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Post-War British Thinking on Health 
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Two days before the declaration of war on 3rd September 
1939 the evacuation of 1.5 million people from British ur-
ban cities to rural towns began.  Existing historical re-
search on evacuation has examined, in detail, the lived ex-
periences of the 827,000 schoolchildren evacuated and the 
vast policy implications of the biggest mass movement of 
people in British history.  This article aims to bridge previ-
ous studies by conceptualising the dynamic relationship be-
tween evacuee experiences and post-war policy making.  As 
such, it takes inspiration from Charles Webster, an official 
historian of the National Health Service, who argues that 
'questions of ends and means' are 'inextricably interwo-
ven'.  Utilising the case study of lice and enuresis, health 
conditions commonly associated with the 'dirty, lice-ridden 
and foul-mouthed urchin' evacuees (John Macnicol), this ar-
ticle offers a close analysis of the initial stage of this 'pro-
cess': considering how the early experiences of evacuation 
changed public and professional opinions, and were, simul-
taneously, utilised by professionals to forward pre-existing 
policy agendas.  Overall, it aims to offer a practical demon-
stration of a new methodology, and produce new observa-
tions on the wartime and post-war shifts which continue to 
underpin British society today. 

 
 
Intense political debates rage around recent reforms to the National 
Health Service, the benefits system, and the structure of local gov-
ernment.  Analysing the formation of the emerging welfare state can 
help us better analyse these modern shifts.  Specifically, this article 
considers the policy impact of the biggest mass movement of people 
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in British history: the evacuation of approximately three and a half 
million British citizens from urban areas to rural spaces on the brink 
of World War Two.1  In doing so, this article also demonstrates a 
new methodology with which to understand the relationship between 
evacuation and post-war thinking, and provides a detailed case study 
in the specific health issues of enuresis and lice. 

The political implications of evacuation have been the subject 
of continuous academic debate since the publication of historian 
Richard Titmuss’ Problems of Social Policy in 1950.  A widely held in-
terpretation of Titmuss’ argument is that evacuation stimulated pub-
lic, professional, and government awareness of the problems of the 
urban working classes, which led to ‘inquiry and proposals for re-
form’ and drove the eventual establishment of the National Health 
Service. 2  In recent years, historians, including Virginia Berridge and 
John Welshman, have agreed that there is more evidence for change 
than continuity in post-war approaches to welfare by doctors, civil 
servants, politicians, and the public.3  Nonetheless, revisionists have 
questioned the fundamental basis of the Titmuss thesis.  Such dis-
course became especially prominent in the 1970s, and was influenced 
by broader academic inquiries into the nature of the welfare state it-
self.  Jose Harris, for example, in her later work claims that there is 
little evidence that war ‘heightened government awareness of social 
welfare’.4 

Whilst theorists have repeatedly debated whether evacuation 
impacted upon post-war policy, their works could often benefit from 
a closer examination of the complex and dynamic transitional pro-
cesses through which the experiences of evacuation eventually 
changed the welfare state.  As Charles Webster, official historian of 
the NHS, has argued, ‘it is unrealistic to portray the health debate as 
proceeding on two isolated planes, one relating to ends, the other 
concerning means … questions of ends and means became inextrica-
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1 Richard Titmuss, Problems of Social Policy (London: Longmans, Green and Co., 
1950), p. 103. 
2 Ibid., pp. 507-8. 
3 John Welshman, ‘Evacuation and Social Policy During the Second World War: 
Myth and Reality’, Twentieth Century British History, 9 (1998), p. 53; Virginia 
Berridge, Health and Society in Britain since 1939 (Cambridge: Cambridge Uni-
versity Press, 1999), p. 13. 
4 Jose Harris, ‘Some Aspects of Social Policy in Britain During the Second World 
War’ cited in Welshman, ‘Evacuation and Social Policy During the Second World 
War’, p. 29. 
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bly interwoven’.5  The way in which evacuation influenced policy can 
be conceptualised as a micro-process, whereupon diverse and numer-
ous experiences facilitated by evacuation changed various public and 
professional perceptions of evacuees, class, and childhood.  Conse-
quently, public and professional healthcare groups called for various 
social and political changes which altered government thinking.  In 
shifting the Government’s debate on health, welfare policy changes 
were eventually enacted.  Whilst this explanation of the stages 
through which evacuation impacted government policy is simplified, 
it is clear that studying the interactions and feedback loops occurring 
throughout this process can illuminate the underlying actors and 
ideologies driving vast policy changes. 
 Given limited space, a case study will be utilised to vindicate 
this methodology.  The health issues of enuresis and lice will be fo-
cused upon, since these medical conditions were contemporarily as-
sociated with evacuees, and have arisen repeatedly in recent litera-
ture on evacuee health.  The first stage of this microprocess; how ex-
periences of evacuation changed public and professional opinion of 
evacuees; will be considered in detail.  The article will examine 
whether concerns about evacuee health were hysterical or justified, 
and how the causes of these health problems were understood by 
public health professionals, public, and policy-makers.  By demon-
strating that close examination of this stage of the evacuation micro-
process provides insight into post-war policy change, this article calls 
for debates on evacuation to be founded upon detailed explanations of 
precisely how, and why, the 'means' of evacuation generated the 
'ends' of the post-war state. 
 
