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This unit is concerned with the growth of state intervention in economic affairs from approximately 1890 to the early twenty-first century, a period in which – until very recently – notions of decline dominated and in which there was a very rich debate about the rationale for and efficacy of British economic policies to remedy such decline. The long-run growth of state intervention in economic and, to a lesser extent, social affairs is thus set against the backcloth of concerns about economic underperformance and Britain’s declining geo-political status. The reasons for these trends are sought both in long-term economic, political and social affairs and in particular historical episodes, such as the two world wars and the searing influences of the interwar depression and the high inflation and labour discontent of the 1970s. Topics covered include: ‘declinism’; the growth of state intervention and the managed economy; the role of economists in policy formulation; the reaction against the Keynes-Beveridge consensus on the managed economy-welfare state in the 1970s and 1980s; and whether there was a (somewhat covert) revival of Keynesian thinking in the 1990s. What constitutes a policy ‘problem’ will be examined, with attention given to the policy process and the respective roles of politicians, civil servants and other advisers.

This unit will combine lectures which survey the main trends with a number of case studies of important policy episodes which were highly contentious at the time and upon which debate continues, such as Britain’s return to the gold standard in 1925. By the end of the unit it is hoped that students will have acquired a good knowledge of the development of British economic policy; be able to identify in what respects Britain’s development path as a liberal market economy resembles, or differs from, comparator nations; and, through an awareness of the long-term nature of Britain’s relative economic decline, have a more informed perspective on Britain’s current situation.

This unit assumes no prior knowledge of economics.

PROVISIONAL LECTURES:

1. Introduction: the growth of state intervention
2. The economic policy process
3. Economic thought and policy, 1890-1925
4. Case study I: the return to gold, 1925
5. A Keynesian revolution?
6. Case study II: defending the parity, 1964
7. Monetarism and neo-liberalism
8. Case study III: into and out of the ERM, 1990-2
9. Keynesianism: rise, fall and renaissance
10. Conclusions
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