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– Abstract –

While Britain was among the first countries to appreciate the merits of an internationally 

uniform system of weights and measures, by 1980 she was still one of the last not to have 

adopted the metric system, having been overtaken even by her former colonies. This is an 

investigation of the reasons for this failure, tracing the developments from the Great 

Exhibition in 1851 over the rise of continental competition, to a new century of economic 

decline, wars and rationing, and ending in the political feud between Labour and the 

Conservatives from the mid-1960s to the Thatcher administration in 1979. Using a variety of 

sources including records of Parliamentary debates, official reports and publications and 

internal correspondences, as well as private publications and proceedings of pressure 

groups on both sides, this dissertation aims to show how the continued application of the 

Victorian principle of non-compulsion and progress through freedom created a political 

environment defined by its lack of long-term planning; an environment in which a major 

metrological reform would be difficult, if not impossible.
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– Introduction –

While as far back as 1215 the Magna Carta had prescribed that there should 'be one 

measure […] throughout our kingdom',1 Victoria nonetheless ascended the throne in 1837 to 

rule a nation in metrological distress. The confusion over measurement units was threefold: 

firstly, units bearing the same name could vary greatly depending on where in the country 

they were used. Secondly, the actual meaning of a given unit would in great part depend on 

the nature of the goods being measured – for example, while a hogshead of ale equalled 54 

gallons, one of wine amounted to 63. Thirdly, several systems employing the same 

nomenclature were allowed to coexist, so one would have to specify if a pound by weight 

was in fact a pound by the Dutch, troy or avoirdupois scale.2 Attempts had been made to 

rectify the situation through legislation in 1824 and 1835, but both initiatives failed to institute 

any real change.3 To add further to the unfortunate situation, the two physical standards of 

length and mass which had been sought consolidated as national standards in 1824 were 

destroyed along with the Houses of Parliament in the fire of 1834, leaving the nation with no 

material standard for almost fifty years.4 The time seemed ripe for change, but even so, 

initiatives for reform remained sporadic at best during the following century.

          The aim of this dissertation is to uncover the reasons why Britain, being among the 

first nations to acknowledge the practicality of (and the need for) a common decimal system 

of weights and measures for scientific as well as commercial purposes, repeatedly failed to 

implement legislation towards a compulsory adoption of a metric system. Although numerous 

reports recommending the reform were published, governments nonetheless proved almost 

consistently unwilling to go through with the metrication process.

1 McGreevy, T. The Basis of Measurement, Volume 1: Historical Aspects. Chippenham: Picton, 1995. , p. 62. 
2 Report from the Select Committee on Weights and Measures. HMSO, 1862., p. iv. 
3 Semmel, B. 'Parliament and the Metric System'. Isis, vol. 54, no. 1 (Mar., 1963), pp. 125-133.
4 McGreevy Measurement, Volume 1, pp. 170-1.
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From the middle of the nineteenth century to Margaret Thatcher's rise to power and the 

abolishment of the Metrication Board in 1979, the dissertation will follow the process of 

metrication in a changing Britain and a changing world. From the zenith of British global 

dominance through depressions and wars to a position as 'the sick man of Europe', the story 

of metrication has as its backdrop more than a century of European economic, social and 

political history. The first chapter examines the period from the 1850s to the turn of the 

century, an interval witnessing a growing international interest in the metric system, a 

simultaneous decline in Britain's global position and the first attempts at legislation towards 

metrication. The question of correlation between Britain's economic position and the 

domestic inertia of metrological reform carries on into the second chapter which concerns 

itself with the events from 1900 to 1950. While the World Wars cast a obvious shadow over 

these years, the early years of the twentieth century saw another flurry of metrological 

debate and although the successive wars diverted much energy from such mundane issues, 

it seems that they could nonetheless also have encouraged the metrication process. The 

final chapter looks at metrication as a party-political issue from 1951 to 1979, a time when 

Britain came within an inch of metrication, but retreated before a total commitment had been 

made. 

          The dissertation will argue that Britain's unique economic circumstances in the mid-

nineteenth century led to a century-long liberal, but inherently conservative, political and 

cultural climate, reluctant to identify with continental Europe and favouring short-term 

solutions which could never allow for a major metrological reform. This undue faith in liberal 

values and free market forces led successive governments to rely on voluntary measures to 

attain the necessary changes – an outcome which could arguably only have been reached 

by a compulsory and coordinated government initiative.

          What is outside the scope of this dissertation is an examination of the validity of the 

claims made on behalf of the metric system, or of the alleged deficiencies of the imperial. As 

far as possible, the basis of investigation will be the contemporary experiences and opinions, 

albeit contextualised in an inevitably retrospective global framework. Thus, while the different 
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developments and initiatives will obviously be evaluated in the light of the evidence and data 

available to them at the time, a somewhat more broadly informed perspective will 

nevertheless serve to place the British experience in a factual context. A fully comparative 

study, however, lies beyond the boundaries of this dissertation.

The metrological history of Britain has sadly received only little interest from historians, and 

those who have devoted attention to the topic have tended to focus on either the origins and 

diversity of the imperial system, or the technical refinement of the metric system from a 

purely scientific perspective. One of the few who have considered the social and cultural side 

of modern metrology is Edward Cox, who, writing solely on the mid-Victorian years, argues 

that 'prior standardization, fear of costs [...] and the relative ease of conversion' kept Britain 

non-metric.5  Although Cox does note the existence of pro-metric pressure groups, his article 

largely avoids consideration of the position of the Government and contextual events, which, 

combined with his temporally limited scope, renders his conclusion dubious and of limited 

relevance to any broader study. 

          Bernard Semmel, examining the political process over a much long period, argues that 

'all attempts at reform have been successfully countered by attachment to traditional ways 

and reluctance to change, first on the part of the aristocracy, the agricultural classes, the 

petty-bourgeois tradesmen and the working-class, and then by the engineering industry and 

the textile manufactures'.6 But while Semmel does regard Whitehall as the primary battle 

ground, he fails ask how these groups, and not the Government, could dictate the outcome in 

the first place. Published in 1963, his article furthermore does not consider the transformation 

of metrication into a party-political issue in the 60s and 70s, which would, at the very least, 

have warranted an amendment to his conclusion.     

          As early as 1898 Hugh Arnold-Forster blamed the slow progress of metrication on 'a 

few politicians, who, unfortunately, have great power',7 but this assertion seems ambiguous, 

5 Cox, E. F. 'The Metric System: A Quarter-Century of Acceptance (1851-1876)'. Osiris, vol. 13 (1958), pp. 358-
379.
6 Semmel 'Parliament'.
7 Arnold-Forster, H. O. The Coming of the Kilogram, Or the Battle of the Standards: A Plea for the Adoption of the 
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if not plain false, in retrospect: in his 1994 Basis of Measurement, although rarely engaging 

in analysis or speculation, Thomas McGreevy suggests that the 'lost opportunities' to 

metricate in fact illustrates the very limited power of Members of Parliament in instituting any 

kind of reform, even 'in the face of unprecedented inertia for change'.8 Thus, if Arnold-Forster 

merely considers 'a few politicians'  representatives of an inherently conservative system, 

then in some sense he may be right. But as McGreevy indicates, it seems unsatisfactory to 

simply conclude that politicians, in some vague sense, constitute the main obstacle.

          Ronald Zupko, somewhat of an authority on the history of metrology, goes further than 

any other in this direction, and makes a brief, albeit important, argument about the dubious 

powers of Parliament in relation to the question of metrication (and indeed any question). 

Although commenting on the first decade of the twentieth century, his assertion that private 

'manufacturing interests' had a significant influence on proceedings, especially in the House 

of Commons where members 'feared angering any large or vocal segment of the population', 

might well prove valid as a more general statement, and one very relevant to the fate of 

metrication. 

