
1 
 

 

Beyond Westminster: 

 Grass-roots Liberalism in 

England, 

 1910-1929 
 

 

 

Gavin Freeman 

 

 

 

Submitted in candidature for the degree of Doctor of 

Philosophy 

 

 

 

 

School of History 

University of Leicester 

September 2013 

 



2 
 

Abstract 

 

The reasons for the changing political fortunes of the Liberal Party have caused considerable 

debate amongst historians; however, the historiography to date has lacked sufficient 

examination of this process at its grass-roots. Melding two sets of under-utilised primary 

sources - the minute books of Liberal Associations and local newspapers - this thesis 

examines the grass-roots of the Liberal Party in case-study constituencies across three 

distinctive regions in England (the Home Counties, the Midlands and the north-west). 

The Liberal Party had adopted the New Liberalism at the grass-roots, however in a 

way that complemented traditional Liberalism. This was a potent political agenda and one 

that seemed to be equal to anything that the Conservative and Labour parties had in the late 

Edwardian period. The evidence at the grass-roots indicates that Liberals’ were able to adapt 

to the First World War more easily than the conventional historiography suggests. 

Conscription and the formation of the Asquith Coalition in May 1915 were not popular, yet 

there was recognition that they were necessary for the successful prosecution of the war. 

Additionally, the December crisis of 1916 created unease at the grass-roots, with 

overwhelming support for Asquith to remain leader of the Liberal Party. However, the 

evidence is that this unease did not automatically translate into a split at the grass-roots, and 

the successful conclusion of the war overtook party considerations during the conflict.  

The prime cause of decline for the Liberal Party began as a result of the dynamics and 

consequences of the Coupon election in 1918. During 1919 and 1920 the grass-roots of the 

Liberal Party were unsure of their role and consequently the party vacated political space that 

the Labour Party filled. This was a period of missed opportunities for the Liberal Party. Re-

union, when it came in 1923, was welcomed readily by the rank and file, who were 

dissatisfied with the elite dragging their heels on this matter. There is also evidence for a 

revival at the grass-roots during Lloyd George’s leadership. However, by 1929, the vagaries 

of the first-past-the-post electoral system entrenched the Liberals diminished stature in such a 

way that from that point on they were considered the third party of British politics. 
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Introduction 

 

This thesis explores the Liberal Party at its grass-roots between 1910 and 1929, the period 

when the Party went from being in power to being in the political wilderness, unlikely to 

form a government on its own again and relegated to the third-party trap of the British 

electoral system. This is an important study because it is the first rigorous and systematic 

investigation of the Liberals at their grass-roots during the key period of their decline. In the 

1990s, Ball described the local and regional archives of the Liberal, Labour and Conservative 

Parties as the ‘untrodden field of modern British political history’.1 Although some 

researchers have ventured down this path since then, it still remains an under-investigated 

field of research.  The value of local and regional studies has been apparent to historians, as 

there has been a growing trend in this direction in the historiography during recent decades, 

which has been particularly focused on the Labour Party.2 Unlike previous considerations of 

Liberal problems, this thesis uses Liberal association minute books, together with the local 

press, in a sample of selected case-studies to assess a neglected aspect of British history. 

Ball, Thorpe and Worley have pointed out that the Liberals remain the most under-

examined party at the grass-roots. They have suggested that this neglect has masked ‘the 

importance of organisational and financial factors in Liberal decline’.3 As Berger has 

observed Tanner’s ground-breaking Political Change and the Labour Party demonstrated 

how useful a regional approach to politics can be.4 It is also pertinent to consider regions and 

localities in a study such as this because scholars, such as Dawson, have recognised that to 

some extent elections were still localised affairs, but with a growing trend to be fought on 

                                                           
1 S. Ball, ‘National politics and local history: the regional and local archives of the Conservative Party, 1867-

1945’, Archives, 22, no. 94 (1996), p. 27. 
2 For example: P. Thompson, Socialists, Liberals and Labour: the Struggle for London, 1885-1914 (London, 

1967); P. Clarke, Lancashire and the New Liberalism (Cambridge, 1971); B. Lancaster, Radicalism, 

Cooperation and Socialism: Leicester Working-Class Politics, 1860-1906 (Leicester, 1987); M. Savage, The 

Dynamics of Working-Class Politics: The Labour Movement in Preston, 1880-1940 (Cambridge, 1987); D. 

Tanner, Political Change and the Labour Party, 1900-1918 (Cambridge, 1990); M. Dawson, ‘Liberalism in 

Devon and Cornwall, 1910-1931: “The Old-Time Religion”’, Historical Journal, 38, no. 2 (1995), pp. 425-437;  

S. Davies, Liverpool Labour: Social and Political Influences on the Development of the Labour Party in 

Liverpool, 1900-1939 (Keele, 1996); C. Williams, Democratic Rhondda: Politics and Society, 1885-1951 

(Cardiff, 1996); G. Tregida, The Liberal Party in South-West Britain Since 1918: Political Decline, Dormancy 

and Rebirth (Exeter, 2000); M. Worley (ed.), Labour’s Grass Roots (Aldershot, 2005). 
3 S. Ball, A. Thorpe & M. Worley, ‘Researching the grass roots: the records of constituency level political 

parties in five British counties, 1918-1940’, Archives, 29, no. 110 (2004), p. 75. 
4 S. Berger, ‘The decline of Liberalism and the rise of Labour – the regional approach’, Parliamentary History, 

12, no. 1 (1993), p. 85. 
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more national lines, particularly after 1918.5 It is important to recognise the similarities and 

differences in the Liberal experience during these years, as the different contexts, experiences 

and electoral strategies reveal the intensity and the difficulties which Liberalism faced in 

these years. A regional study utilising both local and regional records will give a new 

understanding of the Liberal Party at its grass-roots.  

Douglas has argued that it was ‘a series of largely accidental factors which arose both 

during and after the war’ that ‘shattered the Liberal Party’.6 These incidents are extensively 

documented in the historiography from the elite perspective, but remain largely neglected at 

the grass-roots. Primary research is needed to see the vantage point of the Liberal rank and 

file in the constituencies. Therefore, the oyster that killed Percy Illingworth, Liberal Chief 

Whip 1912-1915, will not receive attention, but rank and file Liberal reactions to the 

formation of the Asquith and Lloyd George Coalition will.7 In the rest of this introduction, 

firstly the historiography of this topic will be assessed and the gaps and points of contention 

will be highlighted, leading to the research questions of this study. Secondly, the research 

methodology of this thesis will be outlined. Finally, the social, economic and electoral 

contexts of the three-case study regions will be outlined. 

 

I) The Historiography and the gaps the thesis aims to fill 

 
There are four main historical debates about the reasons why the Labour Party superseded the 

Liberal Party as one of the two dominant parties in the British electoral system. These are 

firstly, works which give primacy to the Liberal decline before the First World War; 

secondly, works which give primacy to the consequences of the First World War; thirdly, 

works which stress the importance of the changes in the franchise in 1918, and finally, works 

which focus upon the post-war problems of the Liberal Party.   

 

 

 

 

                                                           
5 A. M. Dawson, ‘Politics in Devon and Cornwall, 1900-1931’, London School of Economics, PhD thesis 

(1991) pp. 297-301. 
6 R. Douglas, History of the Liberal Party, 1895-1970 (London, 1971), p. 91. 
7 Ibid., p. 97 for the suggestion that if Illingworth had still been alive, he might have prevented the Asquith-

Lloyd George split. 
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a) The Liberal decline before the First World War 

 

A dominant branch of the historiography on the decline of the Liberal Party locates the 

fundamental causes of its terminal problems in the Edwardian Era. The first major work to 

advocate this was Dangerfield’s The Strange Death of Liberal England published in 1935.8 

He claimed that even in 1906 the Liberal Party ‘was already doomed’. He explained that 

‘with the election of 53 Labour representatives, the death of Liberalism was already 

pronounced; it was no longer the left’.9 Dangerfield’s work is now regarded as a product of 

its time, and as equally historical as the period which it describes, but it has profoundly 

influenced the historiography of this subject. Although overstating the importance of the first 

election of Labour members as the death knell of Liberalism, Dangerfield was right to 

suggest that the creation of a separate Labour Party represented a failure of the Liberal Party 

with regard to satisfying working-class grievances.  

However, later historians who agreed with Dangerfield that the Liberal Party was in 

decline before the First World War adopted a less deterministic interpretation.  Pelling’s 

essay on ‘Labour and the Downfall of Liberalism’ in his collection Popular Politics and 

Society in Late Victorian Britain argues that the decline of Liberalism ‘was the result of long-

term social and economic changes which were simultaneously uniting Britain geographically 

and dividing her inhabitants in terms of class.’10 In the era when Pelling published his work, 

it was assumed that class was the main determinant of voting choice. Therefore, with the rise 

of class voting, the Liberal Party inevitably lost ground to the Labour Party. Undoubtedly, a 

fair proportion of the newly-enfranchised did vote Labour, but it is also evident that many 

voted Liberal or Conservative. McKibbin has argued that class politics, and effective 

adaption and exploitation by the Labour Party, was a crucial factor in the problems of the 

Liberal Party. 11 His view is that ‘as political allegiance became more and more determined 

by class self-awareness, the Liberal Party found it could make no claim on the loyalties of 

any class.’ McKibbin cites the widening of the franchise as hastening this change, but not 

beginning it.12  

                                                           
8 G. Dangerfield, The Strange Death of Liberal England (London, 2008 [1935]).  
9 Ibid., p. 22. 
10 H. Pelling, ‘Labour and the downfall of Liberalism’ in H. Pelling, Popular Politics and Society in Late 

Victorian Britain (Second Edition, Basingstoke, 1979 [1968])., pp. 119-120.  
11 R. McKibbin, The Evolution of the Labour Party, 1910-1924 (Oxford, 1974).  
12 Ibid., p. 244. 
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 Numerous other works on the rise of the Labour Party have come to the similar 

conclusion that before the First World War the Labour Party was advancing, at the expensive 

of the Liberal Party. An article based on M. G. Sheppard’s MA at Warwick in 1975, and 

edited by J. L. Halstead, considered municipal election results in order to help evaluate the 

position of the Liberal and Labour Parties before the Great War.13 The work is 

complementary to McKibbin’s in that it refutes the conclusions of those who suggest the 

Liberal position was relatively secure before 1914 by showing that Labour’s municipal 

strength was improving before the outbreak of hostilities. The work of Keith Laybourn is also 

of the school that stresses that the Labour Party was gaining ground before the war.14  

Layboun’s article ‘The Rise of Labour and the decline of Liberalism: the state of the debate’ 

argues that the Liberal Party’s prospects were undermined before the First World War 

because Labour had captured the trade union vote.15 What is more, Laybourn’s  work with 

Reynolds on West Yorkshire in the period 1890-1918 argues that ‘Liberalism was no longer 

garnering the working-class support which it once commanded and the real drift of that 

support to Labour appears in the enormous surge of Labour’s municipal and local victories, 

especially after 1910.’16 Laybourn’s studies are useful in the historiography of this field, and 

his municipal data for Bradford, Halifax, Huddersfield and Leeds shows Labour making 

steady progress in winning seats. His arguments are sound but a limitation of his work is that 

it is based exclusively on West Yorkshire – a heavily industrialised and trade unionised 

region in which Labour made clear progress. However, in one of his later publications, 

Laybourn (again with Reynolds and again examining West Yorkshire), modified this view 

and argued that ‘the Labour Party came of age as a political force in the 1920s. Though 

growing in strength and popularity it was never more than an increasingly effective pressure 

group within the pre-1914 two-party system.’17 This seems to be a more sustainable position, 

acknowledging that the Labour Party was established before 1914 but only as a minor party 

and with little chance, in the then foreseeable future, of office or power. 

 Bernstein has argued that if politics was becoming more class based then the decline 

of the Liberal Party was beginning before the First World War, ‘not imminently, perhaps, but 

                                                           
13 M. G. Sheppard and J. L. Halstead, ‘Labour’s municipal election performance in provincial England and 

Wales, 1901-1913’, Bulletin of the Society for the Study of Labour History, 39 (1979), pp. 39-62.  
14 For example, K. Laybourn, ‘The rise of Labour and the decline of Liberalism: the state of the debate’, 

History, 80, no. 259 (1995), pp. 207-226., K. Laybourn and J. Reynolds, Liberalism and the Rise of Labour 

1890-1918 (London, 1984).  
15 Laybourn, ‘The rise of Labour and the decline of Liberalism’, p. 207.  
16 Laybourn and Reynolds, Liberalism and the Rise of Labour, p. 142.  
17 J. Reynolds and K. Laybourn, Labour Heartland: The History of the Labour Party in West Yorkshire during 

the Inter-War Years, 1918-1939 (Leeds, 1987).  
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eventually and inevitably.’18 His study of Edwardian Liberalism argues that the Liberals were 

unable to adapt to a class-based politics, citing Liberal disunity over the New Liberal agenda 

and dismissing the Progressive Alliance as offering no salvation. Finally, an example of the 

works that have analysed identity and interest in political discourse is Jon Lawrence’s article 

‘Class and gender in the making of urban Toryism, 1880-1914.’19 He cites ‘Tory publicans in 

Wolverhampton’ as portraying themselves as ‘“working men’s candidates” defending historic 

male liberties’.20 The synchronisation of interest through language in order to achieve 

electoral success was successful for the Conservatives before 1906 and after 1918. This ‘new 

political history’ uses discourse as evidence of class alignment, which is an advance in 

sophistication on the earlier work that argued class voting was natural and inevitable, whilst 

not providing conclusive evidence of this. 

 

b) The consequences of the First World War for the Liberal decline 

 

The original advocate of the view that the consequences of the First World War were 

primarily responsible for the decline of the Liberal Party is Trevor Wilson.21 His seminal 

work, widely hailed following its publication in the mid-1960s, offered what has now become 

a well-used metaphor: that the Liberal Party was an ailing man (due to the stresses of 

government 1910-1914 regarding the House of Lords, women’s suffrage and labour unrest), 

but  

 

before a thorough diagnosis could be made, he was involved in an encounter with a 

rampant omnibus (the First World War), which mounted the pavement and ran him 

over. After lingering painfully, he expired.22 

 

Wilson also argued that there was no evidence of Labour replacing the Liberals before the 

Great War.23 Instead, it was the lack of Liberal leadership during the war which was the 

prime cause of decline, because the party was divided and rudderless when it faced the post-

                                                           
18 G. L. Bernstein, Liberalism and Liberal Politics in Edwardian England (London, 1986), p. 201.  
19 J. Lawrence, ‘Class and gender in the making of urban Toryism, 1880-1914’, English Historical Review, 108, 

no.  428 (1993), pp. 629-652.  
20 Ibid., p. 643.  
21 T. Wilson, The Downfall of the Liberal Party, 1914-1935 (London, 1966).  
22 Ibid., p. 21.  
23 Ibid., p. 19.  
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war world. He focuses on the role of Asquith and Lloyd George, and particularly the period 

after the latter had attained the position of Prime Minister at the former’s expense. 

Michael Bentley’s exploration of The Liberal Mind discusses a parallel effect of the 

War, in undermining the conceptions of Liberalism.24  It was these differing conceptions of 

Liberalism which meant that the Party was not united and able to adapt to the new political 

environment after the end of the First World War. However, like Wilson, he primarily 

focuses on the Liberal elite, although extending beyond the parliamentarians to include what 

he defines as the Liberal intelligentsia. Peter Clarke’s seminal work Lancashire and the New 

Liberalism is also concerned with adaptation, because he argues that Liberal decline must 

have occurred after 1914, because the New Liberalism had ensured that they adapted to the 

changing nature of politics from religion to class that occurred in the Edwardian period.25 

Importantly, Clarke claims that the divisions in the Liberal Party at Westminster were 

important and that the Lloyd George coalition harmed the party. Clarke’s monograph focused 

on the Edwardian period, and so did not cite any original evidence for these points; the crux 

of his argument rested on the healthy state of the Liberal Party before August 1914. Perhaps 

the most valid criticism of his work is that it only discusses Liberal adaption in Lancashire, 

and, as Laybourn argues, Lancashire had a different political culture (and Liberal elite) than 

in his region of focus, West Yorkshire.26 Additionally, the local and regional minute books 

were not available for study in Lancashire in the late 1960s, and so one level of Liberal 

activity was unavoidably neglected. Therefore, the question still remains: what was the 

condition of Liberalism in the constituencies? Clarke, in another work, and Michael Freeden 

argue that New Liberalism had the potential to be a popular and radical force, but they only 

discuss it from the point of high politics and political theory.27 

 In contrast, Douglas in his essay ‘Labour in decline, 1910-14’ argues that in some 

respects it was Labour, and not the Liberal Party, that was in difficulty before the Great War, 

in particular citing that Labour lost the four seats they defended in by-elections.28 Clarke’s 

analysis of the by-elections of 1910-1914 concluded that the Liberal’s by-election results may 

have been evidence of temporary unpopularity as most governments face.29 The implication 

                                                           
24 M. Bentley, The Liberal Mind, 1914-1929 (Cambridge, 1977).  
25 Clarke, Lancashire and the New Liberalism.  
26 Laybourn and Reynolds, Liberalism and the Rise of Labour, p. 4 and passim. 
27 P. Clarke, Liberals and Social Democrats (Cambridge, 1978); M. Freeden, The New Liberalism (Oxford, 

1978).   
28 R. Douglas, ‘Labour in decline 1910-14’ in K. D. Brown (ed.), Essays in Anti-Labour History: Responses to 

the Rise of Labour in Britain (Basingstoke, 1974), p. 125. 
29 P. Clarke, ‘The electoral position of the Liberal and Labour parties, 1910-1914’, English Historical Review, 

90, no. 357 (1975), pp. 828-836. 
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of these works is that it was the First World War, Wilson’s rampant omnibus, which changed 

the political landscape. With so much emphasis on the sustainability of the Liberal Party as a 

party of government in 1914, it necessitates a detailed examination of the Liberal Party in the 

constituencies during the First World War.  

 Tanner’s seminal work Political Change and the Labour Party should also be 

categorised under this heading, even though he felt it belonged to neither school of thought.30 

However, his conclusions that the Progressive Alliance was still viable in 1914 (for both the 

Labour and Liberal Parties) and that ‘the Labour Party was not on the verge of replacing the 

Liberals in 1914’ places the decline of the Liberals after this date.31 Moreover, Tanner argues 

Labour increased its prospects during the War as it improved its credibility as a reforming 

party, whilst the Liberals were divided and failed to maintain the radical domestic political 

agenda which before 1914 had ensured that they were regarded as the foremost party of the 

left in most parts of the country. Tanner’s extensively researched work, based on his PhD 

thesis, utilises national and local party and press sources meticulously. However, since 

Tanner’s work was published 23 years ago, several local Liberal Party records have been 

deposited, in many cases for localities where the local press has not been examined, resulting 

in an opportunity for new research. 

 E. H. H. Green’s important work on the Conservative Party before the Great War fits 

into this historiography as it is relatively pessimistic of the Unionists’ prospects immediately 

prior to 1914.32 Green cogently argues that the Labour Party was a great threat to working-

class Conservatism, that the Conservatives faced a united and effective political opposition 

(both the Liberal Party on its own and the Progressive Alliance), and that it was not until after 

the Great War when the landscape of British politics changed that the Conservative Party was 

to escape its nadir. Also, Peter Rowland in his work on the Liberal Government of 1911-1914 

saw the Liberal prospects in 1914 as encouraging and indeed even better than in 1910.33 He 

argues that their replacement by the Labour Party was not a foregone conclusion. In many 

ways, this is the crux of the argument for this school of thought: that as there were no 

conclusive signs that the Labour Party was replacing the Liberals before the War, the cause 

must be found in subsequent events, hence the primacy of the political and social 

consequences of the First World War.  

                                                           
30 Tanner, Political Change, p. 15.  
31 Ibid., p. 318.  
32 E. H. H. Green, The Crisis of Conservatism: The Politics, Economics and Ideology of the British Conservative 

Party, 1880-1914 (London, 1995).  
33 P. Rowland, The Last Liberal Governments: Unfinished Business, 1911-1914 (London, 1971). 
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 A recent contribution that has not yet found its way into debates in this field is 

Matthew Johnson’s 2008 article.34 He argues that Liberalism was more flexible in wartime 

than scholars have hitherto recognised. David’s article ‘The Liberal Party divided’ is relevant 

for how the Parliamentary Liberal Party was split in 1916-1918, and the stress it places on the 

division of the Liberal Party in its future fortunes.35  There are also other articles worth 

consulting for narrative and analysis of Liberal politics during the war.36 Wilson and Douglas 

have also made important contributions to our understanding in respect of the coupon and the 

1918 general election. Douglas’s work is useful for a narrative on the origins and distribution 

of the ‘coupon’,37 whilst Wilson focuses upon Lloyd George and his use of the ‘coupon’ in 

the election of 1918.38 Wrigley has argued that in trying to understand Labour’s advance after 

1918 it is important to remember Liberal divisions and the multiple alliances with the 

Conservatives, whether that be the Lloyd George coalition or local municipal pacts.39 

Similarly, Turner’s work British Politics and the Great War is useful as it points to the 

Liberals bringing about their own divisions during the war and the imperative point that with 

the continuation of the Coalition, the alignment of the Liberals and Conservatives against 

Labour undercut historic Liberalism.40 Moreover, it has an extensive analysis of the 1918 

general election which is without equal in the historiography. Bernstein states that the coupon 

election of 1918 (rather than the political crisis of December 1916) was the crucial incident 

that destroyed ‘the political viability of the Liberal Party’ because ‘it divided the majority 

from the rank and file in the constituencies, thus undermining the foundations of the party.’41  

 One useful set of sources are the biographies produced of the two leading Liberal 

figures in this period: Herbert Asquith and David Lloyd George.42 Given that a biography is 
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focused around one person, it is not surprising that they tend to support the proposal that it 

was the leadership split which resulted in the demise of the Liberal Party as a governing body 

not any social or economic change. They tend to argue that because of the protagonist 

(whether that be Asquith or Lloyd George) causing the split between the two principal forces 

of Liberalism during the war that the Liberal Party was wrecked.  

 

c) The ‘Franchise Factor’ in the Liberal decline 

 

The ‘franchise factor’ is an important part of the historiographical debate on this subject. It 

was originally given prominence by Matthew, McKibbin and Kay in a seminal article which 

argued that the changes in the franchise in 1918 were at least as significant as the effects of 

the First World War.43 They repeatedly stressed that ‘it was the 1918 Representation of the 

People Act ... that was of first importance in Labour’s replacing the Liberal Party as the 

principal party of progress.’44 They gave such credence to their hypothesis because they felt 

that the arguments stressing the importance of the Great War on the decline of the Liberals 

had not been convincing. The essence of their theory was that the pre-war franchise excluded 

a significant number of the population who, if they could have voted, would have been more 

likely to vote for the Labour Party. Also, they argue the trebling of the electorate in 1918 

transformed the character of the electorate ‘by significantly lowering its political awareness.’ 

The authors clearly infer that it was the Liberals who suffered due to this as the electorate 

‘was less likely to respond to policies that demanded a comparatively high level of political 

intelligence’.45 However, given the Liberals’ policy vacuum in the post-war period this 

assertion cannot be verified. 

 Tanner disagreed with the conclusions of Matthew, McKibbin and Kay, stating that 

the political system was not necessarily biased against Labour and the working class and he 

points out that many well-to-do single men were excluded if they still lived at the parental 

home.46 If the franchise cannot be entirely responsible for the Labour Party’s occasionally 
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poor electoral results 1910-1914, this suggests that perhaps it was the consequences of the 

First World War (including Labour’s own internal reforms due to the war) that enabled them 

to replace the Liberal Party as the dominant force on the left of British politics. What is more, 

Michael Hart has argued the Liberals were unable to benefit from the new increased franchise 

because ‘the war caused the Liberal Party to break up intellectually, in the constituencies 

(especially after the [1918] election), and in Parliament.’47 The franchise factor therefore 

links to the crucial debate in the historiography: was the decline of the Liberals and the rise of 

Labour occurring before the First World War, or was it a consequence of the War? 

 

d) The Debate on the post-war Liberal decline 

 

Cook has argued that it was between 1922 and 1924 that the three-party political system 

reverted back to a two-party system, with the Liberals pushed into third place and no longer a 

genuine contender for government office. 48 His research pointed out that there was no single 

date when the Liberal Party declined as it had varied performances across the United 

Kingdom. However, given the nature of Cook’s work, which is essentially based on a 

Nuffield-style study of the general elections of 1923 and 1924, the local sources were not 

exhausted and there was no long-term analysis of decline. Morgan’s monograph Consensus 

and Disunity is an invaluable study of the Lloyd George Coalition government and its 

opposition, but was not directly concerned with the Liberal decline.49 One biographical 

monograph of particular importance is John Campbell’s Lloyd George: The Goat in the 

Wilderness, 1922-1931.50 This is a judicious account not only of Lloyd George but also the 

political world in which he operated, and is an invaluable source for the period 1922 to 1929. 

Cowling’s study of high politics from 1920 to 1924 is concerned with the actions of the most 

important politicians, and their reactions to the rise of Labour.51 The time-span of the book 

highlights the fact that the actions and events of these years had tremendous consequences for 

the Liberal decline.  
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Summary 

 

For many years, there have been two opposed historical views of this topic: there are those 

who argue that the Liberals were in terminal decline before the First World War, and those 

who argue that the Liberal Party’s fatal problems occurred as a result of the war. The most 

convincing arguments tend to be those which place the causes of Liberal decline after 1914. It 

is the period from the end of the war in November 1918 to the fall of the Lloyd George 

Coalition in October 1922 that seems to be the critical phase in the downfall of the Liberal 

Party. However, no previous study has primarily argued this. Moreover, there has been no 

monograph in this area since the early 1990s, and no work which has ever examined a wide 

selection of local Liberal Party records across the full period of 1910 to 1929. Recent political 

history has appreciated the role of the agency of political parties and that political language 

would be interpreted ‘in different ways, by different people, in different contexts’.52  

Historians of the political grass-roots agree that they were of fundamental importance 

to their respective parties.  In the inter-war period it is known that ‘membership campaigns, 

canvassing and social events designed to galvanise existing members and attract new ones 

became a constant part of many a local party or association’s calendar’.53 However, the 

experience of the Liberal grass-roots is largely missing from the historiography. As Worley 

has put it for the Labour Party ‘ultimately, the constituency parties’ importance lay in their 

providing Labour with the mechanism to effectively contest elections and thereby acquire the 

power to legislate in the interests of the wider community.’54 An effective constituency 

machine allowed the Labour Party to challenge the Liberals and Conservatives in 

parliamentary elections on a national level and in many areas in municipal elections, and this 

provided Labour with ‘a nationwide apparatus to forge a sustainable electoral challenge.’55 

This context is also important from the Liberal Party’s perspective, and has led Bernstein to 

suggest that ‘in the long-run viability of the Liberal Party may have depended more on what 

happened in the constituencies’ than at the national level.56 However, Dawson has suggested 
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that the Representation of the People Act 1918 reduced the importance of organisation as 

elections became cheaper and the reach of national newspapers decreased the need for 

expenditure on propaganda.57 He has also argued ‘that Liberal organisational disarray after 

1918 was very much more a symptom, rather than a cause, of the party’s decline ... the 

Liberal malaise was far more deep-seated than an organisational question.’58 It is clear that at 

the local level, as much as the national level, the factors in Liberal decline remain open to 

diametrically opposite interpretations. 

 

II) Research questions 

 

This thesis will seek to establish the Liberal Party’s health on the eve of the First World War, 

by investigating its condition in the selected case-study constituencies. These will be assessed 

for evidence of the levels of activity and enthusiasm, and for the extent to which the Liberals 

were able to make successful appeals to the electorate. A specific concern is whether the New 

Liberalism, as a vehicle for making class-based appeals, was adopted by the grass-roots, and 

whether any tensions resulted. The extent to which the traditional Liberal issues (such as 

Home Rule, peace, retrenchment and reform) remained on the Liberal agenda will be 

considered, and also whether there was a mutual exclusivity between the use of either New 

Liberal or traditional Liberal appeals. Connected to evaluating the position of the Liberal 

Party on the eve of the First World War will be an examination of the municipal election 

results in the case-study constituencies. Another aspect of the Liberal mind to be explored in 

the late Edwardian period is rank and file divisions regarding the women’s suffrage question 

and its consequences. Once all the evidence has been brought together, the question of 

whether the Liberals could have won a hypothetical general election in 1915 if the First 

World War had not intervened can be debated. The answer to this question will highlight the 

Liberal Party’s potential and indicate whether the prime causes of its terminal decline should 

be located in this period. 

The next group of research questions focus upon the wartime years, and seek to 

explore the impact of Liberal divisions at Westminster, and the extent to which they 

permeated down into the rank and file. Did the war-time measures, particularly the coming of 

conscription, cause consternation at the grass-roots, or was Liberalism more adaptable to 
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wartime demands than has conventionally been argued? Particular themes here are the 

examination of Liberal reactions to the formation of the Asquith Coalition in May 1915 and 

the establishment of the Lloyd George Coalition in December 1916, which will provide 

evidence of the extent to which the parliamentary split filtered down. The level of grass-roots 

activity during the First World War will be assessed, in order to establish any connection 

between the consequences of the war and the Liberal decline. Historians have argued for the 

significance of parliamentary-level events, such as the Maurice debate and the Lansdowne 

Letter, on the course of Liberal fortunes, but their effects have been neglected from the 

perspective of the rank and file. Therefore, it will be asked whether there is any evidence of 

their importance at that level. The role of the ‘Coupon’ in the general election of 1918 will be 

analysed to see what impact it had at the grass-roots of the party, and to assess its 

consequences for the party’s health in the immediate post-war environment. 

The questions to be examined in the period after 1918 concern when and how the 

Liberals ended up in the third-party trap. The pattern which occurred in the constituencies 

will be analysed in order to assess the significance of the 1918, 1922, 1923 and 1924 general 

elections in this process. A major theme of the 1918-1924 period is the failure of the Liberal 

Party to develop a new, distinctive and popular programme of policies, and the effects of this 

missed opportunity on the party in the constituencies. Further issues to be analysed are local 

opinion on the Liberal leadership during the Lloyd George Coalition, the tardy reunion after 

the fall of the Coalition in 1922, the formation of the first Labour Government in 1924, and 

the final Lloyd George-Asquith split of 1926. To what extent did the Lloyd George 

Coalition’s policy of reprisals in Ireland put Lloyd George beyond the pale for the Liberal 

rank and file? Historians have seen the formation of the first Labour government as a missed 

opportunity for the Liberal Party, but it needs to be asked whether the grass-roots saw it this 

way at the time. The Liberals’ self-identity will be assessed, based on the policies that they 

advocated in public meetings and in private. Finally, the thesis will also analyse the attempt 

to revive the Liberal Party under Lloyd George, and will conclude with the failure to make an 

impact in the general election of 1929.  
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III) Research methods 

 

In order to examine Liberalism at its grass-roots, this research has utilised the constituency 

minute books of Liberal Associations. However, in order to make this study both manageable 

and representative, a select number of case studies had to be chosen. All of the surviving 

constituency minute books that contained entries between 1910 and 1929 were identified by 

using the National Register of Archives online.59 All of the associations and regional bodies 

were categorised based on their geographic area. The results identified that the Home 

Counties, Midlands and the north-west had the most extensive primary source material that 

covered the majority of the 1910-1929 period. These three regions also represent three 

distinct socio-economic areas, and have the advantage of being areas of contrasting Liberal 

strength (see tables 0.2, 0.4 and 0.6). This provides a sample large enough that broad 

conclusions can be drawn about grass-roots Liberalism in England, whilst also being a 

sample that is manageable for a doctoral thesis. Throughout this work, the term ‘grass-roots’ 

will refer to the case-study constituencies. For the Home Counties, these are: Bromley (with 

material for the urban districts of Beckenham and Penge), Faversham (with material for 

Sittingbourne), Southend, and Walthamstow East and Walthamstow West.60 The case-study 

constituencies for the Midlands are: Chesterfield, Coventry, Harborough, Leicester (which 

was divided into Leicester East, South and West in 1918), and Walsall. The case-study 

constituencies for the north-west are Blackpool, Chester, Darwen, Westmorland (with pre-

war material for the Kendal constituency), and the city of Manchester.61 These provide a 

broadly representative sample, as not all of these seats had Liberal MPs. Some could be 

considered core Liberal territory, such as Harborough and (Liberal/Labour) Chesterfield; 

others were marginal constituencies, such as Manchester South and Walsall; some were 

unlikely wins, such as Chester, and some were nigh unwinnable, such as Blackpool and 

Faversham (except in the latter case in 1906). The research on these three regions is aided by 

other pertinent surviving material: the minutes of the regional bodies for both the Midlands 
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and the north-west still exist and the Annual Reports for the Home Counties for certain years 

are deposited at the University of Bristol Special Collections.  

 The added value of party minute books is to some extent influenced by when the 

meetings were held, if at all. For example, as the Harborough LA had a meeting less than a 

week after Asquith was prevented from speaking in the House of Commons by Conservative 

heckling, the association saw fit to comment.62 If a Liberal Association does not hold (or 

record) a meeting than one can only infer why no meeting was held based on the political 

context of the time. Unfortunately, the source base for the material for this thesis cannot be 

complemented by oral interviews as almost every party worker who would have been active 

during this period will be deceased.63  

Sometimes the minutes of Liberal meetings are of more use to historians than just for 

political events. Often local associations were concerned about things specific to their 

locality, which are worthy of investigation in their own right but are not directly relevant in 

this thesis. For example, the Penge LA informed the Prime Minister in 1911 that they felt it 

was ‘a great injustice’ that ‘no local Liberal’ had been appointed to the Magisterial Bench for 

the hamlet of Penge ‘within the last ten or twelve years.’64 Given the need for brevity due to 

the word limit, these kind of local concerns are omitted.   

In addition to using constituency party minute books, this study has also investigated 

the local press to provide further source material on Liberalism at the grass-roots. This 

method of research can highlight Liberal social events and can provide an important 

perspective on the general elections and by-elections that the Liberals fought, and in 

particular the issues which they focused on. Due to the volume of the local press for these 

constituencies, the newspaper research was orientated around important dates, such as the 

formation of the Asquith Coalition in May 1915, and was supplemented by searches around 

the time of AGMs and known social events to provide an in depth analysis of grass-roots 

Liberalism. 

 Additionally, the private papers of Herbert Asquith, Donald Maclean and David 

Lloyd George have been used for several reasons. Firstly, as Leaders of the Party during the 

period of study (Maclean was sessional Chairman of the Liberal Party in 1919-1920) they had 
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access to important information concerning the party machinery. Secondly, local and regional 

matters were occasionally reported to them; the Annual Coalition Liberal Reports in the 

Lloyd George papers are particularly valuable in this regard. A detailed search was 

undertaken for the surviving papers of Liberal MPs who represented the case-study 

constituencies, using volumes three and four of Cook’s Sources in British Political History.65 

As these were published in 1977 this search was supplemented by using the National Register 

of Archives online.66 However, given the fluctuating Liberal success in these years, almost no 

private papers remain for the comparatively few MPs that there were during these years, and 

they do not contain useful material about constituency Liberalism. However, another aspect 

of grass-roots Liberalism has been more productive. It has been suggested that the foundation 

of Conservative success in winning elections rested on their ‘strength and durability at the 

local level.’67 Davies and Morley have argued that county borough elections ‘provide the 

only systematic insight available into how local electors reacted to political events over 

time’.68 To reflect this important dimension, this thesis will analyse the municipal election 

results of the Liberal Party during 1910-1929, to see what evidence this provides of the 

party’s strength or weakness at the grass-roots. 

Stedman Jones has argued that ‘Political discourses are addressed to particular 

constituencies, indeed at certain formative turning points are able to constitute or reconstitute 

such constituencies ... in fact, the primary motivation [of political discourse] is to create and 

then to orchestrate such a demand, to change the self-identification and behaviour of those 

addressed.’69 Throughout the thesis, the Liberal attempts to construct a political discourse 

during elections as well as the demands and interests of the Liberals at the grass-roots will be 

assessed. The discourse of the Liberals’ opponents in relation to the way they presented the 

Liberal party will also be examined. It was not predetermined that the Labour Party would 

(generally) be more successful in articulating a working-class discourse, or that the 

Conservative Party would (generally) do so for the middle-class. This is especially the case 

when the Liberals attempted to put forward the language of ‘the interests of all the classes’, 
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particularly after 1918. However, the Liberal Party’s organisational problems together with 

the lacklustre contribution of the Parliamentary leadership ensured that no detailed or credible 

policies were put forward that could represent the Liberals’ claim to govern in the interests of 

no one class. 

An analysis of general elections and the electoral system is essential when examining 

the fortunes of a political party whose reason for existing is to contest national elections. This 

thesis takes the electoral system to be ‘the means by which votes are translated into seats in 

the process of electing politicians into office’.70 The British electoral system is a single 

member plurality system, as for a candidate to win they need to obtain at least one more vote 

than any of the other candidates do and this is why it is known colloquially as the ‘first past 

the post’ system.71 Strictly speaking, the single member plurality system encompasses single-

member constituencies (and in this period a few double-member boroughs) and the election is 

between candidates and not parties, although in this period party affiliation had become the 

main determinant for voters. The first past the post system is disproportional and is effective 

at producing ‘manufactured majorities’; that is, a majority in seats that was not necessarily 

reflected by the pattern of voting.72 

 

Table 0.1: British MPs elected with less than 50 per cent of the vote 

Year MPs elected with a minority of 

the vote 

Minority MPs as % of all MPs 

1918 97 14.5 

1922 173 30.0 

1923 203 35.2 

1924 124 21.5 

1929 310 53.8 

Source: Farrell, Electoral Systems, p. 26 

 

 

The structure of the thesis is intended to address the arguments advanced by historians as to 

why the Liberal Party’s fortunes declined. Chapter One will analyse the arguments regarding 
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the long-term viability of the Liberals as a party of government before the First World War, 

based on the evidence from the grass-roots. Chapter Two explores the Liberal Party’s 

response to war-time issues such as the formation of the Asquith Coalition in May 1915 

conscription in 1915-16, and considers the nature of grass-roots activity in 1914-1916. 

Chapter Three examines grass-roots’ responses to Lloyd George’s replacement of Asquith 

and the formation of a new coalition, while Asquith (who remained leader of the Liberal 

Party) remained outside the government. The role of the Coupon Election in the decline of 

the Liberal Party is also examined here. Chapter Four examines the long-lasting 

consequences of the Coupon Election on the Liberal grass-roots and argues that the years 

immediately after the Coupon Election were critical to the political fortunes of the Liberal 

Party. Chapter Five examines the period from the grass-roots demand for reunion after the 

1922 general election to the announcement of the results of the 1924 general election. It was 

during this period that the Liberals were recognised to have become the third party of British 

politics. Chapter Six examines grass-root activity during Asquith’s last two years as leader 

and the responses to the final split between Asquith and Lloyd George in 1926. The 

attempted Liberal revival under Lloyd George forms the second half of this chapter, which 

concludes with an examination of the organisation, policies and the 1929 general election. 

1910 is an appropriate starting point for this study as in the January and December 

1910 general elections the Liberals were the ‘winners’ under the electoral system. In 

December 1910, the Liberals won 274 seats to the Unionists 273 and could generally rely on 

the support of the Labour and Irish Nationalist Parties, who had 40 MPs and 71 MPs 

respectively.73 As Moore has argued, if the 1886 general election and the Home Rule split 

marked the fall of Liberalism, then the revivals in 1892 and 1906 are hard to explain.74 It is 

therefore not necessary to look further back than 1910 to commence an analysis of the 

downfall of the Liberal Party. Similarly, 1929 is an appropriate end date for the research. By 

this time, despite the attempted revival under Lloyd George, the Liberals were unable to 

make a breakthrough under the electoral system. The Liberal Party was caught in the third 

party trap, and has subsequently remained stuck in that position. Lloyd George’s failure in 

1929 marked the end of Liberal Party’s belief and attempt to be anything other than the third 

party of British politics.75 
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IV) The social, economic and electoral background of the three case-study 

regions 

 
The Home Counties is defined as encompassing Berkshire, Buckinghamshire, Essex, 

Hertfordshire, Kent, Middlesex, Surrey and Sussex. The figures do not include any of the 

London Boroughs. As can be in Table 0.2, the Home Counties were a region where the 

Liberals had been historically weak. Even in the Liberal landslide of 1906, there were still 

more Conservatives than Liberals elected in this region. 

Table 0.2: Home Counties general election results, 1868-December 1910:  

 Liberal Conservative Labour Other 

1868 37 36 0 0 

1874 17 56 0 0 

1880 23 50 0 0 

1885 7 51 0 2 

1886 1 56 0 2 

1892 4 53 0 2 

1895 2 56 0 1 

1900 5 53 0 1 

1906 26 29 1 3 

1910 January 5 53 0 1 

1910 December 8 49 0 2 

 

As can be seen in Table 0.3, this trend continued after 1918 but was exacerbated as the 

representation in the region increased under the Representation of the People Act 1918. The 

Conservatives clearly were in the ascendency in the region, and it can be seen that the Labour 

Party replaced the Liberals as the alternative to the Liberals as early as 1918. 

Table 0.3: Home Counties general election results, 1918-1929 

 

Year Liberal Coalition 

Liberal/National 

Liberal 

Conservative Labour Other 

1918 0 5 75 11 4 
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1922 1 1 73 7 3 

1923 11 n/a 55 18 1 

1924 1 n/a 75 7 2 

1929 2 n/a 62 21 0 

 

Pelling has described Walthamstow as ‘a definitely working-class suburb’ that was ‘made 

possible by the Great Eastern Railway’s enterprise’.76 Sevenoaks was described as ‘a 

predominantly upper-middle-class constituency’, whilst Southend was been labelled as ‘a 

dormitory town for London businessmen’.77 Faversham contained some industry: 

‘brickmaking and paper-mills at Milton and Sittingbourne’ and ship construction at the naval 

dockyard at Sheerness. Sittingbourne, for which the minutes of the Liberal Club there have 

survived, was described by the local press a ‘Radical stronghold’.78 

The Midlands is defined as encompassing Derbyshire, Herefordshire, Leicestershire, 

Lincolnshire, Northamptonshire, Nottinghamshire, Oxfordshire, Rutland, Shropshire, 

Staffordshire, Warwickshire and Worcestershire. Within this, the East Midlands is defined as 

the counties of Derbyshire, Leicestershire, Lincolnshire, Northamptonshire, Nottinghamshire 

and Rutland, and the remainder is defined as the West Midlands. As can be seen in Table 0.4, 

usually if the Liberal Party were to form a government, they needed to win the majority of the 

seats in the Midlands.  

 

Table 0.4: Midlands general election results, 1868-December 1910:  

 Liberal Conservative Labour Other 

1868 53 57 0 0 

1874 46 64 0 0 

1880 70 40 0 0 

1885 68 23 0 19 

1886 29 41 0 4 

1892 40 34 0 18 

1895 24 47 0 21 

1900 27 42 1 20 

1906 62 17 2 11 
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77 Ibid., p. 67 and 69. 
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30 
 

1910 January 31 40 8 13 

1910 December 31 39 8 14 

 

As can be seen in Table 0.5, the Liberal position had drastically declined between December 

1910 and 1918. Clearly, the Midlands was an area of Conservative success, except in 1929 

when Labour had clearly replaced the Liberals as the alternative government to the 

Conservatives. 

 

Table 0.5: Midlands general election results, 1918-1929 

 Liberal Coalition 

Liberal/National 

Liberal 

Conservative Labour Other79 

1918 7 11 54 13 5 

1922 13 6 54 17 0 

1923 18 n/a 47 25 0 

1924 2 n/a 66 21 1 

1929 5 n/a 38 47 0 

 

At the start of the twentieth century, more than a quarter of the employed males in Leicester 

were in the boot and shoe trade.80 A two-member borough until 1918, Leicester was part of 

the national agreement between the Liberal and Labour parties not to stand against each other 

in certain seats. Harborough was a more diverse constituency, containing a fair portion of the 

Leicester suburbs, an agricultural market town in Market Harborough, and a railway and 

hosiery centre at Wigston Magna.81 Chesterfield had a high proportion of miners in the 

constituency, as well as other industrial workers such as ironworkers. However, Pelling has 

noted that the town of Chesterfield had ‘a fairly strong-middle-class element’, so it was a 

mixed constituency.82 Coventry was a centre of bicycle manufacturing, and this evolved into 

it becoming a centre of car manufacturing in the inter-war period.83 Walsall was a 

                                                           
79 Other includes coalition labour and Coalition NDP as well as the National Party and Constitutionalists. 
80 Pelling, Social Geography of British Elections, p. 210. 
81 Ibid., p. 221. 
82 Ibid., p. 236. 
83 Ibid., pp.189-190. 



31 
 

predominantly working-class constituency which included coal-miners and iron-workers, as 

well as those in the speciality leather trades.84 

The north-west of England is defined as encompassing Cheshire, Cumberland, 

Lancashire and Westmorland. As can be seen from Table 0.6, the north-west was becoming 

electorally more important for the Liberals; in 1868, 1885 and 1892 the Liberals did not need 

to win a majority of seats in this region to form a national government. By 1910 when the 

Tories and Liberals were neck and neck nationally, the slight Liberal advantage in January 

1910 would be welcome. The potential of the Progressive alliance for the Liberals in the 

north-west is clear; in December 1910, the Liberals and Labour combined had a majority of 

five, over the Unionist Party. 

 

Table 0.6: North-west general election results, 1868-December 1910:  

 Liberal Conservative Labour Other 

1868 20 37 0 0 

1874 17 40 0 0 

1880 33 24 0 0 

1885 27 50 0 1 

1886 15 57 0 6 

1892 30 46 0 2 

1895 12 61 0 5 

1900 15 58 0 5 

1906 48 16 13 1 

1910 January 35 28 13 2 

1910 December 30 36 11 1 

 

As with the Home Counties and the Midlands, the Liberal position in the north-west had 

changed by the 1918 general election. Even counting the Coalition and Independent Liberals 

together, within the space of a single Parliament the Liberals went from a close second to a 

clear third place. This trend will be examined in the Coupon Election sub-section of Chapter 

Three. The Liberal performance in the Free Trade election of 1923 was particularly 

impressive in terms of seats won in the north-west, but still they were in third place behind 

                                                           
84 Ibid., p. 185. 



32 
 

the Labour and Conservative parties. It is also noteworthy that by 1929 in the north-west, as 

in the Midlands, Labour had overtaken the Conservative Party. 

Table 0.7: North-west general election results, 1918-1929 

 Liberal Coalition 

Liberal/National 

Liberal 

Conservative Labour Other 

1918 1 10 57 16 2 

1922 4 7 51 22 2 

1923 26 n/a 31 27 2 

1924 2 n/a 60 19 5 

1929 7 n/a 31 46 2 

 

The constituency of Darwen contained some agriculture, but the majority of the population 

lived in the cotton towns of Darwen, Great Harwood, Walton-le-Dale and Longridge.85 

Pelling noted that the town of Darwen itself was Nonconformist but other parts of the 

division were Roman Catholic, and he suggested that this was why Darwen did not fall to the 

Liberals in the landslide of 1906 (but it was close, the Conservative majority was 25). As 

might be expected, a city as large as Manchester contained a variety of constituencies. On the 

pre-1918 boundaries, Manchester North-West and Manchester South could be described as 

the middle-class constituencies and the other four as ‘predominantly working-class in 

composition’.86 The constituency of Blackpool contained the famous seaside resort town that 

it was named after, but also included ‘the more exclusive satellite resorts of Lytham and St. 

Annes’.87 Chester was a cathedral city with a residential population but also contained the 

industrial suburb of Saltney.88 Westmorland was an agricultural constituency, although the 

urban vote of Kendal should not be dismissed as insignificant.89 

 This thesis challenges the conventional wisdom about the nature and timing of the 

Liberal decline. In order to assess the arguments that the party’s problems were located 

                                                           
85 Pelling, Social Geography of British Elections, p. 264. 
86 Ibid., pp. 243-244. For more on the social and economic characteristics of Manchester see D. McHugh, 

Labour in the City: The Development of the Labour Party in Manchester, 1918-31 (Manchester, 2006), pp. 19-

31. 
87 Ibid., p. 277. 
88 Ibid., p. 280. 
89 Ibid., pp. 276-277. 
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before 1914, it is important to analyse the grass-roots in the late-Edwardian period, to which 

we now turn. 
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Chapter 1 

 

 The pre-war health of the Liberal Party, 1910-1914 
 
 
 
 
 

The health of the Liberal Party, regarding both its immediate prospects and its long-term 

viability, has caused much debate amongst historians of modern British politics. This chapter 

develops a broadly positive view of the survival of the Liberal Party, based on evidence from 

constituencies in the Home Counties, the Midlands and the North-West of England. The 

evidence suggests that the Liberal experience was not significantly different whether in 

Manchester or Walthamstow, and so instead of examining Liberalism by region, a parallel 

and chronological approach has been adopted. 

 

I) Social Reform and the New Liberalism 

 

The historiography of this period has been dominated by P. Clarke’s Lancashire and the New 

Liberalism.90 Using Lancashire as a case study, he argued that whilst politics in the late 

Edwardian period had become class-based, the Liberal Party had adapted to the new 

economic and social issues by the means of the New Liberalism. However, although his work 

revolutionised the debate on the relative fortunes of the Liberal and Labour parties, the 

minutes of Liberal organisations were not available for examination when the work was 

written. This section can thus add to both the empirical and interpretive basis of Clarke’s 

seminal study.  

