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ABSTRACT 

This thesis examines the decline of the Labour party in two constituencies in north- 

west Wales (Caernarfonshire and Merioneth) from the mid 1960s onwards, a decline 

which culminated in the party's defeat at the hands of the Welsh Nationalist Party - 
Plaid Cymru - in the general election of February 1974. Whilst the study is essentially 

local, it places political change in the region within much broader experiences and 

circumstances. National as well as local forces for political change are examined. 

Social, economic and cultural factors underpinning those changes are also considered. 

The structure of the thesis is broadly chronological and is divided into six chapters. 

The first chapter examines Labour's attempt to embed itself within these unfamiliar, 

rural, traditionally Welsh speaking communities before and after the Second World 

War. It shows that after 1945, Labour's (overwhelming) electoral successes were 

based on a combination of local and national, cultural and linguistic as well as 

economic appeals. The second chapter examines social and economic change from 

1960-74, and shows the socio-economic challenges faced by Labour in the 1960s and 

early 1970s. These changes were the result of numerous factors, both long term and 

short term. It shows how national trends such as `affluence' combined with local 

concerns such as depopulation and the decline of the Welsh language to present 

powerful political challenges. The third chapter examines Labour's response to these 

challenges. It shows that whilst Labour was still successful, its commitment and plans 

to deliver social and economic reforms were undermined by the economic problems 

of the mid to late 1960s. Chapter Four shows how a viable political challenger to 

Labour - Plaid Cymru - emerged in the 1960s. Chapter Five focuses on Plaid's efforts 

to undermine Labour's credibility in the 1960s and on Labour's response to the 

emerging nationalist challenge. Chapter Six focuses on the general elections of 

February and October 1974, on the problems facing Labour in developing `new' 

solutions to the regions problems and on the popularity of Plaid Cymru's appeal. 
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INTRODUCTION 

I 

The history of the Labour party in Wales has been dominated by two broad concerns. 

On the one hand, the majority of the literature has concentrated on the period up to 

1945. On the other, most of that material has focussed on the history of the party in 

south Wales. Labour's history is (largely) a tale of overwhelming dominance, 

powerful trade unions, formidable Labour figures and a bristling and hostile 

radicalism. ' Although that electoral domination - if not the union domination and 

hostile radicalism - is now more apparent than ever at parliamentary level, 

weaknesses have emerged across the last thirty years that have only recently been 

highlighted. 2 Whilst the `rise of Labour' in Wales has produced a huge literature, the 

`decline of Labour' in some parts of Wales and its fragility elsewhere, remains to be 

fully investigated. 

The literature that deals with the post 1945 period is comparatively sparse. Leading 

Labour figures have captured most of the attention. There have been adulatory and 

romantic studies of leading figures such as Nye Bevan and Jim Griffiths. 3 In recent 

years, Jim Callaghan has been the subject of a major biography and Neil Kinnock 

(who still lacks a biographical study of the same depth) has also attracted attention. 4 

These studies of national Labour leaders with seats in south Wales draw important 

attention to one of the ways in which Wales influenced British politics, but their direct 

examination of specifically Welsh events is necessarily muted. Moreover, none of 



these figures `led' Welsh Labour, in part because of their role in British Labour 

politics. 

As fewer leading figures have emerged from north `'ales -with no Labour politicians 

of the mythical, heroic, stature of Bevan or Hardie or the importance of Griffiths, 

Callaghan or Kinnock - there is no biographical basis for historians to develop. 

Despite this, a number of figures from the north were formative and influential figures 

in the shaping of Welsh Labour politics both before and after 1945. Despite his 

significant contribution to the implantation and development of the party in the north, 

David Thomas has only recently been the subject of a biography. Other leading north 

Wales figures from the post 1945 period such as Cledwyn Hughes, Goronwy Roberts, 

Huw T. Edwards and T. W. Jones have received little attention. ' When they do 

appear, it is largely as devolutionists alone. 

The literature on north Wales politics is very good, but not without its weaknesses. 

