
 
 
UK 1948 



 

 

Honorable Delegate, 

 
The Cabinet of the United Kingdom will be called into session on Thursday. April 29th, 1948 at the 

Stevens Hotel in Chicago, Illinois to discuss matters of national security and global importance. The 

following items have been included on the agenda:  

 

Topic 1 – Managing the Economic Fallout of Decolonization  

Topic 2 – Preserving the Influence of the UK on the World Stage  

Topic 3 – Special Topics in Domestic Affairs 

 

For your reference, our staff archivists have compiled the following Background Guide to 

provide you with relevant information regarding the topics that will be debated in the upcoming 

session. You will need to read and understand the contents of this Guide in order to expand upon 

their research and represent your home government accurately and effectively. 

 

Any attempt to disseminate the contents of this document outside of the Cabinet is a gross 

violation of Cabinet protocol and will be dealt with accordingly. 

 

If you have any questions regarding the operations of the committee meetings being held at 

Chicago International Model United Nations (CIMUN), please refer to the CIMUN MUN 

Toolkit which you have been provided. Should you have any questions concerning the content of 

your guide or questions on policy, you may consult with an official from the Department of 

Home Government by sending an email to homegovernment@cimun.org.  

 
Best of luck,  

 

Clement Attlee  

 

Prime Minister of the United Kingdom 
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1 Topic 1 – Managing the Economic Fallout of Decolonization 

1.1 Topic Overview 

The British Empire, once “the World’s Bank” now lies in financial tatters. Since the end 

of the war, British debt to GDP ratio has risen well above the 100% mark. In order to rebuild 

herself, Britain has taken out loans from the United States and requested aid under the Marshall 

Plan. How Britain is to use this money remains to be seen. 

 In order to preserve her power and independence from US influence, Britain must rely on 

her colonies. However, the recent pushes for independence in many of her colonies makes this 

much more complicated than it would have been before the war, as does the dire straits of 

Britain’s finances. 

While Britain still maintains an iron grip over much of Africa, the recent independence of 

India and Pakistan presents Britain with her first great challenge of maintaining commercial ties 

with nations she once dominated and can no longer coerce. India serves as important case study 

for how Britain should behave in a post-Imperial world that may come far sooner than we may 

think. Britain must figure out how to effectively use its influence to befriend India and Pakistan 

and keep a good deal of the status quo of the pre-Imperial era. The current war between India 

and Pakistan over Jammu and Kashmir serves as a pressing issue that Britain can use to better or 

worsen relationships with the former Jewel of her Empire.  

Britain must work to balance exploitation for exports with spending on military for her 

empire abroad, lest she be relegated to the status of a minor power within the orbit of the United 

States.  
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1.2 Historical Background 

In order to understand the Empire of Britain and why it is falling apart, one must first 

understand how it began and functioned. Britain’s Empire was foremost a financial empire. Its 

strength did not lie in its manpower, but rather in the amount of manpower and firepower it could 

purchase.  

 Initially, Britain was able to play to its advantage in seafaring and exploit difficult trade 

routes in the Far East. Having adopted the joint stock company model created by the Dutch, 

Britain was able to finance these ventures at low risk to individual investors and thus could 

afford to make many risky trips. The most famous of these was the British East India Company. 

The British at first acted as shrewd merchants, trading guns and other trinkets for silk, 

spices, and other luxury goods that fetched high prices in European markets. When the prices of 

these goods fell and normal trade became unprofitable, the British would often resort to coercion 

and then occupation in order to stabilize supply at a lower cost than would be expected. The 

extent of occupation of foreign territory grew to strength and size without any real organization 

or defined goal of colonization. Without the intention of conquest, the British East India 

Company were suddenly more than just a company, they were the de facto government of one of 

the largest nations on the planet. 

Britain’s power lay not in its colonies, but in its status as the “world’s bank,” as famed 

historian Niall Ferguson dubbed it. In 1914, Britain held 3.8 billion British-pounds worth of 

foreign investments which was anywhere from 40-50% of all foreign assets held by any country. 

Her status as an early adopter of the gold standard also gave her a currency advantage, and the 

massive size of her investment portfolio paid dividends. 
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Britain at her Zenith, 1921 

However, the financial success of Britain took a sharp dive in 1914. Though Britain 

would emerge victorious from WWI, and with many more Protectorates to boast, it would begin 

to fall apart. Debt to GDP ratios rose to well over 100% during the war, and the acquisition of 

new territories combined with the costs of rebuilding caused it to rise to around 170% in the 20s. 

All in all the cost of WWI would total 3 billion pounds. 
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This trend continued on into the 30s when Britain’s biggest source of investment, the 

United States, entered the Great Depression. Britain’s attempt to limit expenses by giving 

Canada, New Zealand, Australia, and Egypt more autonomy seemed to do little to assuage the 

situation. It appears that the global recovery from the Great Depression began to lower the debt 

Britain was incurring in the late 30s, but events beyond her control across the Channel and across 

the globe in Japan would reverse that trend.  

On September 3, 1939 Britain declared war on Nazi Germany and on December 8, 1941, 

Britain declared war on the Empire of Japan. Over the course of the next 6 years Britain would 

lose almost 400,000 soldiers and her debt would rise to over 200% of her GDP. While the 

financial cost would be as high as 21 billion pounds, the cost to British prestige was incalculable.  

The end of the war would reverse Britain’s 1930 status as the world’s largest creditor to 

being the world’s largest debtor. In perhaps history’s most bitter irony, the lionshare of Britain’s 

debt would be held by her former colony, the United States, and by her current colony, India.  

Debt to the US came primarily from the famous “Anglo-American Loan.” Part of the 

loan included a charge for material from the “Lend-Lease” policy that Britain was still using 

after the war to maintain its empire. While Britain’s finances looked like that of a defeated 

nation, its military was thriving and its influence abroad appeared rather strong at a surface level. 

The Anglo-American loan was largely intended to finance the upkeep of Britain’s empire in 

hopes that the increase in exports would offset the military cost of maintenance. Unfortunately, 

such hopes proved futile as British exports have yet to eclipse the amount of debt being incurred.  

One other major financial event for Britain was the Bretton Woods Conference of 1944. 

