Social policy

StuartJones analyses the contribution of two leading Liberal thinkers to the

development of post-war social policy.

William Beveridge

and Ernest Simon:
Liberalism and Social
Policy in the Twentieth

Century

HAT DID LIBERALS, and Liberalism,
contribute to the formation of the
post-1945 consensusin Britain?

Ontheonehand, the Liberal Party appeared
to be permanently on the brink of extinc-
tion between the 1931 general election and its
resurgence under the leadership of Jo Grimond
almost three decadeslater. On the other hand,
some of the most creative figures who defined
the policy agenda for the postwar world were
Liberals, notleast because of the prominent
role played by Liberal economists in wartime
Whitehall: Henry Clay, Hubert Henderson,
Walter Layton, and of course Keynes. Rob-

ert Skidelsky has made the point that, until
1931, the intellectual and academic establish-
mentin Britain was ‘overwhelmingly Liberal’.*
Thereisaninteresting story to be told tracing
the trajectories of erstwhile Liberals, whether
SirRichard Acland (founder of the Common
Wealth Party) or the ethical socialist theorist
of social welfare, Richard Titmuss, or, indeed,
Arthur Seldon of the Institute of Economic
Affairs.2But therelationship between Liber-
alism and the postwar settlement remains
largely unexplored.

Parallellives, entangledlives

William Beveridge and Ernest Simon have
never, to my knowledge, been compared, but
thejuxtapositionisfar from quixotic. They
were more or less exact contemporaries: born
justseven months apartin 1879, both died
intheir early eighties, Simon in 1960, Bever-
idgein1963. Both were knighted in the inter-
war period and raised to the peerage after the
Second World War, Beveridge in 1946, Simon
in1947. Both served, quite briefly, as Lib-

eral MPs: Simon for Manchester Withington
in1923-24 and 1929-31; Beveridge for Ber-
wick-upon-Tweed in1944-45. Both had come
to political maturity in the era of the Edward-
ian New Liberalism —and owed something
important (but nottoo much) to that body of
ideas.2But both had inclinations towards tech-
nocracy, and tended toregard political parties,
including the Liberal Party, asinstrumentally
usefulrather than asfundamental to their
identity. Simon was powerfully influenced by
the Webbs, especially their minority report
forthe Royal Commission onthe Poor Law in
1909; and Beveridge, who had given evidence
onlabour exchangesto that commission,
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wasalso much taken by the minority report,
which adopted many of hisrecommenda-
tions.*Beveridge ended his political career
asLiberalleaderin the Lords, whereas Simon
took the Labour whip in the Lords; but para-
doxically itwas Simonrather than Beveridge
who had beenimmersed in the activities of
the Liberal Party in the 1920s. In their differ-
ent spheres, both were major figures in social
and institutional reform in twentieth century
Britain. Both played importantrolesin univer-
sity management: Beveridge as director of the
London School of Economics and then master
of University College, Oxford, and Simonasa
senior lay officer at the University of Manches-
ter for some decades. Both were consistently
committed to social science as an intellec-
tual project underpinning social policy, and
indeed both were involved in crucial waysin
the establishment of the National Institute of
Economicand Social Researchin 1938

These were interlockinglivesin a host of
ways. Beveridge and Simon were never inti-
mate, butthey had many dealings over five
decades. Inthe 1920s, Beveridge was, briefly,
involved with the Liberal Summer School
movement, which Simon had co-founded
with his friends and fellow Manchester Liber-
als, Ramsay Muir and Ted Scott. Inthe 1930s,
Simon founded and chaired the Association
for Educationin Citizenship —intended as
‘non-political and non-denominational’ -
and herecruited Beveridge asa member of its
council fromthe outset.s Their paths crossed
againinthe postwar period, when the Beve-
ridge Committee on Broadcasting sat during
the period of Simon’s chairmanship of the
BBC. Thisfended off, though only temporarily,
calls for an end to the BBC’s monopoly,