Cyril Parry's work on the origins of Labour's success in north Wales up to 1918 was 

published in the early 1970s. There has been nothing since. Other historians have 

touched on the institutional history of the party in the north, Merfyn Jones in a study 

of the north Wales quarrymen and David Pretty on farm workers' trade unions in 

Wales. 6 Both these works focussed on the period before the Second World War, and 

reflected the south Wales historians' emphasis on class and trade unions. ' Whilst 

evidently recognising unique local circumstances, their explanations of events 

reflected conceptual emphasis that was more suitable to south Wales. The period after 

1945 is virtually virgin territory. 
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Most studies of post war events focus on devolution - and most also assume that this 

issue was detached from other aspects of Labour policy. It is regularly treated either 

as a recent event or as part of a history of struggles by `good' Welshmen against 'bad' 

political forces. 8 Only K. O. Morgan has tried to combine studies of Labour with 

studies of `Welshness', supporting both with archival research of prodigious depth 

and quality. Moreover, Morgan's work set an important, but subsequently neglected, 

lead in looking beyond class and trade unionism to explain Labour's success, and in 

looking at north and south, devolution and other aspects of politics, the `Welsh 

influence' and the British dimension as forces moulding the pattern of opinion. 9 

Understanding Labour's power in the south tells only half a story - one of massive 

majorities, popular messages, powerful individuals and institutions, trade union unrest 

and allegations of corruption. In the other half of Wales, Labour cultivated 

unprofitable terrain through advocating unusual and distinctively `Welsh' messages in 

areas where it lacked either institutional or individual power. This story remains 

untold. 10 Understanding Labour in the south has, in part at least, been motivated by a 

desire to understand the basis of Labour's early success and growth. This thesis - on 

the north - is motivated, in part at least, by a desire to understand the basis of 

Labour's increasingly challenged power - in the area where that challenge was first 

felt. The thesis is thus an attempt to engage with a challenge posed by Chris Williams 

to move away from `labour with a capital `L', palais de danse and fish and chip shops 

and cup finals' and understand also `the more exotic strains of British socialism' - in 

this case, the `peculiar form of socialism' evident in north Wales. " 
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II 

If studying the Labour politics of north Wales and the circumstances of the party's 

collapse is a step away from `normal' Labour history, it is also a step towards a 

`newer' history, building on Morgan's initiatives which accepts -identity' and 

`economics' as influences on electoral change, and which sees the collapse of Labour 

in Wales as part of broader changes in political alignments across Britain and indeed 

much of Europe. Labour's problems in north-west Wales in the 1960s and 1970s were 

not unique. The party was being challenged by nationalists across Wales and Scotland 

and by Liberals across England. In Europe, parties were also emerging which 

challenged the conventional political establishment, some representing the nationalist 

aspirations of areas within States, others delivering protests at political complacency, 

stagnation or corruption. As contemporary voting analysis recognised, there was no 

longer a blind allegiance to social class. Other forms of identity were of growing 

importance. Political changes apparently followed in their wake. 

These changes are generally examined only at national level, and largely by political 

scientists. Even pioneering regional studies of Labour's history have concentrated, to 

a large extent, on local issues, politics, policies and personalities and the period before 

1939.12 The relationship between `national' politics and appeals and `local' demands 

and concerns is often passed over in post-war studies, which assume that politics had 

become `nationalised' by 1945. This thesis shows how national (UK) concerns 

meshed with `local' issues to create support for electoral changes. It shows that 

politics did not become entirely `national', and that allegiances could be challenged 

when 'national' approaches had no `local' appeal. 
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It took some time for historians to recognise that Labour's post-war success could not 

be taken for granted and that the way it held power needed to be explained. A number 

of scholars challenged traditional assumptions about class and voting behaviour in 

doing this. It took even longer for scholars to address the way that the party held 

power - and eventually lost it - both in Wales and elsewhere. '' Recent work on Wales 

has in some respects set a new agenda for research on Labour's collapse in other parts 

of the UK, since it has attempted to understand the `one party States' that Labour 

created in the 1950s and 1960s, and the challenges it faced thereafter. '` However, if 

there are innumerable local case studies of Labour's rise to power, there are very few 

which throw light on the challenges of the 1960s and after. This thesis thus fills a gap, 

both in Welsh history and in British history. It doing so, it draws attention to a 

neglected part of Wales and to themes other than class and trade unionism. It looks at 

`Welsh' and `British' influences on political attitudes, and at both devolution and 

other aspects of Labour politics. In doing so, it suggests a Labour `ascendancy' which 

was much weaker that is often assumed, and more contingent on the capacity to 

deliver something valued by ordinary people. 