The conference established the International Monetary Fund as an instrument for global finance 

in the Post-War era. While Britain was given a strong share in the bank and a seat on its board, 
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the conference fundamentally changed the dynamics of international trade by pegging the value 

of gold to the US dollar. This would limit the ability of Britain to parlay the value of her 

currency in attempts to dominate international trade, and would fundamentally end Britain’s role 

as “the world’s bank.” 

While Britain sacrificed much of its own treasury and foreign investments in order to 

finance the war, it also relied heavily on loans from its colonies. Over the course of the war, 

Britain transferred billions of pounds in Sterling to the government of India. This was done to 

finance the extensive war effort of India. India had as many as 2.5 million active duty soldiers at 

the end of the war deployed in places close to home like Burma and far away like North Africa 

and Europe.  

Unlike Britain, which prioritized the maintenance of its military, India’s early post war 

plans centered heavily on development of infrastructure and consumer goods manufacturing. It 

planned to accomplish this through utilizing the $3 million of Sterling reserves it had from 

Britain. Of course, the existence of this debt was rather perilous and Indian elites quietly worried 

that Britain would either cancel the debt or inflate the pound sterling as to make the reserves 

worthless.  

Ambitious economic plans aside, the Indian government has been wracked with the pains 

of a new war on its soil with the newly formed nation of Pakistan. In order to understand 

Britain’s place in this conflict, one must understand the history of British policy in Post-War 

India and the politics behind partition.  

India’s participation in the war was forced upon it, much like those of other colonies 

outside the “White Dominions” of Canada, Australia, New Zealand, and South Africa. The then 

Viceroy, Lord Linlithgow, declared war without consulting a soul. Mahatma Gandhi, a widely 
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respected spiritual leader and social activist, spoke out against the war. Jawaharlal Nehru, the 

charismatic leader of the Indian National Congress, was also strongly opposed to the war. During 

the war, both men participated in the “Quit India” movement, which sought to give India 

independence and thereby establish its neutrality and self-defense against the Japanese. The 1942 

movement was unsuccessful, but it demonstrated the growing strength of the Indian National 

Congress and the utter weakness of the British.  

 

 

Nehru (on right) and Gandhi (on left) 

 

In the immediate aftermath of the war, the British were affected with what Sir John 

Maynard Keynes, a famous economist, would dub “a financial Dunkirk.” Maintenance of the full 

empire would be so costly as to destroy England’s finances. Thusly, the newly elected Labour 

Government, under Prime Minister Clement Attlee, sought to cut back on the most expensive 

portion of Britain’s empire: India.  

On 23 March, 1946, Attlee dispatched a mission of three Labour ministers to India with 

the goal of discussing the terms for a transfer of power. The main question plaguing the 
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delegation was whether or not an independent India would be united or partitioned into two 

separate states. One state for Muslims and one for Hindus.  

For much of the history of the Indian Independence Movement, the Indian National 

Congress could claim to speak for all Indians of all religions; however, this changed in 1940 

when the Muslim League, a political party claiming to represent India’s Muslims, published the 

Lahore Declaration calling for a separate state for Muslims. The Indian elections in early in 1946 

demonstrated a strong showing nationwide for the Indian National Congress, but the Muslim 

League performed incredibly well in the provinces of Punjab, Bengal, and Sind. This stunning 

victory weakened the ability of the Indian National Congress to claim to speak for all religious 

groups in India.  

The Muslim League formed in 1906 to safeguard the Civil Rights of India’s Muslim 

elites. It was not initially opposed to a united India but after the Lahore Declaration of 1940, the 

League argued for a Muslim majority state to be carved out of India. Many members of the 

League embraced an extremist approach to achieving this goal, including its political leader, 

Mohammad Ali Jinnah. The name of this state was to be Pakistan, a near acronym of the names 

of territories for a proposed non-Arab, pan-Muslim state that included (P)unjab, (A)fghania, 

(K)ashmir, (I)ran, (S)ind, (T)urkharistan, (A)fghanistan, and Baluchista(N). Of course, Pakistan 

would have to settle for Punjab, Afghania, Kashmir, Sind, and Baluchistan due to the pre-

established sovereignty of Iran and Afghanistan. 
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                                Map of Indian Political Elections 1946 

This split caused a great deal of trouble for the British and seemed to all but eliminate 

hopes of a united India. Less than two weeks after the arrival of the British mission, Attlee 

authorized the Partitioning of India as a last resort.  

Unsurprisingly, the negotiations of the 1946 mission proved disastrous as the Indian 

National Congress and the Muslim League could not agree on the strength of the central 

government. Jinnah was content to see a plan that allowed for more representation and power to 

Muslim majority states in India, but after Nehru stated that the plans made by the mission were 

non-binding Jinnah withdrew his support from them. The failures of these negotiations led to the 

infamous “Direct Action Day” riots which caused the death of thousands of people in Calcutta. 

Similar riots would happen throughout India during partition.  
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Muhammad Ali Jinnah, First Governor General of Pakistan 

 

The increased violence led Attlee to announce a withdrawal from India by June of 1948. 

To accomplish this task, Attlee dispatched Lord Louis Mountbatten to negotiate British departure 

from India. Mountbatten accomplished his task over one year ahead of schedule, but at a cost. 

The plan for British departure agreed upon the establishment of India as a British Dominion, 

called for a partitioning of Bengal and Punjab and allowed for the princely states to choose to 

join India or Pakistan. The Partition ushered in a period of senseless violence and displaced 

millions of people in the affected areas.  

 

 

Map of the Partition of Punjab. Areas in Green Represent Pakistan and Red Represents India 
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Partition and the allowance for Princely States to choose the country they wished to join 

sowed the seeds that would inevitably lead to the Kashmir war that currently consumes India and 

Pakistan.  

War between India and Pakistan began in October of 1946, scarcely half a year from their 

independence. The conflict began over the decision of Kashmir to join India instead of Pakistan. 

From the Pakistani perspective, Kashmir was a central part of their identity as it was quite 

literally a part of the acronym that formed its name. Kashmir was also predominantly Muslim 

and the past use of force to cause Muslim rulers in Junagadh and Hyderabad to join India on 

account of their Hindu majorities set a precedent for Pakistan to do the same in a contrapositive 

situation. Nehru was personally in favor of Kashmir’s accession to India for both personal and 

political reasons. Nehru’s family was from Kashmir and the natural beauty of the land deeply 

appealed the the national imagination of India, but more importantly the acquisition of a Muslim 

majority state would demonstrate the Indian National Congress’s legitimacy as a secular 

government instead of a Hindu nationalist movement.  