Equally, their personallives were entan-
gled at numerous points. Beveridge’s broth-
er-in-law and Balliol friend, R. H. Tawney,
had beeninthe same house as Simon at
Rugby, and later worked closely on educa-
tional reform with Simon’s wife, Shena: she

regarded herself as his disciple, and he nomi-
nated her to take his place on the consultative
committee of the Board of Education. Ernest
Simon’s biographer and close friend, Mary
Stocks, served in the 1930s on the Unemploy-
ment Insurance Statutory Committee under
Beveridge, and thought Beveridge obviously
found her sexually attractive.® Since she was
amongst the first choice for the role of ‘stat-
utory woman’ on committees of inquiry of
variouskinds, her paths crossed with Beve-
ridge on anumber of subsequent occasions,
notably (after the war) when she served
under his chairmanship on the committee on
broadcasting, while Simon was chairman of
the BBC.”

Beveridge and Simon were also strikingly
similarin character. Both wereinclined to be
imperious in manner and impatient of inef-
ficiency or obstruction. Both had a certain
personal awkwardness that perhapslimited
their political success; but both were notably
efficientadministrators. One major differ-
ence was that Simon had a supremely happy
marriage, to Shena (née Potter), with whom
he shared hisinterestsin social reform and
city politicsin Manchester. The happiness was
marred only by the death of their third child
and only daughter at the age of 12. Beveridge,
by contrast, wasa man who soughtin hiswork
ameans of escape from personal unhappi-
ness, alleviated latein life by hismarriage to
hislong-term secretary, Jessy Mair, in1942.

Party politics and public policy

It was Beveridge who died a Liberal, whereas
Simon joined Labourin 1947. Thisis some-
thing of a curiosity, for Simon’srootsin Lib-
eralism were much deeper. Simon was from
astrongly Liberal family, his parents (Henry
and Emily) both being of German secular
Jewish heritage and well integrated into the
Manchester mercantile community. Simon
was a Liberal member of Manchester City
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Council from 1912 to 1925, and lord mayor
(theyoungest ever) in1921-22, beforerepre-
senting the party in the House of Commons.
Inthe 1920s, he was pivotally involved in
Liberal politics, as the originator of the Sum-
mer Schoolsand alead author of the Yellow
Book (Britain’s Industrial Future) in 1928: he
thought it ‘amodel of what political parties
oughttodoinanidealdemocracy’, and also
recorded that ‘I thinkitis fair to say it would
never have been written but for me’.# Beve-
ridge, by contrast, did not have a history of
party affiliation. Although he has often been
cited asanimportant player in the Edward-
ian New Liberalism, in fact he had no formal
connection with any Liberal Party organi-
sationinthis period. Only once before 1914
did herefer to himself asa Liberal, and even
thiswasin qualified terms in private corre-
spondence.? He also called himself ‘a bit of a
Socialist in speculative politics’, and worked
fora Tory newspaper, the Morning Post.°

He was briefly linked to the Summer School
movementin 1922, but the following year he
asked for hisname to beremoved from its
literature.** In Michael Freeden’s view, ‘for
most of the inter-war period [Beveridge] was
estranged from liberalism even ideological-
ly’.*2 As director of the London School of Eco-
nomics (1919-37) he found it politic to refrain
from open party identification, because it
strengthened his hand in dealing with the
tensions between businessmen on the LSE’s
board of governors and prominent left-wing
academics such asKingsley Martin, Harold
Laski, and Hugh Dalton. It wasreally the 1942
report on Social Insurance that catapulted
himinto high politics and led to his selec-
tion to contest (unopposed) Berwick-up-
on-Tweed for the Liberalsin the by-election
of 1944. But even that selection followed a
period in which he was cultivated by senior
Labour figures. Lord Longford (as Frank Pak-
enham, Beveridge’s personal assistant at the
time, and a Labour cabinet minister only a

few years later) thought thatif they had given
Beveridge a clearer guarantee of his freedom
of conscience he would almost certainly have
joined Labour.*? The Liberals had mostly wel-
comed Beveridge’s 1942 report, but from his
point of view their main selling-point was
their famously lax party discipline, which
would allow him much greater freedom than
Labour would give him. Crucially, a vacancy
came up attherighttimein aLiberal-held
constituency: since atruce among the main
partieswasin place, and he had no wish to
stand againsta government-endorsed candi-
date, his prospects of entering the Commons
before a general election were dependent on
thiskind of serendipitous opportunity. Had it
not come up, he might well have stood asan
independent for a university seat, as Simon
didina 1946 by-election.*