          

Although he does not concern himself with metrication in particular, Bernard Porter will 

nonetheless contribute much to the argument of this dissertation. He takes the idea of an 

ungovernable Britain to its extreme, and argues that the political and economic factors 

involved in making Britain what she was at her peak also made inevitable the prolonged 

decline that followed, and ultimately determined the course of both foreign and domestic 

policy during parts of the twentieth century.9 Because the metrication debate seems to be 

both an example of these forces at work nationally, and greatly influenced by their work in 

international relations, his argument will appear regularly throughout. 

          Like most of the above-mentioned works, this dissertation is informed largely by 

Metric System of Weights and Measures. Cassell and Co., 1898, p. 135.
8 McGreevy, T. The Basis of Measurement, Volume 2: Metrication and Current Practice. Chippenham: Picton, 
1997, pp. 277-8. 
9 Porter, B. Britain, Europe and the World 1850-1986: Delusions of Grandeur. 2nd ed. Allen and Unwin, 1987, pp. 
xi-xiii.
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records of Parliamentary debates, official reports and the proceedings and publications of 

pressure groups. However, in order to substantiate the argument and establish the intended 

causal relations, more consideration will be devoted to the context of Britain's circumstances 

and position in the world, as well as the relationship between the Government and the public. 

Furthermore, periods of war, often dismissed as times when metrication ceased to be an 

issue, will be examined more thoroughly.
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– Chapter One – 

Victorian Rationality and 'the French system' 1851-1900

By the middle of the nineteenth century, Britain was very much saturated with a sense of 

progress: steam power and mechanisation were some of the most tangible manifestations, 

but the development and apparent success of the free trade programme also showed a more 

political, if not ideological, side to the advancement.10 This sentiment provided the foundation 

for, and culminated in, the Great Exhibition of 1851 – a display not only of British 

craftsmanship and engineering, but a celebration of international progress.11 This first 

international exhibition did, however, also illustrate a significant impediment to international 

commerce and cooperation in the lack of a universal system of weights and measurement, to 

the great inconvenience for judges and visitors alike, who where faced with many different 

units and thus the problems of comparison and conversion.12 

          In 1837, France had implemented her metric system fully13 and by 1851 another 12 

nations had followed her lead.14 In Britain, a Royal Commission reported in 1841 that a 

decimal system was indeed desirable, albeit impracticable without decimal currency.15 The 

same year had appeared an anonymous pamphlet urging the public that such a system 

would be of the 'deepest interest to our trade and commerce'.16 Even so, only in 1851 was 

the practically of a universal system demonstrated, a fact cemented when the Paris 

exhibition four years later encountered the same problems. The judges urged even more 

strongly the adoption of a universal, and preferably decimal, system,17 and with more and 

more visitors aware of the issue, this request almost immediately led to the creation of the 

10 Turner, B. Free Trade and Protection. London: Longman Group, 1971, p. 19.
11 Gibbs-Smith C. H. The Great Exhibition of 1851. 2nd ed. London: HMSO, 1981, p. 8.
12 Brown, S. An Account of the Plan, Objects, and Progress of the International Association. London: C. and E. 
Layton, 1858, pp. 1-3.
13 Cox 'The Metric System'.
14 Zupko Revolution, p. 231.
15 McGreevy Measurement, Volume 2, p. 276.
16 Maslen, Decimus A New Decimal System , of Money, Weights, Measures, and Time, Proposed for Adoption in 
Great Britain. London: Smith, Elder and Co., 1841, p. iv.
17 Cox 'The Metric System'.
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International Association for Obtaining a Uniform Decimal System of Weights and 

Measures.18 As early as 1858 it was furthermore decided that the association would not just 

pursue any decimal system, but the metric system in particular.19 

In Parliament, the enthusiasm was somewhat more moderate. When asked about the current 

state and the prospects of a decimal reform, Gladstone (then Chancellor of the Exchequer) 

admitted that it was certainly 'a matter well worthy of attention', but that, as was the case in 

1824 and 1835, 'unfortunately the Legislature upon this matter often experienced its 

powerlessness'.20 Furthermore, concerning currency, he was not sure 'whether public opinion 

were sufficiently ripe for the change'.21 In reality, it seems that he may have been caught in a 

ideological dilemma: a Liberal and a warm advocate of free trade,22 he probably recognised 

the value, if not necessity, of a universal system. However, he also had to acknowledge that 

freedom from state intervention, freedom to pursue capitalism as one saw fit, seemed one of 

the pillars of British greatness.23 The predicament was therefore whether he, a Liberal 

statesman, could justify compulsory legislation in the name of progress.

          The International Association was, however, not discouraged and had by 1861 

gathered a multitude of petitions in favour of adopting the metric system. When presented to 

Parliament, a Select Committee was set up and had finished its report within a year. It 

concluded that compulsory adoption was indeed desirable, but that 'public conviction' had to 

'sanction compulsion' through an intermediate permissive phase.24  The International 

Association promptly set to work, and by March 1864 their compulsory Bill was being read a 

second time. However, because of an alleged 'common sense' against the metric system (of 

which the 1862 committee had seen none) and difficulty in distributing verified metric 

18 Brown An Account, pp. 6-7.
19 International Association Report on the Unit of Length. London: International Association, 1858, p.7.
20 House of Commons, 12 February 1857, vol. 144 cc. 590-1, available from Hansard Digitalisation Project 
Hansard 1803-2005, 2009. [Online]. Millbank Systems. Available from: http://hansard.millbanksystems.com 
[Accessed: 19.02.2009].
21 Decimal Association Proceedings: With an Introduction by Professor de Morgan. London: M. S. Rickerby, 1855, 
p. 24.
22 Turner Free Trade, pp. 19-20.
23 Porter Delusions of Grandeur, pp. 6-7.
24 Report from the Select Committee on Weights and Measures. HMSO, 1862, p. ix.
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standards, the Bill was reduced to a permissive nature and limited to concern contracts 

only.25 The result was, as was repeatedly pointed out, absurd: although legal contracts could 

now be made in metric units, a vendor using metric scales or weights was still liable to be 

punished for using illegal equipment.26 By the following spring, another attempt at 

compulsion, this time as an appeal to the free trade sentiment also failed,27 and 1869 saw the 

publication of the first official report speaking against compulsory metrication. Although the 

commission recognised that metric measures should be legalised in regard to the increase in 

metric trade globally, it saw 'no considerable portion' who desired compulsion and had to 

admit that in such cases the Government had very little power.28 For now, it seemed, the tide 

had turned against metric reform.

For the two decades following the 1869 report, metrication almost ceased to be an issue. 

Although Britain participated tentatively in the 1870 Commission Internationale du Mètre,29 

she refused to take part in the subsequent treaty which would commit her to sharing the 

costs of administrating and developing a system which she, after all, had not even fully 

legalised.30 Instead, the period from 1869 to 1875 saw a flurry of privately published 

pamphlets promoting a variety of more or less feasible metrological systems, so while metric 

arguments seemed defeated, the desire for reform lived on: some advocated a 

decimalisation of the current units,31 some a non-decimal approximation to metric units32 and 

some simply a simplified (and somewhat obscure) rendition of the metric system.33 This 

25 House of Commons, 4 May 1864, vol. 175 cc. 1-12, available from Hansard 1803-2005.
26 House of Commons, 16 April 1869, vol. 195 cc. 972-3, available from Hansard 1803-2005.
27 House of Commons, 13 May 1868 vol. 192 c. 179, available from Hansard 1803-2005.
28 Standards Commission Second Report of the Commissioners Appointed to Inquire into the Condition of the 
Exchequer Standards. On the Question of the Introduction of the Metric System of Weights and Measures into 
the United Kingdom. HMSO, 1869.
29 Bureau International des Poides et Mesures The International Metre Commission (1870-1872). [Online]. 
Available from: http://www.bipm.org/en/si/history-si/commission.html [Accessed 19.02.2009].
30 Zupko Revolution, p. 230; Convention du Mètre. [Online]. Available from: http://www.bipm.org/utils/  en/pdf/  
metre_convention.pdf [Accessed 19.02.2009].
31 Jeffreys, H. A. A Plea for the Yard, Pound, and Gallon: An English Decimal System of Money, Weights, and 
Measures. Rivingtons, 1872; Albert William Bonn Preliminary Notes to the Catechism of the Decimal Albert 
System of Weights, Measures and Coins. 1869.
32 Gregory, I. Gregory's British Metric System: A Complete Non-Decimal Assimilation of the British to the Metric 
System of Weights and Measures, Retaining their Present English Names. Cassell, Petter, and Galpin, 1873.
33 Saul, E. W. The Saulic Metric System, Or French System Simplified for Adoption in Great Britain and the 
Colonies. Taunton: Alexander Hammett, 1875.

http://www.bipm.org/utils/
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phenomenon diminished considerably after 1875, perhaps due to the Convention du Mètre 

that year solidifying the metric system's position as the international system of choice. 