Hysteria in public reactions to evacuee health 
 
This first section considers the role of hysteria in public reactions to 
evacuees.  A ‘hysterical reaction’ is taken as a disproportionate and 
irrational response to the actual problems of evacuee health.  Fur-
thermore, this section will also consider the prevalence of hysteria, 
and the groups particularly prone to hysterical reactions.  Ultimately, 
these considerations will illuminate the role of hysteria on post-war 
welfare policy. 
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 Evacuation scholarship tends to argue that evacuation engen-
dered hysteria in the mass public.  John Macnicol labels the ‘evacuee 
stereotype’ a ‘dirty, lice-ridden and foul-mouthed urchin who wet the 
bed with monotonous regularity’.6  John Welshman notes that this 
image prevailed in contemporary popular novels.7  Enuresis and lice 
are regularly highlighted as the aspects of evacuee health particularly 
subject to hysteria.  Richard Titmuss claims that ‘no other aspect of 
evacuation’ lent itself so easily to ‘exaggeration and misunderstand-
ing’ as enuresis.8  Ritchie Calder claimed that nothing else was ‘so 
much exaggerated’ as the ‘lousiness’ and ‘dirty habits’ of the chil-
dren.9  These theorists do not consider the influence of hysteria on 
the construction of the post-war state.  Further, there is little analy-
sis of the extent to which exaggeration and hysteria prevailed 
amongst professionals, reactions which could have particularly influ-
enced policy. 
 Hysteria is very difficult to measure, especially retrospectively 
and during wartime.10  One way to test the prevalence of public hys-
teria is through analysis of the number, contents, and tone of letters 
to The Times on enuresis and lice during wartime.  The Times pub-
lished 149 letters on evacuation between September 1939 and May 
1945.11  An analysis of these letters provides little evidence of public 
hysteria.  None of the authors specifically mentioned enuresis, 
though one does refer to ‘mattresses and carpets polluted, of wilful 
despoliation’ in passing. 12  Furthermore, only a mere seven letters 
mentioned the prevalence of lice in evacuees. 
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6 John Macnicol, ‘The effect of the evacuation of school children on official atti-
tudes to State intervention’, in War and Social Change, ed. by Harold Smith 
(Manchester: Manchester University Press, 1986), p. 15. 
7 Welshman, ‘Evacuation and Social Policy’, p. 33. 
8 Titmuss, Problems of Social Policy, p. 120. 
9 Ritche Calder, ‘The School Child’, in Evacuation Survey: A Report to the Fabian 
Society, ed. by Richard Padley and Margaret Cole (London: G. Routledge & Sons, 
1940), p. 148. 
10 My original plan was to compare statistics on the prevalence of lice and enu-
resis from reliable professional agencies to anecdotal assumptions by the public 
and professionals.  However, findings of professional reports varied widely, and 
the anecdotal reports did not tend to place a figure upon the assumed preva-
lence of lice and enuresis.  Hence, this methodology did not work. 
11 Found by searching The Times Digital Archive for Letters to the Editor over 
this time period containing the words ‘evacuation’ and ‘children’ or ‘evacuee’, 
then filtering out the twenty nine irrelevant results.  I do not search merely for 
the word ‘evacuation’ alone as this yields results about military manoeuvres 
called ‘evacuations’ and other irrelevant letters. 
12 F. Tennyson Jesse, ‘Evacuation’, The Times, 22 September 1939, p. 6. 
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Other issues surrounding evacuation reoccurred significantly 
more often within the letter pages.13  Of the seventy-eight letters 
written between September 1939 and December 1940, eighteen com-
plained about the gradual return of evacuees to their home towns, 
and ten debated the financial strains placed upon foster parents by 
evacuees.  In the thirty-eight letters between January 1941 and De-
cember 1942, seven referred to the international evacuation of chil-
dren abroad.  In the thirty-three letters between January 1943 and 
May 1945, five referred to the impact of evacuation on jobs, business-
es, and employment.  Clearly certain issues surrounding evacuation 
became matters of public concern at different points during the war.  
That no letters discussed enuretic evacuees strongly undermines the 
notion that enuresis was an issue of mass public concern, let alone 
one of public hysteria.  By contrast, that six letters between Septem-
ber 1939 and December 1940 referred to lousy evacuees suggests 
that lice was a matter of public concern over this period. 

Analysing the contents and tones of the letters on lice-ridden 
evacuees will reveal if such children accrued public concern or public 
hysteria.  Five letters do claim, with overtones of panic, that evacuees 
were ‘verminous’, without offering any statistical support.14  It could 
be argued that this demonstrates a public overestimation of the prev-
alence of lice: a hysterical assumption.  However, contemporary evi-
dence suggests that lice infestation did affect a high proportion of 
evacuees: Sir Kenneth Mellanby, a Fellow of the Royal Society, re-
ported in a government-commissioned survey that in some areas, lice 
infected as many as fifty per cent of evacuees.  Richard Titmuss, cit-
ing this survey, claimed similar rates of infection were found in many 
reception areas.15  Hence, these levels of panic over infestation in 
evacuees seem justified, not hysterical.  Furthermore, the final two 
letters on lice are clearly not hysterical.  One discusses the danger of 
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13 I examined all of the one hundred and forty nine letters on evacuation, noting 
down the three key themes arising from each letter.  I noted that different 
themes tended to arise in three periods over wartime: September 1939-
December 1940, January 1941-December 1942, and January 1943-May 1945.  I 
counted the occurrence of each theme I had highlighted, and the most reoccur-
ring topics here. 
14 E. F. Oakeley, ‘Evacuation Problems’, The Times, 12 September 1939, p. 4, 
Susanna E. N. Cole, ‘Evacuation’, The Times, 16 September 1939, p. 6, Lily 
Boys, ‘Evacuation of Children’, The Times, 2 October 1939, p. 6, Dorothea Coke, 
‘The Welfare of the Children’, The Times, 29 September 1939, ‘Mr H. Morrison’s 
Reply to Criticism’, The Times, 18 October 1939, p. 10. 
15 Titmuss, Problems of Social Policy, p. 126. 
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a few heavily lousy children mistakenly being seen as representative 
of all evacuees.16  The other documents the research of Dr Mellan-
by.17  Hence, lice seems to have been an issue of justified public con-
cern, rather than irrational public hysteria. 