Violence began when Pathan tribal militias entered Kashmir and threatened to overthrow 

the government. Facing a stronger force, the maharajah, Hari Singh, appealed to the Indian 

government for help. The deployment of Indian troops in Kashmir prompted an onslaught of 

more Pakistan-backed militias. Interestingly enough, no such uprisings occurred amongst the 

Kashmiri people. Even Muslim leaders in Kashmir, such as Sheikh Abdullah, were strongly in 

favor of Indian accession. This is due to the more cosmopolitan nature of Islamic culture in 

Kashmir and its opposition to the openly sectarian nature of Paksitani Islamic politics. 

While war was never officially declared by either side, a ceasefire was negotiated under 

United Nations Security Council Resolution 47 in April of 1948.The Resolution had three main 
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tenants. Firstly, Pakistan should withdraw all of her citizens from Kashmir. Secondly, India 

should reduce her forces to the minimum level possible while still maintaining basic functions of 

the state. Thirdly, India should appoint an administrator to oversee a free and fair election for the 

people of Kashmir to decide whether they wanted to be apart of India.  

The history of British interaction with India and the current status of India as two 

separate nations, one to which Britain owes massive amounts of debt, should inform the actions 

delegates wish to take towards the two states in terms of trade relations. While Britain has used 

direct repression and exploitation in many of its colonies, the relationships it has forged with the 

“White Dominions” may serve as a possible template for interactions with an independent India 

and Pakistan.  

 

An Advertisement for the “Buy Empire” Campaign 

 

Ever since their independence, the Dominions have enjoyed the general attitude of 

“Imperial Preference.” Many reciprocal tariffs were passed between the Dominions and Britain 

since the 1920s. Trade had always been good between these nations as the value of their 

currencies were all tagged to gold. Negotiations to create a more comprehensive trade network in 
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the 1930s had fallen apart due in part to Britain’s haughtiness. This experience serves more as a 

lesson to learn from than an example to follow with regards to India and presents a viable 

historically tried alternative to direct imperial rule that garners significant revenue. However, the 

1944 Bretton Woods Conference, which tied the value of gold to the US dollar, has made a 

Commonwealth market much less favorable to Britain as it no longer has greater control over 

international finance. This is an example of US and British interests clashing in the aftermath of 

the war and has set the stage for many more clashes that will demonstrate the eternal truth that 

there can only be one great power in the world. 

1.3 Bloc Positions 

In the aftermath of WWII, the public voted to remove wartime leader, political lion, and 

imperialist icon, Sir Winston Churchill from office. In the shadows of a true giant stands Clayton 

Attlee, Britain’s new prime minister and the first Labour PM since the Stock Market crash of 

1929 and the subsequent Depression. 

  

Labour won 393 seats compared to only 197 for the Conservatives 

 

 The Right Honourable Attlee won in a landslide 12% swing against the Government. 

This gives him almost a total mandate to pursue the policies that he ran on, namely the expansion 

of Keynesian economics in the form of social safety nets and government run utilities. However, 
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such policies are rather expensive and the current state of Britain’s finances raises the question of 

how well these policies can be accomplished and afforded.  

 A central question for the Attlee government is how it intends to deal with the Marshall 

Plan aid given by the US government. Britain has been given almost $3 billion worth of financial 

transfers from the Plan. While the Conservatives have made it quite clear that the upkeep of 

Empire is the most central expense the money should be channelled to, Labour is rather divided 

on whether or not to invest this money in domestic industry to strengthen Britain’s ability to 

compete in the international market. Given Britain’s current deficits and debts, it will have to 

find a way to increase exports and reduce expenses one way or another. 

 Decolonisation has proven itself a helpful tool towards assuaging the financial woes of 

Britain, but Attlee has not been a supporter of total decolonisation. While he did authorise the 

departure of British rule from many countries, it still exists in most of the African colonies, and 

the military required to maintain that is still substantial. Rationing and austerity measures, while 

not as tight as during the Depression, are still widely practiced and remain unpopular with the 

people and factions of the Labour party. 

 

Cartoon Depicting Attlee as Under Duress From the Far-Left 
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 Churchill, imperialism’s staunchest ally, has been vocally critical of Attlee’s policy of 

decolonisation. Churchill believes that economic exploitation of Britain’s most resource filled 

colonies is the optimal solution for her recovery and is central to her place as the “third great 

power.” Though he and Attlee do agree on the fact that greater connection with the former 

“white domains” of Australia, New Zealand, and South Africa are also central to recovery. 

While Churchill’s party may have been defeated in the polls, he still looms large in the 

cultural imagination of Great Britain, and any show of weakness by Labour could swing the 

country back in his favor. Britain has endured austerity before, but the action of total 

decolonisation would be unprecedented and the cost to British prestige would be as bad as if they 

had lost the war. 

 Despite a supermajority for Labour, the party is not without factionalism. Attlee’s support 

for a Nuclear Programme and his toughness towards Communism have won him no favor in a 

party with large segments of pacifists and some contingents of avowed Socialists. While the 

populace may stand somewhere between Attlee and Churchill, Attlee will have to find a way to 

keep in line a party that is to the left of all three of them. 

1.4 Current Overview 

The current situation of Britain’s finances is no less dire than it was at the end of the war. 

While domestic production has finally caught up to pre-War levels, the massive levels of post-

War military spending have yet to be off set.  

 American domination of the financial markets has left Britain out of her element and 

unsure how to progress. The once indomitable pound has been eclipsed by the dollar as the 

world’s most important currency. The Anglo-American loan and a similar loan from Canada has 

merely transferred Britain’s debt to other nations rather than assuaging it entirely.  
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 Changes in the global financial market have hampered Britain’s once illustrious trade 

portfolio and now the Empire must choose different tactics to ensure its trade dominance. One 

such tactic being currently employed is the aggressive exploitation and preservation of the 

colonial empire in Africa. With Britain in control of the governments of states like Kenya, it is 

able to have better control of the finances and policies of those states with regards to British 

financial interests. However, this policy currently suffers from stringent opposition by US 

officials who wish to replace British financial hegemony in the colonies with their own. 

 Britain has benefited most generously from the Marshall Plan with almost $3 billion in 

aid, but at the current moment it is using this aid to finance its massive military abroad rather 

than rebuild and modernize domestic industry at home. This of course is not a permanent 

arrangement and is the purview of the government to alter as it sees fit.  