Although none of the suggested systems were adopted, the Weights and Measures Act of 

1878 nonetheless saw a major improvement to British metrology: like the Magna Carta had 

envisaged, Britain now had, at least on paper, nationally defined units of length and mass, 34 

and as if this had somehow renewed her curiosity, she changed her mind and decided to join 

the Convention du Mètre in 1884.35    

Although opposition to the metric system was not yet organised or politicised in any 

significant way, there were of course still dissenting voice amongst both Members of 

Parliament and, albeit to a lesser degree, the public. While this opposition came on a variety 

of different grounds, one of the most dubious (but probably most persuasive too) was the 

assertion that Britain was to great to submit herself to 'the French system' – as John 

Herschel argues in 1867, 'there would seem to be far better reason for our continental 

neighbours to conform to our linear unit'.36 Even more extreme views attempted to portray the 

pro-metric agitation in Britain as a product of direct French pressure, and one such claim 

deserves to be restated in full:  

English statesmen are quite aware of the confusion of their weights and 

measures; and, without being vain-glorious (as the French pretend, in their 

impatience, when they speak of the system they are so proud of), they (our 

Members of the Two Houses) have not thought to upset their country in order to 

please French pride.37

With the putting up of a metric standard in Westminster, another opponent claimed, it 

34 Semmel 'Parliament'.
35 McGreevy Measurement, Volume 1, p. 150.
36 Herschel,  J. F. W. Familiar Lectures on Scientific Subjects. Alexander Strahan, 1867, p. 445. Italics in original.
37 Bonn, A. W. Preliminary Notes to the Catechism of the Decimal Albert System of Weights, Measures and 
Coins. Bonn, 1869, p. ii.
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seemed 'as though the Government of France ruled already over half of the British people'.38 

          Although the metric advocates remained relatively quiet in the period after 1869, and 

made only little effort to counter these kinds of claims, the internal structure of the pro-metric 

camp was changing: the International Association, ironically, was dissolving due to the 

success of its campaigns internationally, and the British branch thus lost much of its support 

for domestic activities.39 This gap, however, was quickly filled by the British Association for 

the Advancement of Science40 along with the Decimal Association and, by 1888, the New 

Decimal Association.41 By the late 1880s, however, the world was changing. '[T]he question 

of adopting the Metric Weights and Measures', the New Decimal Association concluded, 'is 

daily becoming more vitally important'. Any major initiative, however, seemed difficult as this 

sense of urgency had by no means spread to the general public, nor received much attention 

in Parliament.42 

Although open opposition to the metric system had practically disappeared by the 1890s,43  

there was a dark cloud looming over Britain. Her position as the 'workshop of the work' had 

been undermined during the last decades, both as a result of her free trading policies and of 

the inevitable fact that her Continental siblings were coming of age:44 she was, as it were, 'no 

longer in a position to dictate'.45 Complaints from merchants that the reluctance to adopt, or 

at least legalise, metric measures worsened their already increasingly unfavourable situation 

were now taken seriously: in 1895 a Select Committee submitted a wealth of evidence in 

support of the merchants' claim and, finding no significant opposition nor intolerable 

foreseeable consequences, again recommended the compulsory adoption of the metric 

system after a permissive two-year period.46 While Government could still not agree to 

38 Smyth, C. P. Our Inheritance in the Great Pyramid. 4th enlarged ed. William Isbister,  1880, p. 238.
39 Zupko Revolution, p. 241. 
40 Cox 'Metric System'.
41 Semmel 'Parliament'.
42 New Decimal Association The New Decimal Association: Established to Promote the Adoption of a Decimal 
System of Weights, Measures and Coinage, in the United Kingdom. New Decimal Association, 1891, pp. 11-2.
43 Semmel 'Parliament'.
44 Porter Delusions  of Grandeur , pp. 45-60.
45 Arnold-Forster The Coming, p. vi.
46 Report from the Select Committee on Weights and Measures. HMSO, 1895, p. iii.
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compulsive measures (forcing a change of such proportions unto the public would be an 

inconceivable break with principle of freedom, and thus a dangerous political move), it 

nonetheless acknowledged that there was 'a genuine demand among some of the large 

trades in some of the important commercial centres of the country for the legalisation of the 

[metric] system'.47 Thus, in order to 'remove hindrances to trade', the Act of 1897 legalised 

the use of metric units, scales and weights for a vast number of different transactions.48

The history of metrological reform in the nineteenth century is, at least in part, a story of 

political incompetence and nonsensical compromises, as the fiasco of the initial attempts of 

the 1820s and 1830s was repeated in 1864 and perhaps even to some extent in 1897. But 

the problem to which compulsive metrication could have been a solution, was probably much 

less obvious in the middle of the 1890s than it is in retrospective analysis: although Britain 

had experienced a very real decline (her export of machinery, for example, was less than half 

that of 1875)49, this decline is much more apparent in relation to the rise of industrial, and 

metric, Germany and France than in the absolute terms experienced by the average Briton. 

Thus, while it was revealed that some traders were indeed suffering, this hardly constituted a 

problem to the nation as such, and there seemed no grounds for nation-wide reform.

          Conversely, many metric proponents always seemed to believe that reform was never 

more than a few years away – how could Britain possibly fail to adopt such a rational 

system? – and even some advocates of alternative system regard their proposals as 

intermediate steps towards inevitable metrication.50 Surprisingly, some opponents took the 

consequence of this equation between metrication and rationality, and proclaimed that 

Britain's greatness was a product of neither money nor reason. The metric advocates, one 

argued, had 'defied the God who made them; they worshipped the Goddess of Reason' in 

pursuit of 'mere wealth'.51 While it may well be true that the Victorian middle-class did not 

47 House of Lords, 20 July 1897, vol. 51 cc. 513-4, available from Hansard 1803-2005.
48 House of Commons, 21 June 1897, vol. 50 c. 477, available from Hansard 1803-2005.
49 Handcock , W. D. ed. English Historical Documents 1875-1914. Eyre and Spottiswoode, 1977, pp. 192-3.
50 Yates, J. Narrative of the Origin and Formation of the International Association. 2nd ed. Bell  and Daldy, 1856. p. 
25; Gregory British Metric System, p. i.
51 Smyth The Great Pyramid, p. 236-51.
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regard the nation's greatness solely as an economical matter,52 this distinction between 

rationality and economy on one side and Britishness on the other, seems to indicate the 

beginning of a divergence between the global state of affairs and British self-perception.

          As Gladstone had argued back in the 1850s, there was a feeling that 'to go in advance 

of public opinion' would only serve to 'excite opposition', and that without its necessity being 

apparent beyond any doubt, change should be avoided.53 When Britain had found her proper 

place by the middle of the century, proactivity effectively withered. Contemporaries deplored 

this up-hill struggle: '[t]ill public opinion has been formed and expressed in a way which 

cannot be mistaken no change will be made by British Ministers' one lamented.54 As argued 

earlier, this tendency did however not necessarily mean that Parliament, or even the 

Government, was explicitly conservative or opposed to metrication. Rather than the 

metrological changes of adopting the metric system, it was the political consequences which 

were inhibitingly daunting. Arguably more so than other nations', the British Government was 

expected to bow to the opinion of the public, rather then its interests (which may well differ 

greatly)55, and thus prioritise immediate issues over long-term economic or metrological 

planning.   