These findings raise questions about the assertions of the sec-
ondary literature.  Theorists may have overestimated public hysteria 
by overly focusing on a few public declarations by prominent figures.  
Two figures regularly cited are Lily Boys, the Country Organiser of 
the Women’s Voluntary Services, and Lady Sanderson, the Supervi-
sor of the Women’s Voluntary Service in Norfolk.  Both women 
made several highly quotable hysterical declarations about the terri-
ble health of evacuee children.18  

Furthermore, comments deemed ‘hysterical’, when made by 
prominent members of the public, were echoed by much professional 
literature.  Between September 1939 and May 1945, nineteen articles 
and letters in the Lancet and the British Medical Journal mentioned 
enuretic evacuees, and ten referred to lice-infested evacuees.19  Some 
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16 ‘After the Dispersal’, The Times, 15 September 1939, p. 9. 
17 Violet Markham, ‘Slum life in Cities’, The Times, 8 April 1943, p. 5. 
18 For example: Lily Boys, ‘To the Editor of The Times, The Times, 2 October 
1939, p. 6; Lily Boys, ‘WVS for Civil Defence, Preliminary Report on Evacuation 
of Children and Others to Lindsey’, 13 September 1939; PRO HALG 7/74, cited 
in Macnicol, ‘The effect of the evacuation ’, in War and Social Change, ed. by 
Smith, p. 16. 
19 On enuresis: C. Asher, ‘Personal Environment and Enuresis’, British Medical 
Journal, 10 August 1940, p. 206; A. L. Banks and L. G. Norman, ‘Sick-Bays for 
Child Evacuees’, Lancet, 20 September 1941, p. 357; A. G. Bodman, ‘Enuresis’, 
British Medical Journal, 20 January 1940, p. 109; M. Fordham, ‘Diurnal Enure-
sis’, British Medical Journal, 13 January 1940, p. 73; S .E. Gill, ‘Nocturnal Enu-
resis: Experiences with Evacuated Children’, British Medical Journal, 10 August 
1940, p. 199; I. Gordon, ‘Allergy, Enuresis, and Stammering’, British Medical 
Journal, 14 March 1942, p. 357; D. N. Hardcastle, ‘Personal Environment and 
Enuresis’, British Medical Journal, 10 August 1940, p. 206; J. Malloy, ‘Enuresis’, 
British Medical Journal, 20 January 1940, pp. 108-9; J. Malloy, ‘Enuresis’, British 
Medical Journal, 17 February 1940, p. 277; D. M. Odlum, ‘Enuresis’, British Med-
ical Journal, 27 January 1940, p. 151; D. M. Odlum, ‘Nocturnal Enuresis’, Brit-
ish Medical Journal, 6 January 1940, p. 8; F. Pygott, ‘Condition of Evacuated 
School Children’, British Medical Journal, 6 April 1940, p. 587; W. Sheldon and 
P. Evans, ‘Town Children in the Country’, Lancet, 13 January 1940, p. 94; R. Y. 
Stones, ‘Medical Problems of a Reception Area’, British Medical Journal, 8 March 
1941, p. 370; ‘Evacuation: A Brighter Picture’, British Medical Journal, 10 July 
1943, p. 46; ‘The Child’s Home Background’, Lancet, 6 April 1940, p. 651; ‘The 
Town Child: A Critical Survey’, British Medical Journal, 8 May 1943, p. 571; 
‘Treatment for Bed-wetting’, Lancet, 7 October 1939, p. 794; ‘War Strain in Chil-
dren’, British Medical Journal, 25 January 1941, p. 124. 
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writings on enuresis showed evidence of hysteria.  One article opened 
with the claim that in some country towns ‘every morning every 
window is filled with bedding hung out to air in the sunshine’, using 
exaggerated rhetoric to imply that all evacuees were enuretic. 20  
Four out of five of the relevant BMJ articles discussed bed-wetting. 
Without statistical support, they referred to the ‘prevalence’, ’fre-
quency’, and ‘large increase’ in enuresis ‘caused by evacuation’, which  
made it ‘common at all ages up to fifteen years’. 21  Given that the 
Ministry of Health estimated enuresis as affecting only ten to twenty 
per cent of evacuees, such an overestimation by the professional liter-
ature seems somewhat hysterical. 22 