 While Britain has pursued its Empire abroad, the newly partitioned German Democratic 

Republic, and the Republics of Italy, Austria and France have all pursued much stronger 

domestic agendas. Plans for spending of Marshall Plan aid in these countries have been rather 

detailed with a focus on modernization to maintain competitive international trade with the 

United States. Similar policies have been attempted in India, but are financed primarily by the 

potentially cancelable British debt. 

 Austerity at home has also crippled British morale. The desire to maintain net export 

balances has lead to heavy restrictions on foreign imports of foodstuffs. While industrial 

production in Europe has climbed close to Pre-War levels, food production is well below where 

it was in Britain and in the Continent in general. Keeping the forces of Bolshevik Communism at 

bay will require a certain level of general comfort for the masses that is currently barely being 

afforded to them.  
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 The ongoing conflict between Pakistan and the Dominion of India presents Britain with 

an opportunity to preserve its financial influence abroad. An effective handling of the ongoing 

de-escalation efforts could present Britain as a still useful ally for either India, Pakistan, or both. 

Such a relationship could help gravitate future economic relationships towards the pre-War status 

quo.  

 India currently holds the greatest portion of land in Kashmir with Pakistan only holding a 

portion of the vale. While the ceasefire has yet to go into effect, the military standoff seems to 

have produced a relative victory for the Indian army. An interesting feature of the conflict has 

been the apathy of the Kashmiri people with regards to either occupying force. While civilian 

militias have poured in from Pakistan, a similar uprising has not occurred amongst the people of 

Kashmir.  

 The most important aspect of the commercial situation of the Empire rests in the policies 

of Jawaharlal Nehru, the current Prime Minister of His Majesty’s government in the Dominion 

of India. Nehru has stated himself to be an avowed socialist and has been in opposition to British 

rule in India for the entirety of his political career. That being said, he has demonstrated a desire 

to remain above the fray in the Cold War and serve as a power outside the realm of Soviet and 

American influence. Such interests heavily coincide with British desires and can serve as a point 

for mutual cooperation.  

 Ultimately, the current financial crisis facing Britain is one of crippling debt and a 

weakened international trading position based off of competing American interests in 

traditionally British spheres of influence like Canada and Africa. If Britain is to remain 

financially independent then it must do so by strengthening what ties it has and finding the right 

balance between imperial domination and management of debt. The current financial quagmire 
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that Britain faces is a direct result of competition from a more dominant superpower and 

demonstrates the conditions in global finances and trade that allow for only one global 

superpower at a time. American power combined with the overstretched resources of the British 

Empire has created self-reinforcing mechanisms of collapse and decay that have led to the self-

cannibalization of British hegemony abroad. If current trends are allowed to continue, the British 

Empire shall bankrupt itself long before the end of the millennia, and the sun shall finally set on 

mankind’s most glorious Empire. 

 

 

1.5 Discussion Questions 

• How does the existence of American hegemony directly interfere with Britain’s ability to 

establish itself as a third independent power? 

• Is the Empire a drain on the United Kingdom or does it serve as a financial and 

geopolitical advantage? 

• How does public opinion play into the maintenance of the Empire? To what level do 

politics play a role? 

• What trade policy is Britain pursuing right now? Is it mercantilist? Should this be 

changed? Why or why not. 



 
 

UK 1948 

21 
 

• How can the Empire maintain cordial relations with former colonies like India and 

Pakistan without compromising financial power?  

• What are the political costs of austerity and can any government rely on its maintenance 

for so long as to muster the necessary financial capital to maintain the Empire?  

• What changes in foreign policy can Britain make to end the financial and political death 

spiral her hegemony has created? 

1.6 Key Terms 

• Imperialism 

• Hegemony 

• The British Raj 

• The Indian National Congress 

• The Muslim League 

• UN Security Council Resolution 47 

• The Anglo-American Loan of 1946  

• The Lend-Lease Policy 

• Dominion Status  
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2 Topic 2 – Preserving the Influence of the UK on the World Stage 

2.1 Topic Overview 

In the aftermath of WWII, Britain’s empire abroad hangs by a thread. The Soviets and the 

Americans have carved up the map of Europe with Britain’s voice almost entirely excluded, but 

the map of Britain’s global empire is up to her. In Pakistan and India, a war has erupted. The UN 

has given its suggestions for arbitration, but ensuring that both sides follow the resolution falls to 

Britain, as the British Crown is still the head of state for both countries. In the Middle East, the 

might of the Arab world looks poised to come crashing down on the nascent nation of Israel. 

Britain was formerly a power in the region, but has since given up governance of the region to 

local rulers. Britain still has many military bases and oil interests in the region that it cannot 

afford to lose.  

 Weaker at home and abroad, Britain struggles to find her place in a changing world and 

must balance her designs for power with the harsh realities of an Empire in decline.  

2.2 Historical Background 

In order to understand the Empire of Britain and why it is falling apart, one must first 

understand how it began and functioned. Britain’s Empire was foremost a financial empire. It 

was an empire not built by the holy mission of conquest, but almost an empire of accident.  

 Britain’s seafaring prowess gave her easy access to wealth in the Far East. There she 

traded guns, machines, and the like for sugar, spices, and various exotic goods. When the price 

of trade proved too much, Britons resorted to coercion. When coercion became too costly, they 

resorted to slavery, all the while soldiers were sent in, or purchased, to ensure these practices 

were protected from local governments. Before anyone, including the colonizers, really knew 

what was going on, they were suddenly the masters of India, most of Africa, and the Caribbean. 
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The engine of the British Empire lay in its status as the “world’s bank,” as famed 

historian Niall Ferguson dubbed it. In 1914, Britain held 3.8 billion British-pounds worth of 

foreign investments which was anywhere from 40-50% of all foreign assets held by any country. 

Her status as an early adopter of the gold standard also gave her a currency advantage, and the 

massive size of her investment portfolio paid dividends. 

Thusly, the Empire of Britain was able to incur trade deficits with developing nations and 

send in troops when necessary to protect her assets and colonies. At times, her policy was to 

raise mischief amongst various ethnic groups in order to make them less likely to unite and rise 

up against Britain. While it is doubtful that united resistance could have toppled the Empire, this 

policy certainly saved Britain quite a bit of money and manpower. The French Empire in 

Vietnam required 5,000 administrators for 30 million people. By contrast, in an India divided 

between Princely states and ethnic clashes between Hindus and Muslims, the British had barely 

1,000 agents in a country of 300 million.  