Taking the National Insurance Act as one benchmark of the New Liberalism, there is 

evidence that this was welcomed at the grass-roots of the Liberal Party. The Darwen LA 

welcomed ‘the steady development by the government of its policy of social and political 

reforms as witnessed by the passage of the Insurance Act into law’.91 By May 1912, 442 

meetings had been held on National Insurance in the Midlands.92 Numerous Liberal 

Associations passed resolutions in favour of the legislation and actively campaigned on the 

                                                           
90 Clarke, Lancashire and the New Liberalism. 
91 Darwen LA, AGM, 23 April 1912. 
92 MLF, Exec., 16 May 1912. 
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issue.93 Harborough Liberals justified the National Insurance Act by stating it was for ‘the 

benefit of the wage-earners’ whereas ‘the Agricultural Rating Act (A Tory Act) [was] for the 

benefit of landlords.’ The Secretary added ‘that explains the difference in attitude of the 

Conservative Party towards the measures.’94 For the Liberals, having a clear political enemy 

provided a focal point of strength. What is more, it suggests that the influence of New 

Liberalism was present. Clarke has argued that ‘the effect of the new Liberalism (actual or 

intended) was to change the class image of the Liberal party by giving it a clear identity as a 

poor man’s party and crudely branding the Conservatives’ as a rich man’s party.’95 In private 

meetings, such rhetoric was being employed by Liberals. The New Liberalism was not just 

skin deep, it was broadly embraced by the Liberals at the grass-roots. 

However, it seems that, initially at least, the rank and file were not overly keen on the 

National Insurance Act and did not uncritically embrace it. It was noted by the MLF ‘that 

partly owing to the November elections and to a certain reluctance on the part of Associations 

to discuss the Bill that not very much could be done in the Midlands.’96 Some specific 

measures of the original Bill were not enthusiastically welcomed, but the concept behind the 

Bill was. The Executive of the Coventry LA noted that they ‘cordially’ approved ‘the 

principle of the National Insurance Bill’ and ‘gladly recognises the readiness of this 

government to consider suggestions and meet objections’ whilst trusting that ‘after full 

discussion in Parliament’ the Bill would pass into law.97 Similarly, Liberals were not 

uncritical of the Act, and after ‘considerable discussion’, the Darwen LA committee 

‘strongly’ urged ‘the proposed Bill for amending the Insurance Act [to be] as thorough and 

comprehensive as possible with a view to meeting the objections which were so extensively 

taken to its provisions at the Altrincham Election’.98 This suggests that the Liberals were 

active in utilising the New Liberalism to the utmost of its electoral advantages by negating as 

many deficiencies as they could in the legislation.  

Moreover, the National Insurance Act is a useful example of showing the advantages 

of being in government. The Secretary of the MLF reported that since they had last met he 

had received a pressing communication from the Chief Whip asking for ‘a report on the 

                                                           
93 Alexandra Kent House and Lawrie Park Wards, GM, 18 April 1912; Leicester LA, Exec., 27 June 1911; 

Harborough LA, Exec., 30 March 1912; Southend LA, Exec., 6 May 1912. 
94 Harborough LA, Exec., 30 March 1912. 
95 P. F. Clarke, J. A. Kay, R. I. McKibbin and H. C. G. Matthew, ‘Liberals, Labour and the franchise’, English 

Historical Review, 92, no. 364 (1977), p. 583. 
96 MLF, Exec., 21 September 1911. 
97 Coventry LA, Exec., 6 July 1911. 
98 LCNWLF, Exec., 10 June 1913. 
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workings of the Insurance Act in the Midlands with suggestions for its amendment.’99 The 

Liberals in government held more sway over the political agenda and could modify and 

improve legislation to their advantage. 

 However, the National Insurance Act was not universally popular with all Liberals. It 

was recorded that a letter was read from a member called Tom Shaw ‘intimating that if Mr 

Lloyd George’s Bill [almost certainly referring to the National Insurance Act] becomes law 

he will be obliged to withdraw from the Party.’100 However, after an interview with the 

Secretary, a further letter was received from Shaw stating that ‘it was not his intention to 

desert the party on this one measure.’101 This case highlights how generally accepted the New 

Liberalism was at the grass-roots of the Liberal Party. His protest can be seen as the 

exception that proves the rule of how content Liberals were with New Liberalism as his 

dissatisfaction with the Bill did not cause him to leave the Party – suggesting that there was 

more to the Liberal Party than just New Liberalism – a point taken further in the next two 

subsections. Shaw was a member of the Manchester LF and Manchester Liberals held at least 

43 meetings in connection with the Insurance Act by January 1912, so from an organisational 

point of view it can be seen that it was part of the Liberals’ electoral strategy.102 

As well as suggesting an electoral strategy for the Party, the National Insurance Act also 

provides an insight into how political parties can influence their own supporters. The role of 

Party organisations in moulding their own supporters’ views comes across from one entry in 

the minutes of the LCNWLF, where it was suggested that ‘classes on the lines of those 

promoted by the Liberal Insurance Committee are an important and invaluable mode of 

educating Liberal opinion (in the first case) on matters of so great importance.’103 Whilst this 

might suggest that the New Liberalism had to be encouraged, one should consider the 

advantages that the Liberal Party would have had if they had educated Liberal opinion on the 

advantages of Home Rule in 1886 before Gladstone introduced his Government of Ireland 

Bill; in 1913 and 1914 it seems that the Liberal Party had successfully carried the Liberal 

grass-roots with them, not only in devoting attention to the traditional Liberal issues but also 

to campaigning for the New Liberalism as well. 
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II) The Land Campaign 

 

It is important to examine the Land Campaign of the late Edwardian period in a thesis 

because it has been used by historians to assess the vitality of the Liberal Party on the 

outbreak of the Great War.104 From the autumn of 1913 until August 1914, the Liberal Party 

promoted a Land Campaign. This has been primarily examined from the national perspective 

in the historiography thus far.105 It deserves examination at constituency level, as the Land 

Campaign could indicate the immediate possibilities and potential of Liberalism on the 

outbreak of the Great War. Older studies have suggested that ‘the land campaign was dogged 

by both ministerial and public unpopularity’,106 and that the ‘working class could see nothing 

central to its interests’ in it.107 However, Packer suggests that land reform ‘offered Liberalism 

its best chance of successfully combining social reform with traditional radicalism’.108 If 

there is evidence of this in the constituencies, it could suggest that the Liberal Party had a 

viable future, by combining its middle-class electoral base with a fair proportion of the 

working class vote - a combination that the Labour Party would find difficult to achieve, on 

the pre- or post- 1918 franchise, and one that the Conservatives were unable to achieve until 

1918. Focusing on Devon and Cornwall, Dawson has stressed that the Liberal Land 

Campaign had ‘serious consequences for the Unionists’,109 and that nationally 22 Unionist 

seats in rural and mixed (part urban, part rural) constituencies could be lost on a two per cent 

swing and a total of 40 on a five per cent swing.110  Given the narrow margins necessary for 

victory, it is important that the views of the Liberal grass-roots in the Home Counties, 

                                                           
104 I. Packer, Lloyd George, Liberalism and the Land: The Land Issue and Party Politics in England, 1906-1914 

(Woodbridge, 2001), p. 194. 
105R. Douglas, ‘“God gave the land to the people”’, in A. J. A. Morris (ed.), Edwardian Radicalism, 1900-1914: 

Some Aspects of British Radicalism (London, 1974), pp. 148-61; R. Douglas, Land, People and Politics: A 

History of the Land Question in the United Kingdom, 1878-1952 (London, 1976); H. V. Emy, ‘The Land 

Campaign: Lloyd George as a social reformer, 1909-14’, in A. J. P. Taylor (ed.), Lloyd George: Twelve Essays 

(London, 1971), pp. 35-68, and Packer, Lloyd George, Liberalism and the Land. 
106 B. B. Gilbert., ‘David Lloyd George: the reform of British landholding and the Budget of 1914’, Historical 

Journal, 21, 1 (1978), p. 121. 
107 Bernstein, Liberalism and Liberal Politics, p. 147. 
108 Packer, Lloyd George, Liberalism and the Land, p. 195; Tanner, Political Change, p. 286; Emy claims that 

the ‘scale of the reforms confirmed the arrival of the “New Liberalism”’, Emy, ‘Land Campaign’, p. 66. 

Readman considers the Unionists had the basis for an alternative, see P. Readman, Land and Nation in England: 

Patriotism, National Identity, and the Politics of Land, 1880-1914 (London, 2008), pp. 173-76. 
109 Dawson, ‘Politics in Devon and Cornwall’, p. 211. Also see Green, Crisis of Conservatism, p. 290, and A. 

Sykes, Tariff Reform in British Politics, 1903-1913 (Oxford, 1979), pp. 266-84, for arguments that nationally 

the Unionists were concerned about the Liberal Land Campaign.  
110 Dawson, ‘Politics in Devon and Cornwall’, p. 213. Just as significantly, 37 of the 50 Liberal MPs in rural and 

mixed seats were vulnerable to a swing to the Unionists of five per cent and 16 were vulnerable to a swing of 

two per cent. Taking into consideration the Liberals had won 272 seats compared to the Unionists 271, 16 seats 

held or lost would be significant. 



38 
 

Midlands and North-West are added to the historiography, to establish the pre-war health of 

the Liberal Party. Moreover, if the Land Campaign connected with the urban electorate, then 

the potential advantages and disadvantages to both parties becomes more obvious, and hence 

the importance of this debate.  

In the constituencies, the Liberal land policy seems to have been responded to 

positively.111 On 14 November 1913, the Chief Whip asked the Secretary of the MLF to call 

an emergency committee meeting of its executive for the purpose of organising active 

support for the Land Policy of the government. In consequence, a Land Council was set up to 

meet on 19 November 1913.112 Between the end of January and early March 1914, this had 

arranged 52 meetings and 66 lectures in connection with the Land Campaign.113 Moreover, 

before the war broke out, there were 781 meetings planned for the Midland area Land 

Campaign.114 One can appreciate the scope of the campaign, as 423,800 booklet and leaflet 

sets were distributed in the Midlands as well as 109,500 unbound leaflets and 391,350 

handbills and posters.115 All this evidence runs counter to the claim by Bernstein that ‘the 

response of the Liberal rank and file to the land campaign was curiously uncertain’.116 

Evidently, the Liberal government was still the most progressive force in Britain, and the 

party caucus in the Midlands seems to have been united and enthusiastic for a fight against 

the Conservative Party over Lloyd George’s land reform proposals, which explains why ‘the 

Conservative Party viewed the Land Campaign as a major threat’.117 

On the other hand, it would be disingenuous to argue that the land policy was universally 

popular among Liberals. It was almost certainly this issue which led one member of the 

Beckenham LA to resign, as he was ‘not in sympathy’ with ‘one main’ Liberal policy.118 In a 

similar vein, there were three unexplained resignations at the 1914 AGM, including that of 

the President of the Association, although the latter agreed to continue his financial 

contribution.119 This would suggest a dislike of the policy rather than total opposition leading 

to leaving the Liberal Party altogether. Although it was recorded that there had been 

‘unsatisfactory attendance at the three meetings upon the land question’,120 further meetings 
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on the same issue were planned up to the outbreak of the First World War.121 Perhaps even 

more telling is that Northern Ward in Walthamstow felt comfortable enough with the Liberal 

land policy to challenge the local Conservatives to a debate on the issue, with local 

speakers.122 Although the Land Campaign seems to have been slightly less accepted than the 

New Liberalism, the majority of Liberals did engage with the Land Campaign and felt 

comfortable enough with the issue to use it to try and defeat their old nemesis, the 

Conservative Party. The case-study constituencies cannot add to the empirical argument 

about whether the Liberal Land Campaign would have been be electorally successful, but 

these constituencies do suggest that it provided the Liberals with another weapon in their 

arsenal and that it shows vitality amongst the Liberals in the constituencies.  

 

 

 

 

III) The Gladstonian Legacy: Peace, Retrenchment and Reform 

 

 
The evidence suggests that whilst the New Liberalism did not take over the agenda for 

Liberal associations it was placed firmly on it; some meetings were more concerned with the 

National Insurance Act, but others with the more traditional Liberal policies. It is important to 

reiterate that whilst the New Liberalism was resolutely on the agenda in the constituencies 

this did not mean that the Gladstonian legacy of peace, retrenchment and reform was ignored 

or in second place. Brown, in his thesis on party politics in Scotland, noted how important 

traditional issues were for the Liberals before the First World War.123 Over the issue of 

expenditure on armaments, the New Liberalism and the Old could work hand in hand. In 

many ways, expenditure on the army and navy provided the perfect balance between the 

traditional and the New Liberalism, as rigorous retrenchment in naval expenditure could free 

up money for more state-funded social programmes. 

The Manchester Guardian recorded that ‘it should be mentioned that no part of the 

speech of Mr Benton was more cheered than that in which he declared himself ‘old-fashioned 

enough to believe that the Liberal Party is still the party of “peace, retrenchment, and reform” 

and then alluded to the concern felt by Liberals at the increasing national expenditure on 
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armaments.’124 It may be that Liberals reconciled more state expenditure on social measures 

as long as peace aspect of the old mantra was upheld; the LCNWLF trusted the government 

to ‘continue its efforts to promote international goodwill, as one beneficial result, the 

enormous expenditure on armaments may be so lessened as to provide for the reduction of 

taxation and for further expenditure on Social Reform.’125 Perhaps in a similar vein, the 

Blackpool LA passed a resolution unanimously for ‘the cultivation of friendly feeling 

towards Germany.’126 Similarly, there were resolutions against the introduction of 

conscription in Britain.127 Given this clear evidence of Liberal opinion before the Great War, 

we can appreciate the difficulties that Liberals at the grass-roots were to face during wartime 

as their pre-war policies ran counter to the policies pursued during the war. 

Another aspect of the Liberal faith that came under threat during the war was that of 

free trade. Before the war, free trade was still considered to be working128 and the Darwen 

LA expressed their confidence in free trade ‘which forms the basis of the prosperity of the 

cotton trade of Lancashire’.129 There was still enough of the old Liberalism to ensure that 

older members of the Party still recognised the values that they had fought for in the 

nineteenth century. 

The Parliament Act which effectively slayed the old enemy of the House of Lords was 

popular and the Southend LA even planned a Saturday night meeting to celebrate the passing 

of the Parliament Act.130 There was also a clamour for the abolition of plural voting – an 

abolition that would aid the Liberal Party against the Conservative Party131, so much so that 

the Essex County Liberal Conference did not want the Party to hold a general election until a 

Bill was on the statute book.132 Similarly, there was unanimity on the education question. At 

the AGM of the Southend Liberals in 1913 there was a resolution ‘believing that any 

proposals dealing with education should provide for the removal of grievances under which 

Nonconformists labour at the present moment.’133 However, one member of the Alexandra 
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Kent House and Lawrie Park Wards did express ‘disappointment’ with the Liberal 

Government, as he felt that they had ‘entirely neglected the education question.’134 In 

response, the President ‘advised patience’, as he felt it would be dealt with in due course. If 

the Liberals were able to find a solution to nonconformist grievances before a 1915 general 

election, then they would have had a positive appeal to one important section of the Liberal 

electorate. 

Another Liberal policy from the nineteenth century which still received attention in 

the late Edwardian period, was the disestablishment of the Welsh Church. 135 Yet, it must be 

noted that in Leicester there was a lone dissenting voice who would not vote for a resolution 

in favour of Welsh Disestablishment.136 However, this was an exception and otherwise Welsh 

Disestablishment was a unifying policy against a clear enemy, the Unionist Party, as was the 

Parliament Act and the desire for a Plural Voting Bill. 

Whilst there was some, minor, dissent over the Land Campaign, traditional Liberal 

issues seemed to have been steadfastly popular, perhaps even militantly. This was especially 

the case with perhaps the most Gladstonian of all issues, that of Home Rule for Ireland. There 

is ample evidence from each of the case-study regions that Home Rule was used as a 

campaigning issue with public meetings being organised.137 It is important to note that in no 

way did the New Liberalism surpass the more traditional Liberal issues of Home Rule and 

Welsh Disestablishment. The evidence suggests that the new and old Liberalism could work 

in tandem together, as evidenced by the LCNWLF being pleased that the National Insurance 

Act had been passed into law and also equally pleased that the Home Rule and Welsh 

Disestablishment Bills had been passed in the House of Commons as well.138 At an earlier 

meeting, it was recorded that ‘the Chairman stated that it was not desired that the Insurance 

Act campaign should supersede the Home Rule campaign, but it was felt that the great fight 

would take place after the introduction of the Bill.’139 This suggests that if there was a 

partisan battle over National Insurance this would receive most of the Liberals attention and 

energy but if Home Rule was the most contentious political issue, then this would be at the 

forefront of Liberal policy. As will be seen, Home Rule was on the political agenda 

throughout the late Edwardian period but particularly in the seven months before the outbreak 
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of the First World War. On the eve of the Great War breaking out, the Manchester LF’s 

attention was on ‘the final passing’ of the Home Rule, Disestablishment of the Welsh Church 

and Plural Voting Bills.140  

Home Rule, and in particular Conservative actions, stirred up Liberal feelings and as 

such was a unifying policy. The LCNWLF ‘rejoice in their [the Liberal Government’s] 

determination to proceed with the pacification of Ireland undeterred by the frivolous attempts 

of the Opposition to discredit its measures in the House of Commons.’141 In a similar way the 

Darwen LA condemned the ‘threats of treason and civil war recently made use of by the 

leaders of the Ulster Orangemen and endorsed by the official leaders of the Conservative 

Party.’142 The Harborough LA viewed ‘with amazement and indignation the efforts of the 

Conservative Party to not only provoke civil war in Ireland, but to corrupt the British army 

for party purposes’.143  

The Liberals were frustrated that this longstanding issue was still not settled and, even 

worse, was being used as a party political weapon. The Executive of the Harborough LA felt 

that the Conservative Party was using the issue of Home Rule as a ‘valuable electioneering 

weapon’, and urged the Government to ‘waste no more time in futile efforts at conciliation’, 

which they felt the Unionist Party saw as ‘signs of weakness and hesitation.’144 Around this 

time, other Liberal Associations passed resolutions that demanded ‘no further concessions on 

Home Rule’, so partisan had the issue become. 145   

The politicised nature of the issue and, from the perspective of the Liberal grass-roots, 

the actions of the Conservatives, meant that it was, for some Associations, untenable and 

wrong for Ulster not to be included in Home Rule. The Manchester North-West LA did not 

want ‘separate treatment of Ulster [as it] would lead to a disunited Ireland.’146 In Southend in 

March 1914 there was a resolution in favour of Home Rule but ‘urgently appealed that no 

step may be taken which would result in the exclusion of Ulster or any portion of the 

province as which would impair [the] unity of government in Ireland.’147 In March 1914, the 

Penge LA stated that they had confidence in the government and did not want them to 

‘deflect one hair’s breadth from their position respecting Home Rule.’148 So, even if the 
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Conservative Party and their supporters in Ulster would have compromised (which is less 

than likely) the Liberal Government was under pressure from their own supporters not to 

compromise. The evidence suggests that if civil war did occur over Ireland, the Liberals, just 

like the Unionists on the other side, felt that justice and right were on their side – a dangerous 

combination. 

Home Rule was clearly on the Liberal mind in the years before the First World War. 

Jalland asks whether the decline of the Liberal Party and the Irish Question are interlinked.149 

It was an issue close to the Liberal heart and the Liberal demands for no compromise against 

the disloyal and unpatriotic Tory Party (from the Liberal perspective) might have made 

uncomfortable reading for Asquith when he was trying to find a solution to the crisis over 

Ulster, but it did not affect the long-term fortunes of the Liberal Party, either positively or 

negatively.  

 

 

 

 

IV) A divisive issue: Women’s Suffrage 

 
The question of if women, whether or not limited by a property qualification, should have the 

vote, was an important issue in British society in the late Edwardian period, but one that the 

Liberal government did not want to resolve one way or the other. Vellacott has written that 

the pre-war Liberal Party could hold a diverse range of views on a subject, and suggests that 

‘no issue better demonstrates this than women’s suffrage.’150 Jenkins suggests that Asquith’s 

opposition to women’s suffrage was in opposition to the majority of his Party, but to what 

extent is this true and how diverse was Liberal opinion on this issue?151 There has been a 

suggestion in the historiography that Liberal women became demoralised as a result of 

opposition to women’s suffrage within the party, and ‘that between 1912 and 1914 sixty-eight 

local branches of the Women’s Liberal Federation folded and 18,000 members were lost’.152 

On the new issue of women’s suffrage, there seems, in the constituencies to have been 

a lack of real interest in either championing or opposing the cause. Mabel Smith of the 

                                                           
149 P. Jalland, Liberals and Ireland: The Ulster Question in British Politics to 1914 (Brighton, 1980), p. 15. 
150 J. Vellacott, From Liberal to Labour with Women’s Suffrage: The Story of Catherine Marshall (Montreal, 

1993), p. 366. For the politics of suffrage and Liberal politics, see D. Morgan, Suffragists and Liberals: The 

Politics of Woman Suffrage in England (Oxford, 1975).  
151 Jenkins, Asquith, p. 248. 
152 M. Pugh, The March of the Women: A Revisionist Analysis of the Campaign for Women’s Suffrage, 1866-

1914 (Oxford, 2000), p. 143. 



44 
 

National League for Opposing Women’s Suffrage wanted to address members of the Penge 

LA ‘on the question of opposing women’s suffrage’, but the association suggested that if 

there was time in future they could do so – this was perhaps a delaying tactic to avoid 

discussion of a subject that divided the Liberals at the grass-roots.153 There is evidence from 

the Leicester and Coventry associations suggesting division and some opposition to women’s 

suffrage, and an avoidance of meeting suffrage activists.154 However, the northern ward of 

Walthamstow LA planned to hold a debate on women’s suffrage in 1912, so not all Liberals 

wanted to ignore the issue.155  

In contrast to Liberal advantages of amending the National Insurance Act whilst in 

office, the issue of women’s suffrage shows the disadvantage of being in government when 

there is an issue that the party does not agree on. In Harborough, the candidate who had been 

chosen to replace the retiring MP was de-selected because it was felt that he was ‘seriously 

jeopardising the seat by his persistent advocacy of women’s suffrage, particularly at a time 

when the electors are prejudiced by the outrages perpetrated by some of the women.’156 More 

importantly, the candidate’s actions had lost him the support of the Liberals grass-roots – the 

activists. It was reported that there had been ‘declarations of many of our best workers that 

they would neither work nor vote for Sir Victor Horsley.’ What is more, this shows how 

important the grass roots were to a party in this era – without volunteers to knock on doors 

and to deliver leaflets, to organise and chair local meetings, and in this period to do 

registration work, the electioneering organisation could not be effective. Whilst trying to 

claim that they had not removed Horsley as candidate due to his being in favour of women’s 

suffrage, the Harborough Executive succinctly summed up the Liberal view on the question: 

‘Women’s Suffrage is not an article of the Liberal faith; some are in favour, some opposed to 

it, some Conservatives are in favour, some opposed to it’.157 It was the issue of women’s 

suffrage not being in the Franchise Bill in 1912 that caused the first overt rupture between 

Coventry’s Liberal MP David Mason and his local association which would eventually lead 

to his de-selection.158 Liberal disagreements over women’s suffrage could be covered up by 

the Liberal Prime Minister’s actions – ‘the committee [of the MLF] declared itself in 
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agreement with the Prime Minister in leaving the matter to be decided by the House of 

Commons itself’.159 Liberal strength between 1910 and 1914 often came from their united 

opposition to the Conservative Party and what they stood for, and on this occasion the 

Liberals took strength from the fact that the Conservatives similarly had divisions on the 

women’s suffrage question.  

The Darwen Women’s LA passed a resolution calling for all Liberal MPs to support 

Dickinson’s franchise Bill in 1913 as ‘it is the only opportunity of securing votes for women 

during the present Parliament and many Liberal women will be unable to work for the Liberal 

Party at the next general election, unless their claim for the Parliamentary franchise has been 

conceded.’ This was passed unanimously although ‘the feeling’ of the meeting was that ‘it 

was a mistaken policy to attempt to turn the [Women’s National] Federation into a huge 

suffrage society’ as ‘each association should be left to manage its own affairs’.160 Darwen 

Liberal women had links with the Darwen Suffrage Society and if they spoke negatively of 

the Party this would not do the Liberals’ local prospects any good.  

 Nonetheless, the Darwen Men’s Association were only interested in ‘one vote, one 

value’ and ‘one man, one vote’.161 Similarly, the LCNWLF voted against discussing a 

resolution from the National Society of Women’s Suffrage by 44 votes to 38. Tellingly, they 

passed instead a resolution ‘giving effect to the principle of one man one vote, securing a just 

redistribution of seats, and providing for a system of Voting in order of preference or Second 

Ballot.’162 Conversely, the Walthamstow LA passed a resolution in favour of women being 

included in the suffrage bill, with 91 votes in its favour and 40 against.163 Likewise, the 

Blackpool LA expressed the view that ‘this meeting is of the opinion that no revision of the 

Parliamentary franchise can be considered satisfactory that does not include some means of 

enfranchisement for women.’ This was passed by a ‘large majority’, so clearly not all were in 

favour, but no voting figures were given.164 Their support for suffrage suggests that the tactic 

of letting letters ‘lie on the table’ may not always suggest disagreement with proposals, but 

was a way of avoiding conflict.165 In a similar way, the Trinity and St. Oswalds Ward 

Women’s LA did ‘not feel willing to take a share in the expenses of any meeting to forward 

women’s suffrage: feeling that if ladies here need educating, they can go to one of the 
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numerous suffrage meetings in the city and that until the militant tactics cease we will have 

nothing whatever to do with the suffrage question’.166 Moreover, when the Women’s Liberal 

Federation asked them to hold meetings in support of women’s suffrage, they voted 

unanimously to withdraw from the federation and instead affiliate with ‘the National’ 

[presumably Liberal Federation] ‘whose objects were not so severe’.167 In Manchester, it was 

recorded that they had passed a resolution in favour of women’s suffrage in June 1910 and so 

did not want to receive either supporters or opponents of women’s suffrage to their 

meetings.168 Even so, a letter was read from a subscriber stating he would withdraw his 

subscription if the Federation ‘took any further part for or against women’s suffrage.’169 This 

suggests that whether the Liberals supported or opposed women’s suffrage some element of 

its electoral constituency and grass-roots activists would be dissatisfied.  

Overall, it seems that the vast majority of Liberals were able to accept the Liberal 

programme as it stood on the outbreak of war, despite divergent views on the issue of 

women’s suffrage. Undoubtedly, the Liberalism of some members was challenged (to 

variable extents) because the Liberal Party did not support women’s suffrage. However, a 

substantial number of Liberals and Liberal Associations did not want women’s suffrage. 

Once the local party had a position, there is no instance in these years of them converting to 

the opposite view. Luckily for the party, this issue was, for the majority of the electorate, not 

the most salient issue in politics (except to those activists in the different suffrage groups, a 

not inconsiderable number) and it divided the Conservative Party as well so it was not 

possible for a split like that over Home Rule in 1886 to occur. Similarly, it is fortunate for the 

Liberals that the Labour Party was not in a position to challenge them nationally, as it is 

likely that more Liberal activists would have joined Labour because of their support for 

women’s suffrage. The mixture of the New Liberalism and the more traditional issues were a 

broad enough church to keep all but the most pro-or anti-women’s suffragists within the 

party.170 The prospective Liberal candidate in his speech included all the above traditional 

and New Liberal issues, including that of women’s suffrage. Although no figures were given, 

it was recorded that ‘a good percentage [of wards] were able to report that many new 

members were being enrolled’ suggesting that the mixture of new and old Liberalism was 

compatible. 
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V) The Challenge from Labour 

 
The historiography of this period is dominated by the many publications focused on the 

debate about whether the Liberal Party was going to be replaced by the Labour Party. Most of 

the historiography has suggested that the Liberal Party was in real danger of being superseded 

by the Labour Party before the First World War.171 Pelling sums up the crux of that argument 

as ‘it was the result of long-term social and economic changes which were simultaneously 

uniting Britain geographically and dividing her inhabitants in terms of class’.172 However, 

Clarke suggested that if the political battle did centre around class by 1910, then the Liberal 

Party, via the New Liberalism, was in a position to be successful ‘if not to the degree of 1906, 

at least at a level markedly above that of the Gladstonian party’.173 Moreover, Clarke suggests 

that ‘at the beginning of the second decade of the twentieth century it looked as though both 

Labour and Liberalism would be subsumed in progressivism’.174 This thesis will assess this 

claim from the Liberal point of view in the selected regional case studies. Also, given the 

importance of municipal contests in the pre-war rise of Labour and decline of Liberalism 

debate,175 the results of the municipal elections in the designated constituencies will be 

assessed in order to take a broad and deep judgment of the merits of the debates. 

The by-elections which occurred in two of the selected constituency case-studies in 

the Midlands provide the clearest evidence that Liberalism was not inevitably destined to be 

superseded by Labour. The Leicester (June 1913) and Chesterfield (August 1913) by-
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elections are well known, and narratives of both can be found elsewhere.176 Contrary to the 

suggestion by Matthew, McKibbin and Kay, the two by-elections suggest that Liberal 

organisation was in good working order before the First World War and that the Liberals 

were capable of making demagogic appeals.177 The by-elections also show the importance of 

the New Liberalism to the electorate. Gordon Hewart, the Liberal candidate in Leicester, 

spoke at length in defence of the National Insurance Act, stating it was ‘an enormous and 

beneficial departure in social reform in this country. It was a first attempt, but nevertheless a 

bold and comprehensive attempt to deal with the evils of sickness and unemployment.’ 

Likewise, the Leicester Daily Mercury used the Old Age Pensions Act to attack the 

Unionists.178 The Liberal candidate in Chesterfield, Barnet Kenyon, dealt in his election 

address with the Trade Disputes Act, the Compensation Act of 1906, the Trade Boards Act, 

the School Children’s (Free Meals) Act, the Mines (Eight Hours) Act, the Coal Mines 

(Minimum Wage) Act and a health insurance act (with maternity benefit and Sanatorium 

benefits), before he came to the more traditional Liberal issues of Home Rule, Welsh 

Disestablishment and a Scottish Temperance Bill. In Leicester, Hewart also made speeches in 

defence of Free Trade, suggesting that the more traditional Liberalism was still an important 

element even in industrial constituencies, and was complimented by the New Liberal social 

reform agenda, rather than being replaced by it.179   

The makeup of the Liberal appeal in these years is important because of the genuine 

challenge the Liberal Party faced from the Labour Party for working-class support. The 

Chesterfield by-election of 1913 suggests a successful new strategy which the party could 

have adopted in working-class localities, of having local and representative candidates 

represent their division. Kenyon, who was Assistant Secretary of the Derbyshire Miner’s 

Association, was well-known in Chesterfield and was very proud of his working-class 

roots.180 However, Kenyon was fortunate to be selected Liberal candidate: a split was 

avoided, as the alternative nominee declined to stand, and ‘practically every district’ showed 

a great desire ‘to avoid a split in the ranks of the Progressive forces’.181 Kenyon’s near miss 
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should be placed in the context of Liberal politics and the adoption of candidates; Gregory 

argued that Liberal Associations ‘remained stubbornly unwilling to adopt miner’s candidates 

in mining seats’.182 At the selection meeting, Miss Violet Markham asked ‘what was the 

commonsense of the situation as between Liberalism and Labour?’ Answering her own 

question, she continued: ‘There were no hard and sharp dividing lines. There were wings of 

Liberalism and wings of Labour. In parts of the country the wings touched, and Chesterfield 

was one of the places where they did touch.’183 The Leicester and Chesterfield by-elections 

provided the Labour Party with a motivation to stay within the progressive alliance, the 

retention of which was in all probability necessary if the Liberals were going to win a general 

election in 1915.184 The official publication of the Liberal Party, the Liberal Magazine, was 

keen on ‘co-operation’ in the constituencies between the Liberal and Labour Parties.185 

Dean’s study of Walsall cites the prospective Liberal candidate warning about the 

division between ‘a working-class man who called himself a Liberal and a working-class man 

who called himself a Labour Man.’186 If Liberal Associations in working-class areas were 

more receptive to working-class Liberal representation, then perhaps in future men like 

Ramsay MacDonald and Keir Hardie would have been able to get selected by the Liberal 

caucus. If this was possible, and the danger of three-corned contests was evident at a 

hypothetical 1915 general election, perhaps the Liberal Party would have continued to evolve 

along the lines of New Liberalism and have remained the main Progressive opposition to the 

Unionists. However, the evidence from the constituencies does not suggest more working-

class candidates were becoming Liberal candidates, seemingly because of the financial 

demands that the average working and lower middle-class man could not afford. 

Regardless, comment on the Hanley by-election of July 1913 suggests both the 

potential and difficulties of maintaining the Progressive Alliance.187 A resolution from the 

Rugby LA ‘deplores the disastrous waste of progressive effort by the continued division of 

Liberal and Labour forces in the constituencies.’ The MLF Executive’s reply to this was one 

of ‘sympathy with the terms of the resolution’, but added that ‘any difficulty in the way of the 
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desired understanding lay rather with the Labour Party than the Liberal Party.’188 This 

suggests that while undoubtedly some sections of the Liberal Party would be able to be 

‘subsumed in progressivism’, the more likely situation was general acceptance of a limited 

pact with Labour in the Midlands.189  

 Undoubtedly, the relationship with the Labour Party made electoral reform a pressing 

concern for some Liberals. The issue of electoral reform, or more specifically, the abolition 

of plural voting, was a pressing issue if the language and recurrence of the issue in Liberal 

Party records is taken as a guide.190 The abolition of Plural Voting was primarily a means of 

reducing the Conservative advantage, as Plural Voting disproportionately benefited the 

Tories. However, some interest was taken in the Alternative Vote, but this was not as 

universal as interest in a Plural Voting Bill. The Executive of the MLF wanted the alterative 

vote ‘to ensure that in contests with three or more candidates the candidate seeing a real 

majority of the vote should be returned.’ This particularly concerned them due to the 

supposed ‘unreasonable attitude taken by the Labour Party in many constituencies and the 

increased probability, consequent on the payment of Members[,] of three-cornered and four 

cornered-fights’.191 

However, judging from municipal elections, without the alternative vote or the second 

ballot, Liberalism at the grass-roots seemed to conclude that the most convenient way to 

combat Labour was to enter into anti-Socialist pacts. 192 This can be seen from the municipal 

elections in Walsall and Leicester: 

 

Table 1.1: Municipal election results for Walsall, 1910-1913 

 
Year Liberal Conservative Labour Independent 

 Contested Won Contested Won Contested Won Contested Won 

1910193 6 1 5 4 0 0 1 1 

1911 1 1 1 1 1 0 1 0 

1912 1 1 4 4  5 0 0 0 

1913 1 1 1 1 3 1 1 0 

Total 9 4 11 10 8 1 3 1 
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Source: Walsall Observer, 5 November 1910, 4 November 1911, 2 November 1912, 8 November 1913. 

 

 

Table 1.2: Municipal election results for Leicester, 1910-1913 

Year Liberal Conservative Labour Independent 

 Contested Won Contested Won Contested Won Contested Won 

1910 3 2 2 0 2 1 1 0 

1911 4 3 1 0 4 2 1 0 

1912 6 3 4 1 6 4 1 0 

 1913194 5 2 2 1 2 2 2 0 

Total 18 9 9 2 14 9 5 0 
Source: Leicester Daily Mercury, 2 November 1910, 2 November 1911, 2 November 1912, 3 November 1913. 

 

The two sets of municipal results stand in contrast to each other, and demonstrate two equally 

valid trends. The results for Walsall highlight that in many parts of the country it was the 

Conservatives, and not the Labour Party, who were the main beneficiaries of Liberal 

unpopularity. In contrast, Leicester highlights an area of strength for Labour at the local level. 

Nonetheless, its best results came in November 1912 and this was not enough to persuade the 

Labour Party to contest both seats at the next general election (as this would probably cost 

MacDonald his seat when the Liberals retaliated). Yet, and in disagreement with the 

arguments of Tanner,195 the support for Labour in Leicester was not confined to a couple of 

wards; between 1911 and 1913, Labour impressively won elections in eight different wards, 

although it did not repeat its success in the same ward twice in these years.196 

The north west region is also important in the historiography of the Liberal Party, as it is 

one of the regions that Tanner has suggested shows that the progressive alliance between the 

Labour and Liberal parties was viable in 1914 and the foreseeable general election.197 In 

Chester, both the men’s and women’s branches of the Trinity and St. Oswald Ward Liberal 

Associations decided to give their active support to the Labour candidate by canvassing for 

him as he was a ‘through democrat’.198 However, in Darwen Central Ward decided to oppose 

the candidate nominated by the Trades Council.199 Although there were advantages to an 

alliance between the Liberal and Labour parties, the Liberals at the grass-roots had to be 

concerned about their own survival. The LCNWLF stressed ‘the urgent necessity of making 
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provision for the alternative vote in the Parliamentary elections’ as they viewed ‘with much 

apprehension the increasing number of contents in which the Liberal candidate is likely to be 

opposed by a Labour nominee and they believe that many of the growing divergences 

between Liberalism and Labour would be removed by the provision of the alternative 

vote.’200 Similarly, it was recorded that the Chairman of the Manchester LF spoke to the 

Liberal Chief Whip, Percy Illingworth, and ‘said how difficult it was to keep the Liberal 

organisation together’ where there was a Labour MP. He added that with either the 

alternative vote or the second ballot ‘local Liberals would be satisfied as they would then 

have the possibility of testing the strength of the Liberal Party in the division without any 

likelihood of the seat being’ lost. One element of future danger for the Liberals was that it 

was felt that after the retirement of certain MPs, such as Sir Charles Schwann in Manchester 

North, Labour might come forward and contest the seat.201 However, some Liberals were also 

pushing to contest Labour seats, as was the case in Manchester East.202 

 

 

 

 

VI) The health of the Liberal Party on the eve of the Great War 

 

 
The organisation and activity of Liberalism at the grass-roots in the Home Counties during 

this period seems to have been steady and consistent, if not spectacular. Registration work, so 

important in the pre-1918 electoral system, was undertaken seriously203 - but not always 

enthusiastically.204 There were instances of the party faithful being praised for ‘quietly and 

unselfishly’ carrying out registration and canvassing work.205 In addition, it seems that in the 

years immediately preceding the war, some of the deficiencies in organisation in the Home 

Counties were being addressed.206 The number of subscribers in Penge went up from 66 in 

1912, to 68 in 1913 and to 87 in 1914.207 Likewise, financial deficiencies were being 
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addressed: the Southend Liberals held a successful bazaar that raised £150, and this enabled 

them to send a cheque of £100 to the South-East Essex LA (of which the Southend Liberals 

were a part) to liquidate their bank overdraft.208 

 However, although it is fair to say that the Liberal position in the Home Counties did 

not fall back during these years, it must also be pointed out that they were not about to take 

the Unionist Party by surprise in this region. The Liberal Party did not contest the by-election 

in South-East Essex in 1912 because of ‘shortness of time’ (i.e., the organisation was not 

ready for an election) and the questionable excuse that ‘the fact that the coal strike was 

imperilling the whole of our industries, made it undesirable to put the constituency to the 

trouble and turmoil of a contest at the present time.’209 Likewise, the results from the 

municipal elections in the region, where they occurred in the selected case studies,210 agree 

with Cook’s argument that the ‘most constant feature ... was the strength of Conservatism’211 

and of the ‘nuisance value’ of Labour candidates.212 

 

Table 1.3: Municipal election results for Walthamstow, 1910-1913213 
 

Year Liberal Conservative Labour Independent 

 Contested Won Contested Won Contested Won Contested Won 

1910 9 6 6 3 4 0 4 0 

1911 5 1 4 3 1 0 0 0 

1913 8 2 7 7 2 0 2 0 

Total 22 9 17 13 7 0 6 0 
Source: Walthamstow Guardian, 8 April 1910, 31 March 1911 and 11 April 1913. 

 

The municipal elections results for Walthamstow show two particularly striking 

features of the pre-war period. Firstly, the Conservative Party was often the most successful 

in local elections, with the Liberals comfortably in second place but a significant way behind 

the Tories. Secondly, the Labour Party did contest municipal elections, suggesting growing 

organisation but, in most of the country, it failed to break the Conservative-Liberal duopoly. 

Yet, it must be pointed out that the contests for the Liberals and Conservatives were under the 

banner of ‘Progressive’ and ‘Moderate’, respectively and although the results reflect a wider 

trend, the context of London politics being fought under those labels should be recognised.  
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As well as an insight into the Liberal mind, the source material allows an appreciation 

of the middle-class culture of Liberalism in the Home Counties at the end of the Edwardian 

period. The game of cricket was played by some of the Liberal Associations, such as in 

Beckenham and the St. James Street and Northern Wards in Walthamstow.214 It would also 

be true to say that the culture was patriotic in relation to the British empire and the monarchy: 

the Beckenham association held a social evening which ended with the song ‘God Save the 

King’, and the constituency Liberal Club organised the first political Bazaar in the area on the 

theme of the British colonies where the ‘various stalls were named after our over-seas 

possessions’.215 This shows that King and Empire were not an exclusively Conservative 

domain. Social events were common, and they often had musical performances.216 In 

Walthamstow, the Northern Ward even had their own brass band as well as a slate club, a 

tennis club and a bowling club.217 It is also noteworthy that a clergyman was asked to speak 

at a social gathering, suggesting that there remained a link between religion and politics in 

this period.218 There is also evidence of gender division, with separate events for men and 

women Liberals,219 and that the women often organised the socials as well as serving tea at 

the men’s AGM.220 However, along with the rest of British society, there is evidence that 

women’s roles were increasing even before the outbreak of war; the Walthamstow LA agreed 

to give the Higham Park Women’s LA the right to send delegates to the constituency 

executive committee.221 

There was certainly an important social aspect to the proceedings of some Liberal 

associations. The Greyfrairs Ward association in Coventry ended their AGM in 1912 with a 

musical programme.222 Furthermore, the ward chairman invited committee members to his 

house, and they ‘had a pleasant and enjoyable evening at Bowls’, after which, on the 

suggestion of the Chairman they ‘finished the evening off at the Hippodrome.’223  This 

sociability can be placed in a long tradition of male homosociality that McCarthy suggests 
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dates back as at least as far as the eighteenth century coffeehouse.224  In a similar way, 

meetings of the Chesterfield Women’s LA occasionally closed with ‘afternoon tea’.225 It also 

noteworthy that there is evidence that the Chesterfield Women’s LA gave women their first 

chance at public speaking.226 It seems that through the medium of women’s political 

associations, political parties were ahead of their contemporaries in facilitating and indeed 

encouraging the involvement of women in public life.227 

A glimpse into the social structure of late Edwardian society comes across in the 

source material. In Blackpool, the female Liberals provided and dispensed the tea at the 

AGM.228 Similarly, women in the party were valued, not for their intellectual ability but for 

their ability to host picnics, whist drives and socials.229 The Darwen Women’s LA planned a 

‘children’s Ball’, perhaps suggesting that the political events and socials were not always 

overtly political (like those of the Primrose League events), and a ‘presentation’ was given to 

one of the members of the Darwen LA upon her marriage.230  

The parliamentary by-elections and municipal elections in the north-west provide 

more quantifiable evidence of Liberal Party fortunes in these years.  The lack of success in 

the Kendal by-election in March 1913 clearly suggests that the Liberals were not about to win 

another landslide of the scale of 1906, but as they had only held the seat once (in 1906) since 

the 1884 Reform Act, it was not a constituency that the Liberals needed to win in order to 

remain in government.231 The by-election defeat in Manchester South was a more 

disappointing result, but was attributed to ‘the present unpopularity of the Insurance Act’ so it 

might be more appropriate to classify this as an example of mid-term unpopularity for the 

Liberals rather than evidence of terminal decline.232 Such an interpretation is supported from 

the municipal election results for Chester, Darwen and Manchester in these years: 

 

Table 1.4: Municipal election results for Chester, 1911-1913233 
 

Year Liberal Conservative Labour Independent 

 Contested Won Contested Won Contested Won Contested Won 
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1911 5 4 3 3 0 0 4 1 

1912 3 2 6 4 0 0 1 0 

1913 1 1 4 2 1 1 0 0 

Total 9 7 13 9 1 1 5 1 
Source: Manchester Guardian, 2 November 1911, 2 November 1912; Cheshire Observer, 8 November 1913. 

 

 

Table 1.5: Municipal election results for Darwen, 1910-1913234 
 

Year Liberal Conservative Labour Independent 

 Contested Won Contested Won Contested Won Contested Won 

1910 1 1 3 2 2 0 0 0 

1912 2 1 1 1 0 0 1 0 

1913 3 2 4 2 1 0 0 0 

Total 6 4 8 5 3 0 1 0 
Source: Darwen News, 2 November 1910, 2 November 1912, 8 November 1913. For 1911, see Manchester 

Guardian, 2 November 1911. 

 

 

Table 1.6: Municipal election results for Manchester, 1910-1913 

 
Year Liberal Conservative Labour Independent 

 Contested Won Contested Won Contested Won Contested Won 

1910 16 6 19 12 10 6 7 0 

1911 16 10 25 11 12 6 8 1 

1912 12 2 15 14 4 2 6 0 

1913 12 6 17 9 8 4 4 1 

Total 56 24 76 46 34 18 25 2 
Source: Manchester Guardian, 2 November 1910, 2 November 1911, 2 November 1912, 3 November 1913. 

 

 Overall, these municipal election results show that the Liberal Party was still an active 

and relatively successful force at the municipal level. However, there are warning signs. 

Taking the Liberal and Labour Parties as separate entities, only in one locality in one year 

(Darwen in 1912) did the Liberal Party contest more seats than the Conservatives. Cook has 

argued that ‘a major contributing factor to the eventual fall of the Liberal Party was its failure 

to produce a constructive municipal policy’, adding that ‘in local politics, the Liberal Party 

had no raison d’etre’.235 Liberals failing to put forward the same number of candidates as 

both of its rivals could support this view. After poor results in 1912, the President of the 

Blackpool LA felt that ‘as a party, we should have a distinct policy to place before the 

                                                           
234 There were no contests in 1911, but the Secretary of the Weaver’s Union was returned unopposed by the 
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Ratepayers’. Others lamented ‘a wave of anti-Liberalism throughout the town’, ‘lavish 

expenditure of money [by the Conservatives]’, the ‘lack of support from the local Liberal 

paper,’ and the suggestion that one Liberal candidate ‘was an avowed Socialist’.236 

 As can be seen, the municipal election results for Blackpool also provide evidence for 

Cook’s argument that Liberal decline was not the primary feature of local elections, but 

rather it was the consistent strength of Conservatism.237 

 

 

Table 1.7 Municipal election results for Blackpool, 1910-1913 

 
Year Liberal Conservative Labour Independent 

 Contested Won Contested Won Contested Won Contested Won 

1910 2 0 4 4 0 0 0 0 

 1911 8 6 7 4 0 0 4 0 

1912 5 2 10 8 0 0 5 2 

1913 3 1 7 7 0 0 3 0 

Total 18 9 28 23 0 0 12 2 
Source: Manchester Guardian, 2 November 1910, 2 November 1911, 2 November 1912, 3 November 1913. 

 

 

 

 It was noted by the Blackpool LA in 1913 that ‘in future Liberals [should] contest 

seats as Liberals not as “Independents” or “Progressives”’, suggesting that previously there 

was a lack of faith in the Liberal label in this traditionally Tory area (the constituency, 

created in 1885, had never elected a Liberal).238 However, in Blackpool the Liberal Party was 

clearly able to get councillors elected and across the North West they were a prime player in 

municipal elections. Whilst these may suggest that the Liberal Party was not headed for an 

overwhelming and guaranteed victory in the next general election, they certainly do not 

foreshadow that the Labour Party would form a government after 10 years. Contrary to the 

above evidence about the potential of the new and old Liberalism working in tandem, if the 

Liberal and Labour Parties did not work in harness at the constituency level, the municipal 

election results suggest that the Conservative Party would have won a working majority in a 

hypothetical 1915 general election.  

When one asks what was the health at the Liberal Party on the outbreak of war in 

1914, in many ways the question is how robust was the Liberal mind? In the last analysis, 
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Liberalism was an evolving body of thought that had successfully encapsulated social and 

economic issues alongside issues of Home Rule and Welsh Disestablishment from Blackpool 

and Southend to Darwen and Harborough. In no way did the New Liberalism replace the old, 

nor would it have been able to as long as those issues were still unresolved. Yet, they were 

complimentary and any Liberal dissent to specific measures proves the general rule that the 

Liberals in the constituencies accepted the way Liberalism was evolving. The Land 

Campaign was generally well received by the Liberals at the grass-roots and it seems likely 

that, as part of a Progressive Alliance, the Land Campaign would provide the narrow margins 

of victory against the traditional enemy, the Unionist Party. The lack of comment on the 

Budget of 1914 at the grass-roots of the Liberal Party suggests that they were, on the whole, 

accepting of financial policy under Lloyd George.239  

 The evidence from the Home Counties, the Midlands and the North West clearly 

shows that the party was divided over the issue of women’s suffrage. Undoubtedly, the 

Liberalism of some members was challenged (to variable extents) because the Liberal Party 

did not support women’s suffrage. However, a substantial number of Liberals and Liberal 

Associations did not want women’s suffrage. Once the local party had a position, there is no 

instance in these years of them converting to the opposite view. Luckily for the party, this 

issue was, for the majority of the electorate, not the most salient issue in politics (except to 

those activists in the different suffrage groups, a not inconsiderable number) and it divided 

the Conservative Party as well so it was not possible for a split like that over Home Rule in 

1886 to occur. Similarly, it is fortunate for the Liberals that the Labour Party was not in a 

position to challenge them nationally, as it is likely that more Liberal activists would have 

joined Labour because of their support for women’s suffrage. 