The articles discussing lice show less evidence of hysteria.  
Most do not comment on its prevalence.  Two articles rationally dis-
cuss the divergent statistics offered in different regions as to the 
prevalence of lice.23  Given the evidence from Mellanby, the passing 
comments of two articles that lice are ‘rife’ and afflict a ‘great num-
ber’ of children seem fair.24  The only piece which could potentially 
be categorised as ‘hysterical’ is a letter claiming that evacuee children 
in Northallerton were ‘nearly all verminous’.25 
 Hence, in contrast to the analysis of many historical studies, it 
seems that evacuation did not lead to mass public hysteria.  Nor was 
there mass professional hysteria, though the wide varieties of beliefs 
held by professionals highlight this as a fruitful area for further re-
search.  It seems that those aiming to forward their own precon-
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On lice: Phyllis M. Johnson, ‘Town and Country Nits’, Lancet, 30 September 
1939, p. 762; Stones, ‘Medical Problems of a Reception Area’, p. 1941; R. J. Will-
son, ‘Pediculosis in School Population’, British Medical Journal, 8 March 1941, p. 
718; ‘Epidemiological Notes’, British Medical Journal, 14 October 1939, p. 792; 
‘Evacuation in Theory and Practice’ Lancet, 11 May 1940, p. 888; ‘Examination 
of Evacuees’, Lancet, 23 March 1940, p. 553; ‘Health of London, 1940’, British 
Medical Journal, 24 January 1942, p. 115; ‘Pediculosis in Evacuated Children’, 
British Medical Journal, 12 October 1940, p. 494; ‘The Louse’, British Medical 
Journal, 13 January 1940, p. 54; ‘The Town Child: A Critical Survey’, British 
Medical Journal, 8 May 1943, p. 571. 
20 ‘Treatment for Bed-wetting’, Lancet, 7 October 1939, p. 794. 
21 Odlum, ‘Nocturnal Enuresis’, p. 8; Stones, ‘Medical Problems of a Reception 
Area’, p. 370; Gordon, ‘Allergy, Enuresis, and Stammering’, p. 357; ‘The Town 
Child: A Critical Survey’, p. 571. 
22 Titmuss, Problems of Social Policy, p. 120. 
23  ‘The Town Child: A Critical Survey’, p. 571; ‘Pediculosis in Evacuated Chil-
dren’, p. 494. 
24 ‘Epidemiological Notes’, p. 792, Stones, ‘Medical Problems of a Reception Ar-
ea’, p. 1941. 
25 Johnson, ‘Town and Country Nits’, p. 762. 
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ceived policy agendas exaggerated poor evacuee health, magnified 
public concern over evacuees, and selectively utilised relevant profes-
sional accounts.  Due to limited space, this article is unable to fully 
explore who these actors were, how they pushed their preferred 
agendas, and what their desired policies were.  Further study on this 
area would usefully identify the influences and interests underpin-
ning the creation of the welfare state, helping us to recognise the in-
fluences and interests underpinning the modern British state more 
generally. 
 
Perceived causes of evacuee ill-health 
 
Next, what the public and healthcare professionals considered to be 
the causes of poor evacuee health will be considered.  Studying the 
perceived causes of poor evacuee health allows the historian to exam-
ine how evacuation changed post-war policy, as calls for policy 
changes, and policy changes themselves, directly followed from these 
perceived causes. 
 
Hereditarian versus Structural Models 
 
Another microprocess influencing the construction of the post-war 
state was the changing social and political conceptualisations of the 
causes of poverty.  To offer a simplistic overview, the early twenti-
eth-century social research movement improved upon the Victorian 
understanding of poverty as self-inflicted by personal fault.  Surveys, 
notably those of Joseph Rowntree and Charles Booth, attributed pov-
erty to a variety of socioeconomic reasons, such as low and irregular 
wages, high family size, illness or incapacity, and unemployment.26  
The hereditarian understanding of poverty did not entirely or in-
stantly disappear: Karel Williams argues that even Rowntree con-
fused moral judgements with empirical investigation whilst assessing 
poverty impressionistically.27  Evidently, varying understandings of 
poverty have always underpinned government policy.  As Ian Gaze-
ley argues, there is ‘an obvious empirical relationship’ between the 
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26 For example, Charles Booth, Life and Labour of the People in London (17 vols, 
London: Macmillan, 1902-3). 
27 Karel Williams, From Pauperism to Poverty, (London: Routledge & Kegan Paul, 
1991), p. 355, cited in Ian Gazeley, Poverty in Britain, 1900-1965 (Basingstoke: 
Palgrave, 2003). 
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investigation of poverty and the development of social policy, partic-
ularly during World War Two.28 

A similar conception of causes underlies much academic dis-
cussion of poor evacuee health.  It is worth questioning whether he-
reditarian or structural models of evacuee poor health underlay pro-
fessional and public understandings, and how these models affected 
calls for policy change.  Several studies of evacuation examine how 
the causes of evacuee poor health were conceived without fully rec-
ognising the significance of their research to broader debates on the 
Welfare State.  This literature focuses, particularly, on members of 
the public whose disapproval of the urban working classes tainted 
their understandings of evacuee poor health.  Travis Crosby and 
John Welshman have both discussed how the ‘dirt diseases’, includ-
ing lousiness, were ‘somehow joined with faults of character or the 
imperfections of lower class habits and behaviour’.29  Similarly, Vir-
ginia Berridge and Anne Digby have noted that ‘bed-wetting and 
lice-ridden child evacuees gave credence to stereotypes of working 
class life-styles’.30 