With perfect strategy and seemingly limitless financial power, the British Empire looked 

as though it could go on forever, but that all began to change in 1914. Though Britain would 

emerge victorious from WWI, and with many more Protectorates to boast, it would begin to fall 

apart. Debt to GDP ratios rose to well over 100% during the war, and the acquisition of new 

territories combined with the costs of rebuilding caused it to rise to around 170% in the 20s. All 

in all the cost of WWI would total 3 billion pounds. 

This trend continued on into the 30s when Britain’s biggest source of investment, the 

United States, entered the Great Depression. Britain’s attempt to limit expenses by giving 

Canada, New Zealand, Australia, and Egypt more autonomy seemed to do little to assuage the 

situation. It appears that the global recovery from the Great Depression began to lower the debt 
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Britain was incurring in the late 30s, but events beyond her control across the Channel and across 

the globe in Japan would reverse that trend.  

On September 3, 1939 Britain declared war on Nazi Germany and on December 8, 1941, 

Britain declared war on the Empire of Japan. Over the course of the next 6 years Britain would 

lose almost 400,000 soldiers and her debt would rise to over 200% of her GDP. While the 

financial cost would be as high as 21 billion pounds, the cost of British prestige is incalculable.  

Japan’s forces humiliated the British in battle after battle throughout Asia. The greatest 

blow to Britain’s pride was the surrender of Singapore. Singapore had widely been regarded as 

“the Gibraltar of the East” and unshakably in British hands. Britain’s military had more men 

defending Singapore than they did the Island of Britain. With 80,000 troops surrendering to a 

Japanese force half their size, the message was clear that Britain was far from invincible 

anymore.  

With her economy in shambles, and the turn back to peacetime causing unemployment at 

home, Britain began to look inward. Churchill was voted out as PM and Labour Leader Clayton 

Attlee took over. In order to avoid further spending, Attlee began to pull British spending out of 

the world and into the country’s domestic spending.  

An empire that is rapidly becoming unable to afford to crush uprisings like it once could, 

Britain must now face the question about how it wishes to behave in its new role.  
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      Vintage Post Card, Britain 1914.  

2.3 Bloc Positions 

In the aftermath of WWII, the public voted to remove wartime leader, political lion, and 

imperialist icon, Sir Winston Churchill from office. In the shadows of a true giant stands Clayton 

Attlee, Britain’s new prime minister and the first Labour PM since the Stock Market crash of 

1929 and the subsequent Depression. 

 The Right Honourable Attlee won in a landslide 12% swing against the Government. 

This gives him almost a total mandate to pursue the policies that he ran on, namely the expansion 

of Keynesian economics in the form of social safety nets and government run utilities.  

 While the public is rather pleased with Attlee’s domestic agenda, our attention should be 

directed to the foreign realm where he shows greatest weakness and where division is starkest. In 

order to finance his great expansion of the welfare state, Attlee has undergone a great 

liberalisation of the Empire and has liquidated many of its former assets. India has been 

partitioned, while British rule has entirely departed from Ceylon, Burma, Palestine, and 

Transjordan under Attlee’s watch.  
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 Churchill, imperialism’s staunchest ally, has been vocally critical of Attlee’s policy of 

decolonisation. Churchill still believes that economic exploitat ion of Britain’s most resource 

filled colonies is the optimal solution for her recovery and is central to her place as the “third 

great power.” Though he and Attlee do agree on the fact that greater connection with the former 

“white domains” of Australia, New Zealand, and South Africa are also central to recovery. 

 

A Soviet Cartoon of Winston Churchill. One flag reads “Anglo-Saxons must Rule the World” the 

other “Iron Curtain over all of Europe.” Hitler and Goebbels smile in the background. 

 

While Churchill’s party may have been defeated in the polls, he still looms large in the 

cultural imagination of Great Britain, and any show of weakness by Labour could swing the 

country back in his favor. 

 Thusly, Attlee has pursued a policy of great strength towards the Soviet Union. He has 

supported US plans for economic liberalisation and has attempted to curry favor with the Arab 

nations in order to keep Britain’s military active in the region.  

 Despite a supermajority for Labour, the party is not without factionalism. Attlee’s support 

for a Nuclear Programme and his toughness towards Communism have won him no favor in a 

party with large segments of pacifists and some contingents of avowed Socialists. While the 
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populace may stand somewhere between Attlee and Churchill, Attlee will have to find a way to 

keep in line a party that is to the left of all three of them.  

2.4 Current Overview 

The removal of British authority in the Dominion of India, Pakistan, and the former 

Mandate of Palestine (now the State of Israel and the All-Palestinian Government) has thrown 

the regions into chaos.  

It appears that the chickens have come home to roost on Britain’s policy of divide and 

conquer based on ethnic lines. The nations of India, Pakistan, Israel, and Palestine are all ethno-

religious states created from conflicts that the British played some part in stirring up in order to 

assume control more easily during the colonial era. Whether Britain is wholly to blame or not, 

she is uniquely posed to intervene in these conflicts. Her wealth of intelligence networks, 

experienced personnel and capital make valuable still. 

 Across the Channel, the Russian bear gobbles up more and more of Eastern Europe in her 

jaws. At this time Poland, Rumania, Czechoslovakia, Hungary, Bulgaria, Albania, and 

Yugoslavia remain satellites to the Soviet Union’s massive orbit. Countless other Baltic states 

and the Ukraine have already been swallowed as Soviet Socialist Republics. Following the 

rejection of America’s Marshall Plan by the Eastern Bloc, it is unclear how Britain should act 

and to what extent it is able to assist Europe while it heals its wounds and struggles to hold on to 

its Empire abroad. In the meantime, Britain has been working to build capitalism and democracy 

in Western Europe to what extent it can. 
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Current Map of the Iron Curtain 

 

 In the former Mandate of Palestine, conflict is brewing. As promised, Prime Minister 

Winston Churchill delivered a State to the Jewish people and one for the region’s Arabs as well. 

Disputes over boundaries and the stench of imperialism has incurred a united resistance from 

throughout the Arab world. The Kingdoms of Saudi Arabia, Iraq, Syria, Transjordan, and the 

Republic of Syria have all sent troops not just to fight the Jewish state, but to restore order in the 

failing state of Palestine.  

