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PETER CLARKE, Hope and Glory. Britain 1900-1990, The Penguin His-
tory of Britain, vol. 9 (London: Allen Lane The Penguin Press), 1996, 454
pp. ISBN 0 713 99071 6. £25.00 (hardback). ISBN  0 14 014830 2. £8.99
(paperback).

In Britain, the transition from the nineteenth to the twentieth century
gained extra resonance from the fact that it coincided with the end of
the Victorian age. It is well known that the Victorian period was
marked by an extraordinary complacency amongst many of the class
which provided England’s leaders. They subscribed to a long estab-
lished canon of religious, ethical, and literary values, and saw no
reason to adapt their world view to the changed circumstances of the
time. During Queen Victoria’s reign, this class arrogance had provoked
the scorn of a number of intellectuals such as G. B. Shaw, H. G. Wells,
and Arnold Bennett. Of course, their criticisms could not evoke any
audible response until after Victoria’s death; thus a willingness to
criticize and question existing values, norms, and institutions is re-
garded as characteristic of the Edwardian period. Admittedly, the
Edwardian age is also seen as a sort of finale to the glorious nineteenth
century, in which the British Empire enjoyed days of halcyon tranquil-
lity just before the First World War. Many contemporaries saw it in
these terms, and this notion inspired A. C. Benson, for example, to
write his panegyric, ‘Land of Hope and Glory’.

Thus in contemporary assessments of the Edwardian age there was
already an obvious inconsistency between unshakeable faith in the
strength of the British Empire on the one hand, and a deep insecurity
about Britain’s future on the other. This seemingly irreconcilable
discrepancy provides the starting point for this account of twentieth-
century British history by Peter Clarke, Professor of modern British
history at the University of Cambridge and Fellow of St John’s College.
However, he does more than point to this opposition. In the Prologue
he suggests that seen from a British viewpoint the Edwardian age as
well as what came after was a period of contradictions and oppositions.
These existed not only in the areas which he examines in closer detail,
but occasionally spanned the whole century.

It is generally accepted that although Britain was struggling with
considerable social difficulties at home, around 1900 it was the most
powerful political and economic nation in the world. According to
Clarke, British power rested on three pillars: the Royal Navy, the
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Empire, and the gold standard. Consequently, British international
standing shrank as the pillars tottered. Today, few would describe
Britain as a global Top Nation. Yet most of its individual citizens are
much better off than their great-grandparents were at the beginning of
the century. Clarke sees this as the conciliatory end of a long and
painful process of retrenchment, characterized by a continuous loss of
power and thus the constant need to reconsider Britain’s position in
Europe and the world. Sober analysis of Britain’s contemporary posi-
tion shows that it can no longer set the tone in international politics as
it did a hundred years ago. All that is left for Britain is the choice
between full acknowledgement of the USA’s leading role in global
politics, or active participation in the EU’s common foreign and security
policy as a counterweight to it.

Many Britons find it difficult to accept the country’s new role as a
middling power. Instead, they mourn the ‘good old times’ when
Britannia still ruled the waves. Their sorrow takes the form of a sort of
hangover mentality which paralyses those forces that, on the eve of the
twenty-first century, should be drawing up new perspectives for British
society. In Clarke’s opinion, British historians are particularly affected
by this syndrome. Instead of tackling their real subject, national history,
and revising it, the majority are content simply to point out that as far
as assessing the twentieth century goes, there is little to celebrate. Clarke
in principle welcomes the fact that the long dominant glorification of
the national past – he speaks of a Whig interpretation of history – no
longer has a part to play. Yet he is by no means satisfied with contem-
porary historiography. Given the widespread hangover mentality, he
suggests, it is understandable that present-day British historiography
concentrates almost exclusively on searching for the origins of the
failures of the twentieth century. In his view, this means that many
opportunities are passed over. The approach to the subject prevalent
today is fundamentally out-dated as it deals exclusively with questions
of international military, political, or economic rivalry while other, more
important and innovative factors are ignored. Here Clarke means a
social history approach, which must not be confused with an equally
out-dated Marxist account of conditions governing work and produc-
tion. Rather, it must be conceived as a comprehensive history of culture
and consumption. If such an approach could also be consistently interdis-
ciplinary, the result would be a new form of historical knowledge whose
breadth would put everything achieved so far into the shade.