III 

To understand political change we need to look not just at a dominant party, but at its 

rivals. For most of the century, Labour lacked a credible political rival in many of its 

heartland constituencies. Massive majorities (in south Wales and elsewhere in the 

UK) were the norm rather than an exception. When the party experienced problems in 

such areas they were - more often than not - self created. Political rivals capitalised 
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on these deficiencies in by-elections, but these were generally temporary aberrations 

by Labour voters who usually returned to the fold in -general elections. Labour 

experienced a realistic and sustained challenge in very few industrial constituencies - 

at least not until the early 1970s. 

It is seldom recognised that this challenge did not emerge from nothing, and that 

`warnings' sounded in by-elections could become a sustained assault on weakened 

allegiances. From the mid 1960s onwards, Labour experienced a sustained challenge 

to its dominance from the emerging political voice of Plaid Cymru. The challenge was 

eventually successful in north-west Wales. It has not been reversed. It has not been a 

`protest' vote, but a gradual erosion of a position and the building of a new alignment. 

The thesis examines the challenge to Labour as well as Labour's politics, and explains 

why the challenge succeeded. It is presented as more than a `local' study. It is a study 

of an electoral competition now common in Wales. It is also a case study of how 

nationalist politics of the kind that have become increasingly common since the 1960s 

can challenge the establishment. And it is a study of how `apparently' class based 

allegiances could in fact prove much weaker than one might suspect -a conclusion 

that reinforces works which challenge its assured role in twentieth century politics. In 

order to do this it is necessary to examine the role and development of Plaid Cymru. 

The literature on Plaid Cymru is also sparse, although more has been written than on 

Labour in north Wales. No detailed history of Plaid Cymru has been published. 

Recent work by Laura McAllister spans the party's history from its inception in 1925 

to 2000, and provides a `broad sweep' analysis of influential figures and events in the 

party's history. 15 A. Butt Phillip's more detailed study of the party is useful only for 
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the period up to 1970.16 D. H. Davies's acclaimed study of the party is similarly onl\ 

useful up to 1945.17 Other accounts of the party's history have been confined to much 

shorter narrative articles. '8 For the latter period, we have discussions largely by 

sociologists or political scientists, focussing on events but without the aid of archival 

research. 19 Biographical studies of the party's leading figures for the period after 1945 

are virtually non-existent. Autobiographical material is more useful. Dafydd `Viglev's 

autobiographies have now reached three volumes. 20 Gwynfor Evans's autobiography 

has appeared in both Welsh and English. 21 Other autobiographies have also 

emerged. 22 All of these are useful, but naturally do not see the broader picture. 

Apart from Butt-Phillip's work, little attention has been paid to Plaid's development 

at local level, and virtually none to Plaid's rise in north-west Wales from the 1960s 

onwards. This is surprising given the party's successes in Gwynedd from the mid 

1970s to the present day. Nor have historians recognised the importance of studying 

the party's activities as a challenge to Labour, rather than as part of a distinctively 

Welsh set of linguistic and cultural themes. This thesis extends the understanding of 

Plaid Cymru's development by focussing on the expansion and reorientation of the 

party's organisation, policies and propaganda campaigns, and by placing Plaid's 

development within the context of wider (UK) social and political change in the 1960s 

and early 1970s. Instead of looking back with hindsight and stressing the significance 

of issues that are now of primary importance (as in some autobiographies), it relocates 

the challenge to Labour within the concerns and sentiments of the time. 

The thesis also places contemporary Welsh political debates in a historical setting. 