Permissive legislation was much more in the liberal spirit. With the situation in the 1890s, 

there seemed no reason to deny those in need the option of trading in metric measures, both 

at home and abroad. After all, if people found that the metric system could not deliver the 

advantages it had promised, nobody would be forced to keep using it. If, on the other hand, 

the public happened to find it superior to the old system, then compulsory legislation 

prohibiting the latter could easily be considered at a later time. Either way, the Government 

could not be held accountable because the choice was with the people, and as soon as that 

choice was available the liberal market forces would inevitable eradicate the least desirable 

or convenient option.

52 Porter Delusions of Grandeur, p. 2.
53 House of Lords, 20 July 1897, vol. 51 c. 514, available from Hansard 1803-2005.
54 Arnold-Forster The Coming, p. ix.
55 Porter Delusions of Grandeur, p. 12.
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          In some sense, the Victorian era ended on a metrological high note. Although some 

metric advocates still doubted whether the public could be swayed without the prospect of 

compulsion,56 great progress had nonetheless been made since the Great Exhibition in 1851, 

and with a further 46 nations having subscribed to the metric system since then,57 and intra-

European commerce intensifying, it seemed inevitable that the new century would bring 

metric measures to Britain.

56 Levi, L. The Theory and Practice of the Metric System of Weights and Measures. Griffith and Farran, 1872, p. 6.
57 Zupko Revolution, p. 231.



HY3040 128024 17/42

– Chapter Two – 

A New World Order 1901-1950

Although a significant victory had been won in the last years of the nineteenth century, the 

Weights and Measures Act of 1897 permitting the use of metric measures was by no means 

the end of pro-metric advocacy. As early as 1904, a new Bill was before the House of Lords. 

The Act of 1897, it was noted, had failed to implement the compulsory recommendations of 

the 1895 committee, and the new Bill saw to rectify this omission.58 It was asserted that 

public opinion had finally come to favour the metric system, and that, with reference to the 

industrial expansion of Germany, any temporary inconveniences caused by the changeover 

could be disregarded in comparison to the  advantages.59 Even so, followed by complaints of 

unqualified conservatism, the Bill failed to make it past its second reading.60

          But not only did the 1904 Bill fail to further the legal position of the metric system, it 

may have had quite the opposite effect, as it appears to have provoked a surge in more or 

less organised opposition. The fact that the global metric community had grown rapidly, it 

was argued, was no proof of the system's desirability since it had 'always been forced upon 

the peoples by rulers who knew nothing practically about weights and measures'.61 It was 

felt, and perhaps not entirely without merit, that the compromise reached 1897 was to 

everyone's benefit, and that the unrelenting metric campaign was as unjustified as it was 

unnecessary. Unfortunately, one complained, while the advocates 'push their views with 

great vigour', the voice of opposition remained faint.62 In 1904, however, critical mass seems 

to have been reached, and 'the persistent efforts of the advocates of the French Metric 

System to get it enforced in the British Empire' led to the creation of the British Weights and 

58 McGreevy Measurement, Volume 2, pp. 280-1.
59 House of Lords, 23 February 1904, vol. 130 cc. 674-91, available from Hansard 1803-2005.
60 Semmel 'Parliament'.
61 Dukes, T. A. 'The Metric of the Duodecimal System'. The British Medical Journal, vol. 2, no. 2281 (Sep., 1904), 
p. 707.
62 Watson, C. M. Some Objections to the Compulsory Introduction of the Metric System. 1906, p. 1.
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Measures Association in 1904, with the primary purpose 'to combat the Metre'.63 Thus, 

although the 1904 Bill had been dealt with, the anti-metric forces were solidifying and 

preparing themselves for the next push for legal compulsion.  

The wait was a short one, since a new such Bill had already reached the Commons by early 

1907.  Even before the Bill had received its second reading, one group in particular had 

already declared its position: the Lancashire textile industry where, representatives stated, it 

was 'the unanimous desire of the Employers and Operatives that the Bill should be 

defeated'.64 The reason of this opposition became apparent during the ensuing debate. The 

export of textiles from the Lancashire industries, which amounted to almost a quarter of 

Britain's total export value,65 had for decades found a huge market in China and India – in the 

former case to such an extent that Lancashire products were claimed to constitute more than 

99 percent of the country's cotton import. A decision to force through mandatory metrication 

in Britain, the producers argued, would lead to a loss of these lucrative markets. Since 

importers there were now accustomed to trade in imperial units, and the 'Oriental was always 

doubtful and suspicious of any change', a change to metric units would leave British products 

vulnerable to US competition, still able to offer goods by the yard so familiar to the 

'suspicious' importers.66  

          Whether because of the advocacy of the British Weights and Measures Association or 

the gravity of the Lancashire industry's argument, the 1907 Bill was eventually defeated, 

albeit only by 150 to 118.67 The Decimal Association later attempted to convince the Board of 

Trade that the rhetoric employed in 1907 was invalid, because, just like the 1864 Act had 

enabled exporters to trade in metric terms without legalising the measures internally, so 

compulsive metrication would have no impact on export in imperial terms.68 Valid argument 

or not, it seems that an industry so vital to Britain's economy warranted a certain amount of 

63 British Weights and Measures Association The Position We Take Up. 1904, p. 1.
64 National Archives, Board of Trade papers, BT 101/644, letter from H. Hornby et al. March 21th 1907.
65 Handcock Historical Documents, p. 193; Stevenson, J. British Society 1914-45. Penguin, 1984, p. 104.
66 House of Commons, 22 March 1907, vol. 171 c. 1343, available from Hansard 1803-2005.
67 McGreevy Measurement, p. 284.
68 National Archives, Board of Trade papers, BT 13/41/4, letter from the Decimal Association November 1913.
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political consideration. The metric promises of long term advantages and improved 

competitive edge were unlikely to impress, particularly at a time when the industry was in fact 

rather prosperous, and tinkering with the apparently successful formula would thus have 

been a political minefield. While Britain was still suffering from the explosive increase in 

global industrialisation and trade around her, she was still not suffering enough, or her 

suffering not obvious enough, to revise her Victorian principles of progress through freedom 

and the inherent evil of state intervention.69

The result of the 1907 failure was a period much like the one which had followed the 

conservative 1869 report. As organised metric advocacy started to dwindle (although the 

British Weights and Measures Association warned that this was 'only part of the game to lull 

their opponents into a sense of false security')70, two familiar phenomena made a 

reappearance: first the assertion that it was 'fortunately not [British] custom to be guided by 

logic in these or any other matters'71, and later a new wave of proposals for alternative 

measurement systems, though this time focusing to a larger degree on compatibility with the 

metric system.72 One suggested rather optimistically, that if the international metre could be 

changed from the cumbersome equivalent of 39.37011 inches to 40 inches exactly, Britain 

could consider a full scale reform and 'other nations would probably follow'.73 

          Unlike the situation in the 1870s however, Britain's economic prospects were now 

significantly brighter. Where exports were effectively stagnant between 1875 and 1895, total 

export value had more than doubled by the 1910s.74 But while Britons saw a nation which 

was finally catching its breath and regaining momentum, the outside world had not slowed 

down to wait. When British exports reached a high in 1914, the nation's trading nonetheless 

now only constituted one seventh of global trade, whereas the proportion had been one third 

69 Porter Delusions of Grandeur, p. 69.
70 British Weights and Measures Association Third Annual Report. 1907, p. 8.
71 British Weights and Measures Association Fourth Official Report and Journal. 1908, p. 15.
72 Buckman, S. S. An Octaval Instead of a Decimal System: An Essay to Show the Advantages of an Eight-
Figure, and the Disadvantages of a Ten-Figure Notation For Money, Weights and Measures. 1909; Granger, A. 
Our Weights and Measures: A Suggested Simplification and an Approach to the Metric System. 1917.
73 McConnel, F. R. The Decimal System Applied to British Coinage, and Weights and Measures. 1916, p. 9.
74 Handcock Historical Documents, pp. 193-4.
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in 1875.75 Metrication, too,  was starting to attract interest from nations previously unthinkable 

subjects of such reform: China, which had been described as 'suspicious of any change' only 

few years previously, was now contemplating a major metrological reform and 

standardisation, and had already decided that it would not be adopting the British system, but 

rather approximate metric measures.76 Even amongst the British colonies imperial units were 

falling into disfavour, with Australia deciding almost unanimously to go down the metric route 

and Malta having already passed legislation with the same purpose.77 

          With a rise in metric exports the natural result of these developments, the logic behind 

permissive legislation and freedom of choice was beginning to show cracks at its foundation. 