Conversely, some theorists have also analysed how the process 
of housing evacuees fostered an improved recognition of poor health 
as a consequence of poverty.  Rodney Lowe has claimed that whilst 
evacuation increased class prejudice it also lead to demands for the 
universal provision of public services.31  Richard Titmuss notes that 
few people blamed the children themselves for enuresis.32  Derek 
Fraser argues that rural foster parents gained awareness of the dep-
rivation of urban working-class life from the ‘unkempt, ill-clothed, 
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28 Gazeley, Poverty in Britain, p. 146-7. 
29 Travis L. Crosby, The Impact of Civilian Evacuation in the Second World War 
(Dover: Croom Helm, 1986), p. 34, Welshman, ‘Evacuation and Social Policy’, p. 
51. 
30 Virginia Berridge, ‘Health and medicine’, in The Cambridge social history of 
Britain 1750-1950, III: Social agencies and institutions, ed. by F. M. L. Thompson,  
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1990), p. 239, cited in John Welshman 
‘Evacuation, Hygiene and Social Policy: The Our Towns Report of 1943’, The His-
torical Journal, 42 (1999), p. 785; Anne Digby, British welfare policy: workhouse 
to workforce (London: Faber & Faber, 1989), p. 55, cited in Welshman ‘Evacua-
tion, Hygiene and Social Policy’, p. 785. 
31 Rodney Lowe ‘The Second World War, consensus and the foundation of the 
welfare state’, Twentieth Century British History, 1 (1990), p. 176, cited in 
Welshman ‘Evacuation, Hygiene and Social Policy’, p. 785. 
32 Titmuss, Problems of Social Policy, p. 131. 
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undernourished and often incontinent children’.33  Whilst these theo-
rists offer an alternative view of the conceptualisation of evacuee 
poor-health, they do not relate these progressive models of health to 
changing post-war policy. 

The primary sources examined here supported the existing 
secondary literature in displaying various popular opinions on the 
causes of poor evacuee health.  Some members of the public assumed 
evacuee health problems were related to some intrinsic flaw of lower 
class status.  Padley and Cole claim that the first debate on evacua-
tion in the House of Commons, in which lice and enuresis were seen 
as results of original sin, ‘mirrored the state of public feeling at the 
time’.34  A letter to The Times in April 1943 links cleanliness to mo-
rality in referring to the ‘conditions of dirt and demoralisation’ in the 
homes of evacuees.35  In connecting ill-health to class status, these 
sources tend to confuse all issues of ‘evacuee ill-health’ as they attrib-
ute the same causes to diseases as diverse as enuresis and lice. 

Other articles recognised that the dirty conditions leading to 
the spread of lice stemmed from unavoidable socioeconomic depriva-
tion.  Most letters in The Times on poor evacuee health highlighted 
the ‘background and environment’ of evacuees.36  Correspondents 
wrote of evacuees’ previous ‘appalling’, ‘squalid’, ‘dirty’, ‘shameful’, 
and ‘filthy’ living conditions. 37  However, at times it is not entirely 
clear whether the public fully understood that dirty houses were an 
unavoidable reality for many poor urban families. 

Whether socioeconomic conditions or lower-class status was 
blamed for causing poor evacuee health, it seems that many individu-
als recognised that the evacuee children themselves did not deserve 
these ills.  The Fabian Evacuation Survey suggested that in coming to 
see their evacuee charges as ‘their children’, foster parents better un-
derstood the causes of evacuee ill-health.38  Foster parents’ empathy 
for their newfound charges could have contributed to increased pub-
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33 Derek Fraser, The evolution of the British welfare state (London: Macmillan, 
1973), p. 195, cited in Welshman ‘Evacuation, Hygiene and Social Policy’, p. 
783. 
34 Richard Padley, ‘Six Months’ Practice’, in Evacuation Survey, ed. by Padley and 
Cole,, p. 59.  
35 Markham, ‘Slum life in Cities’, p. 5. 
36 Eric Treacy, ‘Evacuation of Children’, The Times, 3 October 1939, p. 6. 
37 Cole, ‘Evacuation’, p. 6; Boys, ‘Evacuation of Children’, p. 6; Coke, ‘The Wel-
fare of the Children’, p. 6; Ravensdale, ‘Evacuation’, The Times, 27 September 
1939, p. 6; Jesse, ‘Evacuation’, p. 6. 
38 Calder, ‘The School Child’, p. 147-8. 
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lic empathy for the plight of the urban working classes, facilitating a 
general shift towards a progressive understanding of the causes of ill-
health.  However, it is not entirely clear that such a utopian transi-
tion in opinion did occur.  Amy St. Loe Strachey, for example, sug-
gested in her popular book Borrowed Children that bed- wetting was 
perceived by foster parents as a habit that ‘the child could control at 
will’ but rebelliously continued with.39 

By contrast, it may be assumed that professionals more accu-
rately recognised the causes of enuresis and lice.  Certainly, much 
contemporary psychological opinion recognised that the upheaval of 
evacuation was a major cause of child enuresis.  John Bowlby, for ex-
ample, wrote that there was ‘consensus’ that enuresis was a symptom 
that ‘the child is not standing the separation well’. 40  Most social 
surveys offered a similar viewpoint, including the Liverpool Univer-
sity report Our wartime guests: opportunity or menace? and the Fabian 
Evacuation Survey.41 

