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‘Using official documents, writing political history: some problems and observations’ 

The work that I have done to date has been in the general fields of political, diplomatic and 

international history. The constitution of those areas has been contested. Diplomatic history to some 

implies realist interaction between national elites. International history is thought of as more 

encompassing. It acknowledges that power is implicit in the generation of knowledge and encourages 

study not just of national diplomacy, but also of society, economics, strategy and culture.
1
   

My research sits in a more explicitly British tradition, that of ‘British international’ history.
2
 It prioritises 

the study of British history, foreign policy and politics; but within an international context. Indeed, it 

would seem bizarre to regard Britain, a small island that used to have a big empire, in any other way. 

In practice, it means I have spent a lot of time in archives, mainly but not exclusively government 

archives.  

This kind of research is often regarded to international relations scholars as either ridiculously 

conservative – akin to making a study of the decisions of the monarchy – totally pointless – a study of 

sheep-farming in the Isle of Man in 1952 – or just quaintly old-fashioned – what were political 

historians doing in 1968? It isn’t necessarily any of these things, but in general, the discipline presents 

itself as concerned with the uncovering of reality. I don’t think that this matters as much as some 

might presume, but I do think that we should acknowledge that what we look at, and how we look at it, 

determines what we see.  

There is a seductive feeling that by themselves, diplomatic documents will yield truths about the 

world, so long as one reads enough of them. In the British National Archives, documents are copious 

and Prime Ministers do tend to pen their personal responses. As a PhD student working on those 

files, it was difficult to avoid the tempting belief that the next file would be the one in which the Prime 

Minister set out exactly what he or she ‘really’ thought about a particular issue.  

However, there is no particular reason why one kind of diplomatic document – a personal letter written 

by the Prime Minister to the Foreign Secretary for example – should offer a more authentic truth than 

the record of a meeting, or the policy advice given by a Cabinet Secretary. A politician can write a 

comment, letter or memo and record thoughts in diaries or memoirs for a multitude of reasons. 

Documents are created and read within particular contexts. There is never just one version of the 

truth, generously recorded for posterity. 

The point that I want to make is that documents are interpreted according to the approach of the 

researcher; although this is often sublimated into discussions about events. It might be useful to 

illustrate this with some observations from my own work. In the research I did for my thesis and first 

book, I examined Britain’s second application for membership of the European Community, 1964-7.
3
 

This was a controversial question. It took Britain twelve years to join the European Community and 

the extent of Britain’s commitment to ‘Europe’ is still debated in British politics. Harold Wilson, Britain’s 

Prime Minister at the time, was seen by many as reluctant to take Britain into the EC. In the 1970s, 

the Labour party that had acquiesced in this application tore itself apart, at least in part over its stance 

towards Britain’s membership of the EC. Following the French President General de Gaulle’s veto of 
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British membership in January 1963, it was extraordinarily unlikely that Britain would be able to get in 

anyway. So why did Wilson bother to try? 

First-hand glimpses of Wilson’s thoughts about Britain’s membership of the European Community 

were rare. In January 1966, in response to advice that Britain should resist French terms for the future 

development of the European Community, he wrote in hand: ‘there is a lot here I find hard to swallow. 

Why should we find the acceptance of French conditions ‘dangerous’ since they reject 

supranationality, play down the Commission and oppose majority voting?’
4
 These were strong words, 

and taken alone, they could indicate Wilson’s hostility towards a supranational European Community. 

But, just because he wrote those words in pen on the top of a memo, were they a ‘true’ reflection of 

his thinking? Perhaps they were hasty responses he later tempered. Perhaps he was just testing the 

reactions of Foreign Office officials to charges he knew his party would make. In themselves, they 

were unlikely to be a complete picture of his attitude. Shortly afterwards, Wilson agreed to establish a 

committee to investigate eventual British membership of the EC. He spoke ‘anti’ European, but in 

terms of the development of Britain’s policy towards seeking membership, he acted cautiously ‘pro’. 

For that reason, I decided that the comment was not as important, for my purposes, as I had initially 

hoped. The context of policy development indicated that this was a point at which British government 

moved slightly towards the European Community. Had I been trying to reconstruct Wilson’s ‘mental 

map’ of Europe (a task that would be topographically twisty, to say the least), or to examine cultural 

attitudes towards the EC within government, I could have placed greater weight on the source.  