When Alexander Siemens, prominent member of the Decimal Association, entered into 

dialogue with the Bradford Textile Society on the question of metrication in 1913, the 

response was vastly different from that given by Lancashire in 1907. 'Don't these people 

[opponents of compulsive metrication] see', it was lamented, 'that in compelling 

manufactures and traders to have two standards, one for home consumption, and one for 

dealing with metrical countries they handicap the manufactures and traders'.78 The metric 

Acts of 1864 and 1897, previously regarded as victories, were now coming back to haunt the 

industry. While in the domestic market there seemed now little prospect of metrication, 

manufactures nonetheless strived to maintain their increasingly metric export levels in an 

increasingly expensive dual production. Metric compulsion, regarded in Bradford with 

unprecedented approval, could certainly bring an end to this unfortunate situation since the 

problem envisaged was 'more than anything else the difficulty of making the change' and 

getting the industry 'to take united action'.79 But as the argument for metrication finally 

seemed to have acquired a measure of urgency, and a resolution for compulsive reform was 

carried almost unanimously in Bradford, the world was moving again. This time, however, 

towards a common disaster.
75 Stevenson British Society, p. 105.
76 Decimal Association Summary of Official Reports on the Metric System. 2nd ed. 1911, p. 8.
77 Decimal Association Progress of the Metric System in the British Colonies. 1911, pp. 1-2.
78 Decimal Association Bradford and the Metric System: A Verbatim Report of Mr. Alexander Siemens' Address 
on 17th November. 1913, p. 6.
79 Decimal Association Bradford and the Metric System: A Verbatim Report of Mr. Alexander Siemens' Address 
on 17th November. 1913, p. 9.
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The outbreak of the First World War in August 1914 naturally put a dampener on, and in 

many cases probably an abrupt end to, initiatives towards metrication in Britain. Even so, the 

conflict also seems to have introduced the issue as a variable in a number of important new 

considerations: when, for example, the Engineering Industries Committee announced its 

position on metrication in 1917, it asserted that Britain had 'learnt much during the War of the 

thoroughness adopted by the Germans', and that it was therefore 'quite evident that our 

future policy must be to organise and systematise wherever possible'. In conclusion, 

however, it found that the inconveniences a reform would cause outweighed the 

advantages.80 Also, when the Committee on Commercial and Industrial Policy reported on 

the desirability of initiating different possible initiatives in 1918, it felt compelled to consider 

metrication. Although the report seemed to indicate that such a reform might have been 

desirable during 'normal' peace-time, two persuasive arguments were articulated against its 

introduction in 1918: firstly, the industrial disruptions which would inevitably follow a reform of 

such magnitude, it was argued, would give German industry, which was already metric,  an 

undesirable advantage in the global market. Secondly, and closer to home, it was though 

that metric units would create an unwelcome demand on time and resources when the time 

eventually came for the reconstruction process to begin.81 

          However, while there may have been good reasons not to force through metrication 

amidst the fog of war, the Government had nevertheless had to revise its principle of non-

intervention in order to get the industry coordinated and geared for war-time production. 

Even so, with this state intervention ending as soon as possible after the armistice, the 

reconstruction effort was soon tinted by the same absence of coordination and long-term 

planning which had dominated in 1914. Export trade had plummeted during the war, and with 

difficulties sustaining the necessary production volume, import had increased considerably. 

Despite the dubious advantage of German industry now hardly being in a position to 

80 National Archives, Board of Trade papers, BT 55/24, Engineering Industries Committee report on metrication 
1917.
81 Committee on Commercial and Industrial Policy Final Report of the Committee on Commercial and Industrial  
Policy after the War. HMSO, 1918, pp. 53-6.
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compete, Britain found that many of the export markets she had been neglecting for several 

years had now turned to other suppliers.82 In this delicate economic and political 

environment, the metric question was more than likely considered too abstract or distant to 

warrant serious attention, and by the 1920s it had effectively disappeared from both the 

public mind and political discourse.83      

          The Decimal Association, meanwhile, was still operating, albeit at reduced capacity. In 

1937 it discontinued the publication of its journal, and opted instead for a quarterly single-

sheet news bulletin.84 The same year a decision was made to focus solely on the advocacy 

decimalised currency for the time being, instead of attempting to fight two battles 

simultaneously85 – although a minor metric comment did appear in 1938 to announce that 

visitors at the Association's offices were now 'invited to try their weight on a personal 

weighing machine in kilograms'.86  

The demanding and uncompromising cloud of total war reappeared over Britain in 1939, and, 

like in 1914, it lay claims to many resources and much attention. Even so, the Decimal 

Association decided to continue its work, and cherished a hope that during 'a time when 

sweeping changes are accepted by the public almost daily, the reform of our coinage and 

weights and measures is by no means a remote possibility',87 a hope which was shared by a 

contributor to the British Medical Journal, who added that the metric system itself, after all, 

had been conceived during the French Revolution and implemented under Napoleon.88 

Despite its efforts, however, contributions and subscriptions to the Decimal Association soon 

started diminishing, and as a result it was forced to give up its offices in Victoria Street, and 

moved into somewhat more humble accommodation in late 1939. After a single issue in 

1940, even the news letter was discontinued when the editor himself joined the war effort.89

82 Stevenson British Society, pp. 57-9, 106; Porter Delusions of Grandeur, pp. 82-90.
83 Semmel 'Parliament'.
84 Decimal Association News Bulletin: No. 1. 1937.
85 Decimal Association News Bulletin: No. 2. 1937.
86 Decimal Association News Bulletin: No. 5. 1938. Italics in original.
87 Decimal Association News Bulletin: No. 11. 1939.
88 Lampard, M. E. 'Plea for the Metric System'. The British Medical Journal, vol. 1, no. 4122 (Jan., 1940), p. 36.
89 Decimal Association Progress Report of the Council. 1946, pp. i, 2.
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          The hope that the Government would seize the opportunity to introduce metric 

measures, however, proved rather naïve. When the question was tentatively brought before 

the Prime Minister in 1943, the answer was a short but unambiguous 'no, sir'.90 Likewise, 

when the Chancellor of the Exchequer was asked to qualify his refusal to consider 

metrication as a measure of post-war planning in 1944, the answer was simply that 'to give 

an explanation would carry [him] far beyond the limits of an answer in Parliament'.91 The 

President of the Board of Trade, too, when prompted merely referred to the 1897 Act and 

remarked that he did not contemplate any further legislation.92 Within the Army, on the other 

hand, interest in metric measures had increased. As the Decimal Association had foreseen,93 

international military cooperation had revealed some of the merits of the metric system to the 

British forces. However, without any acknowledgement from the Royal Navy and the Royal 

Air Force, neither of whom had not experienced these advantages, Army commanders were 

forced to recognise that metrological uniformity between the services outweighed the 

advantages of a metric Army.94

          