It could be argued that such professionals did not necessarily 
offer a progressive viewpoint, since they were susceptible to believ-
ing that evacuee children were prone to these psychological condi-
tions because of flaws resulting from their lower-class status.  Bor-
rowed Children certainly recognised the psychological causes of enu-
resis, but continued to use degrading language in comparing evacu-
ees to poorly house-trained dogs.42  William Moodie recognised that 
enuresis was a reaction to abnormal conditions, but argued that only 
‘unstable children’ would suffer.43 

Whilst William Moodie’s conclusion is clear, language such as 
that used by Amy St Loe Strachey does not necessarily demonstrate 
a class-prejudiced understanding of the psychological causes of enu-
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39 Amy Loe Strachey, Borrowed Children: A Popular Account of Home Evacuation 
Problems and Their Remedies (London: J. Murray, 1940), p. 80. 
40 Wellcome Trust Library, PP/BOW/C.5/4/1, Evacuation 1939-c1942, ‘The Bil-
leting of Unaccompanied School Children’, Draft paper by John Bowlby and C N 
Fairbairn. 
41 The University of Liverpool, Our wartime guests: opportunity or menace?  A psy-
chological approach to evacuation (Liverpool: Liverpool University Press, 1940), p. 
19, cited in Welshman ‘Evacuation and Social Policy’, p. 51; Evacuation Survey, 
ed. by Padley and Cole, especially Calder, ‘The School Child’ and Lady Sander-
son,‘North Norfolk’, pp. 224-32. 
42 St Loe Strachey, Borrowed Children, p. 4. 
43 William Moodie, The Doctor and the difficult child (Oxford: Oxford University 
Press, 1947), cited in R. G. Gordon, ‘The Difficult Child’, Lancet, 24 April 1948, 
p. 789. 
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resis.  Professionals were operating in a context where understand-
ings of enuresis were fraught and contested, and the language uti-
lised today to discuss and describe bed-wetting was not available.  
Even John Bowlby, a key exponent of child psychology, repeatedly 
called bed-wetters ‘problem children’.44  Despite the usage of lan-
guage which is derogatory by modern standards, many professionals 
did progressively conceptualise the role of the psychological upheaval 
of evacuation in causing enuresis. 

Similarly, many professionals recognised that head lice infec-
tions were near unavoidable given the housing, sanitary conditions, 
and crowding of working class families.  Sir Kenneth Mellanby 
blamed mingling, crowded dwellings, and a fashion for unwashed 
hair.45  Articles in medical journals recognised that lice are unavoida-
ble for children living in ‘the poorer and more overcrowded’ areas, 
and when ‘ordinary care and cleanliness’ are not possible. 46  Howev-
er, there was not universal and uniform professional acceptance of 
enuresis being caused by psychological distress and lice by socioeco-
nomic circumstance. The social survey Our Towns, for example, 
blamed many factors, including inferior maternal care, social strata, 
and poor housing conditions, for enuresis.47  The Cambridge Evacua-
tion Survey blamed inadequate training, temporary emotional disturb-
ances, unfamiliar houses, and the cold of winter.48  A diverse range of 
causes of enuresis were also postulated within various medical jour-
nals, which blamed bad parenting, abnormal psychological traits, 
physical causes, and evacuees’ struggles in ‘adjusting themselves to a 
higher standard of cleanliness’.49 
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Similarly, the causes of lice were also misunderstood by many 
professional actors, who confused the manners, morals, and lifestyles 
of working-class homes with their socioeconomic conditions.  The 
Chief Medical Officer at the Board of Education blamed poor socioec-
onomic circumstances and bad ‘social habits’ for causing lice.50  Many 
articles in medical journals displayed a similar attitude, blaming low 
‘social standards’, town people treating lice as ‘a lighter matter’, and 
parents with a ‘supine attitude’.51  One medic hoped that foster par-
ents would be able to communicate ‘improved health and table man-
ners’ to evacuees.52  Evidently, professional opinions surrounding the 
causes of evacuee ill-health were diverse and varied. 

However, such diversity in professional opinion may have been 
productive in triggering a broader debate over the causes and cures 
of health conditions suffered by evacuees.  An article by Doris Odlum 
in the BMJ certainly spawned a debate on enuretic evacuees.53  In re-
sponse, J. Malloy argued that Odlum did not understand that enure-
sis could be cured by psychological ‘suggestion’.54  A. G. Bodman re-
plied that enuresis had physical causes that Odlum had misunder-
stood.55  M. Fordham emphasised the need to consider the deeper 
meaning of enuresis through consideration of the child’s emotional 
state and family.56  Odlum wrote to the journal again, noting that her 
‘sole object’ in writing was to call for a sympathetic understanding of 
children’s psychological difficulties.  Odlum also challenged Malloy 
to describe his technique of ‘psychological suggestion’, which he did, 
at length, in a later issue.57  Parallel inter-professional and intra-
professional debates surely occurred over the causes of other health 
issues found amongst evacuees, ultimately developing and improving 
experts’ understandings of child health. 

