
Britain in the 20th century 
 
 
At the start of the 20th century, British society was divided into classes 
– aristocracy, middle class and working class. By the end of the 20th 
century, class boundaries became blurred as attitudes, fame and 
popularity played a bigger part in defining social groups rather than 
income. Some see the 20th century as the period when individuals 
became more important than wider society. British Prime Minister 
Margaret Thatcher even said: There is no such thing as society... There 
are individual men and women. The changes in society were brought 
about by many events, both big and small, and saw lives change in 
Britain throughout the entire century. 

The most significant events that impacted life in Britain were the two 
world wars, WWI 1914-1918 and WWI 1939-1945. These two world 
wars altered Britain by changing the role of women, accelerating 
technological advances and opening the way for 
increased immigration. 

Another key change involved politics, particularly as interest in politics 
decreased. When Labour won the 1950 election, the turnout was 84 
per cent. This meant that 84% of the population were going to vote 
and participate in democracy. In the 2001 election, the turnout was 59 
per cent, which shows a large decrease in the population’s 
engagement in politics. Young people became more interested in 
single issues such as the environment, than party politics.  

The growth of cinema at the start of the century followed by the 
arrival of radio in the 1920s and regular television broadcasts from the 
mid-1930s onwards meant people could be informed and entertained 
on a huge scale. This started the era of mass media. Although a private 
company at first, the BBC became a not-for-profit organisation when it 
gained its royal charter in 1927. The BBC was the UK's first broadcaster 
and is licensed to operate by the government. 

In society, groups that had previously had their rights controlled by the 
government began to make their voices heard as part of a Civil Rights 
Movement. From Suffragettes, who campaigned for women’s rights to 
get the vote in the early part of the century, to racial equality groups 
and gay rights organisations, many people have campaigned to be fully 
included in British society and politics. 

The twentieth century is perhaps most famous for the introduction of 
the Welfare State. After the Second World War the government felt 
that the British people needed a country "fit for heroes". It introduced 
a series of measures that helped improve the lives of everyday people. 
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The NHS (National Health Service) and welfare state were set up in 
1948 to take care of people when they were vulnerable and sick. 

Furthermore, education in this period saw a great change. In the early 
1900s working class children often worked half the day and then went 
to school for half the day to learn the '3 Rs' - reading, writing and 
arithmetic. After 1945, all children got a good education and by the 
1960s children had full-time education, free milk and more leisure 
time. In the 1960s, the number of students going to university 
doubled. 

Additionally, the traditional family underwent a major change in this 
period with the availability of the contraceptive pill after 1961. This 
meant that women could choose more easily how many children to 
have and be more active in family planning. Family size fell, and 
women could more easily have careers and lives outside the home. 
The 1969 Divorce Reform Act made divorce easier. This resulted in 
many more divorces, and in more single-parent families. 

Women saw an improvement in their livelihood, especially as they 
were given the vote in general elections in 1918. This did not mean 
immediate change for the role of women as it was 1928 when they 
were allowed to vote on the same terms as men. The invention of 
appliances like washing machines meant the household jobs mostly 
carried out by women became quicker and easier. Issues around 
women's health became a fiercely debated issue with the passing of 
the 1967 Abortion Act that allowed pregnancies to be ended under 
certain circumstances. Feminism and women's rights continued to be 
an important issue. Women were finally given equal rights in law in 
1975 with the passing of the Sex Discrimination Act, but women 
remained under-represented in the highest paid jobs such as lawyers 
and company directors. 
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