The arrival of the Welsh Assembly in 1997 re-invigorated the interest of Welsh 
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historians and political scientists in devolution, leading to the publication of a number 

of studies which offer differing perspectives on its recent history. 23 This thesis adds to 

the growing literature on the subject by showing that - in the heart of Welsh speaking 

Wales - support for devolution grew from economic and social, as well as cultural 

and linguistic appeals. Whilst it highlights historic tensions within the Labour party 

over devolution, demonstrating the internal problems which led to the party's crisis 

during the 1979 referendum campaign, it also demonstrates that Labour support for 

devolution was growing across the period (albeit hesitantly) - and that there -vv-as in 

fact no huge public demand for devolution that the party ignored. 

In developing these arguments, the thesis challenges a series of myths which parties 

and those with deep commitments have perpetuated and turned into popular 

understandings of the past. It shows that Labour was far more attentive to Welsh 

cultural and linguistic concerns than has often been chronicled. It was less Labour's 

`failure' on these issues than on its own economic and social agenda that sealed its 

fate - even if such failures were interpreted through the rhetoric of nationalism. 

Ironically, widespread popular support for linguistic and cultural preservation and for 

Welsh nationhood was constructed after Plaid's success - it did not cause the party's 

breakthrough. 

Iv 
Whilst this thesis develops and builds on some new approaches to Welsh Labour 

history, it also rests on archival research of an unusual kind. Despite the scarcity of 

primary documentation for the Labour party in north Wales after 1945, seldom used 

archives and some un-deposited sources have produced a wealth of material. Un- 
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deposited material includes the papers of the Merioneth Labour party covering the 

period from 1948 to 1967, which offer a valuable and important insight into the 

organisation and politics of an untypical Labour constituency., 4 The papers of the late 

Lord Goronwy-Roberts, Labour's MP for Caemarfonshire from 1945 to 1974. were 

kindly made available by the family towards the end of the project. These offer a 

valuable insight into the political career of this important and influential Welsh 

Labour MP. 25 Interviews with Labour activists in north-west Wales have shed new 

and surprising light on the party's local machinery and ideology. The research derives 

much from the vast Plaid Cymru archive at the National Library of Wales -a 

surprisingly under-used and important source of material on modern Welsh political 

history - and from little used Welsh and British Labour party records. Manuscript 

collections of activists and politicians, alongside some untouched local sources for 

Caernarfonshire, have produced frank observations on local political concerns. 

Statements in the contemporary press reflected attitudes which many may now wish 

to forget. These have helped to recreate a picture of the debates and concerns which is 

vivid and powerful. Extensive use has also been made of Welsh language sources - in 

particular newspapers and journals. These offer fresh perspectives and views on 

Welsh politics which were available to local observers, and which highlighted 

different themes to `national' party propaganda. They thus help to unpick the attitudes 

of some influential local commentators, and to see politics as it was seen by a section 

of the local electorate. 
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V 
The structure of the thesis is broadly chronological. Chapter One argues that Labour's 

success after 1945 was the result of the party's long process of implantation within 

local society. By 1945 Labour had finally overcome the stubborn resistance from the 

Liberal party, which had hampered its progress up to the Second World War. 

Labour's success in north-west Wales was testament to the party's ability to adapt its 

message and appeal to fit in with the needs and expectations of a distinctive Welsh 

speaking society, whilst at the same time depending on the party's much wider 

`British' appeal as the party of modernisation. The party's emphasis combined a 

promise to deliver much needed economic prosperity with a concern for Welsh 

society, culture and the language. A central aspect of the party's appeal was the 

selection of local candidates who were not only aware that the future of local 

communities depended on developing a sound economic footing, but who were also 

prepared to put. the needs of those communities above more dogmatic partisan 

concerns. Success was thus fairly recent, and involved developing values and policies 

often associated - rightly or wrongly - with other parties. 

