an MP to represent it. After the election the Prime 
Minister is chosen by the King or Queen. The Prime Minister is usually the leader of the political 
party that has the most MPs in the House of Commons. 

There are three different kinds of government in the United Kingdom:

• majority government – when the Prime Minister’s political party controls more than half the 
seats in the House of Commons. • minority government – when the Prime Minister’s political party controls less than half the 
seats in the House of Commons.• coalition government – when more than one political party works together in government as 
Labour and the Conservatives had done during the Second World War.
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The Prime Minister is in charge of the government and chooses MPs to take charge of government 
departments. These ministers are known collectively as the Cabinet. The most important jobs in 
the Cabinet are the Chancellor of the Exchequer who is in charge of the country’s finances, the 
Home Secretary who is in charge of law and order and the Foreign Secretary who is in charge of 
Britain’s relations with other countries. Government departments, known as ministries, are run by 
civil servants who work for the government. Most government departments are based in Whitehall 
in London, just down the road from the Houses of Parliament.

The government is in charge of running the country but it is Parliament that makes the laws. There 
are two Houses of Parliament – the House of Commons, which is made up of elected MPs, and 
the House of Lords, which is made up of peers who have either inherited a family title or who 
have been chosen by a King or Queen. Bills have to pass through both Houses of Parliament 
before they can be sent to the King or Queen to be turned into laws known as Acts of Parliament. 
A majority government can usually get bills passed through Parliament with little opposition, but 
this is much harder for minority and coalition governments. The House of Lords, which is usually 
dominated by Conservative peers can only delay the passing of a bill.

The Minister for Welsh Affairs 1951 to 1964

From 1951 to 1957 the government Minister 
for Welsh Affairs was a position that was held 
as part of the job of the Home Secretary. From 
1957 to 1964 it became part of the job of the 
Minister for Housing and Local Government. 
1951 : Sir David Maxwell Fyfe (Conservative)
1954 : Gwilym Lloyd-George (Conservative)
1957 : Henry Brooks (Conservative)
1961 : Charles Hill (Conservative)
1962 : Sir Keith Joseph (Conservative)

Secretary of State for Wales 1964 to 1979

In 1964 Labour Prime Minister Harold Wilson 
set up the Welsh Office. The minister in charge 
was given the title “Secretary of State for 
Wales”
1964 : James Griffiths (Labour)
1966 : Cledwyn Hughes (Labour)
1968 : George Thomas (Labour)
1970 : Peter Thomas (Conservative)
1974 : John Morris (Labour)

Source 5: Photograph of the plaque at the entrance to the Wales Office, Westminster, London, April 2014
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Political Parties in the United Kingdom, 
c.1951–1979

The two main political parties in government in this period of time were:

1. the Labour Party – a left wing political party. Left wing politicians believed in social equality, 
that the government should use money from taxation to help people who were not able to help 
themselves, and that the government should control important industries on behalf of the country, 
not just in the interest of company shareholders. The Labour Party was known as the party of 
the workers as it had close links to trade unions who negotiated between the workers and their 
bosses. Labour politicians had been important in the wartime coalition between Labour and the 
Conservatives. Labour had won its first proper parliamentary majority in 1945 and had set about 
introducing a number of important reforms. 

2. the Conservative Party – a right wing political party. Right wing politicians believed in keeping 
British society and the political system as it had been in the past, and that it was important 
that business and individuals should be free to make as much money as they could because 
successful businesses would benefit everyone. Some people considered the Conservatives to be 
the political party of the rich. The modern Conservative Party had been founded in 1834 but had 
existed as the ‘Tory Party’ since the seventeenth century. There had been many Conservative 
prime ministers since 1834.

There was also the Liberal Party which had been very important at the start of the twentieth 
century but had been in decline since the First World War. Liberals believed in political and social 
reform to improve the lives of the British people, as well as freedom of speech and religion.

Beyond the main British political parties, there were also regional parties: 

• in Wales there was Plaid Cymru which campaigned on Welsh issues, such as the revival of 
the Welsh language, and wanted Wales to have its own elected Assembly

• in Scotland there was the Scottish National Party which campaigned for Scottish 
independence

• in Northern Ireland there were a number of Loyalist and Unionist parties, like the 
Democratic Unionist Party founded in 1971, which wanted to keep Northern Ireland part of 
the United Kingdom, but there were also a number of Nationalist and Republican parties, 
like the Social Democratic and Labour Party founded in 1970, which wanted Northern 
Ireland to be part of the Republic of Ireland, instead of being in the United Kingdom.

As the gap in support between Labour and the Conservatives decreased between 1951 and 1979, 
the influence of these smaller parties in Parliament became more and more important.
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Social classes in the United Kingdom

There are some general terms that are sometimes used to describe how British society was 
divided up into social classes2:
  • Upper Class – this is the richest group of people in society; their wealth is either inherited 

or as a result of the ownership of very successful businesses; many politicians and 
business leaders came from this class in 1951. 

• Middle Class – this group of people had more money than the workers as they had jobs 
based on qualifications, business ownership, or responsibility over others – for example, 
professionals (doctors, lawyers, teachers), managers, business owners and shopkeepers, 
officers in the armed forces.

• Working Class – these were the people who worked in factories, farms and other places 
to earn their daily or weekly wage – for example, miners, dockers, factory workers, farm 
labourers, etc.

Because of the changes that happened in the United Kingdom after 1951, as more people had 
more money to spend, as manufacturing industry declined and more people were employed in the 
service industries, these class definitions became less clear.

2 The famous ‘class’ sketch from The Frost Report may be seen at http://goo.gl/UZb1nN
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MPs Members of Parliament
Bills proposals for new laws
coalition joint government
social classes groups of people with similar backgrounds and 

often similar views

Glossary
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This resource is provided to support the teaching and learning of GCSE History for Eduqas. 
The materials provide an introduction to the main concepts of the topic and should be used in 
conjunction with other resources and sound classroom teaching.
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