 As mentioned previously, Home Rule was on the Liberal mind in the years before the 

First World War. It was clearly an issue that the Liberals cared about at the grass-roots based 

on the resolutions passed and meetings held. The actions of the Conservative Party angered 

the Liberals and the grass-roots were increasingly against compromise over Home Rule. 

Home Rule is the most obvious example of how nineteenth century Liberalism was still an 

important component of Liberalism at the grass-roots in the late Edwardian period. Home 

Rule remains evidence for the vitality of the Liberal Party on the outbreak of war. 

                                                           
239 This would contest the argument made by Murray, ‘Lloyd George and the 1914 Budget fiasco’, p. 487, that 
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Tanner’s statement that at the municipal level before 1914 the Labour Party struggled 

to expand outside of strongholds and that ‘statistical fallacies have helped to perpetuate the 

historical myth of an inevitable onward march of Labour’ has been a striking feature of the 

examination of municipal election results 1910-1913 from the three regions.240 In 

comparison, the Liberals results fluctuated by locality and year by year. The most noticeable 

feature of the municipal election results across all three regions is further empirical evidence 

for Cook’s argument that Conservatism ‘had rarely been stronger in the councils of the land, 

or indeed more poised for success in a forthcoming general election.’241 

However, the general consensus of the historiography is that a hypothetical 1915 

general election would have most likely been fought by the Liberal and Labour parties 

working in tandem, and this ‘progressive alliance’ would have been enough to prevent a 

Conservative victory. From the Liberal perspective in the three regions, how likely was it that 

the grass-roots of the Liberal Party would accept giving up (or continually leaving) certain 

seats to Labour?  The actions of Trinity and St. Oswald ward LA supporting a Labour 

candidate at the municipal level (in the North West), and the resolution of the Rugby LA 

deploring the division of Liberal and Labour (in the Midlands), shows that some Liberal 

opinion was in favour of co-operation with the Labour Party. It is likely co-operation with the 

Labour Party would have had more widespread support from the grass-roots if it was pursued 

nationally by the Liberal leadership and along Liberal lines (meaning under the direction of a 

predominately Liberal government). The Liberal enthusiasm for the alternative vote or the 

second ballot, clamoured for in all three regions, would have aided the party, whether it was 

in an alliance with Labour in the constituencies or with the Conservatives at the municipal 

level (or, indeed, with Labour at the local level). 

Yet, and crucially, the alternative vote or the second ballot would also help the Liberal 

Party if it had to face three or four-corned contests with no pacts. Electoral reform was not 

merely a method of ensuring that the progressive alliance would work, it could also be used 

as the mechanism to ensure that the Liberal Party not only survived but remained a party of 

government. The alliance of the old and New Liberalism would be likely to capture more 

voters than Conservatism or Socialism in these years. Of course, a 1915 general election 

cannot be computed to prove this one way or the other. However, an examination of each 
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political party can lead to educated suggestions about the likely course of events. Judging 

from the Liberal Party, the combination of the new and old Liberalism was complementary 

and it worked. Clarke goes too far if he suggests that it was New Liberalism alone that would 

win the north-west to the Liberals, for there, as in the Home Counties and the Midlands, the 

issues of Free Trade, Welsh Disestablishment and especially Home Rule were important to 

Liberals at the grass-roots, judging by how often resolutions were passed and how many 

meetings they held on those issues. To a fair extent, politics in the Home Counties, the 

Midlands and the north-west had developed along class lines before 1914 partly because the 

Liberal Party campaigned enthusiastically on social and economic issues. However, without 

electoral reform and lacking a progressive alliance with the Labour Party, the Liberals might 

have lost the general election. Even so, and in the worst case scenario, a defeated Liberal 

Party would still easily have been the second largest political party in Great Britain, with only 

a rump of Labour MPs left in Parliament. If Labour and the Liberals remained apart after a 

defeat, the third party trap would eventually lead some Labour voters to vote Liberal as the 

only way to remove the Unionists from power.242 The evidence from the three regions under 

examination is that in 1914 the Liberal Party’s position was no worse than in January and 

December 1910, that Liberalism was evolving along New Liberal lines whilst retaining key 

old Liberal appeals, and that there is no real evidence that the Liberal Party was either to be 

replaced by the Labour Party or to implode whilst in government (as had the Unionists as a 

result of Tariff Reform in 1903). This inevitably raises another question: how important was 

the First World War in shaping the political fortunes of the Liberal Party?  
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Chapter 2  

 

The impact of the Great War and the coming of 

conscription, 1914-1916 
 

 

 

 

 

The stronger the argument for the Liberal Party being in a reasonably healthy condition 

before the First World War, the more responsibility must be placed on the war and its 

consequences for the subsequent problems that the party encountered.243 The original 

interpretation that put most emphasis on the war was Wilson’s The Downfall of the Liberal 

Party, which took into account the pre-war challenges the Liberal Party had faced: 

 

The Liberal Party can be compared to an individual who, after a period of robust 

health and great exertion, experienced symptoms of illness (Ireland, Labour unrest, the 

suffragettes). Before a thorough diagnosis could be made, he was involved in an 

encounter with a rampant omnibus (the First World War), which mounted the 

pavement and ran him over. After lingering painfully, he expired.244 

 

This school of thought views the war as an externality that acted as a driver for political, 

social and economic change. Wilson focuses on the war creating a new context where the 

leadership of the Liberal Party was divided by Lloyd George seizing the Premiership in 

December 1916, and Asquith and other significant Liberals leaving the Cabinet. The political 

changes arising from the war are cited as providing the Labour Party with the opportunity to 

establish its credibility as a reforming party.245 This chapter will examine the local level 

before the December 1916 crisis to see whether there is any evidence that the First World 

War changed the nature of the activities undertaken by Liberal Associations. The formation 

of the Asquith Coalition in May 1915 will also be examined to determine whether the rank 

and file were perturbed by the increased possibility of illiberal measures being enacted with 

the inclusion of Conservatives in the government. 
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I) The political truce: reducing differences between Liberals and 

Conservatives? 

 
White has suggested that it was not the war, but ‘the political response to the war that was 

decisive’ for the Liberal Party’s problems.246 Consequently, the thesis will explore Liberal 

reactions to the outbreak of war and other significant events during the First World War. Ball 

has argued that the First World War ‘transformed the fortunes of all four parties’,247 and 

Scally’s point that ‘the traditional political alignment was breaking down during the war’ 

helps to explain the context in which a transformation could come about.248 What is missing 

from the historiography is a detailed examination of this process at the base level of the 

Liberal Party. 

It seems that, on the whole, grass-roots Liberalism supported the Liberal 

government’s decision to go to war in August 1914. This support was secured as it was 

generally considered ‘imperative Belgian neutrality be maintained’, and this made it 

undoubtedly easier for associations to provide their ‘unqualified and wholehearted 

support.’249 This agreement with the Cabinet’s decision to declare war was ostensibly secured 

because it was a moral issue, not an issue of realpolitik.250 Whether the balance of power in 

Europe and the promise of British support for France swayed the grass-roots was not 

recorded. 

On the outbreak of war, the LCNWLF agreed with a circular from the National 

Liberal Federation that all party propaganda for the present should cease. As ‘active 

operations had commenced’, the Land and Housing Council meetings had to be 

abandoned.251 Similarly, the South Westmorland’s Women’s LA decided to suspend political 

meetings for the duration of the war.252 At national level, the Women’s Liberal Federation 

advised that ‘on account of the grave national emergency’ that Women’s Associations 

‘discontinue for the present all party political work and hold themselves ready to help 
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whatever is being done in their districts to alleviate distress and to minimise the effects of the 

war.’ It was noted that ‘one or two’ of the women were already on the local committee that 

was being set up, and ‘all of the others expressed their willingness to help when occasion 

should arise.’253 These actions by the Women’s Liberal Federation and the local Associations 

were independent initiatives, and were not the consequence of an agreement with the 

Conservatives.254 

 There is compelling evidence to show that grass-roots Liberalism was involved in the 

national war effort. The Trinity and St. Oswald Women’s Liberal ward association planned to 

meet every Thursday in the Liberal Club to ‘knit comforts for the soldiers’.255 There was no 

mention how long this continued but in November 1916 six Liberal women promised to knit 

socks for the soldiers at the front.256 It has been suggested that knitting by women in Britain 

during the early stage of the war was ‘a mark of women’s solidarity with their nation and 

their willingness to participate in the war effort’ and it is clear that Liberal women showed 

their unity with the realm too.257 Ward also interprets that it was ‘a social as well as a national 

activity’ and that it never stepped outside what was ‘normally expected or socially 

acceptable’.258  The Tebay LA held a whist drive with all profit to go to the men from Tebay 

who were serving ‘with the colours’.259 They also suggested another whist drive and a ‘gents 

and ladies’ dance in 1916.260 However, after the AGM in February 1916 there is no recorded 

meeting in this minute book until December 1928, which raises the question of whether the 

war encouraged ward organisation to fall into disrepair, if there were not regular meetings 

and a partisan Liberal purpose.261  

There is evidence that Liberal Associations actively helped the recruitment of 

soldiers. Within the first month of the War, the Walthamstow LA received ‘a circular letter 

from the Parliamentary Recruiting Committee’ notifying them that recruiting meetings had 

been set up by the agents of Liberal and Conservative Parties.262 This suggests that grass-

roots organisations may not have initially organised such meetings. At the next meeting of 
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the Executive, they were asked by an individual (presumably on behalf of the agents) to 

provide speakers for the recruiting meetings.263 Liberals also arranged for recruitment posters 

and literature.264 Co-operation between the Liberals and Conservatives was discussed in 

Beckenham at around the same time and for the same ends. Recruiting meetings up to the end 

of January 1915 had cost the Manchester LF £25, and they hoped this cost would be paid for 

by subscriptions.265 However, by March 1915 it seems that the expenditure was met by 

transferring £500 from the ‘special fund’ and classifying this income under ‘special 

donations.’266 

In Walthamstow, the composition of the Parliamentary recruiting committee was 

recorded, consisting of the candidates, chairmen, and the Secretaries and agents of the Liberal 

and Unionist organisations, and a similar pattern was repeated all over the country.267 Based 

on Douglas’s research on the organisation of the Parliamentary Recruiting Committee at 

Westminster this is what one would expect to find.268 What is more, Liberals were certainly 

not passive in the recruitment process, one member suggesting that ‘a better way of procuring 

recruits in Walthamstow Division would be regular marches through the district with military 

bands by one or two battalions of Kitcheners [sic] new army.’269 Douglas’s research cites 

how the military pageant of the Lord Mayor’s show seemed to have simulated recruitment 

and it appears that the member of the Walthamstow Liberal recognised the same tool to 

encourage recruitment.270 Liberals were also involved in Lord Derby’s recruitment campaign 

which will be discussed later.271 The all-party co-operation in recruitment undoubtedly made 

it easier for the Walthamstow LA to ‘not see any reason for interfering with local 

elections’.272 In Lancashire and Cheshire, five Liberal agents were serving in the Army by 

July 1916, demonstrating that Liberal agents not only sought recruits but in some instances 

joined the army themselves.273 This support can be seen in the patriotism of Liberals in the 
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Midlands in these war years, where two members of the Executive of the MLF volunteered 

for service in the opening months of the War, and another member had joined the Navy. 274 

The Liberal regional bodies were also involved in organising ‘Munitions meetings’ at 

places of work under the auspices of the Munitions Parliamentary Committee.275 By 

December 1915, it was recorded that ‘nearly one hundred’ munitions meetings had been held 

in the North-West area and surrounding districts.276 The Manchester LF agreed to circulate 

copies of a summary of Lord Bryce’s report on the conduct of the German military 

authorities in Belgium and pamphlets dealing with the causes that had led to the war.277 The 

evidence from the Liberal Party in the constituencies supports the argument made by Simkins 

in his study of the recruitment of the New Armies that in the first two years of the war British 

society was remarkably unified.278  

A study of the Conservative auxiliary voluntary organisation, the Primrose League, 

has pointed out that like other voluntary organisations, the League focused on charitable 

efforts related to the war effort, namely the Red Cross, the Prince of Wales Fund, the Belgian 

Relief Fund, Queen Mary’s Needlework Fund, and the appeals for warm clothing for men in 

the army and navy.279  Pugh also argued that the Primrose League and its freedom of 

‘patriotic speech’ could keep alive political ideals central to the Conservatives and that 

Labour could defend the condition of the working classes, but ‘significantly, the Liberals 

alone had no such outlet, morally or organizationally ... and hence the steady disintegration of 

their party’.280 No study to date has seriously challenged Pugh’s claim, and the examination 

here of Liberal Party’s organisational records in the constituencies provides the appropriate 

starting point to examine this significant argument.  In a similar way, Pugh made the claim 

that the agents of the three parties had cynical political and financial motives for being 

involved in the parliamentary recruitment campaign and war effort. He argued that it was an 

‘amply authenticated fact’ that during the first few months of the war ‘each party continued 

to work on the assumption that a dissolution of Parliament was more or less imminent, even 

though to say so openly was bad form’.281 Any evidence of the ‘amply authenticated fact’ is 

appropriate as Liberal constituency minute books were not cited in his work.  
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The evidence shows that the Liberals realised the importance of being associated with 

the war effort in other ways. The Executive of the MLF wanted to put the Liberal agent ‘at 

the disposal of the various committees for public work’. At a meeting of the Executive, 

reports were given on recruiting in their respective districts ‘and the importance of seeing that 

Liberals were adequately represented on the various relief committees was specially 

emphasised’.282 These non-partisan activities would have been conducted alongside and often 

with the Unionist and, to a lesser extent, Labour parties. However, there is no evidence to 

suggest that this would have had any noticeable long-lasting effect on the fortunes of the 

Liberals.  

 Charity work, such as raising money for the Belgian Relief Fund, was also 

undertaken, particularly by Liberal women.283 The Trinity and St. Oswald’s Women’s Liberal 

Ward Association held whist drives and sales of work to raise money for war charities as 

well. 284 The South Westmoreland Women’s LA sent £10 to help the ‘relief of the Belgians 

still living in their own country.’285 In February 1915, the South Westmorland Women’s LA 

collected numerous items, including towels, boot laces, Vaseline, cocoa and 500 cigarettes to 

donate to the Daily News and Leader, for distribution to the troops at the front.286 Another, 

smaller, shipment was dispatched in April, and a further large shipment was sent after 

September 1915.287 The Darwen Women’s LA donated money to the Women’s Liberal 

Federation’s motor ambulance, which had been sent to the front.288 After hearing a 

presentation on the National War Savings Scheme, the Darwen Women’s LA decided to form 

a War Savings Association.289 

The fact that grass-roots Liberalism, like grass-roots Conservatism, was involved in 

charity work during the war also provides evidence for the intensity of in-group feelings 

(patriotism) during the First World War. In Walthamstow, it was recorded that ‘the cessation 

of party politics’ had ‘set our members free to render assistance to the various  societies for 

the Belgian refugees, Red Cross work, Prince of Wales’s Relief Fund, Soldiers and Sailors 
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Families Association, etc. etc. which they have done in an unstinted way’.290 The 

Sittingbourne Liberal Club was used by the Territorials, with ‘the usual billeting allowance to 

be paid.’291 They also documented that members who had enlisted would be exempt from 

paying their subscriptions.292 Additionally, the fact that the Liberal Club stayed open during 

the war and still obtained new members provides an insight into the Home Front during the 

First World War.293  

 The Walthamstow Liberal and Radical Association discussed how to best keep ward 

organisation functional during the war; they recommended unanimously that all political 

propaganda and meetings cease and that they ‘render all possible assistance and funds in aid 

of the Guardian Committees and Red Cross society in the district’.294  A month later, one 

member suggested that ward organisations should undertake non-political ‘lectures and 

socials to prevent any falling off of membership whilst the war lasted’.295 As Pugh has argued 

in relation to the Primrose League, patriotic activity during the war also helped to keep the 

party machinery together.296 For the Liberals, the National Liberal Federation sent out 

circulars ‘urging affiliated associations to be kept intact and ready’.297 The grass-roots 

involvement with war charities and the recruitment campaign undoubtedly, as with the 

Conservative Party, kept associations active in a non-partisan outlet during the war.  

National feelings did not automatically override party identification; many of those 

associated with the Liberal Party remained proud to do so. The Walthamstow LA was very 

defensive about the record of the Liberals before the war. They felt ‘deep satisfaction at the 

course of diplomatic negotiation preceding the war; the prepared state of the Army and Navy; 

the conduct of the war and control of the financial arrangements of the country under a 

Liberal Government have deserved and obtained the approval of true patriots of all 

parties.’298 

There is also further evidence of co-operation with Conservatives: such as the Darwen 

Women’s LA’s agreement to work with the Primrose League to arrange a concert for the 
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Hospital Fund,299 which raised over £43.300 The South Westmorland Women’s LA organised 

soldiers’ concerts with the Westmorland Conservative Association.301 A social was held with 

the Westmorland Unionist Association and the profits split between St. Johns Ambulance and 

the Young Men’s Christian Association.302 Liberals held sales of work to raise money for war 

charities as well.303 With such co-operation between Liberals and Conservatives in the 

constituencies, it was easy for the Darwen LA to pay tribute to the Conservative Party for 

their support of the Liberal Government during the first stage of the war.304 

Notwithstanding such co-operation, some party feelings remained and, more rarely, 

there were instances of partisan action. At Westminster, there was an agreement between the 

Conservative, Labour and Liberal parties to observe a political truce in parliamentary by-

elections. This meant that when a seat was vacated, the two parties who did not hold that seat 

agreed not to contest the position. The grass-roots of all three parties usually responded by 

extending the parliamentary truce to municipal elections as well. However, in Blackpool, the 

Conservatives did not follow the spirit of the political truce and one Liberal councillor lost 

his seat.305 In this instance, the Conservatives were responsible for breaking the party truce as 

the Blackpool LA did not want any contests in November 1914 as they felt the political truce 

was appropriate.306 However, in Chester, it was the Liberals who were initially swayed by 

Party feeling. The Chester LA was contacted by the Liberal Chief Whip because his 

Conservative counterpart had inquired if the suppression of political work would include the 

Conservative MP standing down and being replaced by another Conservative nominee. It was 

recorded that the Chairman of the Chester LA had no objection to this ‘but after the matter 

had been generally discussed’ it was felt that the Conservative MP should resign at the next 

general election.307 However, after receiving an assertive letter from the Liberal Chief Whip 

saying that arrangements had been made with the Conservatives to allow for ‘an equal 

number of constituencies to be represented by their own men without a contest’ and that the 

Conservative MP for the city of Chester was in ill-health, the Chester Liberals agreed to 

allow a change of MP uncontested.308 However, these were isolated incidents, and the action 
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of the Manchester Municipal Progressive Association, who agreed a political truce with both 

the Conservative and Labour Parties, was more representative of both the North-West and the 

country as a whole.309 

Liberals also served the war effort by giving their own lives, or by losing sons or 

husbands as a result of the war.310 By September 1915, the Chairman of the MLF’s youngest 

son had died in the trenches.311 In Darwen, eleven subscribers had died since the AGM of 

1914, although whether this was through natural causes or the war was not stated.312 

Similarly, ten men perished during the next 12 months in Darwen, and it is likely that a 

proportion of those deaths were a consequence of the Great War.313 The President of the 

Chester LA was killed whilst serving in the army, and the Liberal MP for Heywood died 

whilst fighting in the Dardanelles.314 The loss of local Liberals as a result of the war clearly 

occurred in Sittingbourne, as a Roll of Honour was placed in the Liberal Club.315 

The source material for this thesis sheds light on one aspect of British society at home 

during the First World War which has fascinated historians. Marwick suggested that society 

can be changed by war, as war can be seen ‘as cataclysmic psychological experience’. He 

argued that ‘the waging of war ... tends to intensify “in-group” feelings, and to intensify 

hostility to an “out-group”’, normally the military enemy. Marwick’s conclusion was that 

such a ‘general sense of national solidarity can encourage the promulgation of social welfare 

policies’, and that solidarity amongst certain groups can ‘make them more determined to fight 

for their rights’.316 An example of national solidarity can be seen when the Beckenham LA 

sent a resolution of sympathy when the Conservative MP for Sevenoaks lost his son during 

the war.317 The sympathy for the Conservative MP on his bereavement would have stemmed 

from similar losses that Liberals had suffered, as well as their joint campaigning regarding 

recruitment. The unifying effect of the war has been seen throughout this section in agreeing 

to political truces, holding whist drives for non partisan war charities, and in joining the 

British army to fight for their country.  
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II) A reduction in Liberal activity, 1914-1916 

 
 

Unsurprisingly, there was a great deal of disruption to Liberal Party activity in the war years. 

As has already been mentioned, some activists joined in with the war effort, and one 

individual felt that he had to resign from the Executive of the MLF due to his inability to 

attend meetings.318 Similarly, the candidate for Coventry, J. E. Wollacott, had to withdraw 

owing to his work for the government in India.319  Constituencies such as East Worcester, 

where the Liberal Agent enlisted in early 1916, were certainly less effectively organised if the 

agent was absent.320 The minutes from a meeting of the Executive of the Coventry LA sum 

up succinctly the political truce and the consequent lack of activity: ‘from the moment war 

was declared the active propaganda of the Association was suspended, and is at the present 

moment still in abeyance’ adding that ‘while war is being waged the voice of party should be 

silenced’.321 There were no meetings of the Coventry LA from 15 July 1914 to 1 October 

1914, or again from 13 October 1914 to 20 April 1915, and then no further meeting until 10 

April 1916. By the same token, there is no evidence of activity from the Chesterfield 

Women’s LA at all.322 There are numerous examples of Liberal Associations reducing the 

level of staffing they had during the war. In Walsall, the assistant agent was dismissed by 

October 1914, suggesting that the machinery of the Party was not as active during the war.323 

The Darwen LA sacked one member of staff, while another was reduced to working for three 

days a week on half salary.324 However, both men objected and instead were given reduced 

wages, with the second man working for five days. They also decided that the Agent should 

subscribe 5/- a week of his salary to the Association.325 More drastically, the South 

Westmorland Women’s LA gave ‘its entire office staff notice to quit’.326 After the outbreak 

of war, the Manchester LF called a special meeting of its finance committee to discuss ‘the 

position caused by the War.’ It was noted that the hours and payment of auxiliary staff who 

were usually employed at that time of year in connection with registration had been reduced, 
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as an agreement with the Conservative Party regarding objections ‘would considerably lessen 

the work of making enquiries, [therefore] further saving would be effected’.327It was agreed 

to reduce the salaries of the staff, ‘with the exception of the office boy’, with the decrease set 

at twenty-five percent.328 It was expected that £200 less would be spent on expenditure.329 

The deficit after 1913 had been £879; after 1914 it was £822, after 1915 it was £615 and after 

1916 it was £359.330 In consequence of the Elections and Registration Act 1915, it was noted 

that ‘the work of the office staff would be greatly reduced’. The officers of the Association 

agreed to try and ‘obtain temporary employment for some members of staff.’331 

The Chester LA held their first meeting since the outbreak of war on 29 January 1915, 

in order to send letters to local Liberals asking them to subscribe to the Association.332 The 

debt in Chester was £219, but one member of the association gave a donation of £100 in 

funds. Even so, the registration agent still had to be let go.333 As noted by the dates of the 

previous footnotes, when the Chief Whip sent circulars around to Associations ‘urging them 

to keep on their staffs’ he was already too late in many cases.334 The Chair of Darwen 

Women’s LA recognised that ‘it was very necessary that women’s organisations should be 

kept in good working order because of the many problems which would have to be solved 

when once the war was over’, but this was in stark contrast to the dormancy of the South 

Westmorland Women’s LA.335  

 In Penge, a meeting was called to find a way to pay for the debt. A call asking those 

present to subscribe 2s. 6d. did not ‘find favour’, as several of them were already ‘large 

contributors to the funds’ and felt that it would not be ‘scarcely fair to ask them to bear the 

whole of the burden.’336 Nonetheless, by the AGM there was a balance in hand of £1. 18s. 7d. 

This was due to some members of the Association having doubled their subscriptions, 

because some others were not subscribing at all during the war.337 Thus, whilst the political 

commitment of some lapsed during the war, there was still a core of Liberals willing to 

support the party. However, the position of the Association got worse; in late 1916, they were 

                                                           
327 Manchester LF, Special FC, 11 August 1914. 
328 Ibid., FC, 4 September 1914. 
329 Ibid., Special FC, 11 August 1914. 
330 Ibid., Revenue Account, entries for 1913, 1914, 1915 and 1916. 
331 Manchester LF, Exec., 4 August 1915. 
332 Chester LA, GM, 29 January 1915. 
333 Ibid., Exec., 24 June 1915. 
334 LCNWLF, Exec., 5 October 1915. 
335 Darwen Women’s LA, AGM, 27 September 1916. 
336 Penge LA, Executive Council, 29 October 1914. 
337 Ibid., AGM, 7 April 1915. 



72 
 

loaning furniture to the Y.M.C.A. because of the state of the Penge LA and the Association 

was being wound up, as the tenancy was expiring.338 

It was the poor financial position that led to the dismissal of staff, and Liberal Clubs, 

as in the case of the Cheetham Liberal Club, were also struggling financially.339 In 1916, the 

Manager of the London County and Westminster Bank asked for the repayment of a loan of 

£500 that the bank had given to the Southend Liberal Club in February 1912. This made it 

necessary to raise the money by mortgaging the Club to two individuals.340 It is also 

noteworthy that earlier in the War the Directors insured the premises with a policy of £1080 

to cover the destruction of the premises and the loss of rent in case of aircraft attack.341 The 

activity of the Directors of the Southend-on-Sea Liberal Club is contrasted with the inactivity 

of the town’s LA; there are no recorded meetings of the Southend LA from 6 July 1914 until 

1 November 1918, and from the tone of the latter the Association had been moribund during 

the war.342 The Beckenham LA still met but there was no real activity – in October 1915 only 

four members including the chairman and secretary attended, so the meeting was 

postponed.343 There is also a gap in the minutes of the Northern Ward branch in 

Walthamstow from 21 July 1914 to 28 January 1915, so no singular experience of grass-roots 

Liberalism during the war can be discerned.344 

However, the fact that some associations were moribund could be overplayed, as 

Liberal Party activity did continue during the war. As noted above, during the first two years 

of the war, when there was voluntary enlistment, they played a part in the recruitment 

process. The Secretary of the MLF was somewhat active in 1916 in visiting London and 

several Midland constituencies.345 Moreover, the Coventry LA made ‘a further appeal to 

members’ to loyally continue ‘their financial support in order that the machinery of the Party 

may be effectively maintained’, so that when the war was over they would be in a position to 

resume its active propaganda immediately.346 A significant role for a regional body such as 

the MLF was that they forwarded the concerns which they had received at provincial 

meetings regarding government administration to the munitions committee.347 This would 
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allow the government to identify and then to address these concerns and this would help the 

Liberals remain in tune with their own and the wider electorate. In place of the radical pre-

war agenda could be a Liberal agenda responsive to war-time issues. Nevertheless, Liberal 

activity in the war did lessen; as the Executive of the MLF agreed not to call meetings just for 

formal business, it is evident that there were fewer meetings of Liberal associations during 

the War.348 However, it is crucial to put this into perspective as the Unionist and Labour 

Parties were also less active as a result of the war. 

Although the spirit of the party truce was adhered to loyally, Liberal activity in the 

constituencies often continued, as this was not against the truce and there were no overtly 

partisan political meetings. Registration grants were still issued by the regional body.349 To 

take one example, the Wigan LA asked for a renewal of its registration grant, and the 

LCNWLF agreed to £30 being given.350 In 1915, the staff of the Manchester LF was given 

sanction to begin a street survey for registration purposes, suggesting that they were 

attempting to be prepared for the next electoral battle whenever it would come.351 It was 

recorded that several local associations asked the regional organisation for the north-west 

whether it was appropriate that they held their AGMs during war time; the Federation replied 

that ‘where local circumstances permitted’, meetings could be held.352 Other activity besides 

the AGMs occurred; in Blackpool, it was noted that the Secretary should form ward 

committees in the new wards created under a scheme by the Town Council and approved by 

the local government board.353 By March 1915, it was recorded that these were being set 

up.354 

The most immediate concern for Liberals on the outbreak of war was pensions for the 

wives and dependents of injured or deceased servicemen. A resolution was forwarded to the 

government in order to ‘urge them to give sympathetic attentions to the claims of those 

women losing husbands as a result of the war’ as well as in those cases where the husband 

was ‘completely incapacitated’ from the War.355 By December 1914, the Executive of the 

MLF was dissatisfied with the provision of pensions for the widows of soldiers and sailors.356 

Likewise, the Harborough Liberals were also concerned with ‘adequate allowance’ for 
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‘dependents’.357 This issue was not at odds with Liberalism and it suggests that in the early 

days of the war the Liberals were still responsive in dealing with the most salient issues on 

the political agenda. Similarly, the Conservative Party was also discussing similar issues, 

particularly social reform. Keohane suggests that this was to appease the soldiers and prevent 

social revolution, but in the Liberal case there were resolutions in favour of pensions for the 

soldiers and their dependents before the Russian Revolution in 1917, suggesting that the 

Liberals’ motives were as altruistic as any action from a political party can be.358 More 

importantly, the Conservatives’ appeal and actions also catered for those who wanted a more 

complete prosecution of the war and Keohane argues that through the two wartime coalitions 

the Tories were established as ‘the party of patriotism’, and this was a helpful tool for dealing 

with and being seen to deal with political issues both during and equally importantly, after the 

war when the Conservatives established electoral hegemony.359  

The resolutions passed by the Walthamstow LA can provide an insight into the mind 

of Liberalism in urban areas in these years. In January 1915, the Walthamstow Association 

viewed ‘with alarm the rising prices in the necessities of life, particularly coal – and strongly 

urges the government to do all in its power’ to remedy this.360 By December 1916, they had 

resolved ‘that the government should take financial control of all businesses connected with 

the production, transport, and distribution of food and coal, should fix maximum retail prices 

of same, and take over and develop any land not now utilised for the purchase of food 

production, and further that the food controller [sic] should be appointed without any further 

delay with full power to act.’361 This suggests that Marwick’s thesis that war can be a 

transformative psychological experience and can lead to a greater sense of national 

togetherness which leads to more social welfare policies is relevant to the grass-roots of 

Liberalism during the First World War. 

 This being said, not all traditional Liberal issues disappeared. Indeed, the war gave 

more salience to the issue of temperance, and in Walthamstow they wanted the prohibition of 

liquor traffic during the war. The Walthamstow LA also felt that the country would now 

accept nothing less than ‘adult suffrage on a three month qualification’ period, and wanted it 

to be voted on in the House of Commons.362 They also wanted Sir John Simon to vote for the 
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Daylight Saving Bill.363 There are a variety of concerns that came up with only a couple of 

constituency Liberal Associations. The South Westmorland Women’s LA decided not to send 

delegates to the Women’s Liberal Federation meeting in London, but instead sent a resolution 

showing sympathy with the motions on ‘maternity and infant welfare’, ‘temperance’ and 

‘women police’.364 The issue of profiteering was raised in Leicester, although one might have 

expected this to be a more recurring issue. 365  It is also important to note that issues such as 

the education and Welsh Disestablishment were not commented upon. This reinforces 

Turner’s argument that Nonconformity as a political concern was reduced in importance 

during the war as the party which had historically championed these issues remained quiet in 

the constituencies.366 

Even during the War, a sense of the dynamic of the social activity behind Liberal 

Associations is apparent. After a well-attended meeting of the MLF Executive committee, the 

126 delegates had tea served afterwards.367 When Miss Markham of the Chesterfield LA 

married Major Carruthers in 1915, the Association presented her with a clock and a pair of 

vases and her husband with a cigarette case.368 This is of course in the context that she was 

quite an important local personality, from a socially prominent family. There was still 

opportunity even during the war to hold a dinner in Manchester to celebrate Sir Charles 

Swann being an MP in North Manchester for 30 years.369 Also, the Blackpool Women’s LA 

had a winter session of fortnightly teas in 1916 at the Liberal Club, with an attendance of 

‘about a hundred persons’. 370 Similarly, the Darwen Women’s LA had refreshments and a 

musical programme at the AGM.371 In Penge, as elsewhere, ‘controversial’ political work 

ceased during the war, but it was noted that they continued ‘the social side’ of their work, 

which suggests that other Liberal Associations in the Home Counties, and the rest of the 

country, may have as well.372 One reason for this is revealed; it was recorded that Whist 

Parties were ‘necessary for the financial upkeep of our Headquarters’, and they were held 

weekly during the first two years of the War.373 It was stated that ‘political opinions do not 
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intrude – often the prizes are won by our Unionist friends’, suggesting the greater interaction 

of Liberals and Unionists during the course of the war. It was felt necessary to state this 

because some on the Management Committee had not attended – the inference being that 

they did not want to break or seem to break the Party truce.374  

As a result of the political truce, for the duration of the war the Liberal Party outwardly 

lost its pre-war radical agenda. This negated the comparative advantage that the Liberals 

enjoyed over the Conservative and Labour parties in the late Edwardian period. Yet, it could 

be argued that the Liberal Party was still relevant as it raised non-partisan grievances, 

particularly pensions for disabled soldiers and sailors. It could be reasoned that that the 

political truce also reduced the high-stakes partisan rivalry between the Conservative and 

Liberal Party that had been particularly evident between 1910 and 1914 at the constituency 

level. However, the Liberal reaction to the formation of the Asquith Coalition in May 1915 

refutes any argument that the Liberals had lost their sense of identity at an early stage in the 

war.    

 

III) The formation of the Asquith Coalition, May 1915 

 
 

In the historiography, the formation of the Asquith Coalition in May 1915 is often regarded 

as a step on the path to Liberal disintegration, but not as crucial in itself.375 However, there 

has been little research regarding grass-roots responses to the formation of the Asquith 

Coalition.376 One of the reasons why the formation of the Coalition in May 1915 is cited as 

being important is because adding Conservatives to the government made Conscription (a 

Liberal bugbear) more likely, which indeed occurred, but it is important to examine the 

consequences of this in the localities and not just at Westminster.  

What was the political impact of the Asquith Coalition on Liberals in the country? 

The formation of the coalition government in May 1915 received substantial comment in the 

constituencies in comparison to other events during the war, as it was so important to the war 
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effort and the Liberal Party. The general feeling was expressed by the MLF:  ‘while 

postponing the consideration of all questions that divide parties [they] cannot separate 

without expressing to the Prime Minister and to the government their admiration for the great 

services they have rendered to the country and to the cause of freedom in Europe under the 

unexampled difficulties created by the War.’ They added that ‘they also recognise with 

appreciation the general attitude of the responsible leaders of the opposition in Parliament’ 

and hoped that with the support of a united nation they could bring the war to a triumphant 

close. They also expressed their confidence and ‘unabated loyalty’ to Asquith as head of the 

new coalition government.377 This is the most formal resolution, and other resolutions and 

statements, while supporting Asquith’s decisions, reveal a keener sense of loss in the Liberal 

government and stress the hope that the coalition is for the war alone. The individual reply of 

the President of Coventry LA’s letter to the Liberal Chief Whip highlights that Liberals 

loyally accepted the new coalition government as necessary, but also looked ‘anxiously 

forward to the time when, in the Prime Minister’s words, we shall again take up the 

unfinished tasks to which the Liberal Party has set its hand’.378 

There is a similar tone in the resolution moved by Kenyon (the MP for Chesterfield) 

at the association’s AGM, which ‘regrets that the Liberal government has come to an end, but 

accepts the assurance of Mr Asquith that it has become necessary to reconstitute the 

government on a broader personal and non-party basis’. The meeting also noted ‘the 

strenuous work done by the Liberal government during the past nine and a half years, and is 

grateful for the Liberal legislative and administrative reforms which have been secured’. 

Moreover, some element of Liberal concern is apparent in the resolution: they are ‘confident 

that the Liberal members of the new government will see that nothing is done to prejudice the 

position of the legislation and administrative reforms which have been secured by the 

Parliament Act prior to the outbreak of war, and that while resolutely prosecuting the war by 

every legitimate method will command the support of the whole nation, the government will 

not take any course of action that will divide the Nation and destroy the National unity which 

is essential during the present state of affairs’. Kenyon added that he did not want anyone ‘to 

condemn Mr Asquith’ for coming to the conclusion he did and that they were all ‘Englishmen 

first and members of a political party afterwards’. Kenyon also spoke of the need for ‘a new 

citizenship’ after the War where there must not be ‘bloated wealth on the one hand and 
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miserable poverty on the other’.379 None of this suggests that it was the formation of the 

Asquith Coalition in May 1915 which damaged or destroyed the credibility and viability of 

the Liberal Party as a contender for national government.  

The evidence from the north-west similarly suggests that grass-roots Liberalism 

regretted that the Liberals were no longer exclusively in office but understood the need for a 

coalition during the war. It was recorded by the LCNWLF that they ‘express their unfaltering 

confidence in the patriotism, sagacity and devotion of the Prime Minister and in his fidelity to 

the enduring principles and noble traditions of Liberalism. They desire also to put on record 

their loyalty to the new National government and their readiness to support its united efforts 

to bring the war to a speedy and glorious conclusion.’380 The Darwen News recorded that ‘the 

new Cabinet is a strong one, but, no stronger than the old one, if as strong; but it is no doubt 

what the country had a right to demand – a more representative one.’ The editorial added ‘A 

National Government may not be a workable proposition in times of peace, but at this 

supreme crisis we need above all things a united government.’381 

Nonetheless, the Derbyshire Courier lamented the fall of the Liberal government. 

Primarily, they were concerned that this might mean the coming of conscription (discussed in 

section four). They were also concerned that they would lose ‘the great intellect of Lord 

Haldane’ in order to ‘bring into government some of the men who muddled through the 

South African war’. Haldane had been Lord Chancellor since 1912, but during the war the 

press attacked him for allegedly having pro-German sympathies, and in the cabinet changes 

resulting from the formation of the Asquith Coalition, he was removed and not given another 

post. The Derbyshire Courier again laments the loss of Haldane: ‘In homely language a quart 

of talent has been poured into a pint pot; and so much has been lost. We hold that in losing 

Lord Haldane more power has passed out of the Government than is represented by any three 

men, apart from Mr Asquith, Sir Edward Grey, and Mr. Lloyd George, who have come into 

it.’382 Likewise, the Executive of the MLF expressed ‘deep regret at the severance of Lord 

Haldane’s connection with His Majesty’s Government’.383 Their loyalty to Lord Haldane, 

whilst it could be personal to him could primarily reflect Liberal concerns over the way that 

the press attacked Liberal ministers with vitriol during this period. Whilst this does reveal an 
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important element of Liberal thinking during the war, it does not suggest the long-term future 

of the Liberal Party was in jeopardy. 

Connected to Liberal unease about Haldane being replaced by a Conservative, was 

wider resentment with the Tory Press, particularly the Northcliffe Press, for attacks on 

Liberal Ministers. 384  The Executive of the MLF noted their ‘conviction that in regard to a 

certain section of the Press the so-called freedom of the Press has degenerated into dangerous 

licence, and is doing great harm in various ways to national efficiency ... discouraging 

workers at home, and by their publication abroad are giving encouragement to the enemy.’385 

During the by-election in Harborough in March 1916, Percy Harris, the Liberal candidate, 

castigated ‘gutter press’.386 The ‘Yellow Press’ was also attacked by the Darwen News ‘there 

must be ... no malevolent criticism in the Press of those to whom are entrusted the 

prosecution of the war’ – undoubtedly a reference to the attacks on Haldane and Asquith.387 

However, even though the Liberals may have been unhappy with the Tory Press they 

remained loyal to the coalition government. In June 1916 the Executive of the MLF passed a 

resolution of its ‘unabated confidence in the Prime Minister and the Coalition government’ 

and assured them of its loyal support.388 The Coventry LA were ‘indignant’ at the ‘disloyal 

conduct and speeches’ of the MP, Mason, against the Coalition government, claiming that it 

could be seen from German press reports to have encouraged the enemy and called on him to 

resign his seat in Parliament.389 As has been seen, there is no evidence to support Fraser’s 

proposition that the grass-roots suffered a schism which resulted from an estrangement 

between Asquith and Lloyd George after the formation of the Asquith Coalition.390 

Undoubtedly, the Liberals would have preferred to have remained solely in power but 

recognised the genuine calls for a national government during the unprecedented crisis. It is 

fair to say that whatever effects the Press attacks had on the electorate or the Germans, they 

had a unifying effect upon Liberals and strengthened rather than weakened Asquith’s 

leadership of the party.  
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IV) Conscription and other Liberal concerns, May 1915-December 1916 

 
Historians have described conscription as ‘the most important question in British politics in 

the year which followed the formation of the Asquith Coalition’.391 Bentley in his seminal 

work The Liberal Mind explores the importance of conscription at Westminster and stated 

that it influenced the Liberals’ confidence in their leaders, themselves and Liberalism 

itself.392 Understandably, Bentley was not able to explore this at a constituency level and this 

thesis will seek to explore if the grass-roots suffered over conscription as the Parliamentary 

Liberal Party did. Bernstein in his study of grass-roots Liberalism in Yorkshire argues that 

both the May 1915 Coalition and the introduction of conscription in 1916 were accepted as 

being necessary to win the war, but were accepted ‘with reluctance and bitterness’.393 

Johnson has argued that Liberalism and conscription were not incompatible and cites the 

Liberal War Committee and the diversity of pre-war Liberalism to downplay suggestions that 

conscription helped to end the Liberal Party as a party of government.394  The related struggle 

of liberty against other coercive measures has been explored by Freeden in Liberalism 

Divided, where he convincingly argued that there was ‘widespread concern and resentment’ 

regarding the Defence of the Realm Act amongst Liberal intellectuals, so this thesis will 

explore if the foot soldiers of the Party were equally affected.395  

The formation of the Asquith Coalition in May 1915 meant that compromises had to 

be made and this led to conscription and some Liberal dissent. However, conscription did not 

automatically follow the formation of the Asquith Coalition. Instead, a compromise was 

reached and ‘one final effort was made, in the form of the Derby Scheme, to galvanise the 

voluntary system into renewed vigour’.396 Lloyd George, in his memoirs, added that ‘[i]t was 

generally recognised, both in the Cabinet and in the country, that if this failed, conscription 

would be inevitable.’397 An editorial in the Beckenham Advertiser in May 1915 arguably 

summarised Liberal opinion as it maintained that the country had not yet ‘got to the end of 

the voluntary principle’, although they noted that the system was ‘distinctly on its trial’ and 

would accept conscription (but specifically said that they hoped there would be no need to) 
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just as the country ‘is prepared to accept without undue cavil great Cabinet changes and a 

Coalition Ministry for the sake of the efficient prosecution of the war’.398 This suggests that 

Johnson’s argument that Liberalism was compatible with conscription has merit at the grass-

roots of the Party as well.399 

Given that Liberals wanted to avoid conscription it is unsurprising that they tried to 

make the Derby Scheme work. The Derby Scheme was primarily the canvassing of every 

man aged between 18 and 41, on the basis of the National Register, asking them to attest 

whether or not they would be willing to join the army. The Secretary of the Executive of the 

MLF noted  

 

that speaking generally, the scheme worked very well indeed by the agents and 

committees, men of different parties all working together with the utmost cordiality to 

make the scheme a success. This was equally noticeable amongst Liberals, to whom 

canvassing for the army was exceedingly distasteful.400   

 

Douglas in his work in the Parliamentary Recruitment Committee (PRC) noted that a clerk to 

the [national] committee observed that ‘the deliberations of the PRC and its successors were 

conducted in an atmosphere of great harmony, in which the party divisions which had been so 

important before the war had no place’.401 The above evidence suggested this accord 

extended to the constituencies as well. 

Even though canvassing for the army may have been distasteful for some, the Liberal 

Party machine was involved in attesting men in the Derby Scheme and the MLF proudly cites 

enlistment figures and attestment figures for the relevant counties.402 As mentioned above, 

the Derbyshire Courier lamented the fall of the Liberal government as they feared that this 

would make conscription far more likely. They state that this is because ‘Members of a 

Liberal Cabinet have more things in common than otherwise.’ The editorial attacked those in 

favour of conscription stating that the facts already showed the British Army was 

substantial.403 This aversion to conscription fits in with what Bernstein found in Yorkshire.404 

As seen in chapter one, the antipathy towards conscription was present at the Liberal grass-
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roots in the late Edwardian period as compulsion by the state took away an individual’s 

liberty. 

The issue of conscription was perhaps the most contentious issue for Liberals during 

these years, and it seems that the official organs of the Party in the Midlands were against 

conscription. The Executive of the MLF noted that it strongly protested  

 

against the agitation to force the hands of the government in favour of conscription. It 

records its admiration of the magnificent response hitherto made by the nation to the 

appeals for service, and is confident that the Prime Minister and His Majesty’s 

Government may rely on the voluntary system to enable them to bring the war to a 

successful conclusion.405  

 

The Executive of the Harborough Liberals were against the conscription of married men at 

least, saying it would be ‘unfair to ask married men with families to give up their situation 

and join the army.’406 Even in March 1916, the Liberal (although he was officially the 

Coalition) candidate for the Harborough by-election was leaning away from conscription, 

whereas at Westminster a prominent Liberal Minister, Lloyd George, was moving towards it. 

When Harris was asked whether he favoured conscription for all married men he answered 

‘no’, adding that ‘the proposal was un-English, and would deprive them of the sense of glory 

in volunteering.’407  

As there were those who were prepared to compromise on conscription for the 

prosecution of the war and as there were those who wanted to avoid it on principle, there 

were clearly divisions within the Party. Some signs of division over conscription can be seen 

when the Manchester LF Executive Committee voting six for and two against the following 

resolution:  

 

whilst we regret the position which makes the introduction of a measure of 

compulsory military service necessary for the duration of the war, we feel that the 

success of the “Derby” scheme of deferred enlistment is attributable in a large degree 

to the confidence engendered by the pledge of the Prime Minister in whom we hereby 

reiterate our expression of confidence in his judgement and ability in the present time 

of national crisis.408  
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As a consequence of the Coalition’s policy of conscription, ‘the Secretary requested the 

committee to allow him to join the army under a recent War Office order.’409 The committee 

agreed to do so. Bentley’s argument that the Liberals suffered over the issue of conscription 

has an empirical basis in the constituencies. However, the divisions do not seem to be critical 

as the rank and file retained, for the most part, their confidence in Liberalism and the party 

leadership at Westminster.  

Ireland and the Easter Rising in 1916 was another issue during the war that raised 

questions over the actions of a British government that was headed and dominated by 

Liberals. McEwen has written that back-bench Liberal MPs had mixed feelings about the 

Dublin rebellion.410 When Augustine Birrell resigned as Irish Secretary after the Easter 

Rising of 1916, the Executive of the MLF passed a sympathetic resolution.411 This reference 

to Birrell and Ireland could reflect a sense of what other Liberals were feeling: not long after, 

the Liberal MP Richard Holt wrote in his diary ‘all the old principles of the Liberal party 

have been virtually abandoned by its leader. Even Free Trade and the Home Rule settlement 

of Ireland ... was torn up at the last minute by the English Tories.’412 

Free Trade was compromised because the Liberal successor to Lloyd George as 

Chancellor of the Exchequer, Reginald McKenna, introduced a levy on luxury imports and 

these were known as the McKenna Duties. The Manchester LF viewed ‘with regret the 

proposed adoption of a system of import duties which will be “protective”, in their effect’ 

showing that the concerns of grass-roots Liberalism and that of the parliamentary party could 

be one and the same.413 As a consequence of the McKenna Duties, the MLF received a letter 

from J. M. Robertson (Liberal MP for Tyneside) discussing the upcoming Paris conference 

on free trade and he was worried about the rise of tariff propaganda. A memorandum was 

drawn up but it was agreed not to do anything with it until the Prime Minister had time to 

react to the Conference’s proposals. The Memorandum is a fierce defence of free trade and 

the crux of its argument is that it was free trade that allowed Britain to cope with the war 

financially better than Protectionist Countries while still being able to support Allies as 

well.414 Most Liberals remained committed to the ideals of Free Trade, and were alarmed by 
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the increased relevance of protectionist arguments, especially considering a Liberal had 

already brought in some form of Tariff Reform for the necessity of financing the War. 