The notion that Beveridge was ‘alifelong
Liberal’is essentially a fiction, though one that
hasbeen vigorously put to work in party prop-
aganda, and, indeed, by those who criticised
the Liberal Democrats for their endorsement
of austerity in the years of the Cameron-Clegg
coalition.** Beveridge contrived to identify
himself with the party only at the moment it
seemed close to extinction, and he was one
of five Liberals unseated by Conservativesin
the Labourlandslide of 1945. He was, how-
ever, very much at the centre of the Liberals’
campaign of that year, chairing the party’s
national campaign and delivering one of its
fourradio broadcasts.** Many thought there
was something distinctively Liberal about
theadvocacy of the insurance principle as
the foundation of welfare provision, inso-
farasit conceived of benefitsasa contractual
entitlement rather than asabadge of inferior
status. Beveridge’s exposition of this princi-
pleinhisInsurance for Alland Everything (a
1924 pamphlet published under the auspices
of the Council of the Liberal Summer Schools)
was broadly welcomed by advanced Liberals,
who usedit to distinguish their own vision for
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Sir William Beveridge (1879-1963) in the 1940s; E. D. Simon (1879-1960) in 1926 (© National Portrait

Gallery, London)

social welfare from that of the Labour Party.*
Simon himself endorsed it on this ground.*®
But Beveridge himself showed minimal public
or private allegiance to the Liberals prior to his
1942report.

Beveridge’srolein postwar reconstruc-
tion needs no explanation: his1942report
was foundational, even though, asJose Harris
hasdemonstrated, the British welfare state (a
term he disliked) drifted away from the insur-
ance principle as the Treasury, and govern-
ments of both major parties, found the lower
cost of means-tested benefitsa compelling

attraction.’ Hewas notably successful asan
advocate of the principles of social security
inthe wartime aftermath of the report’s pub-
lication, but experienced some pushback
from politicalleaders of both main parties
who feared that they were in danger of losing
control of the policy agenda; and his attempt
tobolster his policy influence by sitting in
the Commonswas short-lived. After the war
he wasresentful of his exclusion from influ-
ence in Whitehall and was a vocal critic of the
Labour government’simplementation of his
proposals.?° He argued for much greater use
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of voluntary agencies such as friendly soci-
etiesin the provision of social welfare, and
correspondingly less dependence on state
bureaucracy.?

Simon’srole in shaping public policy
was not of the same order, and is much less
well known, partly because he devoted him-
self principally to civic activity in Manches-
ter. Butit certainly embraced housing policy
and town planning, on which he established
himself asan acknowledged authority in the
inter-war period. As chairman of Manchester
City Council’s new Housing Committee from
1919, and as mayor in 1921-22, he sought to
drive forward a comprehensive conception
of city planning, one that hinged crucially
onthe clearance of city centre slumsand the
extension of the city boundaries to encom-
pass ‘self-contained garden cities’. He and
Shena were the prime movers and major
benefactors behind the most ambitious
such scheme, the creation of the Wythen-
shawe estate, onland bought from the Tat-
ton family in several Cheshire parishes. The
estate became thelargest municipal housing

Ernest Simon’s significance in British politics and public
policy is underestimated in the literature, partly because
he operated from Manchester and had a London home only
during his chairmanship of the BBC.

estatein Europe, and was, Simon declared,
‘themostimportant experiment in satel-

lite garden town building which is going on
inEngland — and perhaps anywhere else’.??
He expounded hisideasin his characteris-
tically impatient and forthright mannerin
asequence of important books such as The
Smokeless City (1922) and especially The
Rebuilding of Manchester (1935). The most
recent historian of the urban renewal of post-
war Manchester suggests that the latter work
setthe agenda for the epoch-making City of
Manchester 1945 Plan, while The Smokeless