Hence, the perceived causes of evacuee ill-health included per-
sonal fault, socioeconomic circumstance, and psychological and phys-
ical flaws.  Calls for a wide range of different policies emerged, as 
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those with preconceived policy agendas selectively utilised the di-
verse reactions to the evacuation experience to forward their cases.  
For progressives who identified the cause of poor evacuee health to 
be appalling socioeconomic conditions, the experience of evacuation, 
whereby millions of rural parents could view for themselves the 
plight of evacuees, was used to criticise government.  The social sur-
veyor Ritchie Calder argued that we must ask ‘who made and toler-
ated the slums?’58  Numerous surveyors and medical professionals 
criticised the government for failing to fully understand and legislate 
against socioeconomic causes of poor evacuee health.59  Those offer-
ing regressive analyses of evacuee poor health also called for policy 
change.  One article in the British Medical Journal claimed that the 
remedy for enuresis lay partly ‘in the provision of better and more 
sanitary housing’, and partly in improving ‘neglectful and lazy and 
incompetent’ parents.60  As such, the perceived causes of evacuee 
health must be examined.  These varying conceptualisations of evac-
uee health shaped a diverse range of calls for policy change, which, in 
turn, shaped post-war welfare and health policy. 
 
The ‘problem family’ 
 
Another microprocess contributing to the formation of the post-war 
state was a change in the perception of the family.  To provide a brief 
outline of the relevant debates; in the 1920s, especially among advo-
cates of eugenics, the concept of a mentally deficient ‘social problem 
group’ emerged.  This concept was raised by Charles Booth when he 
claimed that there was a ‘submerged tenth’ in society, and it was fur-
thered by the Wood Committee Report on Mental Deficiency in 1929.61  
John Welshman has argued that eugenic concerns had little impact 
on public health policy until they were ‘reborn’ in the 1940s as the 
‘problem family’.62  Social workers, he argues, took possession of this 
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concept, and intervention such as counselling was preferred.  None-
theless, the ‘problem family’ concept did not achieve sociopolitical 
hegemony, and an undercurrent of eugenic opinion remained 
throughout the 1940s.63  It can be debated which conception of the 
family underpinned the formation of the welfare state, and how. 

Such debates over the role and existence of the ‘problem fami-
ly’ were echoed in discussions considering evacuees.  Many historians 
have highlighted the regularity with which the evacuee mother was 
blamed for evacuees’ poor health.  John Macnicol says the stereotype 
of the evacuee mother was ‘a negligent slut, impossible to live with 
and having the vocabulary of a Billingsgate fish porter’.64  Richard 
Titmuss says it was complained that ‘many mothers were feckless, 
irresponsible, ungrateful, and deplorably mannered.’65  Pat Starkey 
claims that evacuation drew public attention to ‘the failure of their 
[evacuees’] parents – particularly their mothers –properly to care for 
them.’66  These historians, however, have not fully analysed the sig-
nificance of these debates to broader arguments surrounding the 
post-war state. 

An examination of contemporary sources supports claims of 
widespread public concern about the ‘problem family’.  Between Sep-
tember 1939 and December 1940, for example, nine letters to The 
Times complained about the parents of evacuees.  John Bowlby noted 
that references to the parents of evacuees had been ‘almost universal-
ly disparaging’, with parents blamed for children’s enuresis.67  Medic 
Doris Odlum claimed that the evacuee was often treated with ‘sarcas-
tic references to his mother and his upbringing’.68  Prominent indi-
viduals complained too: Lily Boys, County Organiser of the Women’s 
Voluntary Service, wrote that ‘the low slum type form the majority of 
the mothers … most of them dirty, many of them idle and unwilling 
to work or pull their weight’.69  Historians, therefore, appear correct 
in noting an especial focus upon the problem mother.  Nonetheless, it 
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is worth considering whether the mother was the only focus of blame 
in public discussions surrounding evacuee health, and if health prob-
lems were perceived as the sole responsibility of the mother.  The 
unique role of each member of the ‘problem family’ in making the 
family problematic, therefore, must be considered. 
 Many professionals used war as a case study to question the 
problem family thesis.  Psychologists John Bowlby, Anna Freud, and 
Dorothy Burlingham were steadfast advocates of the importance of 
parental attachment to child welfare, and focused some of their work 
on evacuation.70  Freud and Burlingham argued that separation was 
so distressing for young children that deciding whether minors 
should risk bombing or suffer evacuation was choosing ‘between two 
evils’.71  As such, these clinicians placed a high value on the im-
portance of family, even a problematic one, to childhood develop-
ment.  Relatedly, some argued against the assumption that most 
evacuees’ parents were inadequate.  Highlighting the value of parent-
evacuee relationships. a wartime social survey of Oxford found that 
eighty-seven per cent of 217 unaccompanied evacuee children re-
ceived at least one letter per week and a quarterly visit from their 
parents, and commended the value of these relationships.72  An article 
in The Times recognised that children separated from their parents 
suffered from a ‘nostalgia’ that the host family’s kindness could not 
prevent. 73  Unsurprisingly, the idea of the ‘problem family’ was not 
universally contested by professionals.  Our Towns, for example, ar-
gued that ‘the effect of evacuation was to flood the dark places with 
light and bring home to the national consciousness that, the “sub-
merged tenth” … still exists in our cities’.74  In claiming that problem 
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families were part of the ‘submerged tenth’, this survey implied that 
only lower-class families suffered from health or social problems.75 

The concept of the ‘problem family’, both magnified and re-
flected in debates surrounding evacuation, influenced post-war health 
policy.  Prominent individuals connected the discourse about evacua-
tion and the ‘problem family’ to their own pre-existing ideas, in order 
to further their own agendas.   