Labour's dominance in north-west Wales during the 1950s was also aided by the fact 

that it lacked a credible or powerful political rival. The chapter thus examines why the 

Liberal challenge faltered in the post-war decades and why neither the Conservative 

party or Plaid Cymru was in a position to challenge Labour's dominance. Whilst these 

factors ensured Labour's success in the short term, they raise questions over the scale 

and depth of Labour implantation and the roots of the party's support. These were to 

be crucial factors when a challenge to the party's dominance emerged in the 1960s. 
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Chapter Two examines the impact of social and economic change from 1959 to 1974. 

focussing on the period of Labour's decline and Plaid Cymru's rise as a political force 

in north-west Wales. Rather than argue that Labour's decline was 'caused' by socio- 

economic changes, the chapter shows the socio-economic challenges that politicians 

had to face. These were the result of numerous factors both long term and short term. 

These mounting concerns were more `real' than appeals to class loyalty. They 

threatened the very basics of life within north Wales. They were capable of 

conflicting interpretation. They were both emotional and material. The chapter 

examines such vital interests as employment and housing, and notes a series of 

broader challenges - from depopulation to the decline of the Welsh language - which 

may have contributed to a feeling of unease and insecurity. 

Chapter Two also assesses the scale of the problems facing policy makers in north- 

west Wales. In the 1950s the pronounced affluence that had spread across many 

regions of the UK had largely escaped Wales - particularly the north-west - as it did 

other regions of the UK. As in those other regions, the decline of `old' industries was 

not matched by the arrival of `new' industries of the type that had ensured prosperity 

for `booming' areas such as the midlands and south-east England. The problems that 

this created - unemployment and depopulation being the most notable - were not 

`unique'. However, they assumed a uniqueness when added to a number of 

distinctively local social and cultural factors and controversies, most notably the 

decline of local communities and the Welsh language, together with the impact of 

'second homes' and in-migrants, on the small towns where most people lived. 



Labour was not oblivious to the socio-economic changes and challenges taking place 

from the 1950s onwards. Chapter Three focuses on its response. It argues that Labour 

was still an attractive force in the 1960s because of its local and national appeal. By 

the mid 1960s, the party's personnel were still attentive to distinctive local needs and 

aspirations, whilst the party also developed policies which recognised and offered 

solutions to the economic problems faced in the region. In the period up to 1964 the 

party was frustrated by its inability to implement change, and to build on some of the 

foundations laid by the 1945-51 Labour governments. Labour's return to power in 

1964 therefore met with a huge burden of expectation. The party's commitment to 

`regional development' - specifically targeted at the stagnating and decaying areas of 

the UK - meant that north-west Wales stood to gain much from Labour's innovative 

and dynamic approach and the `white heat of technological change' promised by 

Wilson. Moreover, there was also an enlightened Labour approach to distinctively 

Welsh issues. The promise of a Welsh Office and Secretary of State for Wales (a 

long-standing and controversial topic in the Welsh Labour party) was finally delivered 

in 1964. 

Yet much depended on economic success. As it transpired, many of Labour's 

economic and industrial policies were built on sand. Labour inherited a much worse 

economic situation than it had anticipated. These problems, bad in 1964, worsened 

after Labour's convincing electoral success in 1966. As a result, the government 

lacked the resources necessary to successfully implement many of its programmes. 

Cuts in expenditure led to growing discontent within the party across the UK, a fact 

which the party's by-election performances (including those in Wales) regularly 

highlighted. Neither did the party's representation of `Welshness' prosper in the way 
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that some had hoped. As the thesis will show, the Welsh Office and Secretary of State 

for Wales both came in for sustained criticism throughout the period to 19-4. 

Moreover, policies intended to stimulate a Welsh economic, social and cultural 

revival proved disappointing. Labour's by-election defeat by Plaid Cymru at 

Carmarthen in 1966, followed by poor performances in the Rhondda 'West and 

Caerphilly by-elections, were symptoms of a much deeper malaise afflicting the party 

in Wales. These results affected confidence and damaged morale. By the end of the 

1960s, the Welsh Office became a symbol of Labour's ineffectiveness and failure, 

whilst Plaid Cymru's emergence in the late 1960s called into question Labour's status 

as `the party of Wales'. Ultimately this set back the cause of devolution within the 

party and undermined its traditional and `radical' appeal in north-west Wales. 