Like the previous war, the Second World War forced the British Government to industrial 

intervention on an unprecedented scale. Unlike 1918, however, the situation after 1945 

demanded  more government regulation, and for longer. An impoverished nation with many 

homes and factories destroyed in the blitz, authoritarian initiatives like rationing were 

essential to regaining stability. The new Labour government's direct involvement in the 

industry lasted the rest of the decade, and ran so deeply that up to one quarter of the cotton 

industry's equipment purchases in 1948 were paid with government funds. And although the 

immediate postwar years again proved politically frail, the emergence of the first Labour 

government itself seemed to indicate that certain changes were, if not desired, then at least 

accepted by the public.95

90 House of Commons, 4 May 1943, vol. 389 cc. 32-3W, available from Hansard 1803-2005.
91 House of Commons, 22 February 1944, vol. 397 c. 656, available from Hansard 1803-2005.
92 House of Commons, 7 November 1944, vol. 404 c. 1285W, available from Hansard 1803-2005.
93 Decimal Association News Bulletin: No. 11; 
94National Archives, War Office records, WO 32/12235, Memo concerning metrication in the Army February 20th 

1947. 
95 Porter Delusions of Grandeur, pp. 109-11; Stevenson British Society, pp. 444-8; Bartlett, C. J. A History of 
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          While Britain was introduced to nationalisation and health service without significant 

opposition, metrication was not on the Prime Minister's list. Although the Association of 

British Chambers of Commerce had drawn up a petition urging the Government to take steps 

towards metric compulsion,96 when asked whether he had any intentions of looking into the 

matter in late 1945, Mr. Attlee could not see any reason for further enquiries97 –  and not, that 

is, because he was already convinced of its merits. In 1946 the Decimal Association 

resumed its work and (perhaps because of insufficient funds for a public campaign – it was 

still operating from a temporary address after all) adopted a strategy of direct pressure on the 

Government. Both the former and the present administration, it regretted, had been 

'sheltering behind the Parliamentary knowledge that matters of this kind never can arouse 

“popular” demand by the mass of electors'.98 While, on several occasions, the Decimal 

Association emphasised the potential positive impact of metrication on vital export trade and, 

by extension, the limping national economy,99 no action was taken. 

This first half of the twentieth century, then, did nothing to further the position of the metric 

system in Britain, and the persistence of the Decimal Association may even have given the 

cause a worse name than in 1900. While one can speculate whether the developments in the 

early 1910s could, eventually, have led to an increased awareness of the plight of the 

industry, and, perhaps, metrication, had war not broken out in 1914, the interesting subject in 

this period seems the extent to which state intervention during war-time and reconstruction, 

and particularly the socialist policies of the first Labour government, might have enabled the 

introduction of metric measures. Where the desire in 1918 seems to have been simply to 

return to pre-war conditions as fast as possible, 1945 forced the nation to revise, amend and 

look ahead, and it its arguably here one finds the most inviting opportunity to implement 

metrological reform. On the other hand, and especially for a first-time government, devoting 

Postwar Britain 1945-74. Longman Group, 1976, pp. 15-48.
96 National Archives, Board of Trade papers, BT 101/1140, letter from Association of British Chambers of 
Commerce October 15th 1945.
97 House of Commons, 22 October 1945, vol. 414 c. 1675, available from Hansard 1803-2005.
98 Decimal Association Progress Report, p. 7.
99 National Archives, Board of Trade papers, BT 101/1166, letters from the Decimal Association September 1947 
to May 1948.
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resources to an extensive reform of no apparent benefit to the nation, might have been 

regarded as a step too far, and, if rationed goods were issued in foreign measures, might 

well have been regarded as adding insult to injury.

          Perhaps the periods of conflict did provide chances to go metric, but at the same time 

metrological reform was the last thing on people's minds during such trying times. And as 

government agendas were still, albeit not entirely unjustified, dictated by the immediately 

concerns of the public, long-term considerations such as metrication remained of secondary 

importance, and for almost two decades the issue received virtually no government attention. 
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– Chapter Three – 

Party-Politics in Post-War Britain 1951-1979

While the Prime Minister had announced in 1945 that he could not see the advantage of 

another committee on weights and measures, one was nonetheless set up and had its report 

(the 'Hodgson Report'), substantially informed by evidence submitted by the Decimal 

Association, ready in 1951. Amazingly, before it was even published, the President of the 

Board of Trade had already declared that the central recommendation of the report, namely 

metrication, could certainly not be accepted by the Government.100 Thus, before anyone 

outside Parliament had a chance to read the argument, any resulting debate had already 

been largely prevented by the Government's proactive statement. What the committee found, 

was that there was no longer a question of 'whether to adhere either to the imperial or the 

metric system', but a question of whether the nation should maintain the unpractical and 

expensive dual practice or go uniformly metric sooner rather than later. The shorter the 

transitional period the better, it argued, but envisaged that a complete reform might take up 

to 20 years, although compensation might be considered to encourage certain sectors' more 

rapid changeover.101 As the first official body speaking in favour of metrication since 1895, 

the Hodgson Report received a number of replies from different industries, least surprisingly 

perhaps from the Engineers and Allied Hand Tool Makers Association who, with a 'combined 

output of at least 95% of the Rules, Measures, Measuring Tapes [etc.] produced in the 

United Kingdom', had a strong interesting in maintain the imperial units.102 On the whole, 

however, the report received little attention and was soon forgotten, having apparently 

convinced no one of its conclusion, and with few exceptions, the metric question remained 

untouched for the rest of the decade. 

100 House of Commons, 10 May 1951, vol. 487 c. 240W, available from Hansard 1803-2005. 
101 Report of the Committee on Weights and Measures Legislation. HMSO, 1951, pp. 6-9.
102 National Archives, Board of Trade papers, BT 101/1183, letter from the Engineers and Allied Hand Tool 
Makers Association October 5th 1951.
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          In 1960, the Association of British Chambers of Commerce who had petitioned the 

Government for metrication in 1945, published a new report (the 'Butterworth Report') 

produced in cooperation with the Association for the Advancement of Science. The 

difference with this report, the President of the former stated, was its foundation in 'a 

practical, pragmatic outlook far, far away for mere academic considerations',103 although this 

approach to the question, as with the report's emphasis on the results of a survey conducted 

among business, arguably changed the question from should Britain change into does 

Britain want to change – a rather significant shift. Either way, one of the conclusions drawn 

by the report was that the argument for metrication with reference to increased export trade 

was quite invalid: since Britain was already enjoying a 'thriving trade with metric countries' 

and it seemed that the measures adopted for internal trade had 'little effect in dictating the 

flow of external trade' anyway, metrication could never been significant in this respect.104 On 

the whole, quite contrary to the objective, a rather academic argument completely ignoring 

the very practical problem of dual production expressed decades earlier. Furthermore, 

although the replies to the committee's survey did reveal some interesting and useful data, 

large parts seem to have been ignored. For example,  when 139 companies replied that the 

retention of the imperial system was undesirable in regards to their export trade, five replied 

positively and the remaining 362 were unaffected, the report concluded that there was 'no 

strong feeling […] that we are being adversely affected […] by the retention of the imperial 

system'.105 While only 90 of the 737 respondents were opposed to metrication in principle, in 

many cases acceptance came with the condition that the changeover should be done in 

concert with the US and the Commonwealth. But, seeing no desire for reform from either, the 

report concluded that compulsory metrication should not be attempted (or rather, was not 

desired).106 Much less progressive than the Hodgson Report, one commentator felt that this 

new enquiry left one 'wondering whether the topics will continue only to be discussed for 

103 British Association for the Advancement of Science and the Association of British Chambers of Commerce 
Decimal Coinage and the Metric System: Should Britain Change?. Butterworths Scientific Publications, 1960, p. 
iii.
104 British Association for the Advancement of Science Decimal Coinage and the Metric System, pp. 38-40.
105 British Association for the Advancement of Science Decimal Coinage and the Metric System, pp. 48-50.
106 British Association for the Advancement of Science Decimal Coinage and the Metric System, p. 51.
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another 100 years'.107 