Hope and Glory
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Clarke’s ambitious intention in this book is to enter historio-
graphically uncharted or inadequately charted territory. In his intro-
ductory remarks he points out that while his account is not a ‘new
history’ written along these and other lines, he tries – I think success-
fully – to approach this sort of methodology as closely as possible. He
deliberately tries to break with the older traditions of historiography,
which he sees as offering only extracts from a much bigger total scene,
and which are distorted beyond recognition by the obvious bias of the
authors. The object of his investigation – the history of Britain in the
twentieth century – seems to him to be an ideal-typical subject, as the
lack of a success story makes it easier to look at other aspects.

This starts with the sub-title of this book – Britain 1900-1990. This
could be interpreted as a reference to the title of the series in which the
book is published. A second look, however, reveals that the Penguin
History of Britain is intended to replace the older History of England
brought out by the same publisher. Clarke explicitly welcomes this
project. We can simply no longer assume that the terms ‘English’ and
‘British’ are synonymous. On the contrary, he maintains, such an
interpretation, long cultivated mainly in the south of the British island,
dates from a period when London hoped to solve the serious problems
of nationalism by deliberately ignoring them. This view was certainly
still predominant at the beginning of the twentieth century, when the
United Kingdom was in reality already a ‘Disunited Kingdom’. If this
had been clear in time to those with political responsibility, such
clumsy attempts as the division of Ireland in response to the Irish
question between 1912 and 1922 could have been avoided. This was by no
means a permanent solution to the problem, but in fact exacerbated it, as
the British have witnessed on a daily basis in Northern Ireland since 1969.

Clarke uses the historical experiences which the British govern-
ment gained in Northern Ireland as a parallel to the similar but more
recent manifestations of Scottish political identity and the more cultur-
ally motivated demands for greater Welsh autonomy. As we know,
politics has reacted more quickly than our author dared to hope in
1996. Since the change of government in spring 1997, Scottish and
Welsh devolution have been decided upon. Of course, it remains to be
seen whether the future parliaments in Edinburgh and Cardiff will
wield enough powers to satisfy local demands.

Political change in the Britain of 1997 was obviously faster than
Clarke had expected at the time of completing his manuscript. Thus in

Book Reviews
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the last chapter of this book, which goes as far as 1990 and also looks
forward to the twenty-first century, he does not give the problem of
national identity much prominence. Instead, he treats it in detail in the
penultimate chapter of his book (‘Britons?’ – dealing with the period
1970 to 1979), and places it within a larger historical context. Here he
does not limit the investigation to Anglo-Irish-Scottish-Welsh co-
existence or conflict in the United Kingdom, but includes the other
ethnic groups which went to Britain from the Commonwealth states
after the Second World War, and largely settled there. It could be
argued that placing this discussion here makes little sense, for immi-
grants from the Caribbean, Asia, and Africa presented a completely
different problem to Britain from that posed to the Union by the
Scottish and Welsh nationalists. On the other hand, Clarke argues in
the context of the idea of the Commonwealth (at least until the
Commonwealth Immigrant Act of 1962, which for the first time re-
stricted the right of Commonwealth citizens to settle in the United
Kingdom). He also takes account of the fact that the descendants of
these immigrants, born in the United Kingdom, now number one
million, and thus undoubtedly deserve as much attention as the Scots
and the Welsh.

This example is well-suited to illustrating Clarke’s method. In order
to fulfil his aim, expressed at the beginning, of providing a synthesis of
the usual historiographical approaches, Clarke has to divide his sub-
ject into a large number of small and manageable units which can be
dealt with using various methodologies. His diachronic structure is
necessarily orientated by the key dates relevant to British history,
which frequently deviate from the periodizations generally applicable
internationally. Clarke’s starting and finishing points are marked by
particularly momentous general elections or changes of government.
The chapters built around these key dates form well defined periods of
time which Clarke sums up in the chapter titles: chapter 1 ‘Hands
Off the People’s Food 1900-1908; chapter 2 ‘Wait and See 1908-16’;
chapter 3 ‘The Man Who Won the War 1916-22’; chapter 4 ‘Safety First
1922-29; chapter 5 ‘Economic Blizzard 1929-37’; chapter 6 ‘Guilty Men
1937-45’; chapter 7 ‘Let Us Face the Future 1945-55’; chapter 8 ‘Never
Had It So Good 1955-63’; chapter 9 ‘In Place of Strife 1963-70’; chapter
10 ‘Winters of Discontent 1970-79’; chapter 11 ‘Rejoice? 1979-90’.