Two other Liberal shibboleths were under attack during the war: liberty (broadly 

defined) and free trade are often referred to in the historiography without any specific 

examples. 415 Liberty was under threat from the Defence of the Realm Act (DORA) and the 

following example highlights how some Liberals perceived their conception of freedom to be 

under threat. An incident in Birmingham which was brought to the attention of the Executive 

of the MLF concerned four members of the Liberal Party were asked to show the police their 

cheque books and bank passes so that the authorities could find out what societies they had 

contributed money to. The Secretary commented that he was ‘aghast’ and that he began to 

‘wonder whether we know where we were going’.416  

So, over three issues important to the Liberals (four including the Liberal government 

itself) Liberals were generally united and knew what their preferred policy position would be 

in peace time. Over all the issues (Conscription, Free Trade and Liberty) they knew what 

legislative measures would be necessary to correct these deviations away from their treasured 

Liberal government and precisely who was to blame for these deviations: firstly, the German 

war machine and secondly, in a party political context, the British Conservative Party. The 

evidence from the constituencies suggests that however uncomfortable were some of the 

decisions taken by the Liberal parliamentary elite, the party at its grass-roots was essentially 

united before the December crisis of 1916.  
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Chapter 3 

 

Impact of the fall of Asquith, 1916-1918 
 

 

 

 

 

The Liberal Party after December 1916 remained formally united under Asquith’s leadership, 

but at Westminster the party was effectively split into two.417 The following study of grass-

roots Liberalism will examine how important the division amongst the Liberal leaders was 

amongst the rank and file. David has suggested that as Asquith promised to support the 

Coalition from the opposition benches, this meant ‘that the mass of the Liberal party which 

supported Asquith seemed doomed to political impotence’.418 Bernstein’s study of Yorkshire 

Liberalism during the war reveals several concerns, namely the perceived indifference of the 

Lloyd George government to democracy and a lack of interest in social reform. The 

Yorkshire Liberals were more concerned with the restoration of liberty from wartime 

measures, were critical of the government’s man-power policies, and were attracted to the 

idea of the League of Nations as a worthy ideal from which some good could come out of the 

war.419 He also noted that ‘Asquith-worship became a part of the political rhetoric of 

Yorkshire Liberal journalism’.420 An examination of the grass-roots in the case-study 

constituencies provides an examination into the Liberal mind and finds less emphasis on 

parliamentary manoeuvres such as the Maurice debate and the Lansdowne letter, and more 

emphasis on traditional Liberal issues.   

 The historiography of the rise of the Labour Party suggests that Labour was able ‘to 

exploit many of the opportunities offered by the war’.421 On the one hand, the political, social 

and economic basis of British society changed at an increased rate in ways that have been 

widely regarded as favourable to that Party: Labour’s membership of the government, the 

breaking down of deference, increased trade union membership and more state intervention. 
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422 The split in the Liberal Party provided yet another opportunity for Labour to advance. This 

chapter will explore the question of whether the split in the parliamentary party was also 

present at the grass-roots of the Liberal Party, and whether there is evidence from the Liberal 

perspective of a changing of the guard from Liberal to Labour, or whether there is new 

evidence which questions previous claims. This chapter will also assess whether the Liberal 

grass-roots were moribund during the last two years of the war. The findings challenge the 

conventional wisdom that the Liberal Party was in a much weaker position in the 

constituencies than the Conservative Party. 

 

 

I) The fall of Asquith 

 
Hart argues that ‘the War precipitated a series of events affecting the Liberal Party which 

made it unable to meet Labour’s challenge in the medium term’, and that because of this it 

was ‘the most important single cause of the Liberal decline.’423 One of the most commonly 

cited of these events is the crisis of December 1916, which led to Asquith resigning as Prime 

Minister and being replaced by Lloyd George, with Unionist and some Liberal and Labour 

support.424 As with the Asquith Coalition of May 1915, the Liberal grass-roots’ reaction to 

the formation of the Lloyd George Coalition will provide empirical evidence for a crucial 

question: did the formation of the Lloyd George Coalition of itself create divisions in the 

Liberal Party at large, or did such divisions occur during the rest of the wartime Parliament or 

afterwards? 

The most telling evidence for the origins of a split in the Liberal Party, consequently 

leading to more immediate factors for the Liberal Party’s downfall as a party of government, 

is during the fall of Asquith in December 1916. The fact that the Walthamstow LA met on 4 

December during the crisis and chose to pass a resolution is fortunate as it provides an insight 

into grass-roots Liberalism during this period of great political interest. They unanimously 

expressed their ‘satisfaction at the retention of the Premiership by Mr Asquith, believing that 

there is the best guarantee for a successful prosecution of the war in his balanced and 

sagacious statesmanship’.425 
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After the December 1916 crisis had reached its conclusion (and not in the way that the 

Walthamstow Liberals anticipated), the Liberal Chief Whip asked for the position of the 

Executive Committee of the MLF in relation to what had transpired. Their response deeply 

regretted Asquith’s retirement from office and welcomed ‘with great satisfaction his declared 

intention of his continued leadership of the Liberal Party in the House of Commons’. More 

significantly, they added that ‘Rallying to his call’, they agreed to support the new 

government to bring the war to a successful conclusion. This implies that if Asquith’s speech 

of 8 December at the Liberal Club had urged another line of action, the grass-roots might 

have endorsed it. Most tellingly of all, ‘considerable indignation was felt with the conduct of 

the Press and some of his, Asquith’s, old colleagues, but it was felt to be wisest under the 

circumstances to express no opinion on this matter in conjunction with the resolution of 

confidence in his, Asquith’s, leadership.’426 It is fortunate that this was recorded by the 

Secretary of the MLF, as other secretaries were more discreet. However, evidence of this 

censure of Lloyd George in the MLF minutes suggests that a reading of the formalised 

language in relation to the new Lloyd George government and the lavish praise of Asquith in 

the other sources indicates antipathy for the former and genuine support for the latter.   

The Executive of the Harborough LA were typical in assuring Asquith that ‘he 

remained the honoured leader of the Liberal Party’.427 They added their ‘most hearty thanks 

for his splendid and untiring services to the Nation’.428 By the same token, the executive of 

the Leicester LA recorded their ‘unabated and affectionate confidence in him as Leader of the 

Liberal Party’.429 The LCNWLF convened the day after the meeting of the Parliamentary 

Liberal Party at the Reform Club. They resolved ‘that this meeting expresses its profound 

regret at the retirement of the Rt. Hon. H. H. Asquith, M.P. from the Premiership. It places on 

record its gratitude for the notable services rendered by him to the Nation and its admiration 

of his splendid gifts of intellect and character. The Federation again renews its allegiance to 

him as their leader and chief.’430 At a meeting of the Darwen LA, Asquith was described as 

having been ‘a tower of strength in difficult times instancing the House of Lords and Home 

Rule’.431 It is evident that after Asquith’s services to the Liberal Party and the nation during 
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the previous ten years, there was genuine gratitude for the battles he had fought under the 

Liberal banner.  

At the same time, it seems that the Liberal grass-roots did not want to burn their 

bridges with Lloyd George, in that they did not formally disapprove of his actions, but neither 

did they approve them. The LCNWLF resolved  

 

That this meeting recognising the necessity of national unity in the prosecution of the 

war resolves that in its judgement the Government of the day should receive the 

cordial support of all citizens in its efforts to prosecute the war to a successful 

conclusion; it pledges the members of the Lancashire, Cheshire and North Western 

Liberal Federation to co-operate loyally and whole-heartedly in the struggle to 

maintain the freedom of Europe against the arrogant claims of Prussian militarism.432 

 

Similarly, the Executive of the Leicester LA expressed their ‘firm determination to support 

His Majesty’s Government in prosecuting the War to a successful issue’433, and the 

Manchester LF passed a resolution supporting ‘the King’s government in every possible way 

... to prosecute the war to a successful conclusion.’434As Lloyd George had been a successful 

Liberal minster before the war, it is likely they would have mentioned their confidence in him 

to lead the war effort to a successful conclusion if they had retained a favourable impression 

of him. However, the Harborough Liberals more positively gave ‘the present government 

their unstinted support’.435 It was the sense that the downfall of Asquith had been 

‘manufactured by Lloyd George’ which created the antipathy towards him, and the feeling 

which Bentley found amongst Liberal MPs at Westminster was also evident at the grass-

roots.436 

A further viewpoint can be found in the Liberal-leaning Derbyshire Courier. Whilst 

admitting that Lloyd George had not been motivated ‘wholly’ by political motives and 

conceding that ‘he has done much’ good work, they attacked him for desiring ‘to be the 

Dictator’. Their anti-Toryism was evident in the comments that ‘The irony of the game which 

has culminated in the loss to the State of its greatest man, lies in the fact that Mr. Lloyd 

George has been used by and he has made use of all the elements which voted him fit for the 

position of first lieutenant to the devil three years ago.’ The editorial also provided a fair 

assessment of possible future benefits for the Conservatives: ‘If there is any credit accruing 
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there-from they will share it; if blame he will carry it. Mr. Bonar Law is not a Canadian 

Scotsman for naught!’ Their loyalty to Asquith remained strong and they suggested a course 

of action for the Liberals in opposition to take: ‘A great man said: Wait and see. Let us do so. 

Mean-time let us be on the watch.’437 It is evident that the ‘Asquith-worship’ that Bernstein 

identified was present not just in Yorkshire.438 

 

 

 
II) Liberal activity during the Lloyd George Coalition, 1916-1918 

 
After the fall of Asquith, it seems that Liberal Associations generally became more active and 

geared towards electoral concerns than they had been in the first two years of the war. This 

could have been in direct response to Asquith’s removal from office, but it is more likely that 

it was due to the passage of Representation of the People Bill. After the redistribution of seats 

was formalised, the Secretary of the MLF organised a series of local conferences with 

constituencies in the Midlands, in all probability to prepare them for the changes.439 The 

LCNWLF also discussed the boundary changes. Unsurprisingly, they realised that their 

workload would now increase and came to the conclusion that, with the franchise changes, 

that it might be prudent to employ a woman organiser.440 In consequence, a female organiser 

was engaged by March 1918, and a couple of months later they also decided to employ an 

assistant-secretary on £275 per annum.441  

Across the country, Liberal Associations met to discuss the proposed boundary 

changes and the new franchise, which suggests a healthy interest in future electoral 

competition.442 The Leicester LA quite naturally realised that they needed to re-organise after 

the two-member borough was split into three single-member constituencies.443 The 

Walthamstow Liberals were faced with the prospect of their one seat becoming two and had 

to discuss the boundary changes.444 It is noteworthy that the Chief Liberal Whip also 

encouraged reorganisation; after this, the Chester LA discussed re-organisation, which in 
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their case primarily meant drafting new rules and holding a meeting of the new 

constituency.445 In the same way, the Coventry men’s and women’s Liberal Associations met 

to discuss new rules.446 These led to a new constitution ‘which would, in effect, mean the 

amalgamation’ of the Coventry and Coventry and District Women’s Liberal Associations.447 

Likewise, a special meeting of the Executive of the Coventry LA was convened in order to 

discuss the boundary changes. They protested the fact that Coventry was still going to be 

represented by only one MP on the grounds that it population officially almost met the 

required 120,000 population and that ‘Coventry’s position as a manufacturing and munitions 

centre entitles it to special consideration as regards Parliamentary Representation.’448  In a 

similar vein, there had been a ‘long and important’ discussion at the Executive of the Midland 

Federation on the Speaker’s Conference proposals that led to the Representation of the 

People Act 1918. The Executive was ‘wholly favourable’ and, even though they did not agree 

with all of the provisions, they were happy for it to become an Act of Parliament.449 Their 

main reservation was that the Alternative Vote was not included in the eventual 

Representation of the People Act.450 Other Liberals were displeased as well: the 

Walthamstow LA passed a resolution condemning the House of Lords for removing the 

Alternative Vote Clause from the Bill, and added that Proportional Representation ‘was not 

suitable for London constituencies’.451 

  It is worth comparing the Liberal response to redistribution with that of the 

Conservatives. Keohane rightly argues that the Conservatives ‘possessed a long history of 

successful manipulation of the reform process’, and it seems that some Conservative 

Associations were a month quicker than their Liberal counterparts in meeting to discuss 

redistribution.452 The constituency distribution was a contributory factor to Conservative 

success in the interwar period, but it would have required an extreme amount of 

gerrymandering to prevent this – even in December 1910, Kinnear has calculated that if 
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southern Ireland is excluded from the calculations, in the rest of Great Britain and Northern 

Ireland the Conservatives won 47.3 per cent of the vote and won 48.2 per cent of the seats.453 

Clearly, the Unionists were quick off the mark to retain and extend their advantage, but the 

Liberals sought to prevent the Tories from obtaining everything in the Conservative interest. 

It can also be argued that the prime reason that the Conservatives did so well in the interwar 

period lay in the success of the Conservative appeal and the failure of the Labour and Liberal 

Parties to articulate an effective alternative, rather than simply advantageous electoral 

boundaries.454   

 At the AGM of the MLF ‘a view was expressed’ that revisions of the party 

organisation should be made as early as possible, in order to consider the changes the 

Representation of the People Act would bring, especially the admission of women to the 

franchise. At the same time, it was felt that a committee on post-war reconstruction should be 

established. However, both ideas were deferred until the officers felt it right to call a 

meeting.455 The LCNWLF also passed a resolution on electoral reform which welcomed the 

report of the Speaker’s Conference as ‘a comprehensive and practical scheme for amending 

Election and Registration Law’.456 The South Westmorland Women’s LA were satisfied that 

the Conference proposals included women’s suffrage, and additionally wanted the 

government to accept on the report stage of the Representation of the People Bill an 

amendment to extend the municipal vote to the wives of men on the local government 

register.457 The Chesterfield LA did not meet between 10 July 1915 and 9 March 1918, a 

period approaching three years. The March 1918 meeting only seems to have been called 

because the Hon. Secretary and Treasurer had resigned, as he felt it was ‘impossible’ for him 

to devote all his time to his duties as the Representation of the People Bill had introduced ‘a 

completely new system which will require great care and energy to secure success.’458 This 

could be seen as a negative for the Association as they were losing an experienced and loyal 

member, or a positive as he was honest enough to ask someone else to step in to make the 

best of the new opportunity. A week later, a subcommittee proposed Charles White of 

Matlock as his replacement, suggesting that no time was wasted in organising the association 
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on the right footing.459 Keohane argues that the Conservative Party’s organisation atrophied 

during the war and that any good work that had been undertaken before the war was lost. 460 

Based on the above evidence, the foundations of Liberal organisations did remain intact, and 

it was the recruitment campaigns and the changes necessary after the constituency 

redistribution that reawakened those which had become moribund during the war.  

 The enfranchisement of women over the age of 30 and the extension of the franchise to 

all men did not automatically mean that nineteenth-century Liberal shibboleths disappeared. 

At a garden party organised by the Leicester Women’s LA, a speaker recognised ‘a new 

opportunity for good’ with the granting of the vote to some women at the national level for 

the first time in Britain. However, instead of advancing new ideas, she specifically mentioned 

using ‘their new power in the direction of temperance’.461 Other Liberals also saw the 

exigencies of war as providing the opportunity to bring about temperance: the South 

Westmorland Women’s LA sent a resolution to the local MP declaring ‘in view of the 

declared shortage of cereals, urges the government to take immediate steps to prohibit the use 

of all food stuffs for the manufacture of alcoholic beverages, and thus save all available grain 

for the essential need of the nation.’462 The Darwen LA similarly resolved that ‘Whilst 

assuring the government of our warmest support in the effective prosecution of the war, we 

urge upon them during the present shortage of food stuffs either to abolish entirely or at all 

events to make further restrictions on the use of grain in the manufacture of beer and spirits, 

so that more may be available not only for the food of the people, but also for horses, cattle, 

pigs, and poultry.’463 It seems that limited liquor control through the Central Control Board 

showed those in favour of temperance that the State had intervened in the alcohol industry in 

order to assist the war effort, and encouraged them that further intervention along lines they 

favoured was possible.464 

 The seriousness of the war situation meant that Liberal Associations remained 

supportive of the war effort and the political truce. The Darwen LA in March 1917 passed a 

resolution expressing their ‘desire to co-operate with all other political parties in loyally 

supporting the government in vigorously prosecuting the war to a victorious conclusion.’465 
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There was still active co-operation between Liberals and Conservatives during these years. 

The Secretary of the LCNWLF worked with the Secretary of the regional Conservative 

organisation to organise a demonstration on War Aims in Blackpool and a conference for the 

Local War Aims committees in Manchester.466 Keohane has described the National War 

Aims Committee as part of ‘the development of government-endorsed patriotism’, and also 

cited the Epsom and Worcestershire West Conservative Associations as working closely with 

Liberals on this committee locally.467 Clearly Liberal efforts in a considerable number of 

constituencies were engaged in work considered to be patriotic. More generally, much 

Liberal activity was directed towards the war effort and non-partisan ends: the Sittingbourne 

Liberal Club made arrangements to ‘entertain’ the wounded soldiers of Whitehall Hospital 

over tea and a whist drive.468 Keohane argues that the Conservatives were more adaptable to 

the challenges of war than the Liberals were, but in the previous chapter it was shown that the 

Liberals were adaptable by campaigning alongside the Conservatives at recruitment 

meetings. 469  Even after the fall of Asquith, many Liberals at the grass-roots were willing and 

able to co-operate and support the government in order to win the war. 

Nonetheless, even though there was co-operation with other political parties, the 

Liberal identity remained; this would be a beneficial thing if the party wished to continue on 

its pre-war basis. At a meeting of the MLF Executive Committee, ‘the present position of the 

party was discussed ... it was felt that the [Speaker’s] conference had cleared up a position 

which presented many points of difficulty and doubt.’470 There is no doubt that the fall of 

Asquith changed the situation that the Liberals found themselves in. Nonetheless, the Liberals 

still publicly and privately remained loyal to the spirit of the party truce, and thus they were 

concerned that if Sir John Simon came to the Midlands to discuss the Speaker’s proposals, 

there should be a Unionist with him and only when the Bill was before Parliament.471 Indeed, 

it was resolved by the Walthamstow LA that ‘it was not in the best interests of the Liberal 

Party in the division’ that Sir John Simon should speak in his own constituency.472 

However, beneath the surface of the party truce, tensions were now beginning to boil 

over. At the MLF’s AGM, a delegate from Newcastle-under-Lyme wanted ‘a strong 

denunciation’ of the coalition government. More importantly, his demand was greeted with 
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‘strong approval by the majority’ of the 120 members present.473 Of course, the delegate was 

no different in sentiment from the Conservative MP Basil Peto, who had ‘lambasted’ the 

Asquith Coalition ‘on the broadest grounds’ at the AGM of the Devizes Conservative 

Association in April 1916.474 At the AGM of the MLF, the Newcastle-under-Lyme delegate 

did not want a report from the Federation but instead a ‘political manifesto.’475 This suggests 

some grass-roots dissatisfaction with the Liberal leadership at Westminster and a desire to 

prepare for the future. With the benefit of hindsight, such activity would have been useful, 

but was it really feasible during the political truce? Keohane is right that patriotism could not 

fully stifle rank and file dissent, but in the Liberal case it certainly did an effective job.476 One 

member of the Walthamstow LA wrote to ask ‘how far’ Liberal Associations ‘could go 

without breaking the truce’.477 Unfortunately, no answer was recorded. It is clear, however, 

that the Liberals felt there were severe limitations on what they could undertake publicly. 

 There were certainly signs of activity to prepare for future electoral contests whilst 

still remaining faithful to the political truce. The Secretary of the MLF made 26 visits to 

constituencies between 21 September 1917 and 15 February 1918. There was further activity 

at the regional level; for the ‘organisation of women voters’, Miss Robson had been allocated 

from Headquarters and had started work 7 February 1918.478  When her health failed after 

several weeks’ work, Miss Madden of London was appointed in her place.479 Likewise, when 

Miss Madden’s work ceased at the end of October 1918, a Miss Harvey replaced her – 

frequent changes amongst female staff in political organisations, whilst not desirable, were 

common enough for all parties in this period.480 Furthermore, ‘a large number’ of meetings of 

‘a general character’ were beginning to be held. As well as featuring G. R. Thorne, Walter 

Runciman and Herbert Samuel, the meetings also included Herbert Fisher, Minister of 

Education in the Coalition government.481 Could too much be made of the split in December 

1916? It seems that these Liberals had no issue with Fisher going to a Liberal meeting, which 

raises the question as to whether they yet saw the party as being divided. The Liberals also 

seemed to be aware of a threat on their left flank: the Walthamstow LA recorded receiving 

‘an important letter’ from the Liberal Whips regarding Co-operative and Labour candidates, 
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with the advice that Liberal co-operatives should join the local organisation, attend meetings 

and ‘follow the proceedings throughout with vigilance’.482 A member of the Liberal Co-

operative committee toured the north-west for three days in June 1918 advising the same 

policy.483 Clearly, the Liberal machine was preparing the ground to maintain its pre-war 

electoral position. 

 The Liberals at the grass-roots also kept one eye on their old adversary the 

Conservative Party: the Liberals at the MLF were concerned about the activity of the Tariff 

Reform League in their area, as it had ‘recently opened 100 branches in two counties only.’484 

Subsequently, a Free Trade Emergency Committee was formed, and Vernon Pugh of the 

Coventry LA became its President.485 This suggests that some Liberals (and Unionists) 

maintained political activity through these supposedly non-party bodies. Nevertheless, on the 

whole the party truce was adhered to, as seen in a resolution put forward by Kenyon in 

Chesterfield to place ‘on record’ their ‘whole-hearted approval of the continued action of the 

Liberal Party in its determined and unwavering support of the government ‘during the grave 

crisis of war.486 Kenyon’s loyalty to the government is different in tone to the vigilance which 

the Derbyshire Courier had suggested at the formation of the Lloyd George government. 

 However, whilst the Liberal Party organisation in certain parts of the country was 

active during the war, in other places the associations had become moribund. The Chairman 

of the Walsall LA when proposing a social gathering for November 1917 said ‘it was now so 

long since we met, owing to the party truce, that we were beginning to forget one another’.487 

The war years also depleted the ranks of Liberal activists and leaders, not only through war 

casualties but by natural causes. For example, the agent for Droitwich, Lieutenant Ernest 

Turner, died in action in France, and Brigadier General Hornby, who represented Shropshire 

on the Executive of the MLF, was reported as seriously wounded.488 After not meeting for 

three years, the Executive of the Chesterfield LA was informed of the deaths of five activists 

and committee members.489 Chesterfield is an important example as it one of the dilapidated 

constituencies that had a sitting Liberal MP. This suggests that a simple co-relation of 
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constituencies without Liberal MPs as moribund whilst those with MPs were active is 

incorrect.  

Undoubtedly, the Liberal Party was not as resourceful during the war as it had been 

before its outbreak. The Midland Branch of the Liberal agents society recorded not meeting 

much in 1917 and 1918 due to the war.490 In Walthamstow, the Secretary of the Young 

Liberals joined the navy, further adding to the picture that patriotic duty and the war effort 

led to a weaker and less organised party apparatus. 491 Other Liberals who remained on the 

home front had less time for party work due to their commitment to war work. The Hon. 

Secretary of the South Westmorland Women’s LA became a member of the Order of the 

British Empire for her work with the V.A.D. Hospital, which certainly would have taken her 

time away from Liberal affairs.492 When the Blackpool LA was reconstituted as a result of the 

Representation of the People Act, one lady stated she was unable to attend as she was ‘out of 

town on war work’.493 In some instances, the effect of the war could be to loosen historic ties 

to the Liberal Party. In March 1917, the Blackpool LA created a separate organisation called 

‘the Blackpool Municipal Progressive Association’, even though the Chairman disagreed 

with the formation of a separate body without the Liberal name.494 The attitude of the 

Blackpool executive had changed during the war, as in 1913 they were explicitly clear that 

‘in order to win elections they must be fought on strictly party lines’.495 However, the main 

issue for most associations would be the turnover of personnel, a problem not unique either to 

the Liberal Party or to wartime. At the start of January 1917, the Treasurer of the 

Walthamstow LA resigned, for unknown reasons. At the same meeting, the minute-taker 

lamented that there were only three members present besides the three officers, once again 

reinforcing how the war limited the appeal and time available for party work.496 The AGM 

was also indefinitely postponed, and it is reasonable to calculate that this was due to the 

difficulty of securing a satisfactory attendance.497  

Some Liberal Clubs were in difficulty during the war, and the South Westmorland 

Women’s LA were asked by the local Liberal Club to provide a grant to help with their 

expenses. Due to ‘the difficulty of finding people with sufficient leisure to work the districts’, 
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it was decided that subscriptions should not be collected for that year, reiterating the 

difficulty of attracting enough support for routine party work during the war.498 However, one 

should not over-emphasise the negatives: at a women’s meeting in Walthamstow, it was 

recorded that 52 new members had been enrolled, and the Sittingbourne Liberal Club was 

also recruiting new members.499 Perhaps the war work they undertook did bring political 

benefits: the Sittingbourne Liberal Club had made arrangements to ‘entertain’ the wounded 

soldiers of Whitehall Hospital over tea and a whist drive.500 The fact that Kenyon stated he 

was staying loyal to the Liberals as he ‘would not under any circumstances throw over his 

friends’ and that ‘it was his intention to adhere to the political principles he had always 

advocated’ suggests that there were positives to the Liberal position in the final year of the 

war, and that Liberals did not see themselves as being replaced by Labour, otherwise Kenyon 

would have taken the opportunity to become a Labour candidate.501 

 Notwithstanding these losses and setbacks, the Liberals began to prepare for an 

election which they seem to have expected would be held in the spring or summer of 1919. 

The MLF organised a ‘cinematic tour’, which was underway by early October 1918 and due 

to finish on 31 March 1919, but the general election cut the tour short.502 The Coventry LA 

can be seen to be preparing for a future general election as in July 1917 they secured a 

candidate for the division. 503 Across the Midlands as a whole, reorganisation was being 

undertaken seriously by April 1918 but some constituencies presented ‘a rather difficult 

problem.’504 By October 1918, the male and female Secretaries of the MLF had visited 

numerous constituencies in relation to reorganisation.505 

The Chesterfield LA had a balance in hand of just over £13 in May 1918 – a not 

unfavourable position as at least they were not in debt before any election campaign.506 

Likewise, the South Westmorland Women’s LA had a balance in hand of £14.507 Several 

constituencies were in an even stronger financial position: in Walthamstow there was a 

balance in hand of £195 in April 1918 and in Darwen in March 1918 there was a balance of 
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£225.508 Brown’s research suggests that for the Labour Party in Scotland, ‘finance was really 

the key obstacle’ when trying to select and run candidates in 1918.509 However, the financial 

information available suggests that the Liberal Party did not particularly suffer from this issue 

in 1918. The strong financial position in Walthamstow, for example, allowed Sir John Simon 

and E. J. Horniman to be adopted as Liberal candidates for Walthamstow East and West 

respectively in February 1918 in plenty of time before a likely general election.510  

There are several issues during the period December 1916 to the end of 1918 which 

were only raised in one constituency or regional body. The LCNWLF passed the following 

resolution unanimously in May 1917:  

 

The meeting welcomes this co-operation not only for the great material assistance 

which the United States of America can bring to the common cause, but even more for 

the moral support which it gives to the principles for which the allies are contending, 

the Sanctity of Treaties, the Rights of small nations and the cause of Civilisation, 

Freedom and Humanity.511  
 

The above resolution provides further weight to the argument in chapter two that the invasion 

of Belgium was particularly important in securing Liberal support for the war effort – the 

rights of small nations and for freedom was being defended against Prussian militarism. In 

another way, the following resolution highlights how the conception of Liberty was important 

to the Liberals: the LCNWLF also resolved unanimously that they were: ‘profoundly moved 

by the successful establishment of free institutions in Russia’, and they sent their ‘heartfelt 

congratulations to the Russian parties of progress on the triumph of their efforts’.512  

Besides the idea of Liberty, more tangible domestic issues arose in resolutions as 

well. The LCNWLF also resolved unanimously ‘its emphatic protest’ against the Indian 

Cotton Duties as it raised ‘a controversial subject during a period of political truce’, as well 

as harming the Lancashire cotton trade and ‘millions of the poorest of our fellow subjects in 

India’.513 At Westminster, the Liberal split over the Indian Cotton Duties is often cited as 

evidence of serious and increasing Liberal division during the war, which is then used to 

explain why they performed so poorly in the 1918 general election and beyond.514 The 

recorded evidence from the north-west suggests that the regional body did disagree with the 
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government’s policy but that there was no serious division amongst Liberals, as the mention 

of the political truce implies that the Liberals were working within the framework of unity 

during the war. Even if other Liberals were supporting policies that they disagreed with, the 

normal party framework can be seen as dormant and given such there was no need for any 

animosity amongst Liberals as long as their divisions stayed within the parameters of the 

party truce.  

The Maurice debate is also taken to be an important sign of Liberal division during 

the war.515 In a letter to The Times on 7 May 1918, Major-General Sir Frederick Maurice 

accused the government of misleading Parliament about the strength of British forces during 

the German Spring Offensive in the March of that year. Asquith moved for an inquiry into 

Maurice’s statement and pressed the motion to a division after Lloyd George had taken it to 

be a vote of censure. It was the first occasion during the war that the opposition front bench 

had voted against the government on an issue of confidence. The episode is also significant 

because it was perceived to be the litmus test of who could be counted on as supporters of 

Lloyd George rather than of Asquith. Yet, in the constituencies this issue did not receive 

recorded comment, suggesting that although this may have been a significant issue at 

Westminster, at the grass-roots it was not as important in creating Liberal divisions. 

Instead, some of the rank and file commented on other issues. On the issue of profiteering, 

The Darwen LA resolved that the ‘increase by any considerable amount of private capital 

during the war is inconsistent with the sacrifice that is being made by the soldiers and sailors, 

and strongly urges upon the Chancellor of the Exchequer to make by increased taxation 

private accumulation of wealth during the war impossible.’516 In the previous chapter, it was 

noted that the Leicester LA had made a similar resolution at an earlier stage in the war.  

More traditional Liberal issues still received some comment: the Darwen LA wanted 

to settle the ‘Irish Question’ by immediately ‘giving effect to Home Rule in such a way as to 

satisfy the just hopes and aspirations of Irishmen not only in Ireland but in our Colonies and 

thus consolidate the unity and the military strength of the Empire at this great crisis in our 

history.’517 This suggests that Wilson’s argument that Irish Conscription would only be 

accepted by Liberal and Labour MPs if Home Rule immediately followed conscription has 

merit and that Irish conscription would be tolerated as wartime expediency at the grass-roots 
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if the historic goal of Home Rule was to be achieved.518 At the Darwen Women’s LA AGM 

in September 1917, the relevance of traditional Liberalism was put as follows: ‘the old 

watchwords of Liberalism were still applicable even in these difficult times ... For peace we 

were all anxiously waiting for, Retrenchment we were all obliged to put into practice, and 

reform we all feel to be necessary in many directions.’519 The available evidence suggests 

that Liberals remained loyal to Asquith as leader of the Party during the remainder of the war. 

In June 1918, the Walthamstow LA resolved that they had ‘complete confidence’ in Asquith, 

and agreed with him that a League of Nations ‘would be the only step to guard the world 

against future war’. They also passed a resolution attacking the ‘disgraceful attacks made 

upon the honour and integrity of Mr Asquith’.520 As will be seen in the following section and 

the following chapters, the Liberal support for a League of Nations was consistent and 

enthusiastic; one example of this was at Walthamstow, where at a very early stage a meeting 

on the League of Nations was organised for 27 July 1918.521 

 On 29 November 1917, a letter was published from Lord Lansdowne, Leader of the 

Conservative Party in the House of Lords 1903-1916, which called for a negotiated peace 

with Germany. Turner argues that ‘the Lansdowne affair polarised politics in a way which 

had not previously been thought possible, and prepared the ground at last for a general 

election which might reflect the balance of political power during the war.’522 The Leicester 

Daily Mercury was sympathetic to Lord Lansdowne’s letter. The editorial felt Asquith’s 

objectives at the beginning of the war were still wholly appropriate. It also was against 

‘reckless’ talk of ‘smashing Germany’, although it agreed with Asquith there must be 

‘reparation for wrong, and security against its reoccurrence, placing the greater emphasis 

upon security.’523 However, besides the Leicester Daily Mercury’s response, there is no 

recorded comment about Lord Lansdowne’s letter at the grass-roots of the Liberal Party. This 

certainly raises doubts as to whether it was the Lansdowne letter that polarised politics before 

the end of the war.  

 The historiography of the period has exaggerated the poor position of the Liberal 

Party during the war. In his otherwise excellent study, Keohane argues that the Conservative 

position ‘can be contrasted with the dismemberment of the already fragile machine of the 
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Liberal Party by the time of redistribution’.524 However, whilst the war did put some Liberal 

Associations to sleep, much of the evidence in this and the previous chapter shows the 

Liberal grass-roots to be in a remarkably similar position to the Tories – reduced 

subscriptions, a keen eye on redistribution (for the sleeping associations, it was their wake-up 

call), war work and an attempt to be ready to embrace the newly enfranchised female 

electorate.525 This section of the thesis has expanded on the important research that Bernstein 

undertook regarding Yorkshire Liberalism. A wide array of issues and events were of 

significance to Liberals across the country and to varying degrees. The Representation of the 

People Act 1918 and the constituency redistribution that accompanied this was, 

unsurprisingly, the main concern of most Liberal Associations. The evidence shows that 

reorganisation was under way, but its effectiveness can be doubted as during wartime the 

immediate political efficiency of the Party machine was unimportant, and conscription had 

taken away the patriotic need for effective party organisations. Compared to before the war, 

there was a lack of concern for social reform from Liberals, but in its place were patriotic 

concerns for the war effort and political co-operation. More signs of discontent were evident 

after the fall of the Asquith coalition, but there was never any demand for the Liberals to 

renounce the political truce. During the war, apart from the lack of concern for social reform, 

there were no signs at the grass-roots of the Liberal Party to suggest a changing of the guard 

with respect to the positions of the Liberal and Labour Parties –the idea that the Liberals 

would not have been either the government or the Official Opposition after the war would 

have seemed absurd. Party activity had increased after the constituency redistribution but 

politics in early November 1918, at the local level at least, were not polarised and the party 

truce still had an important bearing on the activity of all three political parties. It was 

primarily the coupon election of 1918 that brought political partisanship back to the fore. 

 

III)  The ‘Coupon’ election of 1918 
 

 

The election called after the Armistice had been signed for December 1918 has generated 

much debate in the political historiography of this period.526 Lloyd George’s decision to seek 

the continuation of the Coalition into peace-time by seeking an alliance with the Conservative 
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Party whilst excluding half of the Liberal Party affected both the course of the 1918 general 

election and the unity of the Liberal Party for the next decade. Those candidates formally 

endorsed by Lloyd George and Andrew Bonar Law, the leader of the Conservative Party, 

were distinguished by a letter signed by the two informing the recipient that they were 

officially recognised as the Coalition nominee. As this device implicitly condemned all non-

recipients as enemies of the Coalition, Asquith famously dubbed the letter as a ‘coupon’, after 

which the election is better known. 527  The Coalition returned 523 MPs against 184 MPs for 

all of the other parties combined.528 It was clearly a landslide victory for the Coalition and a 

crippling result for the Independent Liberals (who were also known as Free Liberals), who 

were only able to obtain 36 MPs which put them behind Sinn Fein who had 73 MPs and the 

Labour Party which had 57. As Sinn Fein never took up their seats in Parliament this allowed 

the Labour Party to obtain the status of his Majesty’s Official Opposition as the largest 

remaining party. This leads to the prime importance of the 1918 general election in the 

historiography of the fortunes of the Liberal Party, as it has been argued that this election 

‘was the crucial event in destroying the political viability of the Liberal Party’.529 The crisis 

of December 1916 when Lloyd George replaced Asquith as Prime Minister is cited as being 

important, but it is argued that it was the Coupon election which formalised the split, and 

hence it its importance.530 Bogdanor sums up the importance of the Coupon: the fact that 

Lloyd George, a Liberal, was the head of a coalition against the Independent Liberals 

suggested that the Liberals were ‘irresponsible and could not be trusted with power’.531  

In the extensive literature concerning the 1918 general election, there is the argument 

that the Coalition victory in 1918 was primarily the personal victory of Lloyd George, as he 

was the ‘man who won the war’.532 Evidence for this can be found in the volume of 

references in support of Lloyd George not only by candidates of all the coalition parties, but 

also by Independent Liberals as well.533 An alternative explanation for the huge Coalition 

victory is the argument that the 1918 election was a lurch to the right.534 The crucial points 
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are that the Conservatives’ pre-war stances were vindicated and that during the war public 

opinion moved towards issues that were Conservative strengths, manifested in anti-alien laws 

and the demand for the punishment of the Kaiser in the 1918 general election. However, one 

important argument against the lurch to the right thesis is the proposition that the Coalition 

manifesto was progressive and that many voters were voting for ‘Homes fit for heroes’, 

together with other policies not traditionally associated with the right.535  Yet, whilst this is 

important for consideration of Independent Liberal prospects against Coalition candidates, 

the point still remains valid that the 1918 election was held on grounds most favourable to the 

Conservative Party. Crucially, what connects the lurch to the right and the man who won the 

war theses is that the Conservatives were willing to win the war at whatever cost, which led 

to their support of Lloyd George. The question remains whether the Conservatives would 

have benefited from their actions during the war even without the personal prestige of Lloyd 

George.  

In Walsall, there was no official coalition candidate. Sir Richard Cooper was the 

Independent (Conservative) Coalition candidate and he stated that he was a supporter of the 

government but that he would retain his independence if elected. Most of his desire for 

independence seems to have been to demand a stronger punishment for Germany than he 

thought the Coalition government would deliver.536 In Coventry, the Coalition Conservative 

candidate also advocated harsh terms for Germany.537 The Secretary of the MLF provided a 

telling comment regarding the newly-enfranchised women: ‘it was not too much to say that 

whatever class they belonged to they gave in the buck an anti-German vote’. He further 

argued that Lloyd George’s ‘violent declarations against the Kaiser and Germany’ appealed 

to mothers, wives and daughters, as they were still ‘smarting under the sense of bereavement, 

loss, suffering and damages.’538 This correlates with the private report that Guest gave to 

Lloyd George, where it is stated ‘reports agree that women showed more determination even 

than the men in demanding full war indemnity from Germany and punishment of the Kaiser 

and his fellow criminals’. Guest also felt that these appeals ‘undoubtedly brought votes which 

would otherwise have gone to Labour’.539 The Independent Conservative candidate reminded 

the Walsall electorate that Asquith and the Liberals were responsible for the ‘highly 

unsatisfactory’ war effort before Lloyd George and the Conservatives were able to get to the 
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crux of the war effort. He associated voting for the Labour Party candidate as voting for ‘Mr 

Henderson and his blessed fraternity, the German people, and for nearly all the traitors in this 

country.’540  

There may be a perceived lurch to the right because the Conservative Party emerged 

from the war with more credit and justification for its pre-war policies than either the Liberal 

or Labour Parties. However, one has to be careful when suggesting how far to the right 

Coalition candidates went. In Bromley, the Conservative Coalition candidate explicitly stated 

it was important not to go ‘too far’, adding that naturalised Germans should be dealt with 

individually and not all expelled, as some in his audience wanted. He cited the case of a 

naturalised German who came to England at six years old and now had an English wife with 

four sons serving in the army. Of course, he still expected the ex-Kaiser ‘to be brought to 

justice’ and for Germany to ‘pay a full indemnity’. At the same time, the Liberal candidate in 

Bromley suffered from a rumour that he was a conscientious objector, which he denied.541 He 

blamed the Tories for this ‘trick ... for the purpose of maligning a man of the people and 

stirring up prejudice against him.’542 The Conservative Coalition MP for Liverpool 

Exchange, whilst campaigning in Chester, stated that the Liberal candidate there ‘wants to 

treat the Germans kindly’.543 The Coalition Conservative campaign was evidently successful 

as it was the first election in Chester that there had ‘been a case of a 50 per cent majority’.544  

Wilson argues that it was not the coupon which was important but ‘the strongly 

nationalistic emotions engendered by the war’.545 Undoubtedly this was important in 

Manchester, where the Conservatives won all the seats that they contested, even though only 

three of the eight received coupons.546 The Manchester Guardian suggested that when the 

Coalition Conservative candidate for Rusholme called Germans ‘the brutes’ when speaking at 

meetings, ‘the whole psychology of the transaction is somehow transmuted into a different 

key’, adding that it was ‘much more enjoyable for Mr Stoker’s audience and Mr Stoker than 

mere justice should ever be’.547 However, it is difficult to disaggregate whether the 

Conservative success in Manchester and across the country was either a lurch to the right 

represented in seats gained by the Conservative Party, or whether their success was part of 
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the victory for the non-partisan Coalition government led by the man of the hour Lloyd 

George. Douglas notes the perceptive comment in the Manchester Guardian that ‘every 

Conservative candidate is ex officio a Coalition candidate’.548 Even when Conservatives 

never officially had the coupon, the Coalition’s gloss may have stayed with them. Just 

because the Conservative Party was successful at contesting elections independently in the 

1920s, this does not automatically apply to the 1918 general election, where the Coalition 

could be taken as a non-partisan government.   

The argument that there was a lurch to the right can be taken over-stated, especially 

given the Progressive content in the Coalition manifesto, which further encouraged the 

electorate to view the Coalition as non-party even if they voted Coalition Conservative. The 

manifesto was so progressive in character that the Liberal candidate for Walsall raised his 

concern over recent Conservative conversion to reform.549 After the election result had been 

announced in Faversham, the victorious Coalition Unionist candidate said he saw his 

majority ‘as a majority for Lloyd George and the government’, adding ‘that he would do his 

best to see the great programme of social reform, put forward by Mr Lloyd George was 

carried out’, as well as referring to punishment for Germany and the expulsion of ‘enemy 

aliens’.550 This quote highlights the difficulty historians face when analysing the 1918 general 

election, when a consistent use of Lloyd George’s prestige by the Conservatives and the 

regular promise of social reform balanced the lurch to right regarding the punishment of 

Germany and the removal of enemy aliens.  

There is also evidence to suggest that some of the Liberal rank and file were affected 

by the non-partisan appeal of the Coalition. In the first recorded meeting of the Southend LA 

since July 1914, in early November 1918 they discussed whether they should put forward a 

candidate at the next election. They agreed to secure a candidate ‘by a large majority with 

three dissents’.551 Given the co-operation with the Conservatives across the country during 

the war and given that Lloyd George, still ostensibly a Liberal, was in coalition with the 

Tories, it is not surprising that some Liberals wanted to continue this co-operation and not put 

up their own candidate. Although the scale of the dissent was limited, it is still evidence of 

active Liberal supporters not wishing to run their own candidate and therefore it is not 

surprising that some of the electorate would also favour a continued political truce. 
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According to a minute by the LCNWLF, it seems that ‘no action [was to be] taken during the 

General Election by the officials of the Federation with regard to the Election in any 

particular constituency’.552 It was noted that the Woman Organisers work ‘ceased at the 

beginning of the election’.553 These two occurrences may seem particularly strange as it was 

during an election that the work of the officials and organisers reached a fever pitch. This 

could be interpreted as further evidence of the power of non-party feelings, as well as the 

confusion over which candidates to support. In Darwen, the victorious Coalition 

Conservative candidate thanked those Liberals who had voted him in as ‘the real Coalition 

candidate’, suggesting that the Coalition Conservatives appreciated how Liberal voters 

favoured a continuation of the wartime coalition and not an immediate return to partisan 

politics.554 It was claimed in the newspaper report on nominations that the Coalition 

Conservative candidate for Blackpool had received nominations from ‘all parties’.555 In 

Westmorland, the Coalition Conservative was elected unopposed, and this could reflect a 

sense of non-partisanship or a weakness on the part of the Liberals.556 Blackpool provides an 

example of the process that some Liberal Associations would go through when selecting a 

candidate in 1918, demonstrating how both weakness and strength, and local circumstances, 

could dictate events. In early November 1918, the Blackpool LA voiced their ‘inability to 

secure a local man as Liberal candidate’ and therefore ‘empowered’ the committee to 

‘negotiate for a suitable coalition candidate’.557 After Charles Frederick Critchley put himself 

forward as the Progressive Coalition candidate, the Council of the Blackpool LA agreed ‘not 

to nominate a Liberal’ and decided to give Critchley ‘all the support’ that they could.558 In 

Darwen, after repeated attempts and the announcement of the general election, Hindle agreed 

to once again contest the seat.559 Brown has suggested that Liberal candidates in 1918 were 

‘last minute responses to Coalition tactics’.560 This may have been the case in Blackpool, 

where the Liberals were evidently unable to come to a satisfactory agreement with the 

Conservatives, but in seats like Darwen, Liberal candidates were responses to the 

announcement of the election rather than being late in the field in order to counter coalition 

strategy. 
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The poor Liberal results in the selected case-study constituencies in the Home 

Counties reflects the disappointing results across that whole region. No Independent Liberals 

were elected there and only five Coalition Liberals, as against 75 Coalition Conservatives, 

four National and Democratic Labour and one Labour Party candidate. The varied nature of 

the results in the selected case-study constituencies are worth considering as they highlight 

various Liberal disasters, in a region where the Liberals had been previously weak, but not to 

this extent. In Bromley, the Coalition Conservative won in a straight fight with the 

Independent Liberal, achieving a staggering 79.5 per cent of the vote. On the one hand, the 

result at Walthamstow East could be considered a little better, as the winning Coalition 

Conservative only took 63.3 per cent of the poll, but on the other hand, it was Sir John 

Simon, a leading figure, who lost his seat. The result in Walthamstow West was arguably just 

as bad for the Liberals, who were pushed into third place with 19.1 per cent by the Labour 

candidate and the winning Coalition National Democratic and Labour candidate. It was a 

similar story in Southend, except this time the Liberal candidate was knocked into third place 

with only 15.1 per cent against an Independent Conservative and the victorious Coalition 

Conservative. Worst of all, in Faversham, no Liberal candidate stood and the defeated Labour 

candidate was the only alternative to the Coalition Conservative nominee. It is these instances 

in Walthamstow West and Southend where the Liberals came third and in Faversham where 

they did not fight that in future electoral contests provided validity to the argument that 

voting for the Liberals let the ‘other’ party in. The ‘coupon’ election in 1918 is important in 

the fact that it challenged the pre-war narrative that voting Labour let the Conservatives in; 

now, in many seats Labour were in the stronger position to challenge the Conservatives.    

In the Midlands, there was a slightly better position, with seven Independent Liberals 

(8.9 per cent of the total for the Midlands) being elected against eleven Coalition Liberals, 54 

Conservatives, 13 Labour and five who belonged to other parties. Out of the case-studies 

selected for the Midlands, only one Liberal (14.3 per cent) was returned for the seven seats 

under examination. However, even this can be contested. It has to be pointed out that the 

Tory Derbyshire Times recorded Kenyon’s adoption meeting and clearly stated that ‘Kenyon 

was adopted by the Liberal Association on Saturday as Coalition candidate.’561 It suggests 

that they perceived him to be a Coalition candidate, and in doing so tacitly supported him. 

More importantly, in September 1918 the Liberals had presumed that a general election 

would occur in the foreseeable future, and after ‘a long discussion’ had decided ‘that as Mr 
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Kenyon’s principles and record were so well known it would be more expedient if he were 

nominated as a Coalition Liberal’ rather than an Independent Liberal.562 These facts would 

explain why Kenyon was re-elected unopposed.  

In the north-west one independent Liberal, ten Coalition Liberals, 57 Conservatives, 

and sixteen Labour and two other MPs were elected. In contrast with the Home Counties, 

there are slightly more positive results for the Liberals in the north-west. In Blackpool, the 

independent candidate who had the support of the Liberal organisation came second behind 

the victorious Coalition Conservative, whilst the Labour candidate lost his deposit. Similarly, 

in the city of Chester the official Liberal candidate finished second behind the victorious 

Coalition Conservative, with the Labour nominee third, and this positioning was replicated in 

Darwen. 

 It is important to appreciate that to a large extent, the occurrence and results of the 

contests led to a realignment of the electorate. In all three constituencies in Leicester, the only 

alternative to voting for a Coalition candidate was to vote Labour. Likewise, it was recorded 

that in Northamptonshire ‘an attempt was made to divide the four seats between the Liberal 

and Conservative Parties’.563 The results of the election were even more telling. In Coventry, 

the Coalition Conservative candidate won in a five-way contest, in which the Liberal 

candidate came a poor third with only 10.7 per cent of votes cast, thus losing his deposit. 

Walsall was won by Cooper of the National Party, while the Liberal candidate finished third. 

In both Walsall and Coventry, this was the first time the Labour Party had contested the seat 

and they pushed the Liberals into third place. In Harborough, Harris stood as the Liberal 

candidate and narrowly retained second place while the Coalition Conservative won.  

 According to the definition of the Midlands taken by the Liberal regional body there 

were 75 constituencies in the area with 76 seats (Derby being a two-member borough).564 62 

seats were contested whilst 14 seats went uncontested. The unopposed returns consisted of 

nine Coalition Unionists, one Coalition Liberal, three Liberals and one Liberal-Labour man. 

Even counting the latter five together, the Liberals were already at a disadvantage in the new 

House. The MLF’s analysis of successful candidates at the 1918 general election showed 41 

Coalition Unionists, one Unionist, two Coalition Labour, fourteen Labour, eight Coalition 

Liberals, eight ‘Free Liberals’ and two Independents. After the results, the Labour Party in 
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the Midlands was almost twice as large at the Independent Liberals. The MLF recorded that 

the Coalition Unionist vote was 406,642, the Coalition Liberal 122,244 and Free Liberal 

163,503. They made a point of noting that their total was ‘a majority of 40,000 voters over 

the Coalition Liberal voters’.565 Based on these figures, every seat the Coalition Unionists 

won required 9,918 votes, but for every seat the Coalition Liberals won it was 15,281 votes 

and for every seat the Free Liberals won, it was 20,438 votes. Although the outcome of the 

coupon election was a disaster for the Liberals, under a more representative system it would 

have been a better result. 