City anticipated the Clean Air Act by thir-
ty-fouryears.>

Havingbolstered his authority by means
of studies of urban planning in Moscow,
Stockholm, and other European citiesin the
late 1930s, and of American cities during
thewar, Simon realised that the wholesale
bombing of British cities created an opportu-
nity to gain a national audience for hisideas.
Hebecame the foremost wartime advocate
of visionary thinking about how to rebuild
the cities: drawing heavily on his wartime
work for the Ministry of Works, he tested his
thinking at two of the Nuffield College Pri-
vate Conferences on Social Reconstruction,
and brought hisideastogetherin Rebuilding
Britain: A Twenty Year Plan, published on the
eve of peacein1945.241t secured him a brief
appointment as adviser to the energeticand
creative Minister of Works, the Conservative
Duncan Sandys.

There were three distinctive features of
Simon’s work as an advocate of postwar plan-
ning and reconstruction. First, itwasplainly
rooted in a combination of decades of expe-
rience of the problems
of urban overcrowd-
ingand slum clearance
in one of theworld’s
most notoriously over-
crowded cities, and ideas
thatheformed atthe
height of hisinvolvement in the Liberal Sum-
mer Schoolmovement. The second is that,
while hisapproach was ambitious and long-
term, because he insisted that citieshad tobe
planned comprehensively, rather than being
developed piecemeal, it was absolutely not
utopian. The thirdisthat, while groundedin
extensive technical expertise, Simon’svision
forurbanreconstruction also had a clear polit-
ical purpose that was tied to hiswork as a pro-
ponent of democraticrenewal in the 1930s:
while providing ‘a good house in pleasant
surroundings for every family’ and building
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‘lovely, convenient, and healthy cities’ was,
of course, worth doing initself, it would also
demonstrate the capacity of democracies to
actdecisively torealise a grand vision.? This
was central to Simon’s democratic faith: it
waswhy he tookissue with Beveridge when
thelatter unintentionally appeared to suggest
some basicincompatibility between democ-
racy and planning.2® For Simon a successful
reconstruction programme wasnotjusta
technical, top-down operation, dependent on
architectsand engineers. Italsorequired ‘an
effective public opinion’ that would face down
sectionalinterests; and that would require an
educated citizenry.?”

Simon also came to acquire significant
experience in higher education policy: nextto
housing and town planning, thiswas Simon’s
great public policy passion. After the war, he
established the Universities Quarterly in an
attempt to generate new thinking about the
social, cultural and economicroles of univer-
sities, and it was Simon who drove its early
intellectual agenda. A decadelater, itwashe
more than anyone whose sustained pressure
led to the establishment of the Robbins Com-
mittee, shortly after hisdeathin 1960. In May
1960, he proposed a motionin the Lords ask-
ingthe government to appointa committee
to investigate provision of higher education.
Aweek beforehand, Beveridge dined at the
Simons’ London flat to discuss the question,
although Simon (whose notes were often
caustic) gotlittle out of the meeting: ‘alas, his
memoryisbad, and, although we had a pleas-
antevening, Iam afraid that nothing whatever
came out of it’.?8

Ernest Simon’s significance in British pol-
iticsand public policy isunderestimated in the
literature, partly because he operated from
Manchester and had a London home only
during his chairmanship of the BBC. He has
only awalk-on partin Peter Sloman’s major
study of Liberal economic policy.?® But it was
he who founded the Liberal Summer Schools,

together with his fellow Manchester Liberal,
the historian Ramsay Muir, and thiswasan
expressionnot only of hiscommitment to the
rational discussion of public policy, but also of
hislifelong preoccupation with the shaping of
public opinion. Inaveryrevealing diary entry
inJune 1925, he wrote of his plan toleave the
city council for national politics:

Theimportant thingisto influence opinion.
Idon’tknow whether thereis much chance
of the Liberal party surviving, butliberal
opinion must survive whatever happensto
the party; the future of the country & the
world depends on the strength of instructed
liberal opinion as against selfishness & class
interest. The Nation, the Summer School,