Calls from professionals such as Bowlby and Freud for the im-
portance of the parent child relationship were sometimes recaptured 
by advocates of the ‘problem family’ thesis to argue that these prob-
lem families could not provide such a relationship, so the state must 
do so.  There were calls in the medical journals for the setting up of 
new institutions to provide parental care that problem families could 
not.  Some suggested the creation of such wartime-only institu-
tions.76  Others called for the permanent removal of children from 
‘problem families’ and their parents, claiming their arguments were 
based on lessons from evacuation.77  A letter to The Times suggested 
that the government ‘complete the good work’ evacuation has be-
gun.78  This argument may have gained influence; child-care histori-
an Angela Davis has written that ‘the family grouping system based 
around the figure of the Substitute Mother was incorporated into 
post-war British childcare legislation.’79 
 
Conclusions 
 
This article has aimed to demonstrate that the effect of evacuation on 
post-war policy should be conceptualised as a process.  It has illus-
trated how a detailed study of the first stage of this process, from 
evacuation experiences to public and professional perceptions of 
evacuees, can yield important general findings.  The first section 
concluded, contrary to the findings in secondary literature, that the 
public were generally not hysterical over the issues of enuresis and 
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lice, and that professional hysteria should be considered too.  Further 
work could improve understandings of the effects of hysteria, and the 
differing influence of public and professional reactions, on govern-
ment policy.  The second section discussed vastly differing explana-
tions of the causes of poor evacuee health advanced by both the pub-
lic and professionals.  There is considerable scope for further re-
search on how the relationship between the state and the individual 
changed in light of evacuation experience, and how prominent indi-
vidual interests guided this change. 

Three broader speculative conclusions can be drawn from the 
discussions outlined in this essay.  The first tentative conclusion 
challenges the caricaturised Titmuss thesis that evacuation, by re-
vealing the deprivation of urban working-class children, was the 
primary factor in changing post-war policy.  By contrast, it seems 
that evacuation was merely one factor which contributed to a broad 
re-conceptualisation of childhood as problematic.  Other factors in-
cluded fears about child health, a growing view of children as a pre-
cious resource during wartime, and changes in social ideas surround-
ing the provision and undertaking of education.  This follows histori-
an Deborah Thom’s argument that ‘child society was thrown open to 
public scrutiny by the detachment of so many children from their 
family of birth’.80  This article found that discussions of enuresis and 
lice were triggered by evacuation, but then applied to all children.  
The classification of childhood as a problematic state, requiring mon-
itoring and intervention, led to calls for policy change, supporting 
the idea of a changed approach to welfare as observed by Welshman 
and Berridge.81  This discourse eventually led to government action. 
 The second speculative conclusion relates to the debate over 
‘consensus’ in the post-war state.  Paul Addison influentially argues 
that the Second World War fostered a consensus among politicians 
‘which dominated Britain long after the last bomb had fallen’.82  Ru-
dolph Klein argues that conflict over post-war health policy was 
merely ‘conflict within consensus’ among a techno-bureaucratic 
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elite.83  Henry Pelling believes that war pushed the British people 
towards a mutual faith in their existing institutions.84  However, this 
article found a great diversity of opinion over evacuee health during 
wartime among both the public and professionals.  Reports of the ex-
tent of evacuee poor health were met with counter-reports declaring 
them exaggerated.  Demands for a progressive vision of the causes of 
poor evacuee health were countered by contradictory analyses.  A 
public opinion survey in 1942 demonstrated that the public felt wide-
spread grievances against the current welfare system, but lacked a 
coherent conception of a replacement.85  Similarly it seems likely that 
public and professional discord contributed to, and was replicated in, 
disagreement within government. Hence, it is worth questioning 
theorists who claim that the post-war period saw a political, bureau-
cratic, or public consensus. 

The final conclusion is that many prominent individuals may 
have utilised evacuation as a tool through which to further their own 
pre-existing policy agendas.  Julie Summers has pinpointed the ‘main 
complaint’ of social surveys War Begins at Home and the Cambridge 
Evacuation Survey, as being that no-one officials had listened to ‘dis-
tinguished psychoanalysts and experts in child care’ whilst planning 
evacuation.86  The discourse of evacuation was uniquely powerful be-
cause millions of people had directly experienced some aspect of 
evacuation, especially when housing evacuees or sending their chil-
dren away.  Public opinion on the causes of bad evacuee health varied 
massively depending on whether the person in question had housed 
an evacuee, how hysterical they were, the behaviour of their evacuees, 
their opinion of the causes of poverty, their opinion of urban areas 
and the lower classes, etc.  The breadth and depth of evacuation ex-
periences meant that large quantities of ‘evidence’ could be selective-
ly utilised to forward almost any chosen policy agenda. 

The primary aim of this essay was to propose a new method- 
logy for a classic field of research.  This methodology aims not to on-
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ly consider how evacuation affected public opinion, or how evacua-
tion impacted post-war policy, but to reconstruct the pathways 
through which these changes occurred.  It is important to consider 
each individual stage of the complex microprocess from evacuation to 
post-war policy.  Focusing on the first stage in the evacuation pro-
cess has demonstrated the potential of this methodology to bring in-
sights into the development of post-war policy.  The continued appli-
cation of such a methodology could connect existing work on evacua-
tion and improve our understandings of the policies which have 
shaped, and continue to shape, modern British society. 
 