 Unofficially, Britain has supported the claims of Transjordan to annex the West Bank of 

the Jordan River in hopes that they can preside over the creation of an Arab state in the region 

more effectively than the current Palestinian government.  

 Britain is in a predicament. She can no longer rely on military force alone for hegemony 

in the Middle East, and must therefore curry favor with the Arabs. The “White Paper” policy in 

1939 limited Jewish immigration to the region in order to quell Arab revolt in the region. 

However, the policies of American President Harry S. Truman have gone directly against this 

policy to the ire of many of the region’s Arabs. 
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For her defense against Russia, Britain relies on the cooperation of the Arab states. 

Without her military bases in Egypt and neighbouring areas, Britain would be powerless to strike 

at Russia’s industrial heartland, should the USSR extend its grip into Western Europe. 

 British Foreign Secretary, the Right Honourable Ernest Bevin refused to aid in the 

enforcement of the borders for either side and refused cooperation with the UN stating a goal of 

immediate withdrawal. However, the question now falls to this cabinet as to whether Britain can 

still play a role in this conflict or whether it should.  

 

 The conflict between the Dominion of India and the new nation of Pakistan is far more 

personal for Britain. Currently, neither state is truly independent of the Empire. His Majesty 

King George VI still rules over both lands, and British Viceroy Louis Mountbatten still heads the 

government in India. 

 On 22 October, 1947. The Maharajah of Kashmir and Jammu, Hari Singh, lost control of 

the western portion of his kingdom. As a Hindu ruler of a Muslim majority polity, he appealed to 

India for assistance in dealing with Pakistani militias.  

 In order to sway the odds in their favor, Pakistan entered the war. British generals fight 

on both sides and Britain is unsure how to best intervene while respecting the independence of 

India and Pakistan.  
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 On 22 April, the United Nations Security Council, of which Britain is a member, voted to 

adopt United Nations Security Council Resolution 47. This resolution was protested by both 

parties, but the intervention itself was welcomed. The Resolution had three main points. Firstly, 

Pakistan should withdraw all of her citizens from Kashmir. Secondly, India should reduce her 

forces to the minimum level possible while still maintaining basic functions of the state. Thirdly, 

India should appoint an administrator to oversee a free and fair election for the people of 

Kashmir to decide whether they wanted to be apart of India.  

 At the current date, the conflict has not ceased. Both parties squabble over 

implementation and specifics and violence still persists to some degree in the border regions, 

especially Kashmir. As the sovereign of both governments, His Majesty, and therefore His 

Majesty’s government, share in the task of maintaining peace in the region and fostering 

democracy in a part of the world that has never known it 

 

A Geographical, but not politically relevant map of Jammu and Kashmir 

2.5 Discussion Questions 

• How does Britain balance her wishes to maintain her Empire with a financial status quo 

acting in favor of decolonisation? 

• How should Britain balance its promise to Israel in the Balfour Declaration with its self 

interest in the Middle East? 



 
 

UK 1948 

33 
 

• How does Britain preserve her Empire and power in the developing world while still 

keeping an alliance with the anti-Imperialism US? 

• With two major superpowers dueling over Europe and the Third World, is it even 

possible for a third party like Britain to hold power? 

• In what ways is Britain’s own Empire collapsing in on itself and what does this say about 

the self-cannibalizing nature of hegemony?  

• What role should Britain play in India? Should she let the Pakistanis and Indians settle 

things themselves and leave rapidly as she has done in Palestine?  

2.6 Key Terms 

• Imperialism 

• Hegemony 

• The Balfour Declaration  

• The White Paper Policy of 1939 

• The British Raj 

• United Nations Security Council Resolution 47 

• United Nations General Assembly Resolution 181 
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3 Topic 3 – Special Topics in Domestic Affairs 

3.1 Topic Overview 

Life in the United Kingdom following the conclusion of World War II was altered on an 

incredibly large scale. British infrastructure, especially in major urban areas like London, was 

crippled by Axis bombings carried out during the war; however, the UK simultaneously was 

dealing with a struggling economy that made it incredibly difficult to rebuild such infrastructure. 

Additionally, with the Labour Party becoming the majority party after the war, Britain began 

utilizing new social policies in order to deal with the economic downturn. These new practices 

favored a Keynesian economic approach and nationalizing key industries, a stark contrast to the 

more laissez- faire policies of the rival Conservative Party that had been carrying out during their 

time as majority party. The British government also had to deal with a loss of colonial assets along 

with weakened influence over their dominions, on top of their growing economic dependency on 

the United States. 

3.2 Historical Background 

World War II placed major stress on virtually all major public functions of the United 

Kingdom, but in particular on its infrastructure and its finances. Following the war, the UK was in 

desperate need of infrastructural rebuilding, yet at the same time it had a desperate need for an 

economic revitalization. To say the least, it had the need for new infrastructure but not the financ ia l 

resources to fund such projects. 

With a lack of economic prosperity following the war, the Labour Party set out to have the 

British government be the solution for the hardships faced by their citizens. This meant an 

unprecedented increase in the size of the British government, with a number of key industr ies 

being nationalized, along with various public services. In some cases, new government 
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organizations and programs were created altogether to manage the newly socialized British 

government. In addition to these new Keynesian economic policies, the British government turned 

increasingly towards the United States to ease the nation’s financial burdens. However, while such 

assistance managed to temporarily manage Britain’s financial situation, in the long run it created 

a gap in its national income that had previously been occupied by loans and other forms of aid. 

At one time the world’s most powerful empire, the United Kingdom was only a shadow of 

its former self following its colonial losses after WWII. With this loss came a large reduction in 

available resources that could be used in industrial production, or simply as a means of national 

income. This contributed to the economic struggles it faced in getting back to its pre-war levels of 

prosperity. Britain also lost a great deal of influence over its dominions during the war, which 

contributed to its losing a large amount of previously guaranteed military support. 

3.3 Current Situation 

3.3.1 Post-WWII Economic Struggles, Dependency on USA 

After World War II was over, Clement Attlee’s Labour Party won a landslide electoral 

victory over Winston Churchill and the Conservatives, winning by more than two million votes 

and gaining 239 seats in parliament, with the Conservatives losing 2191. Atlee did not face a 

particularly easy situation upon entering office as Prime Minister, as the British economy had not 

recovered nearly as quickly and successfully as the American economy had done.  