& personal speaking, uniting all the instru-
ments—itistothosethatIthinkIshould
devote the nextfewyears—sofaraslcan
keep free from businessin these very diffi-
cultdaysforengineering.2°

Like Keynes, who held that ‘If lam going to
pursue sectionalinterestsatall, I shall pur-
suemy own’, Simon felt drawn to Labour by
aninstinctive adherence to the progressive
cause, butwasrepelled by trade unionismand
classinterest.3*

Itwasthis same preoccupation with nur-
turing Liberal opinion that underpinned his
remarkable stake in the progressive press
of the period. He was a director of the Scott
Trust (the owner of the Manchester Guard-
ian), and later a trustee; he was one of four
donorswho provided the founding capital that
launched the New Statesmanin 1912-13, and
invested more when theloans were converted
into ordinary sharesin 1920, so thatheand
Edward Whitley were the two largest share-
holders.??When Keynes bought The Nation in
1923, Simon was a key financial backer, along
with Laurence Cadbury and Arnold Rown-
tree: Simoninvested £2,000 and became a
director. Ashenoted, he and Keynes wanted
to use the paper to advance ‘their belief in the
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possibility of finding a progressive policy in
National affairsnot based upon a collectivist
dogma’; a ‘definite constructive policy of Lib-
eralism’, in other words.3 Simon was also one
of the financial backers who helped his friend,
Walter Layton, toresist Brendan Bracken’s
attempt to take total control of The Economist
in1928, and acquired two thousand sharesin
the paper.24Finally, he sat on the board of the
Political Quarterly for a quarter of a century,
from 1935 untilhis death in 1960.3°

Simon was very wealthy, thanks to the
success of the two engineering firms founded
by his father, which the son managed with
notableacumen. So, he wasina position to
fund the causes he most cared about. Buteven
so, thisrecord made him a central figurein
sustaining the progressive press—along with
Layton, Keynes, and Henderson, who were all

in different ways connected with The Econo-
mist, the New Statesman, and The Nation.3®
But it was especially characteristic of Simon
thathe moved amphibiously between a
Fabian initiative such asthe New Statesman
and a staunchly Liberal paper, The Nation.

Citizenship and social science

The examples of Beveridge and Simon should
caution us against extravagant claims for the
impact of ‘Liberalism’ on the post-war set-
tlement. Though each satforatimeasaLib-
eral MP, and Beveridge as a Liberal peer, and
though Simon was a prominent figure in the
intellectual renewal of the party in the 1920s,
the two men were united in their lack of deep
commitment to or affection for the party. ‘I
care much about truth & little about party’,

The Beveridge Report, 1941; plan for a satellite garden estate for Manchester at Wythenshawe, 1931.
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wrote Simon, adding that ‘I belong to it sim-
ply becauselIthinkitthe bestmeanstomy
political ends’.3”

Thisindifference to party reflected
Simon’s and Beveridge’s technocratic disposi-
tions, but neither can bereduced to technoc-
racy. Intellectually, what they had in common
wasan intriguing mix of empirical social sci-
ence and classical republican values. Jose
Harrishas putan articulate case for interpret-
ing Beveridge in this way. She suggests that,
ontheonehand, hispolitical thought was
shaped by ‘thelong tradition of low-key clas-
sicalrepublicanism that had informed liberal
dissentand anti-plutocracy in Britain over
several centuries’; a tradition that had been
rejuvenated by the influence of a philosophi-
calidealism oriented towards public service.
His social thought, by contrast, owed much
moreto ‘aremorselessly “positivist” concep-
tion of social science’.3®