 The Secretary of the MLF raised his concern over the success of Labour in formerly 

strong Liberal areas. He stated there were ‘issues of the gravest importance to Liberals’, and 

continued ‘In some of the most important parts of the Midland area, notably in 

Nottinghamshire, South Staffordshire and Northamptonshire, which have been great centres 

of Liberalism, there were big majorities for Labour.’ The crux of the matter was that he had 

‘ascertained without doubt, that very large numbers of ardent Liberals voted Labour.’ He 

suggested that the main cause of this was the congruency of the Labour and Liberal platform, 

compounded by the late declaration of Liberal policy: ‘The fact that the Labour manifesto as 

to policy commanded the general assent of Liberals, and occupied the whole field by itself, 

until the Manchester meetings in September.’566   In Chester, the Liberals recognised the 

importance of entering the contest in 1918: if they ‘did not fight now and let the Labour 

candidate capture the voters, especially the new voters, we should never win them back 

again’.567 

The late arrival of a distinctive Liberal programme was also lamented: ‘The 

Manchester programme, great as it was, fell absolutely flat because it never had any 

opportunity of getting home to the minds of the people. The programme was alright when it 

came, but it came too late to do anything towards saving the situation.’568 As will be seen 

below, most Independent Liberals spent the first half of the election proclaiming their support 

for Lloyd George, which was not a distinctive position in 1918. The Secretary also 

recognised the advantages Labour had as being wholly separated from the Coalition:  

 

The fact that large numbers of Liberals were so fiercely anti-coalition and anti-

conscription that they voted for Labour as the most marked way of expressing these 

sentiments. While great numbers of these voters may be expected to re-ally themselves 
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with the Liberal Party, it is to be feared that very many have been permanently lost to 

us and have found their home in the Labour Party.569  

 

This point is valid when taken across the whole country. As mentioned above, in Faversham 

there was no Liberal candidate in 1918 and Labour took advantage of the situation. One 

Labour speaker at Faversham made the point that the Coalition had won the war - a coalition 

of Labour, Liberals and Unionists - and pointed out that Labour had left that coalition, and 

then turned to poking fun at the Liberals when he added ‘and most of the Liberals had left – if 

they had not been kicked’ out.570 The local National Union of Railwaymen chairman ‘alluded 

to the way in which many Liberal candidates had been “turned down” and urged radicals to 

show their protest of this treatment by voting for Labour.’571 

The Secretary of the MLF also explained more generally why the Liberal performance 

was so poor. He said that he had never known any election in which ‘there was such general 

apathy amongst Liberal workers’, and he attributed this ‘to the general bewilderment arising 

between the national and the party position.’572 Crucially, he added 

 

Men and women Liberals wished to vote Liberal but did not wish to vote against the 

Coalition. For nearly five years we have been urging them to observe the truce, to do 

no party work, and to carry on no propaganda, and the election came so suddenly on 

the heels of the armistice that the ordinary voter might be forgiven for thinking that 

this truce committed him more or less to support the coalition.573 

 

This would especially be the case with some Liberals standing as Coalition candidates and 

the Prime Minister himself being a Liberal. The Secretary of the MLF felt that this explained 

‘the great number of abstentions, largely made up of Liberals, who would not vote against 

their party’, and thereby the huge majorities that the Coalition candidates secured.574 What is 

more, F. E. Guest wrote to Lloyd George that he felt that whilst the Coalition was 

‘unpopular’ with the Liberal rank and file, his impression was that ‘they were forced to admit 

that Coalition in the present circumstances was a political necessity’ and ‘accepted under 

protest’, which could explain some of the low turnout. Guest also noted that ‘it has been a 

real effort for thousands of Liberals to vote for a Tory for the first time in their lives’, and this 
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reinforces the importance of the Coalition in attracting such considerable support for 

Conservative Coalition candidates.575 

There is substantial evidence for ‘the man who won the war’ thesis being important in 

this election. The Coalition Conservative candidate for Coventry explained every other policy 

by including Lloyd George’s name.576 The Coalition Conservative candidate for Southend 

said that ‘under the leadership of Mr. Lloyd George - (applause) – who had the most 

exceptional abilities, imagination and determination, it was possible for them to fulfil the 

promises they were making.’577 The chairman of a meeting in favour of the Coalition 

Conservative candidate for Bromley stated that ‘in his opinion, Mr. Lloyd George had saved 

this country’, adding ‘let them put the same man to be the architect and builder of a lasting 

peace.’ Of course, in his view the way to do this was to re-elect the Conservative Coalition 

candidate who ‘had been of the very greatest assistance to the Government’.578 A Coalition 

Conservative advert in Blackpool declared that ‘Every vote for Parkinson is a vote for Lloyd 

George’.579 In Walthamstow East, a newspaper advertisement made clear that ‘if you want to 

back up the men who have won the war, vote for Johnson, the Coalition and Lloyd 

George’.580 It is fair to say that it was not just in the Home Counties, the Midlands and the 

north-west of England where Lloyd George was used as an invaluable asset: Hilson’s study 

of women voters and electoral rhetoric in 1918 argues that Major Astor’s adoption speech for 

Plymouth Sutton  ‘amounted to a eulogy of Lloyd George’.581 The evidence from below 

suggests that Guest’s account to Lloyd George that ‘there was no more effective platform 

appeal than that the man who did so much to win the war should have an opportunity of 

finishing the task by winning the peace’ was correct and not mere flattery.582 

The uncouponed Liberals were unable directly to oppose Lloyd George and the 

Coalition. What is more, many of the Independent Liberals gave the Coalition and Lloyd 

George their support. The Liberals were so open to the idea of Lloyd George’s Coalition, 

even when they did not have the coupon they often referred to themselves as Coalition 

candidates: the Chester LA adopted Edward Paul ‘in the interests of the Coalition 
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Government as a Liberal Coalitionist’.583 As early as 20 November 1918, the Darwen 

Liberals were calling their candidate a ‘Liberal Coalition candidate’ because ‘he would go to 

Parliament to support Liberalism as set forth in Mr Lloyd George’s speech.’ The candidate 

himself tried to use the name of Lloyd George to his advantage ‘I am anxious and ready to 

respond to the Premier’s appeal for Liberal help.’584 E. J. Horniman, the Liberal candidate for 

Walthamstow West, said that he was ‘fully’ pledged to ‘back any progressive, any 

democratic, or any thoroughly Liberal or Radical proposition which is put before Parliament’, 

adding that it did not matter whether ‘it be from our Coalition government, from a Liberal 

government, or from a Labour government’.585  Brown notes ‘a hardening of Liberal opinions 

against the Coalition’ after Asquith’s speech at Huddersfield on 28 November 1918.586 In 

this, Asquith declared that the House of Commons should not be ‘gagged and fettered’, and 

made the first reference to distributing political ‘coupons’.587 This change can also be found 

across England as well. Liberals still provided Lloyd George with support, but it was not 

unqualified support. The Chairman of the Walsall LA said that the election was unnecessary, 

as ‘Lloyd George could rely upon the support of the great mass of Liberals throughout the 

country’ whilst adding that they did not want to give the Coalition government a ‘blank 

cheque’.588 The Liberal candidate for Coventry, Sir Courtney Mansel, stated that ‘while they 

supported the Coalition government with all the power that rested in them, they were not 

taking orders from Downing Street or anywhere else’, adding, ‘they went into this election, 

as, he hoped, every Liberal in the city of Coventry did, as free men and not as bondsmen.’589 

It is a sign of the prevailing political weather that they had to say they supported the 

Coalition government while also saying that they were free not to support the government if 

they wished. The Liberal candidate for Coventry even directly stated that he had always 

supported Lloyd George and then quoted his Coalition Conservative opponent from 1911 

when he said ‘Mr Lloyd George was not fit to hold office in a first class government’.590 The 

chair of the meeting in support of the Liberal candidate for Southend stated that they ‘all 

agreed with the policy as laid down by the Coalition, but the personnel of the government did 

not inspire much confidence that those ideals would ever be carried out’. The Liberal 
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candidate argued that the Liberals’ past record suggested that they were the most likely to 

bring about reform as they were trustworthy on social legislation, attacking the Conservatives 

for failing to bring in Old Age Pensions.591 The Liberals’ difficulty in 1918 was summed up 

by the Liberal candidate for Chester at a private meeting of Liberals. He said that if he was 

elected he would support the Lloyd George government to make peace, whilst retaining his 

liberty to vote against the government if it brought measures forward against Liberal 

principles.592 On the same day he later added that his return as a Liberal ‘would in no way 

weaken the Prime Minister, stressing that ‘he had always supported’ Lloyd George and that 

his return would allow the Prime Minister to pass Liberal legislation.593 Sir John Simon, 

Liberal candidate for Walthamstow East, described himself as a ‘Radical’ and if he was re-

elected ‘would support any democratic, progressive proposals from whatever quarter they 

came’ adding he would go to Parliament ‘as a free man’. 594 Later on in the election 

campaign, he returned to this theme, stressing that he would ‘back Mr. Lloyd George and the 

Coalition in anything and everything good’, but claiming his ‘freedom’ to only be responsible 

to his constituents. However, the Coalition Unionist candidate picked up on Simon’s 

qualified support of Lloyd George, suggesting ‘the independent Liberals wanted to be a 

hindrance and a nuisance to Mr Lloyd George; that was what these speeches meant if 

analysed.’ Simon’s vote against the Military Service Bill was also attacked from the 

Conservative platform.595 Simon also wanted to be associated with the name of Lloyd George 

by stating that in previous years he had supported him ‘in his democratic policy’ and was 

‘willing to support him again, especially if he went further yet’.596 Nonetheless, Simon was 

defeated comfortably by the Coalition Unionist. Searle’s view that the Independent Liberals 

‘certainly did not operate as a normal Opposition’ can be validated from the above 

evidence.597 Whilst not wanting to give a blank cheque to the coalition, they did want to share 

in the benefits to be derived from the name of Lloyd George. If Lloyd George had fought the 

election with a united Liberal Party, then given his popularity it would easily have been at 

least the second largest party. 
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 Liberal division was manifest to the electorate in the 1918 general election. The 

Liberal candidate for Coventry asked for the voters to preserve the unity of the Liberal Party: 

‘The Tories have sacrificed their principles to gain Liberal seats and to break up as far as they 

can the Liberal Party. It is for you, ladies and gentlemen, it is for you to preserve the unity of 

the Liberal Party and to prevent their scheme from succeeding.’598 A few days later, the same 

candidate said ‘For Liberals to recommend a Conservative candidate when there is a Liberal 

candidate standing is stabbing the Liberal Party and Liberal Principles in the back’, an 

indirect reference to Lloyd George.599 The above examples of Liberal division occurred after 

Asquith’s Huddersfield speech at the end of November, and supports Brown’s observation in 

Scotland that Liberal language against the coalition was strengthened after the lead from 

Asquith. All this, and the evidence in Chapter Two and this chapter, suggest Keohane’s 

argument that ‘for the Liberal Party, the “coupon” was merely the piece of paper that broke 

the camel’s back’ requires substantial revision.600 However, he is correct that it was the 

coalition government ‘and the confusions and non-party sentiments it inspired’ which were 

manifested in the coupon that was of real importance.601 Lloyd George’s personal popularity 

at the head of the coalition of non-party sentiments was combined with the genuine appeal of 

the coalition, and the two can cannot be statistically separated. Ward has argued that the 

existence of the Coalition ‘meant that the election could be seen as a non-partisan affair’, and 

even more importantly, ‘it enabled the Conservative Party to look national in 1918’ therefore 

giving it a wide appeal.602  

There is also an aspect of the 1918 general election that historians have failed to give 

sufficient attention to: the weaknesses of Asquith’s appeal across the country as a whole.603 

The Coalition Conservative candidate attacked Critchley (an Independent candidate who was 

often referred to as the Progressive Coalition candidate) as being an ‘out and out Asquithian’ 

and for being funded by Lord Ashton, ‘the greatest Free Trader that ever lived’604. Critchley 

denied both of these allegations and suggested Asquith’s name was used because ‘at the 

moment the very name of Asquith seems to be something to conjure with (A voice: it’s 

playing to the gallery)’.605 In Chester, the Coalition Conservative candidate stressed that he 
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was the ‘official coalition candidate’ and had received the support of Lloyd George and 

Bonar Law.606 He contrasted his position with that of the Liberal candidate, who he asserted 

‘prided himself on being a whig and a follower of Mr. Asquith, and not of Mr. Lloyd 

George.’607 The Unionist Coalition candidate for Walthamstow East was Stanley Johnson, 

who attacked Simon for being ‘a supporter of Mr. Asquith, who still adhered to the old party 

lines and shibboleths’. Asquith’s ‘weak tea’ was contrasted with Lloyd George as the ‘better 

man to control the forces of the nation’.608 A speaker from the Conservative platform said 

that there was a choice between ‘two men, Mr. Lloyd George and our brown cheery friend 

Mr Asquith (laughter)’.609 The Coalition National Democratic and Labour Party candidate for 

Walthamstow West stated that ‘the government who had carried them through this horrible 

war’ should then ‘carry them forward again’.610 Brown argues that ‘the readiness to support 

the coalition arose from the threat of Labour success amongst a newly enfranchised 

electorate’.611 

However, whilst this may have been true for the political elites at Westminster, the 

dominant narrative in the constituencies was to vote for the government that had won the war, 

that promised significant social reform, and that would be tough on Germany. Based on the 

appeals of the candidates, it is clear that the electorate voted for the Lloyd George coalition 

based on either his or the Coalition’s merits, rather than due to fear of the Labour Party. This 

is not to underestimate the genuine advances that the Labour Party had made since the start of 

the war, or that the political environment had changed since then.612 At the start of the 1918 

campaign, the Walthamstow Guardian reported that ‘the most expert electioneering agents 

confess themselves on this occasion unable to foretell the result of the election’, in part 

because of the addition of women to the franchise and ‘because the events of the last four 

years have shaken the opinions of many of the male voters in many important matters’.613 

It is important to consider the other issues which the Liberals campaigned on in 1918. 

Kenyon’s adoption speech in Chesterfield is revealing about the content of Liberalism at that 

time. He began by praising the Representation of the People Act and the Education Act. On 

the latter, he stated that it ‘would have taken the best man in the educational world to have 
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got a similar Act by party agitation.’ He also spoke of reconstruction being ‘too big for any 

one party’, and it seems reasonable to suppose that the Independent Liberals in Parliament 

would have voted for radical and progressive measures in the year immediately after the war. 

Near the beginning of Kenyon’s speech were three Liberal shibboleths of old, with references 

to Home Rule for Ireland, temperance and land reform.614 In Walthamstow, Captain 

Wedgwood Benn, speaking on behalf of Simon, asked ‘what about Home Rule?’, pointing 

out that it was indeed ‘an old cry, but it was an old wrong’.615 

However, these were the rare instances of older issues that were salient before the war 

being raised in the election of 1918. The war issue of profiteering was occasionally raised by 

Liberals; Horniman attacked profiteering during the war and pointed out that his own income 

‘has been less since the war than before’.616 Progressive measures, such as the repeal of 

restrictions imposed by DORA, better homes for the working classes, the adoption of Trade 

Boards in every industry including a Minimum Wage Clause, a League of Nations and a 

‘satisfactory’, peace were also mentioned.617 Across the country, the Liberal Party supported 

the establishment of the League of Nations. The Liberal candidate in Darwen, Lt. Frederick 

Hindle, was a soldier who had fought in France for four years and who supported the idea of 

a League of Nations ‘for the prevention of war’.618 He also stressed ‘the importance and 

necessity of all soldiers and their dependents being adequately provided for’.619 Additionally, 

he argued for the reduction of the working day to eight hours, the nationalisation of ‘key’ 

industries and punishment for the Kaiser.620 Similarly, Simon put forward a Radical 

programme and argued that ‘the enormous burden of the war must so far as possible be put 

on those who were really responsible for it’.621 Some Liberals had a radical manifesto, but all 

Liberals were lacking a clear and distinctive policy, bar endorsement of the League of 

Nations and the less progressive suggestion of harsh punishments for Germany.  

 To conclude, it is worth quoting the Secretary of the MLF’s analysis of the 1918 

general election. He observed that ‘it would be rash in the last degree to take the election as 

providing any trustworthy criterion as to the relationships of parties to the electorate’.622 As 

the election was conducted in the context of a relatively indifferent electorate and with the 
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soldiers and sailors still at the front, it was not the most representative of elections to 

determine the respective strength of the parties under the new franchise. The local press in 

Walsall noted apathy about the election, which it suggested could be related to ‘war-time 

strain’.623 Given these factors it is understandable why Liberals felt aggrieved at Lloyd 

George for holding an election at this point. The Secretary of the MLF summed up the 

election for Liberalism: ‘there was only one bad thing about the election, and that was the 

holding of it at all.’624  

The outcome was that there were only 36 Independent Liberal MPs elected in the 

whole of the United Kingdom. This meant that although the Labour Party were only able to 

get 57 MPs elected (a small advance since December 1910), they received the prestige of 

being the Official Opposition in the House of Commons. Within the space of a single 

Parliament (albeit extended due to the War), the Liberals went from being in office to being 

the third party of British politics. However, if the 133 Coalition Liberal MPs who were 

elected are included, the Liberals would easily have been the official opposition. The 

significance of the coupon election for the Liberal Party is that it formalised the division 

between Coalition and Independent MPs, and reduced the Asquithian Liberals (who were 

leaderless in the House of Commons, as Asquith lost his seat, as did all of the recognised and 

obvious alternatives) to an incredibly weak position. Yet, the election was held in exceptional 

circumstances, and while it was a disastrous result for half of the Liberal Party in the short 

term, the coupon election in itself did not automatically condemn the Liberals to third place 

in national elections for the rest of the interwar period and beyond. To explain why that 

occurred, we must turn to the lost opportunities during the peacetime Lloyd George 

Coalition.  
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Chapter 4 

 

Lost opportunities during the Post-War Coalition, 1919-

1922 
 

 

 

 

 

In the historiography, it is recognised that the 1918-1922 period does not always receive 

sufficient attention compared to the Coupon Election of 1918.625 This is a significant 

oversight as the years 1919 and 1920 have been highlighted as being ‘of critical significance’ 

for the formation of modern British politics.626 Historians of the Labour Party have 

appreciated that the immediate post-war years were ones of ‘considerable political flux’, and 

that during this period Labour moved ‘into the political “space” vacated by the still divided 

Liberals’.627 Howell has gone so far as to state that ‘the complex divisions within Liberalism 

facilitated Labour growth in the critical years’ that followed the war.628 However, Howell’s 

study was focused on the Labour Party and no investigation has adequately analysed why 

and, equally importantly, how Liberal division in the constituencies damaged their prospects. 

This chapter seeks to examine the depth of the Liberal divisions during 1919-1922, and what 

‘space’ was consequently vacated by the Liberals at the grass-roots.  

 

I) Drift after the ‘Coupon’ Election of 1918 

 

After their devastating defeat in the general election in December 1918, the independent 

Liberal Party needed to reorganise as soon as possible in order to recover from the defeat. 

They can be likened to a boxer who had been knocked down, as the Liberals needed to 

rebuild and rise to the challenges posed by Labour and the Coalition. However, across the 

country there was a distinct drift; many associations did not meet for the first time until the 

end of 1919, and only achieved anything approaching pre-war activity in 1921 or even 
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1922.629 Why did it take them half a year to meet after the defeat? An examination of Chester 

Liberalism illustrates the typical state of Liberalism in 1919-1922: the Chester Liberals 

appreciated that their party was drifting in the first year of peace, with one member of the 

association commenting that ‘it was useless to go on unless we could give the people a lead 

and let them know what Liberals stood for’, and he also noted that the ‘best workers were 

going over to Labour’. His sentiments were echoed by other members at the meeting.630  

Searle has argued perceptively that in ‘the circumstances of 1918 and 1919 it was difficult to 

see what the traditional political parties stood for’.631 A detailed investigation of the minute 

books of Liberal associations in 1919 does serve to support that argument. The Coalition 

Liberal Annual Report for 1920, when referring to 1919, recorded that there was an 

impression that the Labour Party was campaigning more than any other party in the 

Midlands.632 This would encourage further activists and voters to go over to Labour, 

producing a snowball effect. The lack of Liberal activity in 1919 is of crucial importance in 

determining the future of the Liberal Party. Arthur Henderson, who became Home Secretary 

in the first Labour government in 1924, felt that Labour had ‘divisions’ and was worried 

about ‘the prospect of a revival of Asquithian Liberalism and so many of the right of our own 

party changing to the Coalition’, as well as feeling that Labour was ‘leaderless in the House’ 

of Commons.633 Fortunately for Henderson, he need not have worried about the Asquithian 

Liberals in 1919, as they left the door open for Labour to walk through virtually unopposed. 

The point which the Secretary of the MLF made at their AGM in June 1919, when he ‘called 

attention to the unsatisfactory state of organisation’ in the region, applied to the whole 

country.634 Further evidence for the lack of Liberal activity in 1919 is recorded in The Liberal 

Agent, which recognised that they had not contested many county council elections in the 

spring of 1919; it noted that Labour ‘was remarkably successful – mainly because we did 

nothing’, and that Labour ‘made a deep impression’ on the public.635 The polarisation of the 

electorate to the disadvantage of the Liberals, if it had not already begun in 1918, certainly 

commenced in the spring of 1919. 
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In Chester, the primary reason for this lack of Liberal clarity, identity and 

organisation was inadvertently revealed when it was suggested to ‘wait a little while’ before 

carrying out political propaganda, in order ‘to see how the political situation develops’. It was 

the existence of the coalition and the consequent split in the Liberal Party which led to the 

paralysis of the independent Liberals in 1919, if not in 1920 as well. Even more revealingly, 

the Secretary of the Chester LA wrote a note under the minutes of the meeting cited above, 

saying that this would probably be his last meeting in Chester as he was ‘convinced that there 

is no real desire to support Liberalism’ and that ‘the party will crumble from this point 

onwards’. He added that ‘only a drastic change in the attitude of the party leaders will save 

the situation’. His view was that this was still possible, as the Liberals going over to Labour 

were not Socialists and could be saved ‘by a forward Liberal movement’ with ‘the old ideals 

applied to changed conditions’, but until a time when such a movement was created ‘there 

can be no organisation except on paper which is useless’.636 In a microcosm of the decline of 

the Liberal grass-roots, in April 1920 he resigned his office.637 Even though the Chester 

Liberals faced problems, they had addressed envelopes to send to the municipal electors in 

1920, and so some electoral activity did occur.638 Nonetheless, there were weaknesses within 

Chester Liberalism: out of the 340 notices of invitations for the 1920 AGM, only 21 persons 

attended, who had to form a quorum.639 By December 1920, the Chester LA planned to hold 

a whist drive and dance as well as an open air meeting, so political activity was returning and 

increasing.640 However, after that meeting, they did not meet again until June 1921. At that 

time, over 200 attended a whist drive and dance, contrasting the inactivity of the previous 

years with the potential of what could have been.641  

The rumours of an election in January 1922 led to the Chester LA resolving that 

‘steps be taken to fight the seat’ if an election were called.642 By the end of the month they 

had adopted a candidate.643 Of course, selecting a candidate does not automatically improve a 

party’s organisation; for example, there remained no Young LA in Chester in the immediate 

post-war years.644 However, by the summer of 1922, the local Liberal Party seemed to have 

reorganised and was preparing for the next general election, which would have to be held by 
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December 1923. Clearly, as seen through one constituency association, the years 1919-1922 

were years of neglected opportunities for the Liberal Party. 

The drift and inattention evident in Chester was widespread across the country in 

1919-1922. Between 9 November 1918 and 9 March 1920, there are no recorded meetings of 

the Coventry LA.645 Even when the Advisory Committee met in March 1920, is was only to 

elect a new member of the committee because a vacancy through death had occurred since 

they last met.646 One might ask why they not meet did in 1919; did the Association remain 

asleep during this year? The answer can be found in the next meeting, on 28 August 1920. A 

letter from the Secretary of the MLF suggested ‘the renewal of political activities’, but after 

‘consideration it was decided to inform the officers of the Federation that the present moment 

was not opportune + that the matter be deferred until early in the next year [1921]’.647 This 

suggests that the presence of Liberals in the Coalition government had produced a situation 

where Liberals did not want to engage in political activity because the party was split. 

However, this policy of drift was a period of lost opportunity for the Liberal Party, during 

which the Labour Party made inroads into the political space which had been left vacant.  

There is further evidence that the split between independent and Coalition Liberals, 

and the hope for reunion between the two, was the primary reason for the drift evident at the 

grass-roots during this period. The Chairman of the Darwen LA, speaking at the Annual 

Executive Meeting in 1920, pointed out that if the Liberals remained ‘as they were, hoping 

that something would turn up’, then a large number of Liberals would join Labour. ‘As they 

were’ was not directly explained, but it was clearly not any of the other three options: to try 

and make terms with Labour, to ‘adopt the Prime Minister’s proposals’ and have closer co-

operation with the Conservatives, or to ‘remain free and independent Liberals’. Based on 

what was said and other evidence across the country, ‘as they were’ was to remain inert 

‘hoping that something’, perhaps reunion with the Coalition Liberals, ‘would turn up’.648 This 

means that all of 1919 was wasted, and highlights why the Liberals performed poorly in the 

1919 municipal elections, in turn aiding Labour’s impressive results in that year. As Jones 

has argued about Manchester, ‘the dichotomy which existed within Liberal politics did not 

inspire Liberalism locally’, and the evidence from the constituencies illustrates that this was 

the case across the rest of England as well.649 
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The Liberal split and the desire for reunion is an explanation as to why the 

Chesterfield LA also met infrequently; after the AGM in May 1920, there was no recorded 

meeting until a year and a half later, on 28 October 1922.650 The reason for this lack of 

activity was explained once the Coalition had fallen, when the President of the Chesterfield 

LA affirmed his ‘desire that nothing should be said that would hurt some friends who 

possibly differed from others on certain questions of personality’, and he claimed that they 

‘had avoided a split’ in the Liberal Party and that ‘now that the Coalition was at an end’ they 

were a ‘united party’.651 It is evident that one of the key reasons why the Liberals at the grass-

roots did not maintain their organisation at a normal level was to avoid a serious split with the 

Coalition Liberals. This theme was also present in the parliamentary Liberal Party. When Sir 

Robert Hudson wrote to the acting leader in the House of Commons, Donald Maclean, to 

outline his views on the Liberal Party and reorganisation, he felt that to call the Liberal 

Central Association together ‘at this juncture might invite a split’, and added that ‘it had 

better be kept in cold storage’ until the ‘Co. Libs and Libs’ had resolved their differences.652 

Similarly, in 1919, the Leicester LA felt that ‘under the present circumstances’ it was 

not the right time to hold open air meetings.653 The reoccurrence of this theme strongly 

suggests that independent Liberalism was paralysed to a great extent by the fact that Coalition 

Liberals were in government with another political party. The Harborough LA was more 

prepared to be active, although they spent the first few months after the 1918 general election 

trying in vain to acquire more money from their Liberal candidate and former MP, who they 

replaced when he would not subscribe £400 a year to the Association.654 Further explanations 

for a reluctant and patchy start to the reorganisation of the Liberal Party at its grass-roots 

were outlined by the Secretary of the MLF. He stated that Liberals were still ‘adjusting’ to 

the new constituency boundaries created by the Representation of the People Act 1918 and to 

‘the difficulty arising from Labour’. This last point will be discussed later but, crucially, the 

Secretary also explained difficulty was ‘arising from Liberal hesitation in view of the present 

political situation’.655 The very existence of Coalition Liberalism complicated the role of the 

independent Liberals. Similarly, the ‘absence of some of the older Liberals’, at the very least 
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in part because some were now Coalition Liberals, was also a reason for the Liberal inaction 

which allowed the Labour Party the space within which to expand with little resistance. 656 

The appeal of the Labour Party was a problem that the independent Liberals also had 

to contend with. After seven months contemplating an offer to become the prospective 

Liberal candidate for Southend, Miss Garland eventually refused after she had ‘an interview’ 

with the Labour Party.657 With the appeal of the Labour Party on the one hand, and the 

hibernation of Liberalism in this period on the other, it is not surprising that Labour was able 

to make inroads at the expense of the Liberals. Consequently, when the Leicester East by-

election occurred in March 1922, it was the Labour Party, not the independent Liberals, who 

secured the anti-government vote. The finances of Liberal associations suffered because of 

the lethargy. The Coventry LA had a deficit of £89 in May 1922.658 The deficit for the 

Manchester Liberals grew from £99 in 1918 to £2266 in 1921. However, by 1922 it had been 

reduced to £1583 thanks to special donations and surplus from the election fund.659 A bazaar 

held by the Southend Liberals raised £129, which highlights the Liberal Party’s ability to 

raise money locally.660 Jones argues that a ‘key’ weakness for the Liberals in Manchester 

‘was the party’s exigent financial situation which restricted development’.661 However, the 

available evidence suggests that finance was not in itself a key weakness of the party, but was 

rather the consequence of the lack of local dynamic leaders.  

Only two members turned up for a meeting of the Coventry LA Finance Committee in 

July 1922, which was hardly evidence of an active association.662 Meagre attendance was not 

confined to Coventry; only one person turned up to the Beckenham entertainment sub-

committee in June 1921, and low membership encouraged them to postpone the formation of 

a Women’s LA.663 The lack of attendance went alongside the tendency not to want to commit 

funds; in April 1920, seven women declined to become Vice-Presidents of the Chesterfield 

Women’s LA.664 Of course, some activists left for non-political reasons, which was a 

problem not exclusive to the Liberals, but the dearth of new members compared to Labour 

was a concern. 665 Another difficulty reported in The Liberal Agent was that in the Home 
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Counties ‘several members have left the profession [of being an agent] and entered 

commercial life’.666 In addition, ‘the loss of big subscriptions through death and by reason of 

the Coalition split’ had led to reduced income.667 The division of the Party was so important, 

as The Liberal Agent recognised, because ‘organisation without propaganda is useless’ and 

the evidence presented in this section highlights that activity was often not undertaken in case 

it made the split even more acute.668 

Difficulties with party finance and retaining members were not confined to the Liberal 

Party.669 Nonetheless, there was a particular weakness for the Liberals at the grass-roots in 

these years. A meeting of the Miles Platting Ward in 1922 noted that ‘there is a dearth of 

candidates throughout Manchester’, and that the difficulty was ‘to get a man with the money 

to spark’.670 To highlight the point, Dr Remer also turned down the opportunity to become 

the Liberal candidate as he ‘could not possibly spare the time’, before the candidacy was 

filled by another man.671 It is also pertinent to point out how these Liberals were only 

considering firstly a man, and secondly, a relatively wealthy professional man, such as a 

doctor. 

However, attempts were made at the regional level to revive Liberal activity. 

Although few in comparison to the great activity of 1911-1914, 36 meetings were planned for 

the autumn of 1919 and it was recorded that women organisers had been appointed in 

Birmingham, Northampton and Stourbridge. In the autumn of 1920, there was another 

attempt to resume political work, ‘with a view to giving an impetus to work in the 

constituencies’.672 Those Liberals who did remain active in 1919 could find signs of hope for 

Liberalism, particularly in the result of the West Leyton by-election. Sir Donald Maclean 

called it ‘the triumph of Independent Liberalism’ in a letter to the MLF adding that it 

provided ‘the highest encouragement’ to ‘every Liberal organisation and individual Liberal 

worker in the country.’673 There is evidence that the Liberals were happy for Maclean to be 

leading the party. The Executive of the MLF expressed their ‘admiration’ for ‘the fight put up 

by the Free Liberals in the House of Commons under the leadership of Sir Donald 

Maclean’.674 It is telling that there is no mention of Asquith. 
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However, some by-elections highlight the weakness of Liberalism in the year 

immediately after the war and are important evidence of malaise in the immediate post-war 

years. Liberal organisational weakness seemingly led to them not fielding a candidate at the 

Bromley by-election in December 1919, and the election campaign would have encouraged 

the polarisation of the electorate. The Bromley and District Times claimed that the Liberal 

Party could have fielded an Alderman as candidate but ‘by an arrangement with the 

Headquarters in London, it was only known at a late hour that the Liberal Party had agreed 

not to run a candidate if the Labour Party had a candidate to put forward.’ Nevertheless, the 

Labour Party campaigned against the ‘Coalition and its humbug’ adding that ‘they had had 

enough of Toryism, and they had had enough of Liberalism’.675 As the Labour Party were not 

prepared to accommodate the Liberals, it was a mistake to give them a free run as it gave the 

Labour the political space to move into.  

The social side of Liberal activity can still be found in these years. Musical 

performances were often organised at social events held by women’s Liberal Associations.676 

Refreshments were habitually provided with tea and cake.677 The gendered role of women 

also remains apparent. Within the political sphere, Liberal women often remained in a 

secondary position, where their role was primarily to raise funds and staff events - important 

and necessary work, but not an executive position. 678 Fund-raising activities included jumble 

sales, bazaars and garden parties.679 Evidence of the perceived differences in ability between 

men and women in society more broadly is also apparent when the Darwen Women’s LA 

commented that ‘a good prize [should be given] to the winning lady playing gentlemen as it 

was felt that lady visitors to our whist-drives who have to be asked to play gentlemen are 

placed at a disadvantage during the games’.680 Evidence of class divisions in the inter-war 

period exist as well; after discussing inviting Lady Byles to address a meeting, ‘quite a few 

members were of opinion that an arrangement which might result in a seeming class 

distinction would not be wise’.681 At the AGM in 1922, the name of the Darwen Women’s 

LA was changed from ‘Ladies Liberal League’ to the Darwen Division Women’s LA because 

‘so many people would give different definitions to the word lady’. They also felt that as 
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Liberalism ‘acknowledges no class distinction’ the name should be changed, which was 

carried unanimously.682. In Walthamstow, sport was very important to both constituency 

associations with cricket being played between the Young Liberals and the Liberals, and the 

Young Liberals having a swimming club, cycling club and a football club. 683 The 

Sittingbourne Liberal Club suggested an inter-club competition between the local 

Conservative Club, the working men’s club, the Discharged Soldiers Federation and Trinity 

Men’s Club.684 There was evidence that this occurred from 1919 until the late 1930s (and 

resumed after the Second World War, until at least 1950). 685 Some individuals dedicated a 

significant proportion of their time to these activities; at the Darwen Women’s LA the 

Secretary thanked those present who had helped in ‘carrying out’ the socials particularly, 

those ‘few who were self-sacrificing enough to attend each one’.686 

 

 

II)   Liberal grass-roots attitudes to other political parties 

 

 

Initially, in 1919, even the independent Liberal MLF was unsure what its relationship to the 

Coalition Liberals should be, and they postponed their AGM ‘in the hope that the political 

situation might be cleared’.687 As discussed in the previous section, the ambiguous 

relationship with the Coalition Liberals had a serious effect on Liberal organisation in most 

constituencies. Also, it is telling that at the beginning of 1919, Major-General Seely, who was 

a member of the Coalition government, remained as President of the MLF. When he resigned 

his government position, they agreed with his reason for resigning, which was that a Ministry 

of Air should be independent and not a part of the Ministry of War or the Admiralty.688 Such 

actions raise the question, did the independent Liberals drift in 1919 because they were 

hoping that Liberal union, or at the very least cordial relations, would transpire? The evidence 

from the constituencies suggests that this was the case. 
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There is a noticeable shift in Liberal attitudes towards the Coalition at the grass-roots 

as a result of the Spen Valley by-election of December 1919. With the death of the Coalition 

Liberal MP for that constituency, the local LA selected Sir John Simon, a leading 

independent Liberal, as candidate. However, Lloyd George and the Coalition Liberals 

decided to bring forward a candidate of their own regardless. As a result, the Labour Party 

won the by-election on a minority vote and there was bad blood between the two sets of 

Liberals. The Manchester LF protested ‘against the interference of Liberals outside the 

division with the freedom of the local Liberal Association in the choice of a candidate’.689 At 

the Annual Executive Meeting of the Darwen LA, comments were made by the Chairman 

which provide a revealing insight into Liberalism immediately after the war:  

 

Most of them had hoped that the misunderstandings which had been responsible for 

that defeat [1918] would soon pass away. Instead of that, however, he regretted to say 

the position had become more acute, so acute that they had the Prime Minister 

advising closer co-operation between Liberals and Conservatives, to the extent of 

opposing Liberal candidates in constituencies where adopted by Liberal associations, 

and even opposing two of his late colleagues – Sir John Simon and Mr Runciman.690 

 

Of course, even before the Spen Valley by-election, there were signs of division 

within the Liberal ranks; in Walthamstow West, the Liberal candidate declared himself to be 

a ‘Free Liberal’ in November 1919.691 However, the Spen Valley by-election seems to have 

encouraged Liberal Associations to become more active and accept that matters were not 

going to sort themselves out, and generally to have increased ‘Free’ Liberal identity. One 

Liberal chairman said that ‘the Coalition Liberals would regret the day they decided to co-

operate with the Tories’. He advocated remaining ‘free and independent Liberals’, even 

though there would be ‘some difficulties’ including ‘a split’, with some members of the party 

probably leaving. However, in his view this would be worthwhile, as he ‘would rather be in a 

minority for ever than sacrifice his principles and become associated with the Tory Party 

(cheers)’. For good measure he added that he ‘believed in unqualified opposition to the Prime 

Minister and his government (hear, hear)’. At the same meeting, Lieutenant Hindle, 

Alderman and member of the Executive, spoke fairly about the Labour Party except when 

discussing its nationalisation programme, which he thought would ‘lead to ruin’. He also said 

that the country would be ‘all the better ... for the existence of a united Liberal Party’ without 
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the Conservative contamination.692 It seems evident that the independent Liberals would have 

welcomed back the Coalition Liberals with open arms, and were perhaps hoping to do so in 

1919, but only if the Coalition Liberals publicly broke away from the Conservatives. In his 

study of the Coalition Liberals, Morgan persuasively argued that they were ineffective 

because of ‘a fear of commitment, stemming from a rooted doubt as to whether the alliance 

of 1918 was merely transitional or a permanent arrangement’.693 In this respect, the Coalition 

Liberals were the mirror image of the independent Liberals, who had been impotent in the 

first year after the war as they were not sure whether they were with the Liberals in the 

Coalition or separate from them. 

However, it seems that by early 1920 at the regional level, the independent Liberals 

had decided to regard the Coalition Liberals as an enemy. As Seely still supported the 

Coalition, some members of the MLF Executive did not want his name taken forward for re-

election as President.694 In the event he did stand for re-election, but was defeated ‘by a large 

majority’ because ‘he did not represent the overwhelming feeling of the Federation at this 

particular time’.695 By July 1921, it was recorded that Seely was no longer paying his 

subscriptions to the MLF.696 The Secretary of the MLF was instructed to take all necessary 

steps ‘for ensuring a live Liberal Association both in constituencies represented by Labour 

members and in those represented by Coalition Liberal members’, and thus the latter were 

counted amongst the independent Liberals’ enemies.697 The Liberal Agent noted that 

Midlands Liberal Agents got ‘discouragement and considerable blame for things for which 

we are not responsible, but this was ever thus when professional Liberals, who were 

respected leaders in past days, are in active association with the Conservatives’.698 It is 

evident that the division between Lloyd George and the independent Liberals in the House of 

Commons had filtered down to the constituencies but not necessarily affected the electorate 

at large. 

It seems clear that the Liberals were not always entirely sure who their main political 

enemy was. In March 1920, one member put a resolution to the MLF ‘to consider that no 

working alliance of Liberals with the Labour Party is possible without sacrifice of principles’. 
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He also urged Liberal candidates not to accept the assistance of Conservative organisations. 

However, they adopted instead a resolution from the National Liberal Federation because it 

was ‘less objectionable’. Comparing both resolutions, this seems to be because the National 

Liberal Federation did not rule out co-operation with Labour although the resolution chosen 

did state that they declined ‘the invitation extended to Liberals by the Prime Minister to enter 

into closer co-operation with the Conservative Party’. Instead, the Executive Committee 

explicitly stated that ‘every effort to maintain the independence of the historic Liberal Party 

should be made’, and it particularly warned Liberals in constituencies with Coalition Liberals 

MPs ‘to be on their guard against insidious proposals to suspend or disband their party 

organisation, and to force them into alliance with the Conservative Party by whatever name it 

may be called’.699 The evidence shows that the majority of the Liberal rank and file were 

‘strongly opposed to any suggestion of “fusion” with the Conservative Party’.700  

However, it must be acknowledged that the Liberal Party was not the only party 

experiencing difficulty after the war. In the previous section, Labour’s problems immediately 

after the war were noted. The Conservative Party also suffered at the grass-roots due to 

divisions over whether or not to continue the coalition.701 Ramsden notes that ‘most good 

intentions of 1918 and 1919 were shattered by the party difficulties of the coalition years’.702 

Additionally, another historian of Conservative politics has stressed ‘it was not obvious that 

the Conservative Party had reconciled itself to the implications of the 1918 enfranchisement, 

and the Labour and Liberal parties could present it as politically – as well as economically 

and socially reactionary’ – the evidence from this thesis is that the Liberal Party at the grass-

roots were unable to do so because their party was divided over continued existence of the 

Coalition.703 

The division within the Liberal Party became formalised, as the independent Liberal 

Party’s reaction after the Spen Valley by-election to the Coalition Liberals seems to have 

encouraged the latter to form their own organisations. To take the Midlands region as an 

example, both a ‘West Midland Coalition Liberal Advisory Committee’ and a South 

Midlands Area organisation were created.704 In the Midlands, ‘approximately 275’ Coalition 
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Liberal meetings were held.705 Coalition committees were formed in Leicester and 

Northampton, and there were plans to establish ones in Hereford and Worcester. Even worse, 

the former Liberal agent for Rugby was working on behalf of the Coalition by July 1921.706 

In Leicester, when a motion supporting the Coalition was defeated, the President, Vice-

President, Chairman, Treasurer and the Hon. Secretary all resigned in protest.707 The anti-

independent Liberal character of these meetings and of the Coalition Liberal press (which 

claimed to have 250 towns in Great Britain ‘covered’ by their press services) meant that 

when the two parties reunited after 1922 the Liberals started from a more contentious position 

due to the Coalition Liberal criticisms of the Asquithian Liberals during 1919-1922.708 

Coalition Liberal organisation existed across the country, but with varying degrees of success 

and activity. 

The Liberal division was vitally important, as politics were ‘in a fluid state’ and 

required ‘crystallising’ in these years.709 All the above evidence validates Kinnear’s point that 

‘the quarrel over leadership distracted Liberals from the problems of their party, that is, 

determining future policies and alignments’.710 Similarly, Bentley pointed out that the 

Asquithian ‘response to the socialist threat was more complicated’ than it would have been 

otherwise, as they were fighting three targets – the Labour Party, the Conservative Party and 

the Coalition Liberals.711 Undoubtedly, many Coalition Liberals shared the views of one 

delegate at a meeting of the Lancashire and Cheshire supporters of Lloyd George who said ‘it 

is sheer nonsense to say that a liberal who is sympathetic to the coalition is no longer a 

liberal’, and that ‘he was not in favour of forming an organisation to fight against the 

Manchester Liberal Federation’.712 The meeting was also attended by the Mayor of Blackpool 

and undoubtedly attracted some prominent local Liberals, making the division within the 
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party more serious.713 The Coalition Liberals also attacked other Liberals; on 27 March 1920, 

the Daily Mirror recorded that Lloyd George suggested Asquith was ‘dull and pompous’, and 

as for Asquith having called him a demagogue, Lloyd George replied ‘it was the epithet 

always hurled ... against any man who has a greater power of appeal to the masses than they 

have’.714   This all led to a considerable amount of wasted Liberal effort in these years. 

However, all ties were not irreconcilably severed, and in the Midlands a meeting was 

planned between Liberal and Coalition Liberal women.715 Moreover, in March 1922, the 

Luton LA wanted ‘the leaders to collaborate to endeavour to bring about the fusion of the two 

sections of the Liberal Party’. However, the Executive committee of the MLF instructed their 

Secretary to inform the Luton Liberals that they thought ‘no good purpose’ would come from 

this.716 At around the same time, the Chesterfield Young Liberals at a Round Robin meeting 

asked ‘Is Lloyd George a Liberal?’ and ‘Should the Premier retire?’717 Whether this was for 

the purposes of reunion or castigating Lloyd George is not documented, but the above 

evidence suggests that both motivations were possible. William Ramage, the Liberal 

parliamentary candidate for Manchester Platting, declared that both the Coalition and Labour 

Parties must be attacked as ‘both were enemies’, and in his view neither had ‘a steady 

progressive policy’. 718  Overall, by 1922, this seems to have been the general opinion 

amongst the case study constituencies.  

Liberal confusion over which political direction to take can be seen in a meeting 

between Liberals and Labour ‘to consider the possibility of a mutual understanding’ with 

regard to contesting constituencies in Worcestershire, so that they both did not contest the 

same seats against ‘Coalition’ (and not necessarily just Conservative Coalition) candidates. 

However, no ‘definite’ agreement was reached. The Executive of the MLF commented that 

such a meeting with Labour was ‘futile’ due to the ‘fixed determination of the Labour Party’ 

nationally to not enter into any such pacts.719 In June 1919, the Manchester LF felt the need 

to state: ‘it is necessary in the interests of Manchester Liberalism to contest all Divisions in 

the Borough’ in future. It seems that it took the Liberals in Manchester six months after the 

Coupon Election to realise how fully the independent Liberals were excluded from the 
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Coalition victory – that it was not a Liberal-Conservative coalition, but a Conservative-Lloyd 

George Liberal coalition. The resolution to run independent Liberal candidates in Manchester 

came only after ‘the attempt made by the Liberal Party in Manchester to arrange for the co-

operation of the Progressive forces against reaction candidates met with a refusal’.720 

 These tentative negotiations with Labour at the constituency level can be contrasted 

with local electoral pacts with the Conservative Party for municipal elections. The MLF 

stated that in 1921 ‘in many cases Liberals and Tories had united for the purpose of keeping 

out Labour’, but the Federation demurred from commenting on the situation as their focus 

was limited to national politics.721 There is evidence of Liberal/Conservative anti-Socialist 

pacts in this period in Chesterfield, Coventry, Leicester (except in 1922), and Walsall.722 

Whilst Liberal success can be seen in the tables below, it can also clearly be seen that the 

Labour Party were contesting more seats than either the Conservative or Liberal parties. In 

Chesterfield, in 1920, 23 Labour candidates put themselves forward for election.723 To 

change the council, the clearest way to do this would be to vote Labour. 

 As can be seen below in the municipal election results, there was a swing to Labour in 

Coventry in 1919, as there was nationally. It is noteworthy that the Liberals were 

unsuccessful in the two wards they contested. However, in 1920, the Liberal Party was 

particularly successful in Coventry and Leicester, with a remarkable success rate of 100 per 

cent. However, this was due to the invaluable asset of Conservative assistance.  

 

Table 4.1: Coventry Municipal election results, 1919-1922 

 

Year Liberal Conservative Labour Independent 

 Contested Won Contested Won Contested Won Contested Won 

1919 2 0 7 3 10 7 7 2 

1920 7 7 4 2 8 3 1 0 

1921 3 3 9 9 8 0 2 0 

1922 4 4 7 4 11 1 5 3 
Source: Compiled from S. Davies and B. Morley (eds.), County Borough Elections in England and Wales, 

1919-1938: A Comparative Analysis. Volume 3: Chester-East Ham (Aldershot, 2006), pp. 63-135. 

 

Table 4.2: Municipal election results for Leicester, 1919-1922 

Year Liberal Conservative Labour Independent 

 Contested Won Contested Won Contested Won Contested Won 
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1919 7 4 7 4 14 6 1 1 

1920 6 6 5 3 12 4 4 1 

1921 1 0 4 1 4 3 1 1 

1922 4 3 6 2 9 4 3 1 

Source: Compiled from Leicester Mercury, 4 November 1919, 2 November 1920, 2 November 1921 and 2 

November 1922. 

 

What is more, it is important to recognise that in both Coventry and Leicester the 

Conservatives were the prime beneficiaries of such pacts. In Coventry, the Liberals contested 

16 seats to the Conservatives’ 27, although in Leicester the difference was not as great, with 

18 Liberals standing compared to 22 Conservatives. In wards without a Liberal candidate, the 

electorate would get use to a polarised electoral battle, and they might also see general 

elections in the same light.   

 The results below for Manchester perhaps underestimate Liberal strength, as many 

Liberal candidates stood under the Municipal Progressive banner. In November 1921, the 

Liberals there discussed municipal politics and whether they should continue to fight 

alongside the Municipal Progressive Union. The Hulme division recommended to their ward 

committees that municipal candidates should be described as Liberal candidates. However, 

there was ‘a strong difference of opinion’ between members on whether municipal elections 

should be fought on party lines.724 In January 1922, a compromise was reached: the right to 

select municipal candidates was vested in the ward committee only, and ‘the style of the 

candidate (Progressive, Liberal or Independent) shall not be determined by the Municipal 

Progressive Union’, but settled between the candidates and their ward committees. It was also 

noted that ‘both the Federation and the Municipal Progressive Union will extend all the 

assistance possible to ward committees in municipal fights’, whether the candidate adopted 

was fighting under ‘neutral or party colours’.725 

 

 

 

Table 4.3: Municipal election results for Manchester, 1919-1922 
 

Year Liberal Conservative Labour Independent 

 Contested Won Contested Won Contested Won Contested Won 

1919 2 2 15 5 10 8 11 3 
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1920726      12727 7 18 10 22 6 5 1 

1921 4 1 31 22 17 5 21 5 

1922 6 2 20 9 18 10 9 2 
Source: Compiled from Manchester Guardian, 3 November 1919, 2 November 1920, 2 November 1921, 2 

November 1922. 
 

