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PREFACE 
 
 
 

The February 2006 Conference of the London Socialist Historians 
Group was held at the Institute of Historical Research in central London, one of 
a series of such conferences over the previous ten years. 
 

Assembled were a modest group of academics and activists come to 
mark the 50th anniversary of the events of 1956, and to do so in a particular way. 
Firstly by presenting new historical research on the questions under review 
rather than trotting out tired orthodoxies. Secondly by linking historical inquiry 
to political activism. 
 

It was queried why such a conference was held in February 2006 rather 
than in the autumn, and the answer was a simple one. To intervene historically 
in the debates of the year by setting a socialist historical agenda for doing so. 
 

The opening plenary heard from Sami Ramidani, an Iraqi exile now 
lecturing at a British University, from Stan Newens, who had been present at the 
protests in 1956 and from Nigel Wilmott, the letters editor of the Guardian but 
here speaking about Hungary. The flavour was one both of historical recall of 
the events of 1956 and of contemporary political parallels. Indeed during this 
session news came through via text message that the left-wing MP George 
Galloway had been detained in a Cairo jail overnight and an emergency protest 
called at the Egyptian Embassy for later in the day. 
 

The next two sessions focused on the key moments of autumn 1956, 
Hungary and Suez but again with new research examining their wider 
significance. Mike Haynes looks at the origins of the Hungarian revolt, in terms 
of workplace politics while Anne Alexander reviews the impact that Suez had 
on Nasser’s reputation within the Arab world and Arab nationalist politics. 
 

In the afternoon there was a widening of the focus. One session 
examined the impact of the events of 1956 on left-wing organisation and in 
particular the orthodox Communist or Stalinist tradition. Terry Brotherton took 
a fresh look at the impact of 1956 on the Communist Party of GB, while Toby 
Abse focused on how the events of that year worked their way through in the 
largest of the Western European CPs, the Italian. Alan Woodward examined 
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how the crisis of Stalinist politics opened new possibilities for libertarian left-
wing ideas.  
 
  The other focused on the rise of a new left as a result of the crisis of 
1956. Paul Blackledge examined the development of the theory of socialist 
humanism by E.P Thompson and others as an alternative to Stalinism. Neil 
Davidson examined the ideas of a forgotten left-wing thinker from this period 
Alisdair Macintyre, while Christian Hogsberg reviewed the influence of an 
existing Trotskyist theorist, CLR James around the events of 1956 
 

Of course the conference could not hope to cover the huge range of 
possible historical issues arising from the 50th anniversary  of 1956. The 
beginnings of the consumer society and the age of affluence; the birth of youth 
culture and rock’n’roll; British nuclear tests and the origins of CND and 
campaigns against the bomb; the new theatre marked by ‘look back in anger’. In 
an introduction, the editor Keith Flett reviews some of these wider trends 
 

However the research agenda proposed by the conference was and 
remains an important one 
 

 



INTRODUCTION 

1956 AND ALL THAT 

KEITH FLETT 
 
 
 

The events of 1956, and the period up to the 1964 General Election 
mark in an important sense the beginnings of the world we are now in. Suez 
flagged the end of an imperial role for Britain, until the Thatcher era. It was the 
time of commercial TV, of British nuclear tests, CND, savings bonds. The first 
stirrings of what we now know as New Labour, with Tony Crosland’s The 
Future of Socialism, can be seen. In short there is a case here, which is raised 
again and again by contributors to this volume, of a modern era covering fifty 
years starting in 1956 
 

The chapters in this book take a very specific, and new look, at certain 
aspects of the events of 1956 and after, 50 years on. All have an eye to the 
contemporary relevance of what took place, but they also retain an historical 
rigour. That means a focus on things that don’t fit easily with the agendas of 
today as well as things that do. 
 

1956 also produced the worst of a run of dismal early August bank 
holidays from 1951-1963 which led to the last weekend in the month being 
designated as the public holiday from 1965. Perhaps the weather had no 
influence on events, but that early August weekend, when flooding hit the 
southi, was also a key moment in the Suez crisis when the Queen signed the 
order for the mobilisation of troops at Arundelii. 
 

It is useful however to look at the wider context of 1956 and the late 
1950s both in the UK and worldwide. Commentators after 1956 tended to view 
the events of that year as an aberrationiii. After all while it may have been a 
crisis for British imperial policy and the Tory Government, Macmillan still 
managed to obtain a third Tory victory in 1959. Looking beyond that Harold 
Wilson did win for Labour in 1964 against the anachronistic figure of William 
Douglas Home, but with a very small majority indeed. 












