Infact, ‘civic’ political values and pos-
itivist social science were by no means
asremote from each other as one might
imagine.?® We find a strikingly similar mix
in Simon. His devotion to the cause of
empirical social research is better known.
Herecalled thathe was firstdrawn to ‘the
scientific method in public affairs’ by the
minority report on the Poor Law.*°Hehad a
long-standing commitment to policy-ori-
ented social research. He and Muir envisaged
the Liberal Summer School as ‘an annual
meeting on thelines of the British Associa-
tion for the Advancement of Science, to dis-
cuss all kinds of problems on scientific lines
fromthe Liberal angle’, rather as the Social
Science Association had done in the mid-Vic-
torian period.#* In the late 1920s, he person-
ally funded a chair in Social Economics at the
University of Manchester, to enable Henry
Clay (another Liberal economist) to devote
himself to applied work, and, after the Sec-
ond World War, he made a munificent gift
to the university to establish fellowshipsin

social science to enable established schol-
arstoengagein a piece of research directed
atreal-world problems.4? He told Beveridge
that he found Beveridge’s article on ‘The
London School of Economics as a School of
Humanities’ much the best plea for the Social
Sciences at the Universities that I have seen’.3
Beveridge depicted the educational work of
the LSE asaliberal education in the ‘living
humanities’, one better capable of engag-
ingits students deeply because it was con-
cerned withliving societies, living languages,
and with history as ‘the pastliving into the
present’.44

AsaCambridge-trained engineer rather
than an Oxford Greats man, Simon was
apparently untouched by philosophical ide-
alism, butjust as ‘Beveridge’simagination
was haunted by images of the Athenian and
Spartanrepublics that he had imbibed at Bal-
lioland Toynbee Hall’, so Simon’s political
imagination was fired by a vision of the good
citythathe absorbed fromreading Alfred
Zimmern’s Greek Commonwealth.4s ‘Every
Athenian citizen’, he told the people of Man-
chester on assuming the mayorality in 1921,
‘profoundly believed in and loved his city, and
was prepared to work and, if necessary, die
forher. ... That wasthe secret of the greatness
of Athens.”® This vision was derived princi-
pally from Pericles’s Funeral Oration, which
Simon firstencountered in Zimmern, and it
became a favourite text, passed on not only
to hisown children, but also to all Manches-
ter’sschoolchildrenin Christmas cards thathe
and Shena dispatched to schools the month
after hebecame mayor. It was ‘republican’
values of thiskind that underpinned his cre-
ation of the Association for Educationin Cit-
izenship in 1934; strikingly, however, Simon
alsoregarded the creation of the Simon fel-
lowshipsasa continuation of the work of that
association.#”

Aswe have seen, Beveridge was himself
aprominent member of the Association for
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Educationin Citizenship: the mostimportant
(for him) of a number of cross-party initia-
tivesthat Simon was involved inin the 1930s.
When he was firstapproached on the subject
by Simon’s collaborator and active Liberal
EvaHubback, Beveridge (who had a perverse
tendency toreact againstintellectual prop-
ositions put to him) baulked at the idea of
‘training in Civics’, much preferring the term
‘trainingin the Social Sciences’. The ‘duties of
citizenship’sounded too pragmatic: ‘what we
want to teach peopleisnot their duty, but facts
which will lead them to act better’.4® Simon
shared something of this conviction that
knowledge of the society they lived in would
make people better citizens.

Conclusion

Beveridge and Simon had much in common,
but Liberalism with a capital ‘L’ was scarcely
the mostimportant of them. They did not
overlap in the party; neither had a strong emo-
tional attachment to the party; both tended
toregarditinstrumentally. They valued it for
what it wasnot: not the mouthpiece of sec-
tional or classinterests, and not over-attached
to party discipline. Both were primarily inter-
ested in policy outcomes, and both felt some
frustration at their exclusion from executive
power. Simon, in particular, was a natural
executive politician, one who found thelife
of the backbencher, especially an Opposition
backbencher, unfulfilling: hence his willing-
nessto accept office (very briefly indeed) in
the National Governmentin 1931. The Liber-
als’disarray after the general election of that
year led him to devote his political energies to
cross-party or non-party organisations. Both
were primarily interested in causes —Bever-
idgein social insurance and the organisation
of thelabour market, Simon in many things,
butabove allhousing, urban planning, and
the good city. Theylooked, in particular, to
socialresearch astheroute to change. Parties

were, at best, vehicles for therealisation of
their policy objectives. That said, they were
by no means mere technocrats, butboth
were profoundly interested in the interplay
between state actionand civic virtue. l
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