Britain’s policy changed more fundamentally on 22 October 1966, when Wilson agreed to conduct a 

‘probe’ of the six members of the European Community to see if the conditions existed under which 

Britain could accede. Why did he? The answer to this question was not obvious. Many of the studies 

Wilson had authorised in January 1966, formalised after the March 1966 election, urged against a 

second attempt actually to get into the European Community in the short term. The Foreign Office, 

convinced in favour of ultimate accession, thought that de Gaulle’s veto ruled out an immediate 

initiative. The records of the 22 October meeting were long, as ministers recounted the advantages 

and disadvantages of membership, and simply ended with Wilson’s statement that he would embark 

on his trip around Europe. 

My explanation was that the sterling crisis of July 1966, during which Wilson had resisted devaluation 

of the pound and imposed instead a stringent deflation on the economy, precipitated the Prime 

Minister to make the initiative. There were no ‘smoking gun’ documents that made this connection 

directly. However, the political and economic crisis had a deleterious effect on the government.  

Wilson had been challenged by senior players in his Cabinet and needed to reassert control. He 

moved the pro European George Brown from the now compromised Department of Economic Affairs 

to Foreign Secretary. Deflation made the government’s economic growth targets under Labour’s 

flagship National Plan completely unattainable. There was evidence that Wilson was grasping for an 

alternative framework to stimulate the economy. The deflation also forced the government to 

accelerate cuts in defence expenditure in the Far East, leaving them with little alternative but to focus 

on Europe.  

Thus, my argument prioritised the moment at which change happened. While the diplomatic 

documents did not expressly finger the sterling crisis as the reason for change, the timing of the 

decision was compelling. My explanation placed the domestic political context as central. The mind-

set (if not the mental map) of the Prime Minister was important as he worked to overcome the 

negative implications of the sterling crisis.  I saw the people working within government as fallible, 
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reactive, and affected by events. Had there been no sterling crisis, it seemed more likely that Wilson 

would have continued to take small steps towards the European Community, without commitment to a 

high profile initiative.  

Once launched, there was a broader trail of evidence about Britain’s policy towards the European 

Community. Although the inception of his initiative was political, one of the main conclusions I made 

was that Wilson was serious about getting into the European Community. Even if de Gaulle rejected 

Britain in the short term, Britain aimed to accede to the EC over the longer term.
5
 This goal was not 

emphatically set out in exactly that way. Nobody in the British administration could state directly that 

the French President would definitely say no, partly because de Gaulle’s intentions were opaque, and 

partly because to say so would undermine Britain’s approach. Publicly, Britain’s initiative had to be 

based on the possibility of success.  

The judgement that Britain’s policy was a longer term game could be made by the weight of material. 

Contrary to the impression gleaned by diaries or memoirs, which often emphasised Wilson’s political 

trickery, the official documents showed that the British made an immense diplomatic effort to court 

opinion in the EC, and Wilson worked extremely hard to secure Cabinet’s acquiescence. Memoirs and 

diaries were often focused on British domestic politics, but the diplomatic material highlighted the 

European context.
6
 Britain’s diplomatic strategy had a point: to build support amongst the rest of the 

EC countries for accession after de Gaulle was gone. 

Perhaps the job of the diplomatic or political, or ‘British international’ historian is to look for new ways 

to present narratives about the past, and thus to challenge established understandings of what 

happened, why it happened, and what its significance was. The work I did, in its small way, helped to 

show that the Labour leadership were consistent in support of British membership, that the 

Conservative Prime Minister Edward Heath was not solely responsible for taking Britain into the EC, 

and that 1967 was an important moment in the management of Britain’s decline.  

Historians use evidence to create new interpretations, and what those interpretations are will be 

enormously varied. Therefore, it’s too simple to say that political history is necessarily conservative. 

Examining government policies does not automatically make one an apologist for those policies. Nor 

is it pointless to look at them, as without scrutiny, governments have a greater preserve on their own 

histories. The charge that it is harder to rebut is that this particular brand of political history misses 

what is important to most people; and prioritises explanations that centre on elites, thereby 

underpinning, tacitly, the authority of those elites. 

I tend to find that students are interested in governments, and what they do. After all, governments do 

still matter: anyone currently living in the Middle East or North Africa would attest to that. It’s useful, 

however, to move away from the idea that there is just a lot of reality out there that simply has to be 

ingested and learnt. Rather, the use of source material can be enabling, facilitating students to draw 

their own judgements about the subjects that interest them. 
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