The Chester LA resolved that if a vacancy arose because of the election of a Unionist to the 

Aldermanic bench, the ‘Broughton Ward Liberal Committee, do not nominate a Liberal for 

the vacancy’.728 By December 1920, some Liberals in Chester wanted to extend this 

‘coalescing’ to all of the municipal seats across the city.729 However, at the meeting, an 

alternative amendment was put and it was resolved by 9 votes to 2 that they did ‘not form a 

coalition with the Conservative Party at this time’.730 Yet, the Chester Liberals still entered 

into a loose alliance with the Conservatives. In September 1921, one of the councillors 

reported an ‘informal’ conversation where they agreed not to oppose each others’ nominees 

for the 1921 municipal elections, ‘to advise our supporters to vote for each others’ nominees’, 

and that the term ‘coalition’ was not to be used to describe the arrangement. However, in the 

end the Chester Liberals only resolved ‘not to nominate more than the present number of 

candidates’ if the Unionists would agree to the same line.731  

 

Table 4.4: Municipal election results for Chester, 1919-1922 

 
Year Liberal Conservative Labour Independent 

 Contested Won Contested Won Contested Won Contested Won 

1919 4 2 7 4 7 4 1 0 

1920 4 2 5 5 8 3 0 0 

1921 6 6 4 4 5 0 0 0 

1922 2 1 2 2 2 1 0 0 
Source: Compiled from Cheshire Observer, 8 November 1919, 6 November 1920, 5 November 1921, 4 

November 1922. 
 

The Chester example of informal discussions between the Liberals and Conservatives 

provides one explanation as to why so few Liberals and Conservatives fought against each 

                                                           
726 Results for three wards unavailable due to damage to the original of the Manchester Guardian. 
727 This is the figure for Municipal Progressive Candidates. None stood as out and out Liberal candidates. 

However, two did stand as Liberal and Municipal Progressive Union candidates.  
728 Chester LA, Meeting at Broughton Ward Liberal Committee, 22 April 1920. 
729 Ibid., Exec., 16 December 1920. 
730 Ibid., 16 December 1920. 
731 Ibid., 22 September 1921. 



135 
 

other; a loose anti-Socialist pact. This helps to explain the figures for the Blackpool and 

Darwen election results. 

 

Table 4.5: Municipal election results for Blackpool, 1919-1922 

 
Year Liberal Conservative Labour Independent 

 Contested Won Contested Won Contested Won Contested Won 

1919 3 1 11 6 3 1 9 3 

1920 3 1 8 7 4 0 6 1 

1921 3 1 4 3 2 0 2 1 

1922 2 0 5 4 1 0 8 3 
Source: Compiled from Manchester Guardian, 3 November 1919, 2 November 1920, 2 November 1921, 2 

November 1922. 

 

 

Table 4.6: Municipal election results for Darwen, 1919-1922 

  
Year Liberal Conservative Labour Independent 

 Contested Won Contested Won Contested Won Contested Won 

1919 5 3 1 1 6 0 2 2 

1920 1 1 0 0 1 0 1 0 

1921 2 2 0 0 2 0 0 0 

1922 2 1 2 1 0 0 2 0 
Source: Compiled from Darwen News, 5 November 1919, 3 November 1920, 2 November 1921, 4 November 

1922. 
 

Liberals or Conservatives did not stand under party labels in Beckenham, Bromley, Penge or 

Walthamstow in these years. As with Chesterfield and Walsall, the non-party discourse 

surrounding the municipal elections makes it difficult to prove categorically that there were 

anti-Socialist pacts between the Liberals and Conservatives. Nonetheless, there was a clear 

Labour presence in municipal elections, sometimes very successful (as in Beckenham in 

1919) and at other times weak (as in Southend in 1920). Regardless, the Labour Party had 

become a constant feature of municipal politics. 

 

Table 4.7: Municipal election results for Beckenham, 1919-1922 

 
Year Liberal Conservative Labour Independent 

 Contested Won Contested Won Contested Won Contested Won 

1919 0 0 0 0 7 7 7 2 

1922 0 0 0 0 9 1 8 8 
Source: Compiled from Beckenham Advertiser, 10 April 1919 and 6 April 1922. 
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Table 4.8: Municipal election results for Bromley, 1919-1922 

 
Year Liberal Conservative Labour Independent 

 Contested Won Contested Won Contested Won Contested Won 

1919732 0 0 0 0 5 2 9 4 

1920 0 0 0 0 5 0 7 5 

1921 0 0 0 0 3 0 5 3 

1922 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 
Source: Compiled from Bromley and District Times, 7 November 1919, 5 November 1920, 4 November 1921. 

 

Table 4.9: Municipal election results for Penge, 1919-1922 

 
Year Liberal Conservative Labour Independent 

 Contested Won Contested Won Contested Won Contested Won 

1919 0 0 0 0 2 2 5 4 

1920 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 

1921 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 

1922 0 0 0 0 7 2 22 16 
Source: Compiled from Beckenham Advertiser, 10 April 1919 and 6 April 1922. 

 

Table 4.10: Municipal election results for Southend, 1919-1921733 

 

Year Liberal Conservative Labour Independent 

 Contested Won Contested Won Contested Won Contested Won 

1919 0 0 0 0 4 3 6 1 

1920 0 0 0 0 7 0 12 8 

1921 0 0 0 0 4 0 13 8 
Source: Compiled from Southend Standard, 6 November 1919, 4 November 1920, 3 November 1921. 

 

Table 4.11: Municipal election results for Walthamstow, 1920-1922734 

 
Year Liberal Conservative Labour Independent 

 Contested Won Contested Won Contested Won Contested Won 

1920 0 0 0 0 12 9 18 3 

1921 0 0 0 0 11 6 11 5 

1922 0 0 0 0 10 6 15 6 
Source: Compiled from Walthamstow, Leyton and Chingford Guardian, 2 April 1920, 8 April 1921, 7 April 

1922. 
 

                                                           
732 The figure includes the Bromley Common Ward by-election.  
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Wrigley has argued that the anti-Labour front in local elections, which the case-study 

constituencies has reaffirmed, furthered polarisation on class-lines for some working-class 

and middle-class Nonconformists.735  Similarly, Davies and Morley have argued that the 

Liberals’ tendency to form anti-Labour pacts ‘must have weakened their distinctive political 

identity in the minds of voters’.736 It seems that some Liberals recognised this at the time as 

well, and a series of articles in The Liberal Agent debated ‘Must we fight Labour?’ One 

Liberal felt that they gained ‘more by losing every municipal election through refusing to join 

hands with the Tory Party than we appear to gain by any apparent arrangement to defeat 

Labour.’ He also considered that the best way ‘to keep timid Liberals’ who fear Labour from 

voting Conservative was to ‘show that we are too out to fight Labour’. He finished his article 

with ‘Fight the Labour Party? Yes! A thousand times, yes! And get at it quick.’737 

 Whilst divisions between the independent and Coalition Liberals led to organisational 

problems during the immediate post-war years, not all Liberals felt that the Coalition Liberals 

were beyond the pale. One speaker at the AGM of the Darwen Women’s LA ‘hoped that the 

Liberals of the country would stand together at the next election and return a Liberal 

Government’, suggesting that even at the end of 1921 there remained hope for Liberal 

reunion.738 Rev. Hibbert appealed at the AGM of the Blackpool LA ‘for all Liberals to stand 

true to their principles for whatever differences there were in the Party its principles were 

eternal’.739 Freddie Guest in a memorandum to Lloyd George felt that there was ‘active 

resentment’ at the way Conservatives were given Liberal seats in 1918, but that ‘it is quite 

clear that no real question of principle divides the two sections of Liberals’.740  

 

III) The problem of Asquith’s leadership of the Party in 1919-1922 

 

 

One reason for anti-Socialist pacts may have been a lack of faith in Liberalism as an electoral 

asset. As leader of the Liberal Party, Asquith must take a degree of responsibility for this. 
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There is evidence that across the country there was a certain level of dissatisfaction with his 

stewardship of the party. Liberals were looking to the leadership to provide a strong 

progressive lead. 741  It could be argued that the Chesterfield Young Liberals were not 

sufficiently satisfied with Asquith’s stewardship when asking ‘who is the best leader for New 

Liberalism, Mr Asquith or Earl Grey?’742 The East Walthamstow Junior Liberals held a 

discussion on whether ‘the Liberal Party is in need of a younger leader’. Unusually, the votes 

for and against were not given but the vote was recorded as ‘lost’.743 Lloyd George received a 

report that the independent Liberals ‘say that he [Asquith] does more harm than good to 

Independent Liberalism when he speaks in the provinces’. Furthermore, it was also recorded 

that ‘at the same time they are extraordinarily loyal to him personally, although they feel a 

change of leadership is really needed’.744  

When Asquith returned to the House of Commons after the Paisley by-election in 

February 1920 a number of Liberal Associations sent him their best wishes.745 The rank and 

file wished Asquith ‘success in his fight for Free Liberalism as candidate at Paisley’, and 

subsequently they welcomed his return to the House of Commons.746 The Coalition Liberal 

Annual Report for 1920 sums up Asquith’s tenure as Liberal leader in this period: after 

Asquith was returned in the Paisley by-election, ‘the drooping spirits of Liberals revived’, but 

before long ‘his lack of policy and feebleness in debate made it evident that no great results 

could be expected, and disappointment prevailed’.747 

 However, it is not only Asquith who should be blamed for poor Liberal performances 

in 1919-1922, but also the Liberal elite both in Parliament and in the Liberal organisation. 

The MLF sent a letter to ‘urge’ the Whips to consider seriously the use of the ‘cinemotor’ 

‘for the purpose of popularising Liberal principles in villages and outlying districts which 

were often difficult to reach’.748 This strategy of innovative propaganda techniques to be used 

in the countryside would have been a useful and important method of maintaining or wresting 

rural constituencies from the Conservatives. There was some positive leadership from 
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Asquith. The Executive of the MLF ‘deeply’ deplored the campaign of murder and reprisals 

in Ireland, and was convinced that ‘satisfactory government is impossible except on a basis of 

wide powers of self-determination’. They ‘therefore heartily welcome the proposals outlined 

by Hon. Asquith [sic] at Ayr to give Ireland a full measure of Dominion Home Rule’. 

However, support for Asquith was not unanimous, there was another resolution, which was 

defeated, calling for the removal of Asquith’s mention of Dominion Home Rule and instead 

calling for ‘comprehensive self-government of Ireland, including fiscal autonomy’ but 

reserving defence and foreign policy for the ‘Imperial Parliament’.749 Although no direct link 

can be proven, it is evident that Asquith’s Irish policy did win support within his own Party 

and for Liberals was a strength of his post-war leadership. The Manchester LF thanked 

Asquith for ‘the great services and staunch support’ given by him towards the Irish 

Settlement.750 The West Walthamstow LA suggested Asquith as their President and it was 

agreed ‘unanimously and with much enthusiasm’.751 Another positive of the Asquith regime 

was a conference of Liberal Members of Parliament and prospective candidates arranged for 

24 September 1921.752 This would have been useful to share and ideas and to try and boost 

morale and understanding of Liberal policies. In the event, the urgency of the Liberal need 

for a housing policy was highlighted.753 

 Related to the difficult situation in which the Liberals found themselves, and the 

dissatisfaction with Asquith’s leadership, was the talk of an Asquith-Cecil-Grey alignment of 

moderate non-Socialists. The Executive of the MLF’s discussion of this reveals various 

insights into Liberalism in early 1922. It was recorded that ‘it was thought that great 

advantage would accrue to the Party from the fact that Lord Grey was taking an active part in 

its counsels’. Tellingly, ‘Opinion was divided as to what would be the result of Lord Grey 

assuming the chief leadership of the Party.’ The committee’s comments on Asquith’s 

leadership suggest why some members would be favourable to Grey replacing Asquith. There 

was ‘a certain discontent with the leadership of Mr Asquith amongst the less well-informed 

of the rank and file’ which ‘was too pronounced to be entirely ignored’, but they felt that 

‘such discontent would be reversed by more active leadership on his part in the House of 

Commons’. Regarding the Cecil intrigue, the Executive felt ‘that any attempt to “rope in” 

Lord Robert Cecil so far as the Party was concerned was inadvisable, and that  his inclusion 
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in Party deliberation, in any other way than as an avowed Liberal, would have a weakening 

effect on the Party as tending in the direction of Whiggism rather than Radicalism’. The 

independent Liberals were not at this point keen on the return of Lloyd George; the 

committee ‘was decidedly of the opinion that any attempt on the part of Mr Lloyd George to 

snatch the leadership of the Party would be keenly resented, and, if successful, would bring 

about serious disintegration’.754 A different leader of the independent Liberals between 1919 

and 1922 might have encouraged the Liberal Party to make the most of the difficult hand that 

they were dealt after the Coupon election. However, under Asquith the Liberals neglected the 

opportunities that they did have and the internal weaknesses of their leadership compounded 

their difficulties in the immediate post-war period. 

  

 

IV) The political outlook of the Liberal Party, 1919-1922 

 

It is important to devote space to the policies of the Liberal Party in the post war years for 

several reasons. Old, irrelevant and unclear policies have been given as a cause of the Liberal 

decline.755  As a former Lord Chancellor in the pre-war Liberal administration outlined in his 

memoirs, ‘there seemed to have set in a period of stagnation’ and ‘it appeared to be lacking in 

fresh ideas.’756 At the AGM of the MLF in 1919, no resolution could be passed regarding the 

Nationalisation of the Mines, as after ‘a long and animated discussion’ opinion ‘seemed to be 

equally divided [and] no decision could be arrived at’.757 Nonetheless, every political party 

has differences of opinion within it and the Liberal Party was no different. In Manchester, it 

was agreed to have ‘a series of debates on political topics upon which there was a lack of 

unanimity within the Party’.758 However, on some occasions decisions may have been unable 

to be reached because the policies being discussed were unimportant to the party’s particular 

demographic; at the Chester LA, it was suggested that members present ‘were not interested’ 

in discussing a 48 hour week and the minimum wage. It could be because the meeting was 

going on ‘9-10’ at night, but the ‘numbers called and the attendance’ suggested a general lack 
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of interest in these issues in Chester.759 The lack of discussion and decision on these matters 

at the grass-roots are vitally important; Morgan has argued ‘in the vital new areas of 

industrial and social policy, the Independent Liberals cut a feeble figure’, and this is true at 

constituency as well as parliamentary level. Morgan is right that ‘sections of the party pressed 

for more radical and more concrete policies’.760 One member of the party in Manchester 

‘raised the question of having a fighting programme to lay before the electors at the coming 

election’.761  

 Although support for the League of Nations was a new policy in this period, it rapidly 

became one of the core planks of the Liberal Party programme, and it seems to have been 

universally accepted.762 The MLF was looking for ‘a greatly decreased expenditure on 

armaments’ as soon as the League of Nations became fully active.763 When criticising the 

Coalition’s ‘reckless’ Eastern policy in September 1922, they added ‘it is prominently a 

question for the League of Nations to deal with’.764 Given strong Liberal support for the 

League of Nations, it is unsurprising that League associations seem to target Liberal 

Associations to provide members and to stimulate organisation.765 Some members of the 

Southend Executive were also on the local committee of the League of Nations Union, and 

undoubtedly Liberals provided much of its branch membership.766 

 The Liberals also had internal unity over Free Trade and Ireland. The grass-roots 

denounced the ‘proposed legislation on key-industries and anti-dumping by which the old bad 

policy of Protection’ was being reintroduced.767 Clarke has argued that ‘It was, above all, 

Ireland that put Lloyd George out of court for many Liberals.’768 From the evidence, it seems 

that Clarke is correct and that it was a unifying force amongst the independent Liberals. The 

rank and file condemned the coalition government’s ‘naked policy of brute force’ and viewed 
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with indignation the reprisals carried out against the civilian population.769 By the end of 

1921, the Manchester LF were able to rejoice at the Irish Settlement and tendered their 

‘hearty’ congratulations to Lloyd George on his ‘great achievement’, suggesting that while 

Ireland initially distanced Lloyd George from the independent Liberals it did not put him 

beyond redemption.770 After the Anglo-Irish Treaty in December 1921, the Executive of the 

MLF recognised their ‘great struggle’ of over thirty-five years since Gladstone’s first Home 

Rule Bill was at an end.771 It was the end of an era as far as Ireland being a decisive 

(mainland) party political issue. Freddie Guest, an admittedly partisan observer, summed up 

the difficulty of the independent Liberals: the old Liberal war cries (free trade, temperance 

and Home Rule) ‘limits the possible audiences to whom they appeal to people over 50 years 

of age’.772 The Liberals now needed to formulate new policies from which to try to gain the 

support of the newly-enfranchised under the 1918 Act. 

 There are isolated signs of Progressive Liberal thought at the grass-roots (particularly 

at the regional level), but they were unable to become established as official party policy in 

this period. The Executive of the MLF supported radical policies regarding unemployment 

because, ‘in view of the gravity of the situation’, they felt ‘some amount of work’ should be 

ensured ‘for a longer period than the end of the year [over three months]’ and that any such 

scheme should be paid for nationally.773 At the Executive of the MLF in April 1921 there was 

a resolution in favour of devolution to establish ‘subordinate legislatures in England, Wales 

and Scotland’ and they ‘warmly approved the principle’ behind it.774 The Executive of the 

MLF was sympathetic to an idea to ‘transfer the Labour exchanges to the Trade Unions in 

conjunction with the employers’.775 At the Women’s Chesterfield LA there was a ‘short 

discussion on ‘Equal Pay for Equal Work’776 However, it is not surprising why this was never 

able to become party policy in this era – the Chesterfield Young Liberals voted against 

inviting women to their meetings.777 
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   With a specific focus on Walsall, Dean has argued that ‘Nostalgia for the great days 

of Liberalism’ and a consequent failure to rise adequately to the new political issues of the 

twentieth century were sources of Liberal weakness.778 This is particularly true with the 

failure to adopt into its national programme more progressive measures that were formulated 

for a post-Edwardian Age. An example of this was the emphasis on Anti-Waste. In true 

Gladstonian spirit, it seems that the Liberal Party was as keen on cutting waste as the right-

wing press. A resolution passed on National Economy by the MLF in June 1920 viewed ‘with 

alarm the continued and extravagant expenditure’ almost two years after armistice. They 

regarded ‘national economy as the first and most urgent necessity of the moment’, and stated 

that the government should be ‘closing down new departments created for the purposes of the 

war’ and ‘securing the immediate and drastic reduction of expenditure by those departments 

which remain’.779  

However, it seems that the Liberal Party’s position on Anti-Waste was almost 

inconsistent. The Executive of the MLF thought that the proposed cuts to education were 

‘lamentable’. Likewise, whilst they condemned the ‘maladministration of funds’, they 

warned that cuts in ‘the amount spent on maintaining and improving the nation’s health 

should be made with the utmost caution and gravest reluctance’, and only if the economy had 

been shown to be absolutely essential.780 The rank and file in all three regions criticised the 

government for their extravagant spending. 781 Dawson highlighted how retrenchment was ‘a 

key component’ of Liberalism in Devon and Cornwall, but, as can be seen from the evidence, 

retrenchment was an important part of post-war Liberalism across the whole country.782 In 

this regard, the independent Liberals were similar to the Coalition Liberals, as their historian 

has documented their being advocates of ‘drastic economy’.783 This once again highlights the 

underlying unity of the party at the grass-roots, who were only divided by the split that had 

occurred at Westminster. The Conservative grass-roots were also very much in favour of 

reducing government expenditure, so this did not provide the independent Liberals with any 

distinctive platform.784 
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To call for both Anti-Waste and the aforementioned nationally-funded work 

programme for the unemployed was diametrically opposed, as the former would reduce 

government spending and the latter increase it. Unfortunately for the Liberals, the 

Conservative Party were consistently ‘Anti-Waste’, whilst the Labour Party consistently 

called for action to reduce unemployment, which left the Liberals without a distinctive 

position.  The Liberals insistence on retrenchment would have precluded a deal with Labour: 

as Hart has shown, ‘for most of the years 1918-26, the Liberals were not progressive’.785  

 Additionally, it was also unfortunate for the Liberal Party that both the Labour and 

Conservative parties, nationally at least, were consistently opposed to any form of 

proportional representation. The Executive of the MLF realised that ‘with the rise of a third 

permanent party in British politics, the difficulty and danger to which Liberals are exposed 

where they find it necessary to take part in three-cornered fights’. They felt ‘that the only way 

out lies in a re-arrangement of the method of voting’.786 The grass-roots across the country 

seem to have recognised this as well, but with no agreement on whether to have the 

Alternative Vote or Proportional Representation of some form. 787 As the Liberals realised 

that some form of proportional representation would overwhelmingly benefit them, they were 

more whole-heartedly converted to electoral reform. However, for Labour and the 

Conservatives, there was less incentive for change.  

 

 

 

V) The general election of 1922 

 

When the Conservative rebellion ousted Lloyd George from power in October 1922, it was 

possible that the two wings of the Liberal Party would reunite to fight the inevitable general 

election. This did not occur, and once again the division at the elite level hindered the Liberal 

Party in the immediate post-war years. After the election, the Coalition Liberals (now known 

as National Liberals) were reduced to 53 MPs, whilst the independent Liberals increased to 

62 MPs. If these groups were taken together the Liberal total would still only be 115 MPs as 

against 142 MPs for Labour and 344 MPs for the Conservatives. The lost opportunities 
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outlined earlier in this chapter resulted in the Labour Party making strides at the expense of 

the divided Liberal Party. Previously, the Liberals combined could have claimed to be the 

official opposition, but that was no longer numerically possible after 1922. 

The outcome of the 1922 general election showed precisely why the Liberal Party 

needed electoral reform. Manchester provides a clear example where the electoral system 

disadvantaged the Liberal Party. The Manchester Evening News noted that 130,204 votes 

were recorded against the Conservatives and only 129,457 in their favour, yet they won seven 

out of the ten seats in Manchester.788 The Labour Party won the other three, and consequently 

the Liberals were totally unrepresented in Manchester. Similarly, the Secretary of the MLF’s 

election report highlighted that in the 33 Liberal contests in the Midlands, the Liberals polled 

309,148 votes and had eight MPs elected whilst in the same 33 contests the Conservative 

Party polled 316,620, for which they secured 19 seats. Unsurprisingly, he concluded that this 

proved the need for electoral reform. Demoralised, he added there was a ‘disparity of reward 

occurring to effort put forth’.789  Yet, it must be highlighted that out of 76 contestable seats, 

Liberals stood only in 34 (one Liberal, Kenyon at Chesterfield, was returned unopposed), 

which was not even enough to take half the seats in the Midlands if they had won all those 

that they contested. The advantage the Liberal Party had lost at the general election of 1918 

of being either the governing party or the main opposition was reinforced in this election, as 

they never contested enough seats to become the government in their own right. The Liberal 

Party unwittingly contributed to their own downfall by not giving the appearance of being a 

government in waiting.  

 Besides the electoral system, the issues in the election did not favour the Liberals. The 

Secretary of the MLF reported that ‘Sir George Younger’s tactics were, indeed, so clever that 

the Liberal Party ... was made to bear its [the coalition’s] sins at the polls.’790 Sir Arthur 

Griffith-Boscawen, campaigning on behalf of the unwell Conservative candidate in Coventry, 

stated ‘the new government was the first really Conservative Government and the first really 

Conservative Prime Minister for 17 years.’791 The Conservatives promised economy and a 

different style government and so distanced themselves from the perceived high spending, 

quick policy change and bureaucratic Coalition government. 792   
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The Liberals tried to remind the electorate that it was the Conservative Party who had 

been the major players in the Lloyd George Coalition ‘and were equally responsible with the 

other wing of the coalition for all the mess and muddle’. The Liberal candidate for 

Beckenham attacked the Conservatives for using Lloyd George’s name ‘in times of success’ 

but not when it was a ‘liability’, and consequently after putting ‘their best friends into power’ 

now used ‘those who were their second best friends’.793 

  However, it was not just the Conservative Party which was able to appeal to potential 

Liberal voters in 1922. The Secretary of the MLF felt that Labour’s Capital Levy policy 

‘appealed very strongly to poorer working class voters’. He also added that ‘the power of the 

Trade Unions was strongly illustrated’ in providing votes and organisation for Labour.794 The 

Liberals did not have a social programme as attractive as the Labour Party or any additional 

advantage accruing from trade union organisation. Lord Emmott, whilst speaking on the 

platform of the Liberal candidate, stated they could not ‘afford the Labour Programme at 

present’ and that the Capital Levy would ‘cripple industry’.795 In many constituencies the 

campaigns revolved around the alternatives of a Conservative government or Labour policies. 

The Liberal Party accidently contributed to this with their attacks on Labour’s nationalisation 

and Capital Levy policies. 796 The Liberal drift since the war also encouraged former 

supporters to move away from the party. In Harborough, a former Liberal MP supported the 

Labour candidate, as he was the ‘most likely candidate to represent the interest of working 

men and women’.797  

Moreover, several Liberal candidates continued to use traditional party shibboleths in 

their electioneering. When Lieutenant-Colonel Meyer was adopted as candidate for 

Blackpool, he was hailed as ‘a man with the spirit of Gladstonian Liberalism’.798 The 

candidate for Harborough was proud to stick to ‘the old watchwords of the party, “peace, 

retrenchment, and reform’, as he felt they were just as applicable in 1922 ‘as they were to 

Gladstonian times’.799 To this end, the government’s foreign policy was attacked as 

wasteful.800 The Liberal candidate in Southend attacked the ‘303 millions of money [that] had 

been wasted in Mesopotamia, Russia and Palestine, and there had been reckless squanderings 
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in Europe’.801 In a similar vein Liberal candidates advocated retrenchment of government 

expenditure.802 Free Trade was also a vital part of Liberal policy on the campaign trail.803 The 

Liberal candidate for Coventry discussed temperance, which was not an important election 

issue this year, and he subsequently came bottom of the poll.804 The overall impression given 

of Liberal programmes across the country is that they would have been at home in the 

nineteenth century, especially given the absence of anything resembling the New Liberalism. 

With the Liberals divided and offering an aged programme, part of responsibility for the 

party falling behind the Labour Party in terms of seats won lies squarely on the shoulders of 

the Liberal elite and their own deficiencies. 

 So how were Liberals able to get elected in the face of the beginnings of political 

polarisation and a deficient programme? It seems that Kenyon faced no opposition in 

Chesterfield due to his personal prestige in the constituency, with the Labour Party coming to 

the conclusion ‘that the hope of winning the seat was extremely remote’.805 Dean argues there 

was a personal vote for the Liberal, Pat Collins, in Walsall.806 Collins stood on a traditional 

platform of ‘Peace, Retrenchment and Reform’ and unsurprisingly, he advocated ‘a powerful 

League of Nations, and not a skeleton or make-believe’ one. More unusually, he wanted the 

Peace Treaty revised and universal disarmament. Whilst stating ‘the extravagance of the late 

government had been most appalling’, Collins had no constructive and definite social reform 

policies. The Conservative candidate in Walsall, Lady Cooper, tried to polarise politics 

between Labour and Conservative at her adoption meeting, but this tactic was not 

successful.807 Moreover, Collins tried to present Liberalism as ‘the buffer between reaction 

on the one hand and Socialism on the other’.808 The Liberals tried to position themselves in 

between the two extremes, as they ‘were out to work for the welfare of all the people, not for 

any class, but for all the classes.’809 This middle position may have ended up satisfying few. 

To take one example, the Liberal candidate for Beckenham said ‘the unemployed had a right 

to be maintained, but there was a limit to which the state could go’.810 With the contrast 
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between the Conservative and Labour position, this put the Liberal candidate in between two 

polarised sides. 

 In the case-study constituencies there is evidence of Liberal disunity costing the 

Liberals seats and of campaigning against each other to the disadvantage of both. In 

Leicester, a pact between the National Liberals and Conservatives resulted in one National 

Liberal being returned, but he took the Conservative Whip soon after the election.811 

However, this meant that in Leicester West a National Liberal fought an independent Liberal, 

with the result that they split the vote and Labour won the seat. Attacks on the National 

Liberals and Lloyd George’s record in the Coalition government were common place in the 

Home Counties, the Midlands and the north-west.812 However, other Liberal candidates were 

‘not going to say one word against Lloyd George’.813 A third group lay in between the two 

positions, and felt that although Lloyd George had done ‘great work’ for his country in the 

past, the post-war coalition years were not great.814 Unsurprisingly, the Labour and the 

Conservative parties exploited these issues when speaking at public meetings. 815 There is 

also evidence that the Liberal Party was already caught in the third party trap of the electoral 

system by 1922. One Conservative candidate rhetorically asked ‘in the circumstances, would 

it be possible for Mr. Asquith to have a majority at the next parliament?’816 With the Liberal 

candidate for the Platting division in Manchester receiving only 5.7 per cent of the poll, it 

was noted that Liberal voters supported the Labour candidate because of ‘his genuine chance’ 

of defeating the Conservative candidate. 817 The Liberal divisions are important as they made 

it harder for the Liberal Party to be taken credibly as an alternative government. 

 Yet, while Liberal divisions were being exploited, there is evidence that a degree of 

reunion occurred in certain constituencies. In Manchester, Liberal unity was achieved before 

the 1922 general election. The Manchester Evening News reported that both Free Liberals 

and Coalition Liberals ‘are agreed that to fight each other in the Manchester area would be 

the height of folly’. They also quoted ‘one prominent Coalitionist’ as asking ‘why ... should 

we be divided? There is now no coalition, and there can be no Coalition Liberal candidates as 

there is no coalition.’818 The Liberal candidate for Darwen claimed that during the previous 
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few years there had been ‘very few Coalition Liberals in the Division’, but those who had 

‘placed their Liberalism before anything else’ were helping him in his fight against ‘a real 

reactionary [Conservative] Government’.819 Even though Manchester, and ‘in particular’ 

Exchange Division, ‘found both wings of the Liberal Party united for success’, the split 

during the post-war Coalition government proved too much: ‘it was hardly expected that 

disorganisation brought about during many months of separation could be repaired in two or 

three weeks’.820 The Darwen Women’s LA ascribed the defeat in Darwen to ‘the organisation 

in other parts of the district’ being ‘not sufficiently strong’.821  

 Even though the election result was a great blow to the Liberal Party, they felt that the 

situation was far more positive than in 1918: ‘after the defeat of 1918 everything was dead, 

but on this occasion there is the utmost liveliness’, and they were preparing for future 

contests.822 The Chair of the MLF said that ‘the election had brought forward a tremendous 

number of enthusiastic young workers and it would be a great pity if that enthusiasm was 

allowed to subside’.823 As the Walsall Observer pointed out, individually Asquith and Lloyd 

George would lead ineffective groups in Parliament, but if they united ‘Liberalism might play 

an important part in the scheme of opposition’.824 It was this potential that concerned 

Liberalism at its grass-roots after the election. However, as historians of the Labour Party 

have noted, ‘certainly from [the general election result of] 1922’, Labour was now ‘a serious 

challenger for power and an alternative government’.825 It was this reality, rather than any 

Liberal potential, which makes Scott’s comment in his diary on 6 December 1922 an acute 

assessment of the outcome of the general election for the Liberal Party: ‘it was a disaster for 

the Liberal Party worse if possible than that of 1918 because there was less excuse for it’.826 

There was less excuse for it because, as this chapter has shown, the Liberals neglected their 

potential since 1918 because the party was divided, and this was a period of lost 

opportunities.  
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Chapter 5 

 

Reunion, the First Labour Government and the third-

party trap, 1922-1924 
 
 

 

 

 

It has been suggested that during the period from the fall of the Coalition in October 1922 to 

the general election of October 1924, British politics was in transition and the fate of the 

Liberal Party was decided.827 Cook argues that it was ‘a succession of political blows coming 

on top of the changing social structure that reduced the Liberal Party from supremacy to 

impotence’.828 This chapter will critically evaluate his proposition with particular focus on 

the opportunities for the revival of the Liberal Party in the early 1920s, and will assess the 

party’s response to the challenges that it faced and the reasons for the approaches which it 

adopted. This period consists of two halves, with the first part being from the 1922 general 

election to the 1923 general election. Examining the Westminster elite, Wilson noted that 

‘feelings remained a formidable obstacle to reunion’.829 The attitude of the grass-roots is 

absent from the historiography, which this section of the chapter will remedy.830 The chapter 

also outlines how the delayed reunion hindered the development of the party’s policies and 

further reorganisation on the ground. The second period covered was from the aftermath of 

the 1923 general election to the general election of 1924.831 Cook has argued that between 

December 1923 and October 1924, ‘the decline of the [Liberal] Party was transformed into its 

downfall’.832 He explained that this was because of the mistakes and miscalculations of the 

Liberal elite.833 The second section will examine grass-roots reaction to the formation of the 
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first Labour government and finds Liberal support for Asquith’s course of action. The missed 

opportunities for reorganisation at the constituency level will also be explored.  

 

 
 

I) Reunion after the 1922 general election 
 

 
The surviving association minute books make it clear that there were different views at the 

grass-roots about how quickly reunion should occur within the Liberal Party. An important 

initial impediment in the way of reunion was articulated by Geoffrey Howard at an Executive 

meeting of the MLF, where he pointed out that before reunification ‘they must know whether 

there was going to be a fresh coalition with the Tory Party’. In the same vein, he added: ‘they 

must be certain that there was no intention of forming a fresh centre group after the Liberal 

force had called together again’. Charles McCurdy, the National Liberal MP for 

Northampton, was more practical in his position on reunion. He thought that ‘the importance 

of the question depended entirely upon the use of which a united Liberal Party might make of 

their new found unity’. Articulating how this could occur, he said that the first step should be 

a face to face meeting to ‘discuss whatever differences there might be’. He stressed that his 

ideal was that ‘there would be no proscription and no ostracism’, both of which were 

important from the National Liberal perspective. Importantly, he appreciated the needs of 

both sections when he added ‘there could be no reunion that would do injury to the position 

of Mr. Asquith as leader of the Liberal Party on the one hand, or which demanded that the 

National Liberals should abandon their leader’. At the very same meeting, and speaking after 

McCurdy, the Earl Beauchamp said ‘the question of reunion should not be taken too 

seriously’, adding that there should be more discussions on the party line in the House of 

Commons.834 

 The majority of the grass-roots of the party were eager for full reunion, regardless of 

personal animosity. As Beauchamp himself wrote to Maclean, ‘up and down the country the 

rank and file are urging us to unite again’.835 One constituency where the grass-roots wanted 

unity was the Coventry LA, who desired ‘complete Liberal Re-union’. They added that  

 

whilst fully appreciating the great work which the leaders of both sections of the 

Liberal Party have accomplished, the members of this association feel that the 
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possibilities for future usefulness of the Liberal Party, either as a government, or as an 

opposition, are being considerably reduced by the present divisions in the Houses of 

Parliament and in the country. Further, this meeting feels that the adherence of both 

sections of the Liberal Party to traditional Liberal principles is sound and therefore 

trusts that complete unity will quickly be realised.836  

 

In a similar vein, the candidate for Southend stated that Liberalism was suffering from 

‘disunity and failure’, and that ‘unity of spirit, unity of desire and unity of action’ were 

‘necessary and desirable for Liberalism’ to be a success.837 The Executive of the Blackpool 

LA considered ‘that every effort should be made for the unity of the Liberal Party without 

delay’, and sent letters to Asquith and Lloyd George to this effect, showing equal treatment 

of both sides requesting that they both put to one side their personal feeling and work 

together for the good of the party.838 Likewise, the AGM of the Darwen LA resolved 

unanimously that it was ‘imperative that at the earliest possible moment we should close our 

ranks, and stand again as a completely united party’, and they also sent their resolution to 

both Lloyd George and Asquith, again displaying equal treatment to both sides.839 The 

evidence suggests that McCurdy’s desire for no proscription and no ostracism was not an 

issue for the bulk of the rank and file. The primary responsibility for delay belongs to the 

parliamentary elite, as outlined by Beauchamp.  

While there was a dominant feeling towards reunion within the party, the past was not 

always so quickly forgotten. The General Committee of the Manchester LF had a long and 

protracted discussion on Liberal reunion, after which they agreed unanimously to deplore the 

decision of Asquith and the Liberal Chief Whip to demand regular and continuous co-

operation in the division lobby of the House of Commons before there could be reunion. This 

debate shows that whilst they did in principle support a speedy reintegration, some members 

supported Asquith’s position which only served to delay reunification. At the same meeting, 

a resolution on reunion that included praise for Asquith, Donald Maclean ‘and other leaders 

of the Liberal Party’ was not voted on, perhaps because the majority present realised its 

partisan nature would not help matters.840 However, the following series of resolutions put 

forward by the Chester LA shows how strong feelings against Lloyd George remained, at 

least for some:  
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That the Chester Liberal Association earnestly trusts that every endeavour will be 

made for the coalescing of the two Liberal wings, in the interests of the unity of the 

party[,] as our present unhappy position is having a seriously detrimental effect upon 

old adherents of the faith, and especially so upon the younger members of our Party, 

many of whom, in a state of perplexity, are in danger of being permanently lost to us. 

We would further add, that, in our opinion, time is of the utmost importance in this 

matter.841  

 

However, a telling amendment was passed by 80 votes to 9, and is also worth quoting in its 

entirety: 

 

That this meeting of the Chester Liberal Association while deploring the division in 

the Liberal ranks pledge their support to the leaders of the Liberal Party in the action 

they have taken with regard to Mr Lloyd George’s proposals. We hold that the 

principles of Liberalism are not open to barter or bargaining: that active support of the 

party’s policy in the House of Commons is the only proof of good faith or recognition. 

We regret that Mr Lloyd George should think that this is a matter that could be settled 

by compromise.842 

 

As seen in Chester, some of the bitter feelings amongst the Liberals in Parliament were also 

evident amongst the rank and file. The support of such associations, even if they were a 

minority of all Liberal associations, would legitimise the actions of the leadership in taking 

reunion slowly. Consequently, no significant headway was made regarding Liberal reunion 

before November 1923. This was another period of lost opportunity for the Liberal Party, as 

whilst it remained still effectively divided, its Labour and Conservative opponents were 

tending to their own houses, while the Liberals stood outside theirs talking amongst 

themselves. 

Campbell argued that Lloyd George was ‘not seeking re-admission to Asquith's party, but 

recall by the acclamation of the rank and file.'843 While most of the grass-roots wanted Lloyd 

George returned to the inner circle of the Liberal Party, it is clear that this idea was not 

received by all Liberals with enthusiastic and universal approval. Dawson’s point that in 

Devon and Cornwall reunion ‘was not painful’ could be extended to most Liberals at the 

grass-roots across the case-studies.844 It is also consistent with Hart’s research that found that 

‘over 50 constituencies had merged Liberal and National Liberal Associations’ by September 

1923.845 Nevertheless, remaining divisions in the parliamentary party were also represented 
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to a lesser extent at the grass-roots. Leadership and unity from above would have accelerated 

grass-roots union, which could only have been beneficial for the party. This was not the case, 

and so the period between the 1922 general election and the 1923 general election constitutes 

another period of lost opportunity that stems back to 1918. 

 

 

 

II) Liberal re-organisation after the 1922 election defeat 

 

Whilst reunion was not being actively pursued by the upper echelons of the Party machinery, 

it was important for them to begin reorganisation – a difficult matter with some pieces 

missing, but one that needed to be tackled as speedily and effectively as possible.  It was 

recorded that an informal meeting of Liberal women in the Midlands took place on 22 March 

1923 to discuss ‘co-ordinating women’s work’ in the region.846 Consequently, a Women’s 

Advisory Council was formed of three representatives of each division in the area, with the 

minimum target of meeting at least three times a year. Miss Mary Fawkes of the MLF was set 

to work on reorganising Walsall, with the aim of retaining it at the next general election.847 A 

branch of the National League of Young Liberals was formed in September 1923, suggesting 

that the work was bearing fruit.848 Whilst these actions would not necessarily guarantee a 

Liberal victory in Walsall, if it engaged some potential Liberal workers in between elections 

and maintained contact with the electorate then it could be judged a success. This 

development suggests that Liberalism was still alive in Walsall and could, if reorganisation 

was pursued as keenly in other areas, have resulted in an attempt at national revival for the 

party. However, generally this was not the case, and the months after the 1922 general 

election should be considered as wasted potential. In most areas, they did not have Walsall’s 

advantage of having a sitting MP, so the importance of local and national leadership is 

evident. This was manifest in Chesterfield, where the President of the Chesterfield LA meet 

the Liberal Chief Whip to discuss co-operation between the Chesterfield, Clay Cross and 

North East Derbyshire constituencies, as they were similar in ‘social and industrial life and 

political aims’.849 Another example showing the possibility for co-operation in neighbouring 
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constituencies can be illustrated when the Harborough LA in combination with the Leicester 

and Melton LAs planned to hold a ‘Grand Bazaar’ in the spring of 1924.850 

Some associations wanted to take advantage of the ‘enthusiasm for Liberal principles 

evoked by the recent general election’.851 By March, the Beckenham LA had four lectures 

planned and had printed 1000 handbills, 100 window bills and had taken four adverts out in a 

local newspaper to try and build momentum.852 Other associations focused on restructuring 

ward by ward, and wanted to make their finances ‘stronger + more democratic’, no doubt 

referring to the fact that very often in Liberal Associations a few men normally provided the 

vast majority of the money.853 Good by-election results in other parts of the country also 

lifted and maintained the morale of Liberal activists.854 Liberal potential to improve on the 

1919-1922 period is evidenced in increased attendances at meetings: an attendance of 53 

members at the Executive Committee of the West Walthamstow LA in June 1923 was 

considered a ‘record’ high.855 

 However, there are some signs of unconstructive actions in the period after the 1922 

general election.  From the Liberal perspective it was very inconvenient that the prospective 

Liberal candidate for Southend resigned as he was going to India.856 Similarly, activists 

continued to be lost to other commitments or death.857 Some constituencies, such as Chester, 

discussed selecting prospective candidates early in the life of the parliament, but no action 

was taken.858 Consequently, when the general election was called they did not have a 

candidate.859 Perhaps unsurprisingly, the Trinity and St. Oswald Women’s LA felt that if the 

candidate had developed his links with the constituency longer then he would have had more 

chance of success.860 Steel’s research has found that the London LF received reports of 

agents having left or being sacked, ‘with income being hard to come by’.861 There is evidence 

of this in some of the case-study constituencies. In Southend, there was such concern over 

finance that the Secretary did not claim his expenses, as he was ‘pleased to do what he could 
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to keep the ship afloat’.862 In April 1923, the Coventry LA gave their Secretary three months 

notice of his dismissal, which was ‘necessary owing to the financial position’ and because no 

assistance was forthcoming from the Central LA.863 This was counterproductive, and along 

with the tardy reunion discussed before, is evidence of self-inflicted wounds that weakened 

the Liberals relative to their main competitors. 

 Whilst some Liberal organisations were beset with financial problems, for others, the 

fall of the coalition provided a fresh start. The Secretary of the MLF reported that ‘there was 

a great deal of activity in most constituencies’, and added that ‘the constituencies that had 

been the worst for the last ten years were those which were now keenest for work to be 

done’.864 To some degree, this would be because the end of wartime truce and the end of the 

Coalition provided an opportunity for independent Liberalism to resurface without being 

unpatriotic. In the Midlands, 96 meetings had been held in the autumn season up to 5 October 

1923, 92 of which had been organised directly through the Federation, which underlines its 

importance.865  

Overall, whilst by the time of the 1923 general election Liberal organisation was not in 

excellent condition, Cook’s claim that it was ‘in a state of chronic weakness’ goes too far the 

other way. Undoubtedly, some associations were derelict and moribund in 1923.866 However, 

other constituencies were active, and some were beginning reorganisation in what was the 

first year of a presumed full-term parliament. At the Liberal grass-roots, morale was 

improving as the party was on the way to being re-united, although the national leadership 

could have done more in this direction, which would invariably have spurred even more 

activity.   

 

 

III) The political positioning of the Liberal Party, 1922-1923 

 

The state of the Liberal mind immediately after the 1922 general election is readable by both 

the policies they were advocating, and those they were not. Unsurprisingly after the results of 

the 1922 general election, the Liberals sought electoral reform, particularly by means of the 
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Alternative Vote.867 Revealingly, the Executive of the MLF discussed how the current 

electoral system discouraged ‘Liberals from fighting because of the extreme doubtfulness of 

the result’ when ‘weighed up against the expenditure of energy, time and money’, whilst ‘a 

party in a constituency without a candidate is very difficult to keep alive.’868 Electoral reform 

was a concern of the rank and file, as shown by the East Walthamstow LA’s acceptance of 

the offer of a speaker from the Proportional Representation Society.869 

Similarly, some of the grass-roots realised how important having a coherent, credible 

and progressive industrial policy would be to their prospects. The Executive of the MLF 

resolved that ‘it is strongly necessary that every opportunity should be taken by the leaders of 

the party to advocate and explain the new industrial policy as adopted by the [National] 

Liberal Federation’. Importantly, the resolution also stated that the policy was ‘calculated to 

make a strong appeal to the industrial classes, but that at present it is not adequately known or 

understood’.870 The party leadership were not only responsible for the formulation of policy, 

but also, in the age of mass newspaper circulation, for their advocacy. Dutton has argued that 

after the 1922 general election the Liberals needed to define their position in the changed 

political spectrum with more precision than hitherto.871 The rank and file recognised this, and 

they clearly felt that their national leadership should have been more effective.  

Alternatively, the grass-roots of the Coventry LA felt that the solution to the ‘bad 

trade and unemployment’ was ‘the fullest possible use of the League of Nations to restore 

international goodwill’, as well as the ‘extension of the Whitley Councils to promote co-

operation in all branches of industry at home’.872 The League of Nations was universally 

popular at the grass-roots. 873 Liberals protested against the French occupation of the Ruhr 

and, unsurprisingly, the League of Nations was seen as the solution to the crisis.874  

 Free Trade remained a bed-rock policy for all Liberals at the grass-roots, and not only 

for domestic economic reasons. The LCNWLF explained their support in these terms:  

 

That this meeting once more reaffirms its belief, not only that the fiscal system of Free Trade 

is best suited to these Islands, but also it is the only system which can foster the spirit of 
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independence of all nations mutually upon each other and prevent tariff wars, which create 

national ammonites and eventuate in ruinous and bloody wars.875 

 

There was also discussion of some aspects of social policy by the rank and file. The East 

Walthamstow Junior Liberals debated whether the state should maintain and manage 

hospitals, and concluded that it should by 38 votes to 13.876 The Chester LA passed a 

resolution against the licencing of betting, whilst the Manchester LF discussed the type of 

houses that should be built. 877 Discussion on social policy at the grass-roots was limited, and 

this represents another reason why the post-1922 period is one of missed opportunity. As well 

as not uniting during this period and not actively reorganising across the country, the party 

never reformulated its policy positions to meet the new franchise and in doing so missed 

another opportunity for the party. In this respect, the Liberal Party had less appeal (including 

class-based appeal) in this period than it had before the First World War.  

 

IV) The Tariff general election of 1923 

 

When the Conservative Prime Minister, Stanley Baldwin, announced his Protectionist 

proposals in October 1923, the rapidly ensuing general election united the Liberal Party 

behind the old shibboleth of Free Trade, which ‘at once rallied both wings of the Liberal 

Party as nothing else could’.878 The Coventry LA seemed genuinely pleased that reunion had 

occurred, calling themselves ‘the united forces of Liberalism’ when they selected their 

candidate for the general election.879 Furthermore, their chosen nominee was ‘pleased to say 

that all friction between the two wings of the Liberal Party had been healed’.880 

As might be expected, the battle against Protection preoccupied Liberal election 

strategy in the case-study constituencies. With Free Trade relevant in this election, this 

enabled the Liberals to have a coherent discourse that gave them a relevant policy with which 

to discuss the economy. A typical Liberal advertisement summed up the Liberal argument: 

‘Free Trade means: Better trade. Better trade means more employment.’881 The Liberal 

candidate in Chester attacked the Conservative policy by arguing that ‘if they were going to 
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tax imports they were going do something that would increase the price of the commodities’, 

and Liberals across the country focused on how it would raise food prices.882 The Liberals 

also tried to use the battle over Free Trade to portray themselves as moderates as compared to 

the Conservative Party who advocated Protection, ‘class legislation in its very worst form’.883 

The Liberals were also able to utilise the nationalistic argument to defend Free Trade as well 

as focus on practical criticisms as the Conservatives, who wanted to change the system, had 

to try and justify their policy. The Conservative candidate for East Walthamstow had to 

devote time to countering Liberal arguments, and so ‘he denied that Free Trade had built up 

the wealth and prosperity of Great Britain’.884 The Liberals were quick to seize on this, and a 

speaker in Walthamstow West accused Baldwin of acting ‘in a panic, and the country had 

been asked to depart from the old ways that had served them so well and join the government 

in a gamble’.885 In Bromley, the Conservative candidate proposed that ‘each trade and 

industry should be taken on its merits’ regarding whether it was included in the government’s 

protectionist programme, to which the Liberal candidate responded by calling this ‘a policy 

of disturbance’, and pointing out that it was a far cry from the tranquillity promised by the 

Conservatives at the last election.886 Across the country the united Liberals were particularly 

better resourced than they had been in 1922: the Manchester Guardian reported that the 

Liberals had an abundance of quality speakers, whereas the Conservatives were having to use 

inexperienced speakers.887 In order to help disseminate their policies, the Liberal Party spent 

huge sums on the election: the Liberal candidate in Coventry was provided with £1,000, 

although the £300 given to the Darwen candidate and £400 to the candidate in Leicester East 

were nearer to the norm.888 

As Hart has argued, Free Trade was the only issue ‘which gave the Liberals authority 

over Labour’.889 In constituencies with a Conservative MP and where Labour was historically 

weak, this put the Liberal Party in the position of being the prime challenger. This enabled 

the Liberals to win Blackpool for the first time since the constituency was created 1885, in a 

straight fight with the Conservative candidate. Leicester South and the Blackley, Exchange 

                                                           
882 Cheshire Chronicle, 24 November 1923. 
883 Gazette News for Blackpool, 1 December 1923. 
884 Walthamstow Guardian, 23 November 1923. For the heritage and political culture of Free Trade see F. 