Nonetheless, throughout the 1960s Labour remained a powerful political force in 

north-west Wales. Whilst comfortable electoral majorities were a reflection of 

Labour's local relevance, they were undoubtedly accentuated by the lack of a credible 

political alternative to challenge the party at the polls. In the 1950s, the dramatic 

decline of the Liberal party, the traditional unpopularity of the Tories and the political 

immaturity of Plaid Cymru ensured growing Labour dominance. However, changing 

socio-economic forces, together with Labour `failure' in the 1960s, created favourable 

conditions for Plaid's development as a political force. 

Chapter Four examines the development of Plaid Cymru as a credible political party. 

In the 1950s several factors had marginalized Plaid Cymru's potential as a political 

rival to Labour. Its image was that of an exclusive society, vying for the support of a 

Welsh speaking, intellectual, middle class, eisteddfod attending elite. The party's lack 

13 



of discernible or credible economic policies and its concentration on linguistic and 

cultural concerns (notably the Welsh language), together with its romantic quest for a 

utopian `independent' Wales, explained meagre electoral returns. 

However, and as Chapter Four shows, in the 1960s Plaid began to address those 

problems by attempting to construct a new image. By developing both organisation 

and policies, Plaid moulded itself into a `proper' political party, undertaking the 

groundwork that would enable it to challenge Labour, not only in Welsh speaking 

north and west Wales, but also in Labour's industrial heartlands. Immediate successes 

followed in the south, especially in the by-elections of the late 1960s, but these were 

temporary achievements. More permanent foundations for electoral success were laid 

in the north-west, where the party successfully combined an appeal to those 

sympathetic to traditional nationalist aspirations with a newer concern for economic 

problems, in particular the need to attract new industry and jobs to the region. 

The thesis will argue that Plaid's electoral credibility depended on its ability to 

construct a range of credible economic policies. At the same time, organisation was 

vital in building up support for the party at grass roots level, particularly as it 

attempted to shed its out-dated, old-fashioned image. Chapter Five shows how this 

was developed through the local press. The nationalist critique of Labour policy not 

only sought to highlight deficiencies in the Labour government's record and policies, 

but also an imbalance in Labour's ranks which ensured that distinctively Welsh issues 

- particularly devolution - were not properly addressed. Despite the support for a 

nationalist agenda in north-west, Welsh speaking Wales, Plaid Cymru argued that 
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Labour was still dominated by its southern wing and strong support for UK wide 

economic initiatives, backed by regional aid for `Welsh problems. 

Moreover, Plaid's by-election successes in the 1960s and the hostile nature of its anti- 

Labour, anti-government, propaganda exacerbated divisions in the Labour party over 

devolution and `the challenge of nationalism'. Some members of the Labour party 

sought a positive response. They demanded that Labour undermine Plaid's challenge 

by re-developing Labour's image as a party sympathetic to both an economic and 

socio-cultural nationalist agenda. Others, unfavourable to this approach, attempted to 

undermine the nationalist challenge through hostile counter-propaganda and the 

development of policies that did not `encourage' the further escalation of nationalist 

demands. They believed a robust challenge and denial would block Plaid Cymru's 

electoral ambitions. 

Ultimately, neither of these approaches dampened the growing appeal of Plaid Cymru 

in north-west Wales. As Chapter Six notes, the general election of 1970 had provided 

evidence of Plaid Cymru's emergence as a credible political alternative to Labour. In 

both Caernarfonshire and Merioneth, the party amassed a sizeable vote, slashing 

Labour's majority in the former, and turning the latter into a `three-way marginal'. 

Out of power in the period from 1970-74, Labour was in no position to rectify some 

of the problems that had besieged the party and tarnished its reputation in the 1960s. 

Labour's success had been built on the party's image as an appealing alternative 

government to the Tories, and on the party's promise to deliver economic salvation to 

north-west Wales when it was returned to power. Now it was out of power it had to 

rebuild that appeal. 
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