As aforementioned, the post-war economy in the UK struggled mightily. This was largely 

due to the fact that it did not face an easy transition between war production and peaceful 

production. Unlike the United States, who had worked during the war to negotiate liberalized trade 

agreements in anticipation of the conflict’s end, Britain had to make virtually the entire transition 

                                                 
1 http://www.bbc.co.uk/news/special/politics97/background/pastelec/ge45.shtml 
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after the fact. The Labour government’s quick action to nationalize major industries also 

contributed to the economic struggles in some capacity. This is not necessarily due to the action 

of nationalization itself, but more in the sense of how the process was carried out.  

During WWII, the United States had been assisting Britain greatly through the Lend-Lease 

Act, providing it with a large amount of food, oil and other industrial/ war-time supplies2. 

However, the US ceased this operation immedia tely following the war’s conclusion. Instead, the 

US continued to support Britain financially in other formats. For one, they granted the UK a long 

term low interest loan of $4.33 billion. The UK also received payments through the Marshall Plan, 

which by 1949 began putting $3.3 billion into the British economy3. While this helped to get the 

British economy back on track, it also created a debt that had to be repaid in the long term (the 

loan), and it placed almost all of Britain’s financial well being in the hands of one country. 

3.3.2 The British Welfare State 

Atlee and the Labour 

government did not hesitate in 

beginning what they saw as the best 

solution to Britain’s lagging economy 

and sub-par living conditions, that being the creation of the British welfare state. The first major 

project that they undertook was the creation of the National Health Service (NHS). The NHS was 

not officially put into effect until July 5, 1948 (after the start of our simulation), however its 

functions had been carried out within the UK prior to this so called “Appointed Day”. Prior 

legislation had put into effect the services of the NHS in England and Wales since 1946, as well 

as in Northern Ireland and Scotland since 1947. When it was launched, Atlee’s Health Secretary, 

                                                 
2 http://www.history.com/topics/world-war-ii/lend-lease-act 
3 https://history.state.gov/milestones/1945-1952/marshall-plan 
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Aneurin Bevan, said that NHS had three main principles4: that it be 1) free at the point of delivery; 

2) based on clinical need, not one’s ability to pay; and that it 3) meets the needs of all. 

Labour’s next step in their attempt to revitalize the British economy was nationalizat ion. 

Attlee and other party leaders saw the best possible way to stabilize the economy and bring the 

British people the services they needed was for the government to own and operate such services. 

This, in the minds of government leaders, would lead to more affordable pricing and stable 

production levels, neither of which would be a guarantee should these industries be left at the 

mercy of the free market. The following are all major industries that were nationalized by the 

British government under the leadership of Attlee and the Labour Party5: 

• Coal 

• Electricity and Gas 

• Bank of England 

• Civil Aviation 

• Cable and Wireless 

• Transport 

• Steel and Iron 

However, the transition from private ownership to public ownership was not as smooth and 

successful in all areas as Labour leaders had hoped. In the summer of 1946, the country faced a 

coal shortage of around 5 million tons. What this exposed was two main flaws in the Labour 

government’s nationalization process: a lack of preparation for public ownership, and a failure to 

stabilize certain industries prior to nationalization. Specific to the coal industry, and potentially 

                                                 
4http://www.nhs.uk/NHSEngland/thenhs/nhshistory/Pages/NHShistory1948.aspx 
5 http://www.nationalarchives.gov.uk/cabinetpapers/themes/post-war-nationalisation.htm 
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others, there was also a lack of any incentive to increase or maintain coal production. Going 

forward, nationalization is a policy that the committee must look at and handle very closely. The 

lack of full success in the transition process is proof that all of these industries are incredib ly 

volatile in terms of their levels of stability. It is not unlikely that their production levels will 

continue to fluctuate ange in the coming months and years, and not necessarily for the better. If 

that is the case, it will require swift action from the committee to ensure that the consequences are 

not extensive and widely felt, as the last thing Britain needs at this point in time is further economic 

loss and uncertainty. 

Having the welfare state be the Labour course of action has put the British government in 

some tough situations, and it also included practices that weren’t entirely welcomed by the public. 

Air raids on the UK during WWII destroyed around 500,000 housing units, leaving housing in 

very short supply for those that needed it following the conclusion of the war. With the addition 

of damaged housing, in all nearly 750,000 housing units were needed. The British government 

aimed to provide 300,000 annually, but this proved difficult with the additional shortage of 

construction workers and supplies6. Another factor that made such infrastructure projects 

incredibly challenging was the fact that by the late 1940’s, government debt reached around 200% 

of the nation’s GDP. Regarding unpopular government practices, rationing that had been in 

practice during the war also continued afterwards. It included bread for the first time, this being in 

order to feed the citizens living in the British sector of West Germany. The continuation, and in 

some areas the expansion, of rationing grew over time to become very unpopular among British 

citizens7. 

                                                 
6 http://www.economicshelp.org/blog/15814/housing/uk-housing-history/ 
7 http://www.bbc.co.uk/history/topics/rationing_in_ww2 
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3.3.3 Colonial Losses post-WWII, New Relationships with Former Colonies 

The most considerable colonial loss that the United Kingdom faced following WWII was 

due to the partition of India. The British government did not have the means necessary to continue 

defeating independence efforts by the Indian National 

Congress following the conclusion of the war. 

Furthermore, they had already promised the Congress 

India’s independence when the war was still going on, 

this in an effort to gain their support while Britain 

continued to utilize Indian resources for the overall war 

effort. The British had hoped that India could remain 

united and stay under their “imperial defense” system, 

however this ended up being to no prevail, as it quickly 

became clear that a united India was not a possibility. 

The transfer of power over to India was not universally welcomed, however, nor was it 

easily attained. Former Prime Minister Winston Churchill was an avid opponent of handing over 

power too quickly to the Indian people, claiming that they were not yet ready when the debate 

reached some of its highest points in 1947. Speaking before the House of Commons in March of 

that year, Churchill made the claim that the Indian political parties at the time were not truly 

representing the people, and that if power was given up to India at that moment, there would be no 

sign of a new government in only a few years time.  