These labels are all comprehensible – they employ the categories
in general use. More problematic but ultimately also justifiable, in my

Hope and Glory
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view, are the subtitles of Clarke’s chapters. His promise at the begin-
ning of the book to offer a new approach to the topic means that he has
to subdivide the individual periods in order to do justice to chronology
as well as particular phenomena typical of the period. Thus, for
example, the first chapter is divided into five subsections (A Trading
Nation, Imperialism, Joe’s Wars, The Road to 1906, The Road to
Biarritz), and chapter 9 into four (Youth, Consensus Policy, Social
Policy, Recovery). ‘A Trading Nation’ provides a brief introduction to
the key dates of British social and economic history in the second half
of the nineteenth century, while ‘Imperialism’ offers an overview of the
problems of imperialism in the same period, plus a brief sketch of
relations within the Empire, a subject which is examined in greater
detail in ‘Joe’s Wars’. In ‘The Road to 1906’ Clarke switches perspective
and concentrates on party political developments in Britain at the
beginning of the twentieth century. ‘The Road to Biarritz’ investigates
the rise and fall of the first majority Liberal government under Campbell-
Bannermann.

All in all, Clarke has designed the first chapter as a classic introduc-
tion. His claim to be following new methodological paths is justified –
indeed, can only be justified – to a limited extent because every
overview requires the historical background to be illuminated from a
political as well as social historical viewpoint. Thus only the needs of
composition prevent the consistent application of Clarke’s approach.
In the rest of his account Clarke makes greater use of his room for
manœuvre, including methodological innovation. This involves, among
other things, an attempt to emphasize phenomena especially typical of
individual time periods. In the second chapter, the subsection ‘Welfare’
is an example. It is by no means limited to the subject of social welfare.
Of course this lies at the heart of the investigation, which starts by
discussing the reasons for the comparatively high mortality rates
around 1900 – a thoroughly unusual chapter opening which immedi-
ately captures the reader’s attention. The chapter also discusses the
forms in which society reacted to social need. Clarke does not try to
gloss over anything, yet his presentation of different attempts to find
answers to the social question does contain an element of reconcilia-
tion. Misery is seen not as a symptom of the failure of a political model,
but as a motive for improving British society.

‘Welfare’ and the next subsection, ‘Popular Culture’ – in my opinion
a highly successful account of the cultural scene on the eve of the First

Book Reviews
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World War – are mentioned here only as examples of many other
sections which provide similarly accurate depictions of conditions in
Britain at various times during the twentieth century. They could be
described as historical miniatures, which are worth reading in isola-
tion as well as in the context of the whole book. From this perspective
the individual sketches provide a total panorama, which has depth as
well as contours, of British society in this century. They are an excellent
complement to the account of political developments, which runs
through the entire study. Of course, Clarke cannot present any new
findings here, but the montage of individual pictures, whose sum is far
more than mere background to political history, allows this to appear
in a new light. Thus even for those who are familiar with the material,
this account offers many new aspects and possibilities of interpreta-
tion.

At the beginning of the book Clarke promises his readers a new
approach to British history in this century. He keeps his promise,
giving us a polished presentation of cleverly arranged material. In
addition, he is a master of wit. His victims are not only Conservative
figures such as Margaret Thatcher, but also thinkers such as G. B. Shaw,
whom he actually likes. Despite the promise in the introduction, this
book should not be understood as a more objective account of British
history than others, for naturally Clarke’s selection and presentation of
material is – must be – subjective again. Seen in this way, his panorama
has more in common with an expressionist painting than with a
photograph. No doubt an expressionist sometimes comes closer to the
truth than a photographer, but ultimately it is a matter of taste what
kind of presentation we prefer.
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