Trentmann, Free Trade Nation: Commerce, Consumption, and Civil Society in Modern Britain (Oxford, 2008). 
885 Walthamstow Guardian, 23 November 1923. 
886 For the Conservatives election address Beckenham Advertiser, 22 November 1923. For the ‘policy of 

disturbance’ attack, Ibid., 29 November 1923. 
887 Manchester Guardian, 4 December 1923. 
888 H. H. Asquith papers, 1923 general election expenses, MS 142. 
889 Hart, ‘The decline of the Liberal Party’, p. 223. 



160 
 

and Withington divisions were gained in straight fights against the sitting Conservative MP, 

whilst Moss Side and Rusholme divisions in Manchester were won in three-cornered 

contests. The resulting return of five Liberals from the city of Manchester was a reminder of 

the party in its Victorian heyday, but it was to prove only a brief one. In a three-cornered 

fight in Chesterfield, Kenyon was able to defend the seat and even narrowly achieved more 

than 50 per cent of the poll. In Darwen, the Liberal candidate defeated the sitting 

Conservative MP and secured 48.8 per cent of the poll in a three-corned fight. Given the 

essentially conservative nature of the appeal by the Liberals in 1923, it is not surprising that 

the Liberals polled well in Conservative seats that had been attracted to the tranquillity of 

Bonar Law’s message in 1922. Howe has suggested ‘free trade Liberalism’ in 1923 had lost 

‘many of its social democratic features of 1906-14’, and this may also be a reason why the 

Liberal appeal was so successful in Tory areas as it was as much of centrist position as the 

one taken by the Conservative government prior to its conversion to Protectionism.890  

 The essentially conservative nature of their programme, and the support of some 

Conservatives and the abstention of others, meant that the Liberals were also able to achieve 

creditable results that did not result in victory.891 In Manchester Hulme, the Liberal candidate 

came a close second in a three-way contest, and was only a mere 1.6 per cent of the poll 

behind the victorious Conservative. In Bromley, the Liberal finished second, only 883 votes 

behind the winning candidate, having secured 41.9 per cent of the poll in a three-cornered 

fight. Given the close nature of the Bromley result, the local press speculated that under a 

proportional electoral system, only a bare majority of the Labour candidate’s second 

preferences would have been necessary to provide victory for the Liberal.892 This raises an 

important point, as a statistical analysis of the voting figures shows that under a strictly 

proportional system the Liberals’ 29.7 per cent of the vote would have yielded 183 seats (they 

won 158), the Conservatives’ 38% would have provided 234 (they won 258), and Labour’s 

30.7% would have secured 189 (they secured 191).  

The effect of the electoral system can be identified in the Midlands as well. There 

were 55 Liberal candidates for the 76 available seats in the Midlands, a noticeably higher 

number compared to the two previous elections. Yet the Liberals were only able to defend six 

of their seats and win eight others, whilst losing seven seats, so there was a net gain of only 
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one in this election. With fourteen seats in the Midlands, they were clearly behind the 

Conservative and Labour Parties, who had 38 and 23 seats respectively. However, in terms of 

votes cast, the Liberals were a well-placed second with 502,124 votes, in front of Labour’s 

414,965 and behind the Conservatives’ 566,464. Under a directly proportional system, the 

Liberals could have expected to win 26 seats, the Conservatives 29 and Labour 21. Not 

surprisingly given the disparity between votes cast and seats won, the Executive of the MLF 

wanted Liberal leaders to pursue electoral reform after the election. However, it must be 

stressed that in the Midlands, the main beneficiary of the 1923 general election was the 

Labour Party, which increased the seats that it held from 17 to 23.893 

Whilst the focus on Free Trade was appropriate for this election, its passionate and 

articulate defence masked deficiencies in every other policy area, with the important 

exception of foreign policy and the League of Nations. As noted above, this approach brought 

the Liberals some success against the Conservatives, but by no means universally so. In 

Westmorland, the Liberals were ‘up in the air’ according to one Liberal, as they were finding 

it difficult to find a candidate. One member of the selection committee noted that one of the 

reasons for this was ‘some of the possible candidates did not like the prospect of having to 

work so wide a constituency at such short notice’.894 So, for the third general election in a 

row the Liberals did not field a candidate in Westmorland, providing the Conservatives with 

another unopposed return.895 Similarly, in Faversham the Liberals did not nominate a 

candidate, leaving the Labour Party candidate the only alternative to the Conservative MP for 

the third general election in succession. In these two instances most clearly of all, the Liberal 

drift of 1919-1922 and the delayed reunion of 1922-1923 came home to roost in the 1923 

general election. 

Nonetheless, most Liberal success came at the expense of the Conservatives. 

Understandably, the Home Counties LF were satisfied with the 1923 general election results, 

as ‘only once in the history of our Federation, in the flood tide of 1906,  have more Liberal 

members being returned in our area’.896 Cook has stressed ‘in rural and residential England 

votes were won from both Conservative and Labour’.897 However, the contests against 

Labour candidates were far less successful for the Liberals. The Liberals came second in 

three-cornered contests in Leicester West and Walthamstow West, both behind the victorious 
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Labour candidate. In Coventry, Leicester East and Walthamstow East the Liberal finished 

bottom of the poll. However, the worst position of all in terms of the case-study 

constituencies was in the Ardwick, Clayton, Gorton and Platting divisions of Manchester, 

because these Labour strongholds were not even contested by the Liberals. 

It has been noted that in 1923, the Liberal campaign ‘was noticeably lacking in 

constructive and detailed radical proposals’.898 This and the previous chapter noted an 

absence of such policies in 1919-1922, so it unsurprising that this was not resolved in a 

surprise general election with little time to unify the elites and prepare for an election. The 

bland nature of non-Free Trade appeals in the election is served by an example from 

Bromley, where the candidate stated: ‘the united Liberal Party were not going to promise 

them any magic remedy’. He added ‘unemployment would only be cured by the peace and 

cooperation of the nations of the world’, and it seems that the only practical solution that they 

were offering were ‘permanent tribunals to see that the people were not exploited by high 

prices’.899  

 Some lingering Liberal-Labour co-operation may have survived in several 

constituencies, and this may in part explain some of the straight fights (as in Manchester) 

between either a Liberal or a Labour candidate against a Conservative. The Liberal candidate 

in Bromley was still making positive noises regarding cooperation with Labour stating that ‘a 

great deal’ could be done by working together, and that ‘if they looked at the two manifestos 

they would see that there were many points on which they agreed’, except the Capital 

Levy.900 This might have been a ploy to attract Labour votes, but it highlighted the potential 

for co-operation from the Liberal perspective, particularly under a different electoral system. 

However, the Labour candidate disagreed and said that if the Liberals believed they were so 

similar why had the Liberals contested the seat in 1922 general election, after not doing so in 

the 1919 by-election; an example of how the Party’s drift 1919-1922 affected their later 

prospects.901 The Capital Levy was targeted by Liberals when Labour was their main rival in 

the constituency, which would hardly be conducive to co-operation between the two.902 

However, a minority of Liberals were successful in urban constituencies against Labour, and 

the results in Walsall and Chesterfield highlight the importance of the personal standing 
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which results in more votes.903 The Conservative candidate in Chesterfield farmed 300 acres 

and was ‘an expert shorthorn breeder’, but he was not the most suitable candidate to 

challenge Kenyon’s popularity in a mainly coal-mining and working-class constituency like 

Chesterfield.904  

 Hutchinson’s study of Scottish politics suggests that in the 1923 general election ‘the 

Liberals were by no means a spent force’, and the case-study constituencies support that 

view, particularly in more rural or middle-class constituencies.905 However, even though the 

Liberal Party had improved its position since 1922, it was the Labour Party which gained the 

most from the unexpected general election in 1923. The electoral arithmetic meant that the 

increase in MPs and the spur to reunion at all levels of the Party coincided with a challenging 

political situation for Liberals, as the formation of the first Labour government presented an 

alternative centre-left to the electorate. In part, the Liberal Party’s own inertia since 1918 

contributed to the Labour Party being able to form its first government in January 1924. 

 

V) The Liberal Party and the First Labour Government, 1924 

 

It has been asserted that ‘the most serious Liberal mistake’ may have been to install the 

Labour government in January 1924.906 However, this argument overestimates Asquith’s 

scope for manoeuvre.907 The Liberal rank and file seemed broadly understanding and 

accepting of the decisions that their leadership took in giving the Labour Party the chance to 

govern. The Executive of the MLF, immediately after the 1923 general election, felt that if 

Labour was to be asked to form a government, the Liberals ‘should give friendly support as 

long as the policy pursued was in accordance with Liberal views’.908 After the Labour 

government took office, the Executive of the MLF ‘heartily’ endorsed Asquith ejecting ‘from 

office the incompetent and reactionary government’ of Baldwin, and ‘in giving fair play to 

the Labour Party to form a government according to constitutional practice’. They also hoped 

that ‘the Liberal Party in the House of Commons, while retaining complete freedom, may be 

able to co-operate with the government in the furtherance of Liberal principles both at home 

and abroad’.909 The LCNWLF also passed a resolution praising Asquith for his ‘wise and 
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courageous leadership’.910 The Executive of the Harborough LA agreed with Asquith’s policy 

of giving the Labour Party a chance to govern as a minority government. They seemed 

particularly glad that there was no return to coalition, declaring that ‘it was only in the full 

exercise and enjoyment of freedom and independence that the Liberal Party’ would be able to 

‘advance the cause of Liberalism and maintain an efficient organisation for the purpose of 

giving effort to Liberal principle in future legislation’.911 The theme of Liberal independence 

was not confined to the Midlands. At the AGM of the Home Counties LF, a resolution from 

the Gillingham LA urged ‘the vital necessity’ of a ‘progressive programme’ that ‘will 

endeavour to stress, rather than attempt to smooth over, the fundamental differences, in 

Economic Principles, Ideals and Methods of attainment, which create an unbridgeable gulf 

between the Socialistic Labour Party and the Individualistic Liberal Party on the other’. The 

resolution also urged the party to ‘retain its absolute independence, and to refuse to enter into 

any alliance with either of its opponents’, but instead to ‘support impartially any government, 

whether Labour or Conservative, which is prepared to carry out Liberal principles’.912 

Although, after discussion the ‘resolution was by leave withdrawn’, it still provides an insight 

into what some of the grass-roots were thinking at this important time.913 The Liberal 

candidate for Southend observed that as the Labour Party had come second to the defeated 

Conservatives, Asquith had displayed ‘statesmanship’ in giving the Labour Party the chance 

to form a government.914 However, as Bentley has noted, ‘in one fell swoop’ the Liberal 

Party had ‘branded itself indelibly as the party which put in the socialists’.915  

 

VI) Liberal reorganisation after the formation of the first Labour government 

 

After the 1923 general election, and with the advent of a Labour Government, it was vitally 

important that the Liberal Party reorganise as soon as possible. This would be important both 

to ‘consolidate’ the gains made in 1923 and to attempt to reclaim their pre-war position. 916 

There is evidence that some associations made progress in this direction, but it was by no 

means smooth sailing. The Coventry LA demonstrates both good and bad practice. By the 
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end of January 1924, they had appointed a sub-committee to discuss reorganisation and the 

appointment of a full-time secretary, an important and worthwhile step given how close the 

1923 contest had been.917 However, attempts to improve the organisation were not aided 

when the agent resigned in May 1924.918 Later in the year, the LA planned a fete for 

September 1924 – the first time since the war that they had tried to organise an event of this 

nature.919 

Some Liberal associations adopted candidates early in the Parliament. By the end of 

March 1924, nine Liberal candidates had been selected in the Midlands, and the number had 

increased to a total of eighteen by the summer.920 There is evidence from the case-study 

constituencies in all three regions that candidates were being selected ahead of the 1924 

general election.921 In Chester, a ‘lady’ was to be appointed on £130 a year to organise, speak 

and collect subscriptions.922  Such appointments made propaganda easier to undertake and to 

take part in the ‘Great Liberal Campaign’, specifically ‘to answer against Conservative and 

Labour Party calls that the Liberal Party was down and out’. To this end, in the Midlands, 

365 meetings were planned, with the further aim of holding 600 by the end of July.923 In fact, 

by 18 July it was claimed that 592 meetings had been held – an impressive achievement.924 

New members were still joining the East Walthamstow Junior Liberals, and the whole picture 

is of East Walthamstow being an active organisation.925 A month after the 1923 general 

election, the Liberal Party was active in Southend, where the prospective candidate attended a 

meeting at a Congressional Church Hall with ‘a full attendance’, a very useful exercise 

considering how close the Liberals had come to winning Southend in 1923.926  

Of course, it is important not to over-state the activity and vibrancy of Liberal 

organisations in this period. The Walsall reorganisation discussed after the 1922 general 

election was only completed immediately before the 1924 general election, with the revision 

of the rules of the association.927 However, changing the institutional framework was not the 

most important task for an association – active canvassing and an electoral strategy were 
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what was most needed. Even though the Chesterfield Women’s LA also became active again 

in January 1924 (after not having met since 20 October 1921), the organisation did not 

remain as active as a political party would want, as after 17 June 1924 there is no recorded 

meeting until 17 April 1925 – ten months later. 928  The Chesterfield Young Liberals were 

quiet during the period of the first Labour government. In Southend, it was reported that there 

had been ‘no success’ with the local Liberal magazine.929 Also in Southend, one member of 

the Pier and Thorpe Ward ‘regretted the slackness of Liberals in his ward’, lamenting that it 

was hard to get members to attend meetings or find enough helpers to cover the district.930 

Those constituencies without a candidate found it ‘almost impossible to work up enthusiasm 

in the villages without a candidate’.931 At a conference in Lancashire, it was noted that 

‘younger people’ should be attracted to Liberalism ‘and that without active propaganda this 

could not be done’, an implicit criticism that not enough was being done in this direction. 

Liberals also lost the advantage of having Nonconformist support against their political 

opponents, as it was noted ‘in more than one constituency Nonconformist ministers were 

reluctant to take sides’. Perhaps even more worryingly for the Liberals, it was noted at the 

same conference that ‘Nonconformity in places had been drifting towards Labour’.932 Some 

of the Liberal elite were preoccupied with divisions within the party (such as between Lord 

Gladstone and Lloyd George over the latter’s political fund). Gladstone argued that ‘[t]he 

absolutely essential thing is the fixing of candidates. This cannot be done without a firm 

financial guarantee.’933 The latter assertion is debatable, but some aspects of recruitment 

would have been aided by financial support. The intra-party fighting at the top of the party 

discouraged those at the grass-roots who wanted to do more. 

Even when the will was there, the financial position of the party at the local level 

hindered progress. An examination of Southend provides an insight into the financial 

precariousness of some associations. When the Home Counties LF suggested a week of open 

air meetings in connection with the Great Liberal Campaign, the Southend association replied 

that they would be happy to support speakers but could not pay for this.934 By March 1924, 

the position in Southend was so dire that the Association disconnected the telephone line and 

planned to sack the agent. However, it should be pointed out that in the very same meeting at 

                                                           
928 Chesterfield Women’s LA, CM, 14 January 1924. 
929 Southend LA, Exec., 14 January 1924. 
930 Ibid., 2 May 1924. 
931 South Westmorland Women’s LA, 23 August 1924. 
932 LCNWLF, Atherton Conference, 17 May 1924. 
933 H. H. Asquith papers, letter’s from Lord Gladstone to Asquith, MS 34. 
934 Southend LA, Exec., 21 July 1924. 



167 
 

which they were contemplating such drastic cuts, they planned to have 250 posters, 10,000 

handbills and two small adverts in the local press in order to advertise a public meeting.935 A 

month later they discussed whether they could afford to retain the Secretary; they decided to 

do so, but only on a month-by-month basis. The LA had 546 subscribers providing £132, 

which is not a large sum considering the number of subscribers.936 Southend was not the only 

Liberal organisation to incur debts after the battle over Free Trade in 1923. After the 1923 

general election, the West Walthamstow LA had a deficit of £92.937 The Liberal candidate for 

Walthamstow West had a wealthy friend who was willing to fund the running of a local 

Liberal paper, suggesting that even in the early 1920s, Liberals still had access to a fair 

amount of individual wealth on occasion.938 The LCNWLF had an overdraft of £1586, but an 

annual income of only £700.939 The Manchester LF had a debt of £2000 in July 1924.940 By 

the end of the financial year this deficit was £3098, the 1924 general election having 

increased expenditure to Associations and Federations who were already in debt.941 

Campbell’s point that the Liberal Party was ‘exceedingly impoverished’ certainly extends to 

the grass-roots, but after two general elections in two years this would be expected.942  

 

 

 

 

VII) Liberal Policies during the Labour Government, 1924 

 

The Liberal Party should have developed a programme during the period when the Labour 

government was in office, as it was not expected to last and another general election would 

soon be forthcoming. This is especially the case as the Liberals would not be able to rely on 

the appeal of Free Trade. This is because the Conservative Party dropped the policy of 

Protectionism and because the Labour Party demonstrated themselves to be a friend of Free 

Trade while in office. Labour’s support for Free Trade impressed life-long Liberals: the 

Executive of the MLF endorsed a resolution praising the Labour government’s decision to 
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end the McKenna Duties from August 1924.943 Worley has suggested that Snowden’s 

‘moderation may have done much to convince many Liberals that Labour was now the 

standard bearer of its treasured ideals’, and there is some evidence for this.944 Labour’s very 

support for Liberal principles became a serious predicament for the Liberal Party. If Liberal 

officers were satisfied then it is possible that Liberal voters were also impressed with the 

progressive policies of Labour in power. If so, they would then be able to vote Labour whilst 

still remaining liberal. Unsurprisingly, so soon after the Free Trade election of 1923, Free 

Trade remained popular amongst Liberals. 945 

There was a shift in direction regarding the Liberal Party’s position over electoral 

reform at the regional level. The Secretary of the MLF was instructed to write to each of the 

Liberal Associations in the area, ‘asking them to appeal to their own members’ to support 

Proportional Representation as against both the Alternative Vote and the Second Ballot.946 

Similarly, the LCNWLF passed a resolution in favour of proportional representation.947 

However, the shift solely in favour of Proportional Representation was not unanimous; the 

Harborough LA passed a resolution in support of the Alternative vote as against Proportional 

Representation.948 

There are also a number of resolutions that were passed in one of the case-study 

constituencies which reflected elements of Liberal thinking. The Hoe Street Ward LA sent a 

resolution both to Asquith and to Ramsay MacDonald (as Prime Minister), stating that 

instead of extra cruisers being built, ‘if any extra money is to be spent on armaments it should 

be spent on aircraft and air defence’.949 There is evidence of mixed views on the Russian 

Treaty at the grass-roots. The LCNWLF felt that ‘without expressing any definite opinion as 

to the merits or otherwise of the Russian Treaty’, it was ‘desirable that the rank and file of the 

Party should be informed and consulted before the Party is irrevocably committed against a 

rapprochement with Russia’.950 While the Executive of the MLF approved ‘recognition of the 

Russian Soviet Government’ and the attempt to create trading relations, they ‘strongly’ 

protested against the treaty as they felt it would not guarantee any tangible results.951 This 
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suggests that the MLF would have supported the Liberal Party in the House of Commons if 

they had withdrawn their support for the Labour government over this issue. 

Turning to domestic policy, a Liberal conference in Lancashire noted ‘that generalities 

are not wanted, but forceful utterance of Liberal principles as applied to present day 

problems’ and it was added that a ‘strong lead was essential’.952 However, the only example 

of specifics comes from the Manchester LF, who passed a resolution stating that they were 

‘convinced that lack of economic security is one of the main contributory causes of 

dissatisfaction with our social system’, and therefore any future Liberal social legislation 

‘should be to establish security of livelihood’. They outlined that the existing National 

Insurance Acts should be extended to provide ‘A more comprehensive and generous scheme 

of Unemployment Insurance’ along with ‘the establishment of National Health Insurance on a 

family basis’.953 When examining the Liberal intelligentsia’s response to socialism, Bentley 

noted that they realised that the Liberals needed ‘something progressive’ to say. 954 It seems 

that the Liberal grass-roots recognised this as well. However, the period of the first Labour 

government was another period of missed opportunity for the Liberals. They neglected social 

and economic policy and their efforts towards reorganisation were patchy. This was no 

platform on which to fight the next general election, but these were internal weaknesses and 

so the Liberal Party bears responsibility for contributing to its own downfall. 

 

 

VIII) Municipal election results, 1923-1924 

 

The Liberal drift and decay since 1918 is also evident in the municipal elections of 1923-

1924. The results for the case-study constituencies show two distinct trends, the first of which 

was towards anti-Socialist pacts with the Conservatives or other anti-Labour groups. 

  

Table 5.1: Municipal election results for Walthamstow, 1923-1924 

 
Year Liberal Conservative Labour Independent 

 Contested Won Contested Won Contested Won Contested Won 

1923 0 0 0 0 13 8 14 5 

1924 0 0 0 0 11 6 11 5 
Source: Compiled from Walthamstow, Leyton and Chingford Guardian, 30 March 1923 and 11 April 1924. 
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In Walthamstow, it is quite clear that the Independents were an anti-Socialist grouping, as 

they only contested seats against the Labour Party. 955 The Liberal Party almost certainly had 

a positive relationship with the Walthamstow Ratepayers’ and Tenants’ Federation: they 

contacted the Northern Ward LA ‘with a view to a mutual agreement’ on the candidates for 

the local council elections, and the Liberals agreed to send a deputation to discuss this. 956 The 

readiness of Liberals to enter into municipal pacts must be in part due to weaknesses in their 

organisation and policy, as noted earlier in the chapter. The limited number of contests for 

Bromley, and the absence of any contests in Beckenham, Harborough, Kendal and Penge, 

reflects the anti-party feeling which remained in local government politics in this period. The 

Chesterfield and Southend results are recorded in the local press on a non-party basis, and so 

cannot be used to determine party strength during this period. 

 The second set of results highlight another trend, where the Liberals retained the 

ability to win representation at the local level. 

 

Table 5.2: Municipal election results for Blackpool, 1923-1924 

 
Year Liberal Conservative Labour Independent 

 Contested Won Contested Won Contested Won Contested Won 

1923 4 4 7 2 1 0 2 1 

1924 4 2 8 5 0 0 6 2 
Source: Compiled from S. Davies and B. Morley (eds.), County Borough Elections in England and Wales, 

1919-1938: A Comparative Analysis: Volume One: Barnsley-Bournemouth (Aldershot, 1998), pp. 428-460. 

 

Table 5.3: Municipal election results for Chester, 1923-1924 

 
Year Liberal Conservative Labour Independent 

 Contested Won Contested Won Contested Won Contested Won 

1923 3 1 3 3 3 2 0 0 

1924 4 3 3 3 3 0 0 0 
Source: Compiled from Cheshire Observer, 3 November 1923 and 8 November 1924. 

 

Table 5.4: Municipal election results for Coventry, 1923-1924 

 
Year Liberal Conservative Labour Independent 

 Contested Won Contested Won Contested Won Contested Won 

1923 7 6 5 4 12 2 2 0 

1924 5 5 7 5 10 0 0 0 
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Source: Compiled from Davies and Morley, County Borough Elections: Vol. 3, pp. 63-135. 

 

Table 5.5: Municipal election results for Darwen, 1924 

 
Year Liberal Conservative Labour Independent 

 Contested Won Contested Won Contested Won Contested Won 

1924 1 1 4 2 2 0 1 1 
Source: Compiled from Darwen News, 27 October 1923 and 5 November 1924. 

 
 

Table 5.6: Municipal election results for Manchester, 1923-1924 
 

Year Liberal Conservative Labour Independent 

 Contested Won Contested Won Contested Won Contested Won 

1923 13 4 26 14 18 8 2 0 

1924 12 6 22 11 18 7 6 1 
Source: Compiled from Manchester Guardian, 2 November 1923 and 3 November 1924. 

 
 

Whilst far from having a perfect record, the Liberals evidently retained some ability to beat 

either Labour or Conservative candidates in a straight fight, and sometimes even in three-way 

contests. The above results challenge Cook’s conclusion that by mid-1923 in the major cities 

of England the Liberals lacked ‘vitality, youth, policy or purpose’.957 The Liberals were able 

to hold their own in a core of wards, and in these areas Liberalism remain a potent force. In 

Darwen, at a meeting of the West Central Ward, one member noted that ‘although he did not 

think we should be called upon to fight’ the municipal election in 1923, they were ‘quite 

ready with a candidate’.958 This suggests that even when the Liberals did not contest a seat, it 

was not necessarily because their organisation was derelict or the party’s cause entirely 

hopeless. Sir Benjamin Johnson, chairman of the LCNWLF, wrote to Maclean that ‘the 

outcry about defective organisation is sheer rubbish’. Instead, he argued that ‘The Party was 

victim – the predestined victim – of the circumstances of the time and its own blunders, and 

no organisation in the world can save us.’959 This comment to Maclean is important because 

it reiterates that the fortunes of local Liberalism were largely dependent on national politics, 

and the Liberals at the grass-roots cannot be blamed for the circumstances and blunders that 

their superiors made. The above are only a selection of results from the case-study 

constituencies, and the success of the Liberal Party at the grass-roots should not be 

exaggerated. Clearly, the Liberal Party was not the most dominant political party in local 
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politics in Britain in the 1920s. Nonetheless, during this period the party clearly retained 

pockets of substantial support.  

The social side of political organisation remains very much apparent between 1923 

and 1924, and highlights pockets of Liberal activity and support at the local level. Southend 

was not a traditional Liberal constituency, but it had a particularly lively social side: at the 

start of January 1923, it was recorded that ‘a very successful social was held’, whilst in the 

summer of 1923 Miss Savage held a whist drive on her lawn.960 Day trips were also 

organised, and a ‘Ladies Working Party’ held at the Southend Liberal Club every Monday 

from 3 p.m. to 8 p.m.961 Social activities to raise money remained a matter of course for some 

associations, and the East and West Walthamstow LAs held a children’s fete, sales of work 

and jumble sales to raise revenue.962 The Darwen Women’s LA ran sewing classes, and made 

a profit of £22 from an ‘American Tea’.963 At the Annual Social of the Trinity and St. 

Oswalds Women’s LA ‘about 100 members were present’, where twelve hands of whist were 

played before a musical programme.964 Whether this would attract younger members is a 

valid point that was raised by contemporaries.965 The South Westmorland Women’s LA held 

a social gathering and had a musical programme and ‘three young ladies … caused much 

amusement with a sketch called Gooseberry Court’.966 More constructively, the Young 

Liberals provided the chance for young people to gain practise in public speaking; in 

Chesterfield, one member requested ‘that the apportioning of speakers be more carefully 

dealt with’ for future meetings, ‘in order to help the younger speakers to gain confidence and 

experience’.967 It is evident that there remained potential at the grass-roots of the Liberal 

Party with some adherents as committed as ever. However, they were let down by the tardy 

reunion with the National Liberals in 1923 and the lack of policy development during this 

period. 
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IX) Disaster: the general election of 1924 

 

 

The 1924 general election came about due to the Conservative Party supporting the Liberal 

amendment instead of their own motion in the debate on the Campbell case, and the Labour 

Prime Minister choosing this moment as the most favourable for the dissolution of 

Parliament.968 Anti-Communist rhetoric was common in the 1924 general election, and the 

evidence suggests that this was to the detriment of the Liberal Party as well as the Labour 

Party. The Manchester Exchange Division LA summed up the election when they recorded 

that ‘the year 1924 will be long remembered as the most disastrous to the fortunes of the 

Liberal Party’. They felt that the election began on the ‘loan to Russia’ issue, but then 

developed into ‘the danger of socialism’, which ‘swept the Liberal Party very nearly out of 

existence’.969 In Coventry, as elsewhere, the Conservatives stated they were ‘the only party 

which has stood aloof from this conspiracy against England, to see that, as this combination 

sinks in the bog of communism, they do not carry with them the British Empire.’970 As the 

Liberals had tacitly supported the Labour government for the past ten months, they would be 

easily associated with any such conspiracy in the minds of the electorate. The result was that 

the Conservative candidate ousted the sitting Labour MP, whilst the Liberal finished bottom 

of the poll, 10,000 votes behind the Tory. The victorious Conservative candidate in 

Blackpool felt that he won ‘because Blackpool, like the rest of the country, is firmly 

determined to have nothing to do with Socialism’.971 After the result was declared, the 

successful Conservative candidate in Darwen similarly said ‘We have dealt a blow to 

Socialism, and also to those who would show an affectionate relationship towards 

socialism.’972 Here the defeated Liberal candidate noted that the ‘Anti-Socialist cry’ was 

responsible for poor Liberal performances in triangular contests.973 Sir Hamar Greenwood, a 

former Liberal who took the Conservative Whip after being elected as a Constitutionalist in 

Walthamstow East in 1924, argued that ‘the menace of Socialism was a new menace in the 

history of our great and beloved country that fundamentally affected the old party lines’.974 In 
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the words of the Manchester Guardian, the consequence was that the Liberals were having to 

argue against the idea that the Conservative Party were ‘firemen needed to put out the flames 

of revolution’ and that the Liberals were ‘keeping the real firemen from the pumps’.975  

 Although the anti-Socialist cry was a very important factor in the Conservative 

victory and the poor results for the Liberals, there were other factors that contributed to their 

dismal performance. Some were unpredictable, as in Walsall where the Liberals lost the 

advantage of having the local candidate, due to the eleventh-hour Conservative candidate 

being ‘a very popular local sportsman’.976 The Conservatives attacked the supposed 

instability of a three-party system, with the chairman of a meeting in Walsall claiming that 

there was the possibility of ‘elections every six or eight months’, which would be ‘ruinous to 

the trade and commerce of the country’. The position of the Liberals in this election, in 

between the Conservatives and Labour, did not negate that Conservative attack. Councillor 

Leckie, speaking on behalf of the unwell Liberal candidate, said that the Liberals were 

prepared ‘to support the Labour government in a truly progressive policy, but not socialistic’ 

– but was such a difference tangible to the electorate?977 This difficulty can be seen in a 

speech given by Liberal Councillor John Gardener in Coventry, who stated that ‘Liberals 

stood for a progressive, yet safe, policy’ – but did not Baldwin’s ‘New Conservatism’ provide 

this? 978 

Kenyon was able to avoid the Liberal massacre in 1924 due to his own personal 

popularity. It seems that the local Conservatives did not nominate a candidate because of the 

weakness of their own position and desire not to split the anti-Labour vote, and not because 

of any pact with the Liberals. When approached by the Conservatives, Kenyon had told them 

that he would stand as a Liberal ‘without qualification or pledge’ and that even ‘if he did not 

get their votes, he would have commanded their respect’.979 Indeed, the defeated Labour 

candidate in Chesterfield felt that he lost because of ‘Kenyon’s well-deserved popularity’, 

and asserted that if it had been a choice between Labour and Liberal principles, Labour would 

have won.980 Even though Kenyon only faced a straight fight against Labour, the Liberals 

stressed the need ‘for work and the possibility of indifference hurting our cause’.981 However, 

the Chesterfield League of Young Liberals stated that they did not take an official part in this 
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election, although their individual members were at the disposal of the agent to use as he 

thought best. Worryingly for the Liberal Party, they claimed that ‘had it not been for Young 

Liberal Speakers the Liberal Party would have had very little platform at all.’982 This suggests 

a declining pool of willing and able orators, which is not necessarily surprising given the 

polarisation of politics that was developing with increasing momentum in the early 1920s. 

One crucial reason for the heavy Liberal defeat nationally was outlined by the 

Secretary of the MLF. He pointed out that ‘many difficulties’ had prevented the Liberals 

from finding candidates for constituencies during the year before the 1924 election. He 

argued that this was ‘lamentable’ and meant that ‘the Liberal Party was practically defeated 

before the first shot was fired, owing to the paucity of candidates to carry the flag’. It was 

only ‘after great exertions’ that they were able to find 40 candidates, some at the last minute, 

to fight in the Midlands.983 Evidence for the truthfulness of the Secretary’s report can be 

found in Coventry, where the Conservative candidate seemed delighted to point out that the 

Liberal Party could not achieve power as they had nominated too few candidates, yet they 

still hoped ‘to bribe one party or coerce the other’.984 The LCNWLF recorded that the 

Liberals only held five seats in the region after the 1924 general election, having lost 21 and 

having run no candidate in a further 41.985 One of the latter was Westmorland, where no 

Liberal candidate was nominated for the fourth general election in a row. In the Westmorland 

Gazette there were a couple of letters, one from ‘Common-Sense Liberals’ and one ‘A Life-

Long Liberal’ both subtly encouraging Liberals to vote ‘constitutionally’; that is, 

Conservative.986 Even without the immense disadvantage of running too few candidates, the 

polarisation of politics and the return to the two-party system had been overwhelming. The 

Secretary of the MLF stated that ‘even where there was a Liberal candidate’, news had 

reached him that ‘the Liberals in this area, as elsewhere, actually cast their vote for the Tory 

candidate as providing the best reply to the socialist appeal’.987  

In 1924, the Liberal Party was still able to expend considerable resources in 

supporting its candidates. The nominee in Coventry received £800 (£200 less than the year 

before), the candidate in Darwen £250 (£50 down on the year before), and the Blackpool 

candidate £500 (exactly the same as the year before).988 However, this had little effect against 
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‘the deadly effect [of] the present electoral system [as it] works against the Liberal Party’.989 

In the Midlands, the total Liberal poll in the 40 seats which they contested was 341,097, with 

a paltry three seats to show for it. On the other hand, the Conservative Party, who had nearly 

three times the Liberal vote with 993,193 votes from all the seats they contested, was 

rewarded with 53 seats; this was 19,863 votes per seat, compared to 113,699 for each Liberal 

elected. The Labour Party was less disadvantaged by the electoral system, polling 771,948 

votes from all the seats they contested and winning 20 seats, at a ratio of 38,597 votes per 

seat. If the 2,106,238 votes cast for the three parties in the Midlands had been divided 

proportionately, then each party would have approximately the following number of seats: 

Liberals, 12; Conservatives, 36; and Labour, 28. Of course, if there had been a different 

electoral system, the question arises of whether the Liberals might have fielded more 

candidates and subsequently polled more, or if voters might have felt that voting Liberal 

would not be a wasted vote. The Secretary of the MLF further pointed out that even if the 

Liberals had polled the same number of votes as the Conservatives, they would only have 

won 18 seats. The conclusion was that three-cornered fights had ‘not hurt the Tory Party’, but 

had struck ‘a deadly blow at the Liberal and Labour Parties’.990 The defeated Liberal 

candidate for Darwen suggested that his result, where he was less than 1,000 votes behind the 

victorious Conservative candidate, ‘showed the unfairness of the present electoral system’, as 

in one-member constituencies the top of the poll takes all.991 

The weather was cited by the Liberals as an additional cause of their heavy defeat.992 

However, there was another factor over which the party had more control. The lost periods of 

opportunity since 1918 outlined in chapter four and in this chapter led to a policy vacuum. A 

resolution proposed by the Executive of the MLF blamed the defeat in 1924 on the lack of 

detailed and coherent policy. They called for:  

 

the clear cut definition and consistent advocacy by our leaders of a radical fighting 

programme, dealing with Housing, Unemployment and National Development, 

Industrial Policy, Social Insurance, Rating and Land Reform, Education, Proportional 

Representation, Disarmament, the maintenance of Free Trade, and Temperance, based 

on the resolutions approved by the Party through the medium of the National Liberal 

Federation Council.993 
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Their Labour and Conservative opponents exploited the lack of clear and definitive Liberal 

policies. The Conservative candidate for Chester said that if he happened to be on the same 

platform as the Liberal candidate, ‘he proposed not merely to deal with the Russian question 

but with the whole question of unemployment and [the Liberal] party’s utter lack of policy in 

dealing with that question’.994 The one practical policy which the Liberal Party had, based on 

the Liberal Coal and Power report, was portrayed as a more reasonable policy than Labour’s 

proposed nationalisation of the mines.995 However, apart from this, the mantra of ‘Peace, 

Retrenchment and Reform’ was still prevalent.996 This old slogan may have been highlighted 

because those principles represented the views of active Liberals. In Beckenham, one Liberal 

proposed a resolution in support of the candidate ‘because he was a standard bearer of the 

Liberalism of Gladstone, Bright, Harcourt and Campbell-Bannerman’.997 The Liberal Party 

still tried to portray itself as standing ‘for the good of the community as a whole – without the 

distinction between class or party’.998 

The vague Liberal position during this election allowed the continued polarisation of 

the electorate between Labour and Conservative.999 In South-East Essex, Alderman Brooks, a 

former President of the LA for that constituency, advocated voting Conservative because he 

did not like the Socialism of the Labour Party.1000 A speaker at one Conservative meeting 

urged voters not to vote Liberal, as after the election he expected that the Parliamentary 

Liberal Party to be so few that they could be brought to the House of Commons in a single 

charabanc.1001 Voting Liberal was portrayed as a wasted vote, and there is evidence of the 

party being caught in the third-party trap of the electoral system. The Cheshire Chronicle 

reported that ‘timid Liberals vote Conservative’.1002 On the other hand, the Labour candidate 

at Southend appealed to Liberals as ‘there was definite movement in the Liberal ranks 

towards Labour’, and as evidence of this he had on his platform Charles Pilley, who had 

stood as a Liberal candidate at the last election and ‘now he had thrown in his lot with 

Labour’.1003 It is also telling that the Labour candidate for Bromley, H. J. Wallington, had 
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previously been active in Liberal politics before joining the Labour Party after the First 

World War.1004 

The Liberal MP in Darwen spent much of the early part of the campaign discussing 

the Campbell prosecution and the Russian Treaty. He claimed that ‘there was not a trade 

union in this country which would send money to Russia at this present time’, and argued that 

trade could instead be promoted ‘by loaning it to countries whose ideals of commercial 

morality were the same as ourselves, or lend it to our colonies’.1005 The Liberal candidate for 

Bromley felt that the Labour Party had ‘rushed the election in order to avoid a full discussion 

on the Russian Treaty’.1006 The Chapel End LA sent a resolution protesting against the loan to 

Russia as they felt that money could be used to correct the ‘unemployment and shortage of 

houses’ at home rather than abroad.1007 However, not all Liberals supported this line; the 

chairman of a Liberal meeting in Chester felt that the Liberals had a very sound manifesto 

‘which he accepted from A to Z’, but he had ‘one slight difference, and that was in 

connection with the Russian question’, as ‘they could not afford to ignore a great nation such 

as Russia’.1008 

During the campaign, Liberals uttered supportive remarks about the record of the 

Labour government which put the Liberal party in a difficult strategic position. For example, 

the chairman of a Liberal meeting in Darwen admitted that ‘the Labour Party did two good 

things’, namely ‘the budget introduced by Mr. Snowden’ and its policy on reparation 

repayments.1009 The Liberal candidate for Blackpool went further still, defending the Labour 

Government by stating that ‘I think in many directions the late Labour Government showed 

full capacity to govern, and I strongly object to men such as Mr. Philip Snowden being 

described as Socialists and clowns’.1010 The historiography of this period has stressed that the 

first Labour Government established the Labour Party ‘as the main progressive party’ of 

British politics and demonstrated that they could ‘govern in a moderate and traditionally 

recognisable manner’.1011 Even Liberals themselves had recognised the latter during the 

course of the Labour government. However, there was no progressive unity in this election. 

In return for the Liberals’ supportive remarks, the Labour Party attacked the Liberals, taking 
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the line that ‘there is no essential difference’ between the Liberal and Conservative 

Parties.1012 In Southend, the Labour Party contested the seat for the first time because they 

claimed that after the government was formed ‘Asquith made an unfortunate speech in which 

he said the Liberal Party had placed the Labour Party in office and now they would feed out 

of the hands of the Liberal Party’. Unsurprisingly, they felt that ‘Labour was not going to 

feed out of the hands of either Party.’1013 

The Conservatives were happy to exploit Liberal divisions and to reinforce the 

narrative of Labour candidates that it was a straight choice between Conservative or Labour 

to form a government. The Conservative candidate at Southend attacked the Liberal Party for 

having been ‘a great Party’, so ‘great they had people in it of all opinions’, and so some had 

voted with the Conservatives and some with Labour.1014 This was borne out in the election: 

even though Labour lost the election, their share of the overall vote rose by 2.6 per cent, 

whilst the Liberal share of the vote slumped from 29.7 per cent to 17.8 per cent. The 1924 

general election was a disaster for the Liberals; with only 40 MPs and significantly behind 

the other two parties, the two-party system had been restored. However, unlike in the 

Edwardian period it was now the Liberal Party that was the third party in the system and not 

Labour. Whatever the respective merits of the Conservative and Labour parties between 1918 

and 1924 the Liberal Party’s own divisions and delays hindered their chances just as much as 

the strength of their opponents. The culmination of these self-inflicted wounds was the 

calamity of the 1924 general election. The findings in this and the previous chapter have 

challenged the thesis that Liberal decline was inevitable by highlighting the nature of these 

self-inflicted wounds and their consequences. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                           
1012 Beckenham Advertiser, 16 October 1924. 
1013 Southend Standard, 16 October 1924. 
1014 Ibid., 16 October 1924. 



180 
 

Chapter 6 

 

 Lloyd George Revival, 1924-1929 
 
 
 
 
 

The history of the Liberal Party from 1924 to 1929 divides into two halves. The first consists 

of the period from the general election in October 1924 until Lloyd George became the leader 

of the Party in October 1926. This is generally considered a time of drift, although some 

important activity was undertaken: The Land and the Nation (known as the Green Book) and 

Towns and the Land (known as the Brown Book) were published 9 October 1925 and 24 

November 1925 respectively, and the Million Pound Fund was launched.1015 Reaction to the 

Green and Brown Books and the fate of the Million Pound Fund have yet to be examined at 

the local level of the Party.1016  

 The second period, from the final split between Asquith and Lloyd George as a result 

of the General Strike to the outcome of the 1929 general election, saw the major attempt at 

Liberal revival under Lloyd George. Hitherto, the final rift between Asquith and Lloyd 

George has only been examined from a national perspective.1017 However, grass-roots 

opinion on the split will reveal the direction in which the Liberal Party was headed in 1926, 

and how the rank and file viewed the division between Asquith and Lloyd George. Once 

Lloyd George became the leader of the Liberal Party, there was a renewed sense of purpose 

and direction, as well as more funds for organisation and propaganda.1018 Several by-elections 

in this period had encouraging results, and Britain’s Industrial Future (known as the Yellow 

Book) was published. 1019 For these reasons, the party in these years has generally been seen 

in favourable light. However, the 1929 general election proved beyond reasonable doubt that 

the Liberal Party had become the third party in British politics, assailed on the left by Labour 

and on the right by the Conservatives. Unusually for a third party, the Liberals were the focus 
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of attention during the election, with the unemployment programme of the Yellow Book 

taking centre stage.  

 

I) Liberal reorganisation, 1924-1926 

 

After the disaster of the 1924 general election, the Liberals needed to reassess their party 

from top to bottom in order to try and maximise their potential for the future. One aspect of 

this was to review the organisation of the party. Consequently, a decision was taken to seek a 

£500,000 fighting fund in order to finance district federations, provide grants at general 

elections, aid the weakest constituencies, conduct national campaigns and maintain a 

competent headquarters staff.1020 At a Liberal convention held in January 1925, the target was 

raised to the more ambitious figure of one million pounds, and this became known as the 

Million Fund. Unsurprisingly, three elections in two years meant that some associations, such 

as Coventry LA, felt that they could not contribute any money to the national party.1021 It was 

recorded that in 1924 ‘only 70 members subscribed’ to the Coventry LA, which highlights 

how an increasing burden fell on a relatively small number in some localities.1022 The 

possibility of having ‘Liberal Stamps’ was discussed in Coventry, and it was thought that this 

would be ‘a very fine advertisement for Liberalism’; accordingly the Coventry LA tried to 

contribute to the Liberal Million Fighting Fund by ordering 10,000 stamps and 500 cards.1023 

However, it was later noted that ‘this Headquarters Scheme had not been popular’.1024 When 

discussing the Million Fund, one member of the Harborough Executive expressed his view 

that ‘if the Division pays its own expenses year by year without being dependent on the 

generosity of a prospective candidate or Member ... it was all that could be expected’.1025 The 

Darwen LA printed 10,000 circulars to be sent to those who had promised to vote Liberal at 

the 1924 general election, asking for a subscription varying from one to five shillings.1026 

This request was to cover grants totalling £750 to two Liberal Clubs and a Reform Club.1027 

The regional body was in a similar position: the LCNWLF requested more funds from 

constituencies in order to help clear their bank overdraft. They suggested that £10 a year 
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should be paid to the Federation, a substantial increase from two guineas. They also 

recommended that a regional fighting fund be created.1028 Whilst some progress was made 

with the Million Fund, it was certainly not an overwhelming success at the grass-roots. The 

Liberal Agent recorded that ‘it seems reasonable to assume that the Million Fund has not 

been overwhelmed with contributions since last May’ adding that it ‘must not die of 

inaction’, as it was ‘not healthy for a great Party to be financed by one man – or even by a 

group of wealthy men’.1029  

  At the same time, an enquiry was undertaken into the condition of the party by 

Asquith. The MLF was asked to meet representatives of the national party in Birmingham in 

order to express their views on its policy and organisation.1030 However, this was a lost 

opportunity for a really inclusive discussion because only five days notice was given and few 

deputations were able to attend. The recorded points of their discussion provides a bird’s eye 

view of the Liberal Party at the start of 1925.  Lack of finance was the most common 

complaint. The need for more candidates, more detailed policies and more unity at 

headquarters were also frequent criticisms. The women’s deputation stressed the need for 

more candidates who were ‘working men and women’, and ‘the need of women workers who 

know the lives of the poor – this is where Labour gets ahead of us’.1031 Similar criticisms 

were heard in the north-west; according to the Manchester Guardian, the following response 

was given at the meeting between the headquarters representatives and the north-western 

delegates: ‘There must be real unity; the party machine must be made genuinely democratic 

and freed from any arbitrary control by leaders or whips; Liberal candidates must fight 

everywhere; and there must be a national appeal for funds.’1032 At a ‘special and private’ 

meeting of Liberal Associations in the north-west held two months later, a further prime 

concern was the need for a Liberal programme, which indicates how the policy vacuum since 

the war was hurting the party’s prospects.1033 The Liberal grass-roots had identified where the 

party had made mistakes since 1918 and had informed the elite of these issues, but by 1924 it 

may have already been too late to recover their former position. 

Moreover, while some steps were made to improve Liberal organisation, there were 

also signs that in some respects it actually deteriorated after the 1924 general election. The 
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Walsall branch of the Young Liberals wanted the MLF to call ‘a meeting of leading Liberals 

to decide on leadership’, a particularly important point as Asquith had lost his seat in the 

election.1034 However, they decided to leave the matter open, and not to contact the MLF. 