During the early 1960s, the British Standards Institution started reporting a change in opinion 

among its industrial representatives. The desire for coordination with the US and the 

Commonwealth, which had largely informed the conclusion of the Butterworth Report, was 

diminishing, and more and more seemed to favour reform sooner rather than later, be it 

alone or along with the last non-metric strongholds.108 This changing perception of the 

inevitability of metrication was probably furthered by the decision to change the legal 

definition of the imperial yard from its own standard to an exact portion of the metric standard 

in 1963.109 Continuously monitoring this development, the Standards Institute relayed its 

findings to the Board of Trade, and following the Labour victory in 1964 it looked as though 

Britain had elected a government which could be persuaded by the industry's increasing 

desire for metric measures. In the late spring of 1965, the Government reached the 

conclusion that 'considerations of industrial efficiency and long-term export promotion' 

necessitated official action to end 'a situation where many sectors of industry are each 

waiting for others to move first',110 and on May 24th the President of the Board of Trade 

announced, for the first time in British history, the Government's intention to encourage, but 

not force, the change to the metric system within 10 years111 – finally, the Daily Express 

jested, did Napoleon get his revenge for Waterloo.112 

          Although de Gaulle, too, got his way when he vetoed the British application to join the 

EEC in 1967,113 the metrication efforts were nonetheless gaining momentum. A Standing 

Joint Committee on Metrication was set up in 1966 and published its report (not on whether 

but on how) two years later. The main obstacle, it found, was that the retail sector, which had 

107 Tippett, L. H. C. 'Review: “Decimal Coinage and the Metric System. Should Britain Change?”'. Journal of the 
Royal Statistical Society, vol. 124, no. 1 (1961), pp. 104-105. 
108 Institution of Production Engineers Metrication – The Problems of Change: Conference Proceedings. 1968, pp. 
1-2.
109 McGreevy Measurement, Vol. 2, p. 290.
110 National Archives, Board of Trade papers, BT 258/2374, Committee on External Economic Policy report May 
17th 1965.
111 House of Commons, 24 May 1965, vol. 713 cc. 32-3W, available from Hansard 1803-2005. 
112 Daily Express, 25 May 1965, front page.
113 Bartlett Postwar Britain, pp. 242-5. 
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been largely ignored by the Government in order to reduce immediate opposition, had little 

desire to use metric units, and that this in turn held back further progress in the industries. It 

therefore recommended the creation of a Metrication Board which could coordinate the 

changeover across all sectors, and produce a time table to guide the entire process.114 Within 

a year, the Metrication Board was established and operating,115 and after two years its first 

report was published. More a review of the process up to then and a statement of intent than 

an actual report, the publication indicated a strong conviction on the part of the Metrication 

Board that further progress was now inevitable, and  a belief that 'those who get out of step 

or drag their feet will find themselves being left behind'.116 And while the second report, 

published 1971, also applauded the progress made, it also warned that if the acquired 

momentum was lost, it might prove very difficult to regain117 – an assertion which proved very 

true for the metrication process from 1971.   

          

The Conservative victory in 1970 marked the end of the initial burst of progress. Although the 

currency was successfully and peacefully decimalised in 1971, the new Government felt no 

obligation to continue its predecessor's level of involvement in a metrological reform. It 

argued that the Labour government had neglected due parliamentary debate prior to its 

radical decision, and felt that the entire project was attempting to introduce nationally a 

system which only the industry needed and desired.118 Thus, before any further progress 

could be sanctioned, a White Paper would have to be produced which could fully chart the 

situation and evaluate plans of action without any of Labour's alleged stealthy tactics. As it 

turned out, this rather slender volume took over a years to produce, and in the meantime 

confusion and doubts about the future of the metric endeavour spread as sweeping progress 

turned to lingering anticipation.119 When it finally did appear in 1972, although acknowledging 

114 Standing Joint Committee on Metrication Change to the Metric System in the United Kingdom. HMSO, 1968, 
pp. 1-7.
115 McGreevy Measurement, Vol. 2, p. 299.
116 Metrication Board Going Metric: The First 5 Years 1965-69. HMSO, 1970, p. iii.
117 Metrication Board Going Metric: Progress in 1970. HMSO, 1971, p. 2.
118 McGreevy Measurement, Vol. 2, pp. 291-305; Conservative Political Centre Measure for Measure: A Viewpoint 
on Metrication. 1971, p. 7-17.
119 McGreevy Measurement, Vol. 2, pp. 306-10.
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the need for further metrication, it did so in a peculiarly reluctant fashion. Where the Labour 

government had started requiring government contracts and applications to be specified 

metrically in 1969,120 thus using government spendings as a means of furthering the use of 

metric measures, the 1972 White Paper made explicitly that this practice would no longer be 

pursued, and that the specifications of public spending would conform to market supply.121 

The President of the Metrication Board found the drafts of the publication to convey 'an 

impression of limb indifference on the part of the Government, of an intention to evade issues 

rather than have a purposive attitude towards them',122 an tendency which was clearly 

reflected in the Board's report of progress in 1972. The report concluded that in the 

'continued absence of positive action by the Government in support of their declared policy', 

both precious momentum and faith in the 1975 target date had largely been lost. It therefore 

recommend, in a direct reply to the White Paper, that the solution to getting back on track 

was, at least partly, the 'vigorous use' of metric government buying power. Furthermore, it 

recommended that the time had come for the Government to start considering legislative 

measures for the eventual abolishing of imperial measures, especially in order to bring the 

retail sector up to speed.123 

          Fortunately, when Britain joined the EEC in 1973, her entry was conditioned by her 

acceptance of one such deadline. With an extension already granted, Britain committed 

herself to having completed the metric changeover by 1980.124 This new obligation, however, 

made little impact on domestic policy, and there was little official effort to regain the 

momentum lost since 1970. In its report on 1973, the Metrication Board even found that the 

Commonwealth countries who had followed Britain's lead in the late 1960s, but had 

maintained their momentum into the 1970s, where now moving further towards full 

metrication than Britain herself. Again, it was strongly recommended that public purchasing 

power was used to further the process,125 but with the original, and still official, target date of 
120 Zupko Revolution, p. 272
121 Department of Trade and Industry Command 4880 Metrication White Paper. HMSO, 1972, p. 2.
122 National Archives, Department of Trade and Industry records, FV40/94, letter from P. Ritchie-Calder March 19th 

1971.
123 Metrication Board Going Metric: Progress in 1972. HMSO, 1973, pp. 10-28.
124 Bartlett Postwar Britain, p. 303; McGreevy Measurement, p. 314.
125 Metrication Board Going Metric: The Next Phase. HMSO, 1974, pp. 8-17.
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1975 clearly no longer plausible and no other suggestions forthcoming, it seemed that the 

Conservative government had, while not explicitly retracting its support of metrication in 

principle, effectively abandoned the project. 