Beyond losing control over the former Indian colony, Britain faced further negative 

colonial impacts on a multitude of other occasions. Most notably, actions taken by Australian 

Prime Minister John Curtin in 1942 during WWII further weakened Britain’s already diminishing 
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influence over its dominions, and thus solidified the importance of seeking out not only said 

dominions, but also the United States, for military assistance. In 1942, Prime Minister Curtin 

demanded that Australian troops stationed in British held Burma be recalled for home service. This 

set the precedent going forward that dominion governments could no longer be expected to 

sacrifice their own national security interests to simply further British military strategic interests. 

Commonwealth nations began to make bilateral trade agreements with regional partners, not 

strictly trading with Britain. This contributed greatly to the loss of resources the UK faced with its 

decreased colonial assets, as well as the aforementioned diminished influence over its dominions. 

What this caused was for British leaders to reevaluate how they interact with their 

dominions and remaining colonies. Given its poor financial situation, Britain needed all of the help 

it could get, and a logical place to look for assistance would be from nations it had preexisting 

relationships with. Government leaders first looked towards the so called “White Colonies”, 

especially Australia, New Zealand and South Africa for closer integration in order to mainta in 

sterling as one of the world’s leading trade currencies. Secondly, Britain was determined to more 

effectively utilize the resources extracted from its tropical colonies, seeing as items like cocoa, 

rubber and tin could be sold on the global market at a good price, garnering much needed income 

for the country. The third main thing that the British needed to address was how its colonial 

holdings could factor into the national security discussion. With the USSR becoming the new 

enemy at the start of the Cold War, the UK needed defense locations that could serve as bases to 

potentially defend against or coordinate attacks on the Soviets. What this lead to was the British 

staying in the Middle East longer, and also entering into discussions with Australia and India 
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regarding their support against the expansion of Soviet influence in the Asian/South Pacific 

region.8 

3.3.4 Churchill and the Conservative Opposition 

       The commitment of the Labour Party to creating the 

welfare state is a risky one. In doing so, they run the risk of the new 

programs and departments failing to fulfill their intended purposes, 

and actually making the current living situation in Britain worse. 

The nationalization process has the potential to destabilize the 

British economy even further, rather than curbing the economic 

downturn and improving the lives of the British people. Should 

these Keynesian policies fail to pan out as intended, former Prime 

Minister Winston Churchill and the Conservative Party will not hesitate to 

politically take advantage of such a situation. 

 Churchill was the British Prime Minister during WWII and was kindly revered among the 

British population. Even after the Conservatives suffered defeat in the election of 1945, Churchill 

a prominent figure in British politics, with his opinions continuing to be widely valued by the 

British people. One such exhibition of this was in the prior section regarding the independence of 

India. However, perhaps the most notable action that Churchill has taken thus far in his time as 

Opposition Leader was his famous “Iron Curtain” speech, in which he warned the world of “an 

Iron Curtain [that] has descended across the [European] continent”, referring to the Eastern Bloc 

of Soviet aligned countries9. 

                                                 
8 http://www.bbc.co.uk/history/british/modern/endofempire_overview_01.shtml 
9 https://www.biography.com/people/winston-churchill-9248164 
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 Still being respected by leaders all over the world, Churchill is a force to be reckoned with 

for the Labour Party. The success of their policies during this term in office is essential, if not they 

must properly respond to failed policies in a swift and appropriate manner. If the current struggles 

are not handled appropriately, Churchill will do all in his power to ensure that his Conservative 

Party wins back the majority in the next election. This is especially true because of the fact that 

Churchill and the actions taken under his leadership may not have been the root cause of the 

Conservative Party’s defeat in the 1945 election. Many speculate that Labour’s rise to power was 

more of a response to the Conservative Party’s poor leadership in the 1930’s under Prime Minister 

Neville Chamberlain. Many policies that have been pushed by Labour were in fact supported by 

Churchill on the campaign trail, the most notable being the development of the NHS. Other 

theories suggest that having been such a strong leader during a time of war, Churchill could not be 

the one to lead in a time of peace. Whatever the reason, Churchill must not be taken lightly as a 

political opponent. His opinions and legislative ideas remain valid, and not entirely despised by 

British voters. Thus, should the policy items enacted by the current Labour government not 

successfully take 

3.3.5 1948 Summer Olympics 

One other thing to keep in mind is that the 1948 Summer Olympics were held in London, 

which was a great cause for optimism among the British people. It also provided an opportunity 

for London to build up a lot of its infrastructure, though no additional funding was provided for 

such projects. While there are many more pressing issues facing Britain at the moment, the eyes 

of the world will be cast upon London and the entire nation, and this could be a great chance to 

display the ability of the UK to respond to disaster and tough times. It could be worth the 
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committee’s time to consider how to best address the games, if at all, and what benefits it could 

bring to the current crisis. 

3.4 Discussion Questions 

• How should the Labour government go about paying for necessary infrastructure projects? 

Should they be put off? Paid for immediately through loans, etc.? 

• Is the current financial relationship with the United States sustainable? How will the British 

government deal with any attempts by the United States to use its financial assistance as 

leverage in other diplomatic scenarios? 

• How will the Labour government respond if nationalization efforts fail? How will the 

government come up with the funding for the welfare state beyond simply raising taxes? 

• Where will Britain make up for lost resources from its former colonies (i.e. India)? 

• How can our dominions/former colonies aid us in defending against the USSR during the 

Cold War? 

• Should Britain attempt to re-strengthen ties with its dominions? To what degree? 

• How will Attlee and Labour deal with/contain the influence of Churchill? 

3.5 Resources 

•  http://www.bbc.co.uk/news/special/politics97/background/pastelec/ge45.shtml 

• http://www.history.com/topics/world-war- ii/lend- lease-act 

• https://history.state.gov/milestones/1945-1952/marshall-plan 

• http://www.nhs.uk/NHSEngland/thenhs/nhshistory/Pages/NHShistory1948.aspx 

• http://www.nationalarchives.gov.uk/cabinetpapers/themes/post-war-nationalisation.htm 

• http://www.economicshelp.org/blog/15814/housing/uk-housing-history/ 

• http://www.bbc.co.uk/history/topics/rationing_in_ww2 

http://www.bbc.co.uk/news/special/politics97/background/pastelec/ge45.shtml
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• http://www.bbc.co.uk/history/british/modern/endofempire_overview_01.shtml 

• https://www.biography.com/people/winston-churchill-9248164 
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