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Giants, Gods and Goods: toward a ‘new Beveridge’  

Elaine Graham 

 

Introduction 

Eighty years ago, on December 1 1942, the Beveridge Report, widely seen as the founding 

document of the post-1945 welfare state in the UK, was published. In grandiloquent terms, 

the report called for an attack on ‘Five Giant Evils’ – Disease, Idleness, Ignorance, Squalor 

and Want -- that needed to be combatted as Britain prepared for peace and post-war 

reconstruction.  Beveridge’s recommendations captured the public mood perfectly. Having 

made so many sacrifices for a common cause of defeating Nazism, armed forces and civilians 

alike shared a determination that the peace which followed should be built for the benefit of 

all. That mood found expression in the post-war Labour government’s pledges to achieve full 

employment, universal education and a welfare state, free of the privations and anxieties of 

poverty, low pay or old age. 

Like the 1939-45 war, the global COVID-19 pandemic has exposed fundamental 

inadequacies in the economy, the National Health Service and social care provision.   As 

society moves out of the worst of the pandemic, it may be time to contemplate, as did 

Beveridge and his contemporaries (including William Temple), what kind of future provision 

may be required for the future: both in redressing the longer-term stresses and shortcomings 

of the existing system and in ‘building back better’.  Certainly, the political historian Peter 

Hennessey believes the ‘never again’ impulse that sprung from the 1939-45 conflict has 

resurfaced today, and may be harnessed to build consensus around new priorities 

(Hennessey). 

Even so, this will entail more than simple reform of the existing welfare system, for two key 

reasons. First, the political, economic, cultural and demographic landscape of the twenty-first 

century has changed. Second, any revision of welfare requires a rethinking not only of its 

fiscal and operational dimensions, but of the very values that underpin a ‘welfare society’ that 

is fit for purpose. What principles might inform any kind of reform? And in the midst of that, 

what is the role of faith-based social action? 

In this article I will approach this question by beginning with the ‘Five Giants’ of 

Beveridge’s report, before asking what might form the basis of a ‘new Beveridge’ for the 

twenty-first century. Sam Wells’ recent survey of church-related provision argues that 

reforms of welfare should proceed not from a ‘deficit’ model but from one of ‘assets’ and 

social goods.  It is in their ability to articulate and embody social capital, motivated by 

religious and moral values, that faith-based organisations demonstrate a distinctive and 

decisive contribution to civil society. This calls for a renewed focus on the significance of the 

voluntary sector in a revitalised ‘welfare society’, alongside the State and the market, and a 

consideration of five new social ‘goods’ to inform policy and inspire change.  

 