The return of Labour in 1974 did little to improve the situation, although by the mid-1970s 

concerns about the economy were undoubtedly considered more urgent than meeting the 

EEC's, or indeed any, deadline for metrication.126 Economical concerns, however, spoke both 

for and against metric measures in a rather strange pattern: as early as 1973 the Metrication 

Board reported that the public was very much warming up to the idea of metrication, finding 

that for every one consumer in opposition, two others regarded the reform as beneficial to 

the country.127 Even young housewives, a group which parliamentary discourse had 

portrayed as 'the opposition at home' for a century, were behind the initiative by 1975,128 and 

a year later an estimated 85% of the population, whether pleased with the conclusion or not, 

had accepted that metrication was inevitable.129 In Parliament  the attitude was rather 

different and, perhaps because of the increasingly tense economic climate, occasionally 

somewhat impatient, particularly towards the stagnant metrication project. By late 1975, the 

Government was asked to give an 'estimate of the expenditure that would be saved […] by 

the suspension of progress towards metrication',130 and in 1976 it was suggested if not the 

Metrication Board could be 'pruned or, preferably, axed altogether' and an end brought to the 

'obsessive dogmatic attachment to total metrication'.131 

          The Metrication Board, however, remained active, if only to report on the continuous 

lack of progress. Again in 1975, as the years before, it could report little other than a lack of 

resolution and courage on the part of the Government, and an increase in confusion and 

unfortunate  compromises as a result. The industry, it seemed, was losing faith in any kind of 

coordinated progress in the retail sector, and the Board again urged that cut-off dates should 

126 Bartlett Postwar Britain, p. 297.
127 Metrication Board Going Metric: The Next Phase. HMSO, 1974, p. 24.
128 NOP Market Research Life Style of the Younger Housewife, 1975. Colchester: UK Data Archive, SN: 227.
129 House of Commons, 5 July 1976, vol. 914 c. 939, available from Hansard 1803-2005. 
130 House of Commons, 23 October 1975, vol. 898 c. 276W, available from Hansard 1803-2005. 
131 House of Commons, 11 October 1976, vol. 917 c. 18, available from Hansard 1803-2005. 
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be announced in order to save whatever momentum was left .132 Although the Labour 

government kept up an appearance of support and encouragement in the latter half of the 

1970s, little was done to actively orchestrate a retail sector changeover, and in May 1978 the 

Government was given what was arguably a last chance to substantiate its declared support 

for the project: a number of draft Orders had been produced, giving legal effect to previously 

agreed cut-off dates for imperial trade in a range of retail products. Yet after confirming that 

these Orders did indeed reflect the desires of the vast majority of trade and consumer 

organisations, the Government nonetheless refused to proceed with them, because of 

apprehension at the prospect of legal sanctions against retails who would not comply. 

Voluntary changeover would be the way for Britain.133 Whether the Labour government still 

genuinely believed this to be a feasible option, or whether it was simply considered the least 

damaging policy (economically or politically) available, seems highly debatable.

Not surprisingly, continued encouragement for voluntary metrication failed to bring about any 

change in the retail sector. The very reason representatives had asked for legal cut-off dates 

was the highly competitive nature of retail, since while most agreed the reform would be 

beneficial, no one was prepared to sacrifice their competitive edge by going first. The return 

of a Conservative government in 1979, this time under Margaret Thatcher, marked the 

definitive end of the metric endeavour. The Metrication Board was abolished in November, 

and no effort was made by the new Government to fill its place.134 The same year, the first of 

several EEC directives of the issue agreed to postpone the date for Britain's metric 

changeover to 1990. In 1980 the engineering industry alone wasted an estimated £1100 

million maintaining its dual production.135

After a long incubation period following the Second World War, the Labour government gave 

132 Metrication Board Going Metric: Progress in 1974. HMSO, 1975, pp. 7-15.
133 Metrication Board Going Metric: Progress in 1977/78. HMSO, 1978, p. 8: Metrication Board Final Report of the 
Metrication Board. HMSO, 1980, p. 10.
134 House of Commons, 14 November 1979, vol. 973 c. 642W, available from Hansard 1803-2005. 
135 McGreevy Measurement, Vol. 2, pp. 315-8.
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the first ever official encouragement for the adoption of the metric system in 1965, effectively 

transforming the question, or at least the method, of metrication into a party-political issue. It 

seems debatable, however, whether the solo race strategy following from the surprise 

announcement was in fact the right move – had the Conservatives for example been invited 

to a debate, or merely received advance notice, prior to 1965, the feeling of subterfuge and 

strong reaction in the early 1970s might have been more or less avoided. On the other hand, 

engaging in debate would probably have lessened the impact of the announcement, and with 

it the energy which droved the first wave of progress. Such speculations aside, it is important 

to note that the Labour government need not necessarily have acted out of consideration for 

the industry's interests in efficiency or export drive, but rather because a largely united 

industry repeatedly voiced a desire for reform. Action had arguably become politically 

justifiable during the early 1960s,  because it could be argued as a case for efficient industry 

and not a case for metrication. It  furthermore seems reasonable to assume that, at least 

somewhere down the line, considerations of a future application for the EEC informed part of 

Labour's desire to get the process started.  

          While the Conservative backlash in 1970 might have been avoided, the new 

Government very much took the public's side, or at least the side it perceived to be the 

public's. Whether in an attempt to please the electorate or out of genuine conviction, the 

feasibility of preserving imperial retail trade in the face of a metric industry must have 

seemed implausible even at the time. The Metrication Board became a Labour project 

marooned in a Conservative sea, almost having to work against official policy to serve its 

purpose, but perhaps proving an import factor in the general acceptance of metrication by 

the mid-1970s. While the abolishment of the Board in 1979 certainly stands out as a mile 

stone, it was effectively little more than an epilogue, a bit of inevitable tidying up: the real end 

of the metrication campaign came in 1978 when the Labour government refused to proceed 

with the draft Orders to make unlawful imperial units in trade with certain items. Although 

compulsion had never been the intention of the programme (although both the Standing Joint 

Committee and the Metrication Board seem to have anticipated such a development), it was 
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obvious by 1978 that the voluntary approach was not, and never would, work in the retail 

sector. Yet sacrificing the many for the few, even with representatives from said sector and a 

majority of the general public supporting moves towards compulsory legislation, the 

Government maintained its pseudo-Victorian principle of freedom – although by the 1970s, 

that principle looked more like an irresponsible policy of non-commitment than the way 

towards the twenty-first century.
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– Conclusion –

After 1851, the case for metrication was not so much an argument for a better system as it 

was an argument for uniformity. There are, of course, numerous variables which might have 

provided the process with a more fertile foundation; perhaps if continental relations had not 

been tainted by the French revolution and the Napoleonic wars, or British industry had 

suffered more intensely in the early 1900s or been hit even worse during the blitz, or the 

Labour government had been re-elected in 1970, Britain could have been metric by 1980. 

Even so, as this dissertation has attempted to show, it was a continuous reluctance to plan in 

the long term, and instead focus on the inevitably short-term concerns of the broad voting 

public, which ultimately made metrication in Britain impossible prior to 1980.

          In the 1890s, with Britain still largely on top of the global economy, and faith in 

progress through freedom still seemed plausible, metrological duality constituted an obstacle 

to certain exporters, but was by no means a national problem. With the twentieth century, 

however, came increased competition in the international market place, and with that an 

increasing handicap for British manufactures. The policy of non-compulsion and belief in the 

dynamics of free markets continued to inform official decisions, although the world no longer 

resembled the conditions under which these means had appeared effective. In the immediate 

aftermath of both World Wars, however, a very urgent need for organisation and control 

meant that the liberal philosophy had to be set aside, albeit only as far and for as long as 

absolutely necessary, and metrological reform was arguably not within this temporary 

mandate for state intervention. 

          When the Labour government made the decision to encourage the metrication process 

in 1965, the strong desire from the industry seems to have, at least to some extent, made the 

choice politically defensible. Although it remains debatable whether the project had fared 

better if the Conservatives had been included from the outset, the 1970 Government 
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constituted an almost insurmountable obstacle to the momentum gained through the late 

1960s. Even if Labour had foreseen a metrication process without legal compulsion, the mid-

1970s seemed to provide an environment where such measures, if not directly desired, 

would have been accepted by the majority of the population – but even though a policy of 

non-compulsion by then effectively favoured the few in opposition over the masses' mix of 

acceptance and need, the energetic Labour which had launched the project 13 years earlier 

ended it in 1978 when, for one last time, it insisted on progress through freedom and refused 

to implement the necessary compulsory legislation. 

Much research remains to be done in this area of British metrology, and as the metrication 

debate is far from over, there will undoubtedly be more highs and lows to examine as more 

of the narrative is revealed. However, neither of the periods covered in this dissertation are 

by any means exhausted either, and the relationship between the young EEC and Britain, 

and the developments just before and during the First World War, seem areas where further 

investigation could prove particular valuable.
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