This was most likely because the prevailing view at the Executive of the MLF was that they 

were glad that Asquith had the ‘dignity of an Earldom’, and they affirmed their ‘continued 

confidence’ in him.1035 After the election, the Leicester LF was disbanded, with the three 

constituencies preferring to work separately. The Executive of the MLF commented that this 

was to be ‘regretted’ and it was a weakness: instead of pooling resources, it could encourage 

an abdication of responsibility for the fortunes of Liberalism in the rest of the city.1036 By 

June 1927, the Executive of the MLF felt that their very limited staff had prevented them 

from achieving more in reorganisation, and had hindered their efforts as part of the national 

aim to get ‘at least 500 candidates selected’ by the end of July 1926.1037 

A motion was put to change the time and place where the LCNWLF met, as ‘we are 

now living in a democratic age’, with the aim to ‘encourage the assistance and enthusiasm of 

young people’, but it was withdrawn and the practice of a mid-day meeting on the second 

Friday every month was continued.1038 This decision inhibited wider social representation on 

the executive of the regional body, as it made it almost impossible for not only working-class 

men to attend, but also those in such lower middle-class occupations as office work and 

teaching. Similarly, women were not adequately represented in the midlands; in January 

1927, George Thorne, MP for Wolverhampton East, said that he ‘had recently discovered that 

women Liberals were rather grieved that they had no direct representation on the Council’ of 

the MLF - but the Executive committee took no action. 1039 

After the 1924 defeat, the Southend Liberals recognised that they needed to 

reorganise. They decided that a ‘corps of speakers’ should be arranged, with as far as possible 

each person specialising on a particular topic. They felt this was necessary so that ‘the public’ 

would ‘gradually obtain detailed acquaintance with Liberal proposals in place of the 

generalities and negative criticism of opponents so common now’.1040 There are signs that 

Liberal organisations began successfully to recruit new members during this period. After a 

social in a public hall in Beckenham, the Secretary read the names and addresses of 48 men 
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and women who had ‘signified their wish to join the association’.1041 By May, they had 

recorded that they had received 38 applications for membership, indicating that 

reorganisation was under way and that pockets of support for Liberalism survived.1042 In 

March 1925, the Walsall Young Liberals held a meeting to encourage people to join; between 

70 and 80 people attended, and they were able to sign up ‘about 40’ new members after the 

close of the meeting.1043  

The Westmorland LA agreed a new constitution in May 1925, which was a fresh 

start.1044 They had not contested the constituency since a by-election in 1915, but by early 

1926 they had started to approach prospective parliamentary candidates.1045 Although finance 

was cited as a problem by Liberals in early 1925, even after the debacle of 1924 they retained 

the ability to raise reasonable sums at the grass-roots. The bazaar held by the Manchester LF 

in March 1925 made a profit of ‘around’ £5,200.1046 The Coventry LA also noted a profit 

from a Bazaar they held of £240, and a meeting which was addressed by Lloyd George made 

a net profit of £67.1047 By similar methods, both Southend and West Walthamstow were able 

to either clear or significantly reduce their deficits during 1925 and 1926. 1048 Of course, 

securing finance was not always guaranteed; when the Manchester Women’s Central Council 

held a social evening in November 1925, it was noted that it had been ‘unsuccessful’ from 

both the number attending and from the financial perspective.1049 However, it was noted in 

July 1926 that a garden fete was ‘an unqualified success’, with around 1,200 attending and 

775 having tea’, and making £78 profit.1050 This shows that just because an association can be 

perceived as weak on one occasion, does not mean that its organisation was always poor and 

that no improvements were possible. 

Overall, morale seems to have been at its lowest during the years 1924-1926. When 

Gisbourne, the prospective Liberal candidate for Coventry withdrew in March 1926, the 

association’s President reported that the former candidate’s view was that there was no ‘great 
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interest’ shown by Liberal members in the House of Commons, except Lloyd George.1051 In a 

letter to the association, the retiring nominee also stated that the position in Coventry was 

‘hopeless’ because of ‘the strong Conservative organisation and the equally strong, if not 

stronger, Labour organisation’.1052 However, Gisbourne remained the candidate for another 

year, and faced criticisms from Liberals of being lazy, which was contrasted with the attitude 

of the sitting MP.1053 The Southend association felt that their candidate should have given the 

borough more attention; after this was put to him in a letter, the candidate subsequently 

resigned.1054 

In several cases, the organisation became weaker after the 1924 defeat. Some within 

the Coventry LA felt that it was ‘a hopeless task and waste of money’ to contest the seat at 

the next election, unless they had ‘a well-known outstanding politician’.1055 In June 1926, the 

Chairman, Treasurer and Agent of the Southend LA all resigned, although the Chairman still 

helped with the Fighting Fund, and the Chesterfield association went through a similar crisis 

in October 1925, with both the Secretary and Agent resigning. 1056  In consequence, the 

Chesterfield Liberals approached the North East Derbyshire and Clay Cross divisions to 

suggest that they share one agent and office, although ‘otherwise meeting their own 

liabilities’.1057 The Liberal candidate in Harborough decided in November 1924 to end his 

payment to the Association, which left the constituency finances in such a precarious state 

that the full time Secretary had to be made redundant, despite concern from the Chief Whip 

and the Secretary of the MLF.1058 Likewise, the agent in Beckenham was relieved of his 

duties because of the perilous financial position of the Association.1059 

The Walsall by-election of February 1925 provides some evidence for an optimistic 

view of Liberal potential, whilst at the same time highlighting the predicament of the party. 

The Liberals put a lot of effort into the contest; the Secretary of the MLF visited Walsall four 

times, and Miss Hewnes of the MLF worked there as well.1060 The Liberal candidate finished 

second with 2,493 votes less than the winning Conservative, but 690 in front of Labour, and 
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the Secretary of the MLF regarded this result as ‘exceedingly good’, and felt that with ‘steady 

organising and educational work’ the seat could be won.1061 However, the campaign tactics of 

the Labour Party in this by-election were telling, with the Labour candidate declaring: ‘If you 

think there is any real difference between the Tories and that Party that does not know it is 

dead, Vote Liberal.’1062 A speaker for the Conservative Party was still playing the Bolshevik 

card, saying that they ‘had got hold of the trades unions’ and that ‘the industrial disputes in 

which they [the loyal, unsuspecting British workers] were compelled to take part in were 

deliberately invented in Moscow’, whilst at one rally, the Conservative MP for Ipswich 

attacked the last Liberal government’s unpreparedness for the First World War.1063 

In other parts of the country during the period that Asquith was still the leader of the 

Party, a strategy of ‘mass attacks’ was used which meant holding many meetings and 

canvassing. It was considered they were ‘a great success’, as they encouraged activity ‘in 

some divisions were work was at a standstill’.1064 Renewed activity was mentioned in 

previously derelict areas with new Liberal associations being set up.1065 However, it is clear 

that much more activity was possible and that some associations were in decay; there is a gap 

in the minutes of the Blackpool LA between 10 April 1926 and 3 March 1927 suggesting that 

the Association was moribund at that time.1066 Likewise, the Chesterfield Women’s LA did 

not meet between 17 April 1925 and 23 March 1926, perhaps because of the resignation of 

the Secretary.1067 Even in active associations, an impression is given of an ageing 

membership. 1068   

 

 

II) The final Lloyd George-Asquith split, 1926 

 

 

Unfortunately for the Liberals, the most significant event nationally for their party in the mid-

1920s was the final rift between Asquith and Lloyd George. This occurred because Lloyd 

George responded to the General Strike in a different tone from other leading Liberals, and he 

                                                           
1061 Ibid., 20 March 1925. 
1062 Walsall Observer, 21 February 1925. For other information on the Walsall by-election of 1925 see Dean, 

Town and Westminster, pp. 102-106.  
1063 Walsall Observer, 21 February 1925. 
1064 MLF, Exec., 20 November 1925. 
1065 Ibid., 7 January 1927. 
1066 Blackpool LA, AGM, 10 April 1926, Officers Meeting, 3 March 1927. 
1067 Chesterfield Womens LA, CM, 17 April 1926, 23 March 1926. 
1068 Southend LA, Annual Report 1925, stapled to the FC, 15 January 1926. 



187 
 

did not attend a crucial shadow cabinet meeting; his reason for this being to avoid a ‘row’1069. 

Belatedly, Asquith rebuked Lloyd George in a letter, to which the latter replied publically, 

printing Asquith’s letter at the same time.1070 The Executive of the MLF expressed their 

‘profound regret that it was considered necessary to publish the correspondence between 

Lord Oxford and Mr Lloyd George which appeared in the press on 26 May’.1071 A month 

later, one member of the Executive withdrew a resolution as he considered it ‘was futile 

owing to the personal antagonism amongst the leaders of the Party’, and that things had not 

improved since the NLF conference. At the same meeting, Arthur Brampton, President of the 

National Liberal Federation, said that he ‘wondered what hope there could be for Party unity 

when there were two organisations, two headquarter staffs, and two funds’.1072 This split at 

the top of the party evidently adversely effected the Million Fund scheme; in September 

1926, it was recorded that ‘at the moment local action in most parts of the area appeared to be 

suspended’.1073  

 The position of the Chesterfield Young Liberals suggests that they wanted to be loyal 

to both Asquith and Lloyd George, but also that they perhaps felt Lloyd George had been 

right to take the line he did. It was recorded that a 

 

discussion took place on the emergency resolution of the National Liberal Conference 

e.g The variance of Lord Oxford and Lloyd George. Our delegate ... was given 

freedom to vote after hearing the discussion of the conference. The meeting whilst 

recognising the leadership of Lord Oxford and Asquith did not wish for Mr. Lloyd 

George to be ostracised.1074  

 

A similar sentiment was reported by a delegate’s report of the National Liberal Womens 

conference of 1926, where the re-elected President, Mrs Wintringham, had asked the 

delegates ‘not to accentuate’ the differences in the party ‘but to help heal them’. Her message 

also contained well wishes for Lord Oxford’s illness. A delegate from the hall then asked 

‘does this imply anything against Mr Lloyd George?’, to which the President had answered 

that it did not, stating that she had not ‘mentioned the subject’.1075 At the General Meeting of 

the Chesterfield Young Liberals, their delegate to the meeting stated that both Lord Oxford 
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and Lloyd George ‘were essential for the well being of the future of the Liberal Party’.1076 

The LCNWLF did not want to take sides in the dispute, and ‘after a long discussion’ they 

‘decided it would be in the best interests of the Party not to pass any resolution concerning 

the difficulties that had arisen between Lord Oxford and Lloyd George’.1077 In a similar spirit, 

the Darwen LA passed a resolution declaring ‘That we as an Association do not take any part 

in the present squabbles at headquarters but remain neutral, but do all we possibly can to 

secure the return of a Liberal candidate for the division.’1078  

The potential level of disillusion was shown at a meeting of the Westmorland LA, 

where one member proposed a resolution: ‘That we notify Headquarters that in view of their 

quarrels & and lack of interest in & a failure to find a candidate for this constituency we 

intend to leave the whole organisation in abeyance & do nothing further’. However, there was 

no seconder, and it was noted that they did not want to let the organisation break down when 

‘the previous collapse after the war’ was being fixed.1079 Similarly, at a special meeting of the 

South Westmorland Women’s LA, a resolution was moved to ‘deplore the present 

dissensions between the present leaders of the Liberal Party’, and that ‘in order to prevent the 

dissolution of organised Liberalism throughout the country it urges that a new + progressive 

leader be elected immediately.’ Here again, however, it was ‘decided by a considerable 

majority that no action be taken’.1080 Whilst it is evident that the Westmorland Liberals were 

sick of the internal disputes, in common with other Liberal Associations in all regions, they 

were unwilling to take sides or to condemn Lloyd George. 

When Asquith announced on 14 October 1926 his decision to retire from the 

leadership of the party, the Executive of the MLF formally announced ‘its deep regret’ and 

thanked him for the ‘eminent services’ which he had rendered to the party and the nation 

‘through a long and distinguished public career’. In fact, it seems possible that a majority of 

the MLF executive wanted Lloyd George to become the leader of the Liberal Party; at the 

same meeting where Asquith’s resignation was discussed, the minutes contain an entry: 

‘Position of the Party – it might be wise to invite Mr Lloyd George to address the AGM of 

the Federation when held in January.’1081  
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 Nonetheless, when Asquith resigned as leader there were respectful responses from 

many Liberal Associations. The appreciation from the LCNWLF was typical of most 

sentiments, with ‘its admiration of the great and noble qualities which have characterised his 

long and public life and its appreciation of the fine and devoted service he has rendered to the 

Liberal Party and the Nation’.1082 Whilst the Executive of the Harborough LA also responded 

respectfully to Asquith’s resignation, the main concern of their resolution was the need for 

unity; only ‘by a closing up of the ranks and the cessation of internal bickering and strife the 

electors of the country will be assured of the desire of the Liberal Party to help in the 

restoration of the Nation’.1083 It is clear that after Asquith had resigned as leader of the party, 

the grass-roots wanted to move forward as one party, with no further splits. The LCNWLF 

decided that their Chairman should write to write to Vivian Phillips, Chairman of the Liberal 

Party Organisation 1925-1927, and Lloyd George ‘emphasising particularly the danger of 

either side having anything of a personal victory.’1084 Besides this, there were numerous other 

resolutions and speeches from the grass-roots calling for ‘unity’ and for the leaders to ‘sink 

their differences’.1085 It also clear that a lot of associations during the crisis practiced what 

they preached and did not involve themselves in the fall-out; like the Association in 

Blackpool, Liberals were ‘content to be Liberals without splitting our forces to go either on 

one side or the other’.1086  

When Asquith died in 1928, the grass-roots passed numerous resolutions paying 

tribute to him and expressing their gratitude for his lifetime of service to the Liberal Party.1087 

The reactions to Asquith’s death suggest that even though they did not condemn Lloyd 

George’s stance over the General Strike, they still held Asquith in high esteem and, given the 

silence from many associations during the 1926 crisis, did not want to have to choose 

between them. 
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III)   Reorganisation of the Party after Lloyd George became leader 
 

 

After Lloyd George became the Leader of the Party, there was evidence of more 

reorganisation and greater activity, and signals that more money would be forthcoming from 

headquarters.1088 In March 1927, one member at Blackpool remarked that they ‘were more 

cheerful’ and encouraged than they ‘had been for many years’, because ‘the Party had a new 

organisation and a programme’, which indicates that some saw the advantages which Lloyd 

George had brought.1089 Certainly, there were financial benefits: another ‘Fighting Fund’ was 

set up nationally in June 1927, and this was useful as the Liberals recognised that ‘money 

spent judiciously now, in educating and organising public opinion in favour of Liberalism, 

will reap its reward in the number of votes cast’.1090 The ‘mass attack’ campaigns continued 

under Lloyd George’s leadership, and there is evidence that these took place in all three of 

the case study regions.1091 Spending by the regional bodies to facilitate these operations was 

considerable, with constituency associations being offered the assistance of speakers and 

woman organisers without charge.1092 The regional staff also increased in number and status: 

the LCNWLF appointed a female assistant secretary on £300 per year, and an organising 

secretary on £350 a year, and also increased the general secretary’s salary from £500 to £600 

per year.1093 A month later a further woman organiser was appointed on £150 per year, plus 

expenses.1094 The Federation also moved premises and purchased the fittings which were 

already in the new office, so clearly a lot of money was being spent during this period.1095 

 The importance of the role of regional organisers can be seen, with their officials 

giving advice on reorganisation to constituencies and being involved in the appointment of 

agents, as at Harborough.1096 The importance of regional organisation was also evident in the 

north-west. It was recorded that Sir Herbert Samuel, chairman of the party’s organisation 

nationwide, had noted Westmorland as one of the constituencies where ‘a candidate must be 
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found’.1097 The organising Secretary of the LCNWLF ‘urged’ the Westmorland Liberals to 

appoint a full-time agent and recommended a candidate to them, and within a few days, the 

agent’s appointment had been made.1098 However, repeated attempts to secure candidates 

were less successful, with several refusals due to financial factors.1099 Eventually, the 

selection sub-committee received ‘verbal assurances that Mr. Ward’s candidature would be 

acceptable to Headquarters and would receive financial backing’, and he was duly endorsed 

as candidate at the end of October 1927.1100 The association also had to buy a motor-car, 

given the wide geographical spread of that constituency.1101 All of this amounts to proof of a 

significant improvement since the war, as the Westmorland Liberals had not contested the 

seat since a by-election in 1913. There is evidence that reorganisation and extra spending also 

occurred in the Home Counties, as the Beckenham LA appointed a new secretary and agent 

in 1928.1102 

Overall, it seems that the increased spending on organisation did reap benefits and 

contributed to the Lloyd George revival. In February 1929, it was recorded that 33 Young 

Liberal branches had been established in the Midlands.1103 In 1927, the Westmorland League 

of Young Liberals had noted with satisfaction that some of the ‘most active young men and 

women’ at Liberal meetings were in its fold and that it had a membership of ‘about 120’.1104 

The faithful remained as committed as ever: even though the Westmorland area was flooded, 

12 members made it to a meeting, one of whom even ‘left her flooded cellars’ to attend.1105 In 

the 1929 election campaign, the Secretary and Agent of the Beckenham LA was able to 

recruit seven new canvassers, six new volunteers for the distribution of the newspaper, six 

volunteers to take poster boards and twelve volunteers for clerical work, all of whom were in 

addition to the usual members of the Executive.1106 Membership also increased, rising in 

Beckenham by 40 per cent in 1927, and a further 33 per cent in 1928.1107 In June 1928, it was 

noted that several members who had left the Party ‘some time ago’ wanted to rejoin. 1108 
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Increased membership also encouraged financial self-sustainability. The Blackpool 

LA raised nearly £3000 in three years, and the Southend LA had 254 subscribers in August 

1928.1109 Of course, while some associations were in a strong position, others were not. In 

East Walthamstow the deficit rose from £85 in March 1927 to £230 in November 1927, and 

then to approximately £324 in September 1928.1110 In the neighbouring West Walthamstow 

division, the debt was £438, although by general election in 1929 it had been reduced to 

£177.1111 The financial difficulties that Liberal Clubs faced are illustrated by the Southend 

LA assuming the assets and liabilities of the town’s Liberal Club.1112  

Although the Liberal organisation did improve during Lloyd George’s early years as 

leader, it was not all smooth sailing. The Blackpool LA refused a request for increased 

subscriptions from the LCNWLF as they felt ‘that the Federation gave very little help to this 

association’.1113 The Blackpool Liberals tried to select a candidate in April 1928, but after he 

had spoken to several friends in the division who told him that ‘a Liberal wouldn’t have a 

shadow of a chance’, he decided to withdraw.1114 It is clear that there were numerous 

rejections; in March 1928, it was recorded that ‘a number of gentlemen’ had been invited to 

become candidate but the invitations were rebuffed.1115 The President, Treasurer and the Hon. 

Secretary of the Blackpool LA resigned in November 1928 because they felt they did not 

have the support of the association.1116 Five months later their resignations were withdrawn, 

but the whole drama would not have been conducive to efficient organisation before the 1929 

general election.1117 After the Liberals finished second in a three-cornered fight in the 1929, 

the underlying tensions resurfaced. One member spoke out and said ‘we must have someone 

in authority who will get more closely in touch with Liberal principles and with the ideals of 

Liberal members of the Town Council and not have meetings called only when it suits those 

who are officials’.1118 Another squabble that would not have assisted matters occurred in 

Manchester, where the Hon. Secretary of the Ardwick Division complained that the 

Manchester LF neglected the organisation in his division, although a report produced by the 
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Executive Committee in its turn observed that there had been ‘little or no activity’ in Ardwick 

since the war.1119  

More funds did not necessarily equate to automatic reorganisation. In February 1928, 

only 24 of the 75 constituencies in the Midlands area had both a candidate and an agent, six 

constituencies had a candidate but no agent, and nine constituencies had an agent but no 

candidate.1120 However as the election approached, regional bodies could report more 

satisfactory progress: in October 1928, it was ‘reported that 47 candidates had been adopted’ 

in the north-west.1121 Some revealing general conclusions were made about the state of grass-

roots Liberalism in the Midlands in early 1928: 

 

Wherever we tap constituencies it is not difficult to find groups of Liberals scattered 

about. They belong, however, either to the better type of working class or the lower 

ranks of the middle class. In some cases leadership is difficult to find, and in all cases 

money is stiff.1122  

 

Thus, whilst pockets of Liberal support could be found, external funding could not cure all of 

the party’s internal problems.  

 

IV)   Policy reappraisal under Lloyd George 

 
 

Between 1924 and 1929, the Liberals produced several original and progressive policies, with 

the advantage that they were practical enough to be conceivably enacted in government. The 

first such policy was the proposals based on the Coal and Power report, originally published 

on 12 April 1924. Apart from the Irish question in 1920-21, this was the first time since 1914 

that the Liberal Party had a clear, concise and effective policy for national government. If the 

party would have had such distinct and positive policies immediately after the War, it might 

well have increased its credibility - but by 1925 they were stuck in the third-party trap, with 

no chance of enacting their manifesto.  

 The Liberal Land Policy was another distinctive policy, but it was more controversial 

than the Coal and Power policy. This was partly because some Liberals felt it had been put 

on the agenda without being approved by the whole party first. 1123 In addition, some 
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members of the party were critical of the policy: one member at Coventry could ‘not support 

the Liberal cause if Mr Lloyd George’s Land Nationalisation Scheme is adopted’, whilst a 

speaker at the meeting of the Hoe Street LA was ‘not entirely in favour of the Lloyd George 

Land Policy’.1124 In this context, a series of meetings on the Land Campaign were organised 

for 1926 on the basis that they were ‘expository meetings, and that no resolutions approving 

or disapproving, are passed’.1125 The LCNWLF unanimously endorsed a resolution which 

had been forwarded to them from the Western Counties Federation, stating that they 

welcomed the opportunity to hold a private conference on the issue but that no public 

meeting should be held until the policy was approved by the National Liberal Federation.1126 

As this body did approve it a year later, the initial apprehension was probably due more to the 

way in which it had been promoted by Lloyd George, without going through the usual party 

channels, than to the policy itself.1127 Similarly, the Home Counties LF recorded that ‘the 

original proposals produced considerable division in the party’ and that it even ‘drove some 

people from our ranks, including some half dozen M.P.s or candidates’. However, the 

modifications at the Land Conference of 17-19 February 1926 ‘materially altered the 

situation and went far towards uniting the Party on an agreed and elastic programme’.1128  

In other districts, the local associations were clearly in favour of the land proposals. 

The Darwen LA welcomed the prominence being given to the issue, and whilst respecting 

that ‘in a large question like this’ that there was ‘room for divergence’, they urged the leaders 

‘to set an example of cooperation to present a united front’.1129 East Walthamstow felt that 

with Lloyd George’s ‘leadership in the “Coal and Power” and Land Policy Proposals, the 

Party will regain its position in the country’. They also added a hope that ‘Liberals who 

cannot keep with the majority of the Party, will cease to cause confusion in the ranks.’1130 

The Walsall Young Liberals were proud of the land policy, as they had felt it had ‘roused the 

Labour Party to the extent that its members were calling for something better’.1131 Clearly, 

whilst the land proposals caused some dissent, they also undoubtedly motivated many of the 

Liberal grass-roots.  
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Policies which were far less controversial for Liberals were their strong support for 

the League of Nations and the traditional commitment to Free Trade. 1132 The Walsall Young 

Liberals at one of their meetings discussed ‘Protection or Common Sense’, with the minute-

taker recording six pages of notes.1133 Temperance was still of interest to some associations in 

some regions, and the Western Federation sent a resolution calling for ‘temperance reform’; 

but the Executive of the MLF decided to take no action on the question. 1134  However, when 

the Harborough LA selected a candidate, he was asked for his views on temperance, and a 

Liberal speaker at an Executive Meeting in East Walthamstow explained his views on 

temperance, showing how important this issue still was to some Liberals at the grass-

roots.1135  

The Liberals devoted more attention to industrial policy in this period, and Lloyd 

George’s ‘Industrial Enquiry’ was welcomed. 1136 The findings of the Industrial Enquiry were 

eventually published on 2 February 1928 as Britain’s Industrial Future, and was commonly 

known as the Yellow Book. It was an extremely detailed document for a party publication. 

One also can sense that some of the Liberal grass-roots were intimidated by the scale and 

complexity of the analysis; the President of the Blackpool LA stated that ‘if there are any 

criticisms’ of the Liberal Industrial Policy it was ‘that it is too big and comprehensive’.1137 

However, there was little comment on other industrial matters. The LCNWLF passed a 

resolution opposing the Conservative government’s Trade Disputes Bill of 1927, and there 

was very little grass-root comment on the General Strike. 1138 East Walthamstow thanked Sir 

John Simon for his speeches during the General Strike, but this is not representative as Simon 

had been MP for Walthamstow 1906-1918, and they followed his career closely 

afterwards.1139 After the strike was over, the West Walthamstow Liberals urged that the coal 

dispute be settled on the lines of the Samuel Commission’s Report.1140  

 Electoral reform was still sought, but it was not an issue at the forefront of the Liberal 

agenda: in Blackpool one member ‘protested that the most important reform, proportional 
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representation’ was ‘always left to the end of the agenda’.1141 One problem was that whilst 

there was support for electoral reform, there was no consensus on what was the most 

appropriate system to adopt. 1142 There was still the traditional demand for economy, but this 

was now in the uncontroversial form of criticism of the Conservative ministry. A resolution 

submitted to the Executive of the MLF in 1927 deplored the Conservative government’s 

failure to carry out their promises of economy.1143 Previously in 1925, the Executive had 

opposed the remission of supertax as ‘unnecessary relief for the wealthiest section of the 

Community’.1144 Not surprisingly, it seems that the return of a Conservative government 

helped to focus Liberal criticism against it. 1145  

During these years, the party acquired significant new policies to place alongside its 

traditional faith in Free Trade and temperance, and its new-found approval of the League of 

Nations and electoral reform. In many ways, the overhaul in Liberal doctrine paralleled the 

top-down revival that the constituencies were going through as well. As Charles Masterman 

is reported to have said: ‘I’ve fought him as hard as anyone, but I have to confess, when 

Lloyd George came back to the party, ideas came back to the party’.1146  

 

 

 

 

 

V)  The social activities of the Liberal grass-roots 

 
 

The social side of Liberal organisation remained largely unchanged in these years, and of 

course was often linked with fund raising. Events included garden parties, tea meetings, 

jumble sales and community singing.1147 The latter was also present in the north-west as well, 

and musical programmes at social events were not uncommon. 1148 

                                                           
1141 Blackpool LA, Exec., 17 September 1928. 
1142 Walsall Young Liberals, Exec., 16 February 1926. 
1143 MLF, Exec., 6 May 1927. 
1144 MLF, Exec., 12 June 1925. 
1145 Harborough LA, Exec., 2 May 1925, 23 July 1927; MLF, Exec., 24 April 1925; Walsall LA, Leasehold 

Reform Meeting, 13 October 1927. 
1146 L. Masterman, C. F. G. Masterman: A Biography (London, 1968), pp. 345-346. 
1147 Chesterfield Women’s LA, CM, 13 January 1927, 20 July 1927, 3 February 1928, A Meeting and Tea, 13 

September 1927, 12 October 1927, 7 December 1927. 
1148 South Westmorland Women’s LA, AGM, 18 September 1928; Trinity and St. Oswald’s Ward Women’s 

LA, Social Meeting, 15 February 1927. 



197 
 

Several large scale social and fundraising events took place during this period. The 

Walsall LA held a ‘Liberal Big Blue Bazaar’ on 21-25 February 1928 with an assortment of 

national figures from the Liberal Party opening the event each day. A preliminary balance 

sheet suggested a profit of around £929 – a very creditable achievement.1149 At Southend’s 

‘Liberal Fancy Fair’ of 17-18 November 1926, there was an orchestra and soloists, a 

needlework store, a ‘sketch’ given by the Young Liberals, a cake competition, a flower stall, 

an Ice Cream Stall and a ‘Juvenile concert’ where ‘well known local children will appear.’1150 

Chapel End organised a children’s party to which and around 160 children turned up, and 50 

adults were enrolled as members of the party.1151 Day-trips were also not uncommon in 

certain constituencies. 1152   

Besides the larger socials and expeditions, a variety of meetings and other activities 

took place at the grass-roots. The Walsall Young Liberals claimed to have held 94 meetings 

in 1927, including 24 weekly meetings which had an average attendance of 25 persons.1153 

The Beckenham LA held a social in October 1926 which it was claimed that 160 people 

attended, and that ‘a considerable number of new members had been enrolled.’1154 The 

minutes of Beckenham LA’s social committee provide an insight into middle-class culture in 

the 1920s. There were to be games: a Proverb competition, an advertisement competition and 

a hat-making competition ‘for gentlemen’, games of Sir Rodger de Coverly and musical 

chairs.1155 There were also ideas for a Ladies Whistling competition, guessing Musical Airs 

and a Spelling Bee. 1156 A games tournament here was so successful that another tournament 

was organised.1157 In Manchester, the Levenhulme Liberal Club stated they had made 

sufficient money on tennis and the bowling green ‘to clear all liabilities’.1158 Whist drives still 

took place, and the Walthamstow Juniors still played the seniors in this period, whilst the 

Chester Women’s organisation planned a Whist Drive to raise money towards the costs of a 

Peace Pilgrimage.1159  
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1152 Southend LA, Annual Report 1925, stapled to the FC 15 January 1926, Annual Report 1926, found after 

Exec., 26 January 1927; South Westmorland Women’s LA, Trip, 8 September 1927. 
1153 Walsall Young Liberals, AGM, 17 January 1928. 
1154 Beckenham LA, Exec., 19 October 1926. 
1155 Ibid., Social Committee, 21 September 1925. 
1156 For another instance of a Spelling Bee see South Westmorland Women’s LA, Social, 11 March 1929. 
1157 Beckenham LA, Exec., 8 October 1928. 
1158 Manchester LF, Exec., 29 January 1929. 
1159 East Walthamstow LA, Exec., 4 September, 2 October 1925; Chester Women’s LA, CM, 17 May 1926. 
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Liberal women still operated within a gendered political sphere in this period. Tea at 

the AGM of the LCNWLF was served ‘by the kindness of ladies of the Rochdale and Royton 

Associations’.1160 The Chester Women’s LA was primarily a vehicle used to supply and serve 

tea and refreshments at Liberal social events.1161 The women of the Beckenham LA held an 

‘American tea and a small sale’, suggesting this type of fund-raising event amongst sections 

of the middle-class.1162 

 

 

 

VI)  Municipal election results, 1925-1929 

 

 
 

There was an overall deterioration of the Liberal position at a local level during these years. 

The position was complicated by the different ways Liberals contested politics at the local 

level. Herbert Samuel had ‘strongly urged’ that Liberals should contest local elections.1163 

However, some Liberal associations preferred to arrange anti-Socialist pacts with the 

Conservative Party. In May 1925, the Coventry Liberals met to discuss their pact with the 

Conservatives, as it expired that year. During the debate, one Alderman stated that ‘if the pact 

were broken, it would be goodbye to the Liberal Party on the Council’, and he added that the 

Liberal Councillors were not assisted by the Liberal Executive and had to rely on personal 

help and influence.1164 However, there was much resentment and opposition to the pact; one 

ward which declined to collect subscriptions for the Liberal Association while the pact was in 

operation, had raised £25 to run their own Liberal candidate.1165 To make the situation for 

Coventry Liberalism even more precarious, a Liberal was adopted by the Conservatives for 

Stoke Ward, which put the Liberal ward committee ‘in something of a quandary’.1166 

 

 

 

 

                                                           
1160 LCNWLF, AGM, 15 March 1926. 
1161 Chester Women’s LA, CM, 17 January 1928. 
1162 Beckenham LA, Exec., 18 August 1926; Chester Women’s LA, CM, 24 May 1927. 
1163 MLF, Exec., 22 June 1928. 
1164 Coventry LA, Special Meeting of the Liberal Aldermen, Councillors, Advisory Committee and five 

members of the Exec., 11 May 1925. 
1165 Ibid., FGP, 19 May 1926. 
1166 Ibid., Advisory Committee, 18 October 1926. 
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Table 6.1: Municipal election results for Coventry from 1925-19291167 

 

Year Liberal Conservative Labour Independent 

 Contested Won Contested Won Contested Won Contested Won 

1925 7 6 5 5 10 1 0 0 

1926 5 5 7 5 11 2 0 0 

1929 0 0 0 0 15 9 16 6 
Source: Compiled from Davies and Morley, County Borough Elections: Vol. 3, pp. 63-135. 

 

Since 1920, both the Liberal and Conservative Parties had enjoyed near perfect success due 

to their municipal alliance in Coventry. However, when they formally ran as Coalition 

candidates in 1929, the Labour Party was able to make a considerable breakthrough. For the 

purposes of this thesis, the prime question is why the Liberals would agree to a municipal 

pact in the first place. In Coventry, the answer is that it was clearly in their own interests to 

do so. In 1925 and 1926, 11 of the 12 Liberals put forward were returned – an incredibly high 

ratio. Such anti-Socialist pacts were also successful elsewhere in the country as well.  

 

Table 6.2: Municipal election results for Chesterfield from 1926-19291168 

 

Year Liberal Conservative Labour Independent 

 Contested Won Contested Won Contested Won Contested Won 

1926 0 0 0 0 6 4 7 2 

1927 0 0 0 0 7 1 10 7 

1928 0 0 0 0 6 2 9 6 

1929 0 0 0 0 7 5 9 3 
Source: Compiled from The Derbyshire Times, 7 November 1925, 6 November 1926, 5 November 1927, 3 

November 1928, 9 November 1929. 

 

 

In Chesterfield, the Labour Party became more successful, and in this coal-mining 

constituency the non-party or anti-Labour line was less effective – a particular worry for the 

Liberals, who had benefited from it previously. The results for Walthamstow highlight how 

the Liberals struggled without municipal alliances. In suburban Walthamstow, the Liberals 

were significantly behind the Labour and Conservative parties in terms of seats contested and 

seats won. 

 

 

                                                           
1167 There were no elections held in Coventry in 1927 and 1928. 
1168 In 1925 the contests were not reported on party lines. 
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Table 6.3: Municipal election results for Walthamstow, 1925-19291169 

 
Year Liberal Conservative Labour Independent 

 Contested Won Contested Won Contested Won Contested Won 

1925 0 0 0 0 13 6 14 7 

1927 3 0 11 5 12 7 0 0 

1928 0 0 11 6 11 5 0 0 

1929 1 1 3 1 7 7 4 0 
Source: Compiled from Walthamstow, Leyton and Chingford Guardian, 10 April 1925, 19 March 1926, 8 April 

1927, 6 April 1928, 29 March 1929. 

 

The results for Leicester demonstrate how useful municipal pacts with the Conservatives 

could be for Liberals and, perhaps, how some Liberal councillors were dependent upon 

Conservative votes.  

 

Table 6.4: Municipal election results for Leicester, 1924-1929 

 

Year Liberal Conservative Labour Independent 

 Contested Won Contested Won Contested Won Contested Won 

1924 8 3 10 7 13 3 0 0 

1925 6 5 5 3 9 2 0 0 

1926 4 0 7 1 7 7 1 0 

1927 5 2 8 1 10 8 3 0 

1928 6 4 5 1 11 5 1 0 

1929 3 0 6 3 7 6 1 0 
Source: Compiled from Leicester Daily Mercury, 3 November 1924, 3 November 1925, 2 November 1926, 2 

November 1927, 2 November 1928, 2 November 1929.   

 

There were anti-Socialist pacts in 1925 and 1928, and they were the only municipal contests 

in which the Liberals could be described as successful. In 1928, a Liberal who benefited from 

the anti-Socialist pact admitted that ‘without the Conservative support I have had in 

Westcotes Ward I wouldn’t have given “tuppence” for my chance of being here to-night as a 

councillor’. He added ‘Liberalism seems to have lost its hold on the people, and during the 

last few years a lot of Liberals have turned socialist, and a lot have turned Conservative’, and 

concluded that ‘Three-cornered fights mean but one thing – putting the socialist in.’ 

Similarly, a Liberal candidate for Charnwood in Leicestershire admitted that ‘We can’t keep 

the Socialists out unless we work together.’1170 However, combined with this, there remained 

on the part of many a strong loyalty to Liberalism. In 1926, the defeated Liberal candidate for 

Charnwood claimed that he had ‘received two invitations. One was to join the Conservatives 

                                                           
1169 There were no contests in 1926 as there was a truce. 
1170 Leicester Daily Mercury, 2 November 1928.  
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and be given a safe seat. The other was to join the Labour Party and be given a safe seat’, but 

added that most probably he would ‘be popping up again for Liberalism on November 1st 

next year’, which he did, in Castle Ward.1171  

Although there may have been some advantages for Liberals in anti-Labour pacts, 

there was a significant downside.  This was expressed when a Liberal Trade Unionist 

Conference held on 25 April 1925 concluded that pacts constructed against Labour ‘had the 

inevitable result of driving industrial Liberals into the ranks of Labour’.1172 Some Liberal 

Associations fought independently and secured some creditable results. In Darwen, the 

election results were recorded without party labels in 1927, but a Liberal meeting celebrated 

two gains. 1173 

 

Table 6.5: Municipal election results for Darwen, 1926-19291174 

 
Year Liberal Conservative Labour Independent 

 Contested Won Contested Won Contested Won Contested Won 

1926 2 2 1 1 3 0 0 0 

1928 2 2 0 0 1 0 1 0 

1929 3 3 2 2 5 0 0 0 
Source: Compiled from Darwen News, 31 October 1925, 3 November 1926, 2 April 1927, 3 November 1928, 2 

November 1929. 

 

The results for Chester, Blackpool and Manchester also show that Liberals were still able to 

win representation at the local level, although not as successfully as the Conservative or 

Labour parties.  

 

Table 6.6 Municipal election results for Chester, 1925-1929 

 

Year Liberal Conservative Labour Independent 

 Contested Won Contested Won Contested Won Contested Won 

1925 1 0 2 2 2 2 1 0 

1926 3 2 4 4 4 2 1 0 

1927 4 4 4 4 4 0 0 0 

1928 5 3 5 5 5 2 1 0 

1929 4 2 5 2 4 4 0 0 
Source: Compiled from Cheshire Observer, 7 November 1925, 6 November 1926, 5 November 1927, 3 

November 1928, 9 November 1929. 

 

                                                           
1171 Ibid., 2 November 1926. 
1172 MLF, Exec., 12 June 1925. 
1173 Darwen LA, Officers Meeting, 2 November 1927. 
1174 There were no contests in 1925 and in 1927 they were recorded on non-party grounds so difficult to 

ascertain political labels. 
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Table 6.7: Municipal election results for Blackpool, 1925-1929 

 

Year Liberal Conservative Labour Independent 

 Contested Won Contested Won Contested Won Contested Won 

1925 5 1 9 6 0 0 6 2 

1926 8 3 11 7 2 0 3 1 

1927 5 1 8 6 4 0 2 1 

1928 3 2 7 5 0 0 4 0 

1929 4 3 5 4 3 0 3 0 
Source: Compiled from Manchester Guardian, 3 November 1925, 2 November 1926, 2 November 1927, 2 

November 1928, 2 November 1929. 

 

 

 

Table 6.8: Municipal election results for Manchester, 1925-1929 

 

Year Liberal Conservative Labour Independent 

 Contested Won Contested Won Contested Won Contested Won 

1925 11 4 23 14 20 9 8 1 

1926 11 4 24 9 22 14 4 0 

1927 14 6 21 7 14 9 11 2 

1928 11 7 29 11 26 13 28 1 

1929 14 7 25 5 22 16 11 0 
Source: Compiled from Manchester Guardian, 3 November 1925, 2 November 1926, 2 November 1927, 2 

November 1928, 2 November 1929. 

 

 

Of course, it should be noted that tacit agreements with the Conservatives could exist in any 

locality, and sometimes these were not recorded. However, in the case of Manchester, it was 

recorded in the Liberal Councillors Committee minutes that ‘there was tentatively no pact 

between the Liberal and Conservative caucuses’, although it was also noted that ‘largely 

owing to the difficulty of securing candidates, an understanding had been arrived at’ and the 

two parties would not oppose each other’s candidates.1175 Besides a lack of candidates, three-

way contests and the lack of organisation could harm Liberals; it was noted that Withington 

Ward was lost because of the intervention of a Labour candidate and a lack of ‘loyal and hard 

workers’ on behalf of the Liberal cause. The failure in Moss Side was partly due to the 

Chairman of that division appearing on the Conservative platform.1176 Whilst some Liberals 

had moved to supporting other parties, others retained their faith in the Liberal flag and 

wanted to fly it; in December 1928, the Higham Hill and Lloyd Park Ward sent a resolution 

                                                           
1175 Manchester Liberal Councillors, undated letter in minute book (most likely for the municipal elections 

November 1926). 
1176 Manchester Municipal Representation Joint Committee, A Survey of Municipal Elections 1926, no date. 
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to their constituency executive that at least one candidate should be run in the local 

elections.1177  

 

 

 

VI) The general election of 1929 

 

  

In 1929, the Liberals realised that it was ‘essential’ to run enough candidates to make it clear 

that they were making a ‘definite bid for power’ and ‘not merely a sufficient number of 

members to act as a balancing Party’.1178 By April 1929, 59 candidates had been adopted in 

the Midlands, a considerable improvement on 1924. The Liberals also mounted a substantial 

campaign in April, with the MLF recording that 47 of the constituencies in their area ‘were 

running at least twenty meetings during the month’. For the election campaign, Liberal 

organisations were often well-funded and had support from their regional body; during the 

campaign, the Midlands had six organisers (one Young Liberal organiser, two travelling 

organisers and three women organisers) and five vans, ‘including a giant land speaker 

van’.1179 

However, in the event, having a sufficient number of candidates, an energetic 

campaign, and a well-funded and staffed party machine was not enough. In all of the case-

study constituencies in the Midlands, the Liberal finished a poor bottom of the poll. In 

Chesterfield, Kenyon’s retirement and the intervention of a Conservative candidate cost the 

Liberals heavily, as the new candidate even finished 2,586 votes behind the Conservative, 

even though that party had not contested the seat since the by-election of 1913. The only 

case-study constituencies where the Liberals were successful were Darwen, Manchester 

Blackley and Manchester Withington. In Darwen, Samuel narrowly turned a Conservative 

majority of 935 in 1924 into a Liberal majority of 462 in 1929, with the Labour candidate 

coming third with only 20 per cent of the poll. The Liberal candidate in Manchester Blackley 

overcame a Conservative majority of 3,182 to attain a Liberal majority of 888, and in the 

Manchester Withington, Ernest Simon headed the poll with a 1,885 majority. The Liberals 

secured second place in three-corned fights at Blackpool, Bromley, Chester, Manchester 

Exchange and Rusholme, Walthamstow West and Westmorland, and also lost the straight 

                                                           
1177 Higham Hill and Lloyd Park LA, Exec., 11 December 1928. 
1178 MLF, Exec., 11 January 1929. 
1179 Ibid., 12 April 1929. 
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fight with the Conservatives in Southend. However, elsewhere the Liberal was in third place: 

in four of the Manchester divisions (Clayton, Gorton, Hulme and Moss Side), Faversham, 

and Walthamstow East, whilst the party did not even contest Manchester Ardwick and 

Platting. 

These results occurred for a variety of reasons. It could be fairly said that the Liberal 

Party’s prominent support for the League of Nations was not rewarded at the polls. In 

Coventry, the Conservative candidate attacked the Liberal Party’s candidate for ‘always’ 

seeming to ‘devote his attention to the League of Nations’, adding that the League was a 

national affair not a party issue.1180 There was no opportunity to exploit this issue in Bromley, 

as the Labour candidate had been a member of the League of Nations Union since it was 

created.1181 In Southend, the Conservatives closely matched the Liberal position on the 

League of Nations, so that there was essentially no difference between the two.1182 The 

failure of the League of Nations factor to be a vote winner is not surprising, as there was no 

major international crisis before or during the campaign. The Liberal pronouncements in 

favour of Free Trade also did not seem to aid the Liberals in this election largely because 

Baldwin had in 1928 publically ruled out any Conservative advance towards Protectionism. 

1183 The Land Campaign did not feature heavily in the election. 

What is more surprising is the relative failure of the unemployment policy, given its 

promising exposure and that unemployment was regarded as the most important issue of the 

day. 1184 The LCNWLF believed that the party’s unemployment scheme ‘had caught the 

attention of the electorate’.1185 The local press in Chester reported that Liberal meetings were 

so well-attended that they had struggled to find large enough venues for the audiences. Here 

the Liberals attacked the Conservative claim to have resolved the housing problem, and 

argued that the Liberals proposals to reduce unemployment would lead to an increase in 

homes built.1186 The Liberal candidate in Bromley placed the unemployment proposals at the 

forefront of his agenda, and stressed how practical it was to improve around 7,000-10,000 

bridges that were not capable of carrying the traffic necessary, whilst the Liberal candidate at 

Southend particularly argued for the extension of the telephone system and the Road Scheme, 

                                                           
1180 Coventry Herald, 12 and 13 April 1929. 
1181 Beckenham Advertiser, 16 May 1929. 
1182 For examples see Southend Standard, 23 May, 30 May 1929. 
1183 Found after the entry for LCNWLF, CM, 12 April 1929. For other speeches in favour of Free Trade see 

Blackpool Times, 28 May 1929; Manchester Guardian, 13 May 1929; Southend Standard, 23 May 1929. 
1184 Blackpool Times, 28 May 1929; Faversham and North-East Kent News, 18 May 1929; Manchester 

Guardian, 4 May 1929. 
1185 LCNWLF, CM, 12 April 1929. 
1186 Cheshire Chronicle, 18 May 1929. 
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which he would claimed would benefit 48 trades and both unskilled and skilled labour for 

five years.1187  

Both Conservative and Labour opponents spent much of their time discussing how 

unworkable the proposals were, and stressing that Lloyd George could not be trusted to keep 

his promises. The Conservative candidate in Chester highlighted Liberal divisions over the 

proposals, and claimed that some Liberals who knew ‘they were impracticable and 

impossible’ had ‘actually gone to the length of resigning’.1188 However, in the case-study 

constituencies during the campaign, there were no examples of this. In Chesterfield, the 

Conservative candidate criticised the kind of work which the Liberal programme would 

produce, arguing that it would ‘turn all the skilled artisans of the country into navvies’, and 

he labelled the whole thing ‘ridiculous’.1189 In fact, the Liberal candidates seemed to relish 

the attention being focused upon their policies. The Liberal candidate for Leicester South 

declared ‘the Liberals were going to embark on a policy of action not inertia’, adding that 

‘there was a similarity between Labour and Conservatives – an absence of ideas’.1190 

However, speaking after his defeat, the Liberal candidate for Leicester West suggested that 

‘people did not understand the Lloyd George proposals or they would have voted for 

them’.1191 There is evidence of contradictions in the instincts of some Liberal politicians 

between the radical policies of Lloyd George and nineteenth century Gladstonian economic 

policy. In Walsall, the first of the Liberal candidate’s fourteen points was to have ‘economy 

in public expenditure’, which ran counter to his fifth point of ‘a definite employment policy 

and not merely a policy of money relief for unemployment’.1192 Similarly, in Beckenham the 

Liberals attacked the Conservative government for raising taxes and for spending 

£30,000,000 more than the last Labour government.1193 

 The nature of the first-past-the-post electoral system also determined how the Labour 

and Conservative parties campaigned against the Liberals. Whilst the Labour Party played on 

the fact that they were the main alternative to the Conservative Government, the Conservative 

Party portrayed itself as the main opponent of the Labour Party. 1194  There were examples of 

a ‘life long Liberal’ speaking on the Conservative platform in Walsall, and a defeated Liberal 

                                                           
1187 Beckenham Advertiser, 16 May 1929; Southend Standard, 16 May 1929 and 23 May 1929. 
1188 Cheshire Observer, 18 May 1929. 
1189 Derbyshire Times, 18 May 1929. 
1190 Leicester Mercury, 30 May 1929. 
1191 Leicester Mail, 31 May 1929. 
1192 Walsall Observer, 4 May 1929. 
1193 Beckenham Advertiser, 23 May 1929. 
1194 Darwen News, 25 May 1929; Beckenham Advertiser, 16 May 1929, 23 May 1929; Coventry Herald, 12 and 

13 April, 3 and 4 May 1929; Leicester Mercury, 24 May 1929; Walsall Times, 11 May 1929. 
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candidate in Chesterfield complaining of ‘feeble organisation’ prior to the calling of the 

election and ‘hesitant support from prominent Liberals in the division’.1195 The Conservative 

Leicester Mail repeatedly stressed that the best way for Liberals to keep Labour out was to 

vote Conservative, and the comments of the defeated Liberal candidate for Leicester South 

suggest that this rhetoric worked, as ‘Many Liberals undoubtedly voted Conservative’.1196 It 

seems that Liberal attempts to galvanise support by suggesting that ‘Liberalism stood 

between the two [Labour and Conservative parties], with a practical policy’ did not work, and 

did not counter the effects of being in the third party trap.1197 1929 was the first campaign to 

feature a variety of different cohesive and extensive Liberal policies since the pre-war by-

elections. Yet, caught between the polarising force of the electoral system, it was all to no 

avail. 

 Another long-standing problem was even less successfully faced. Whilst this was the 

first election in which the ability of the Party leadership (namely, Lloyd George, Earl Grey, 

Sir John Simon and Sir Herbert Samuel) could be presented as having ‘the necessary drive 

and determination for seeing the big jobs through’, Lloyd George’s flaws as a leader could 

also be exploited by the other two parties. 1198 In Walsall, Dr. Thomas Macnamara, the 

Liberal candidate tried to gain votes for his role in formulating the 1911 Insurance Act, but 

had to answer numerous questions regarding the post-war Lloyd George Coalition 

government of which he was a part, including why they shelved the Sankey Report and why 

they introduced the protectionist Safeguarding of Industries Act.1199 Once again, the 

importance of the Lloyd George Coalition in Liberal Party politics can be seen, even seven 

years after it fell. Another common theme was to attack Lloyd George for not sticking to his 

pledges and that therefore his promises to cure unemployment were meaningless.1200  

Although, 64 Liberal candidates stood in the Midlands, only four were elected which 

was a ‘great disappointment’. The Chairman of the MLF Geoffrey Mander said that 

‘considering everything’ that they had done ‘to win on this occasion’, he ‘confessed he was 

not very hopeful about the future’. What is more, he added ‘the present [Labour] government 

                                                           
1195 Walsall Times, 1 June 1929; Chesterfield LA, Exec., 9 July 1929. 
1196 Leicester Mail, 28 May 1929, 31 May 1929, 1 June 1929. 
1197 Walsall Times, 11 May 1929. 
1198 Beckenham Advertiser, 16 May 1929. 
1199 Walsall Observer, 18 May 1929. 
1200 For examples of Labour attacks see Beckenham Advertiser, 23 May 1929; Cheshire Observer, 25 May 1929; 

Darwen News, 25 May 1929.For a Conservative attack see Beckenham Advertiser, 23 May 1929; Coventry 

Herald, 12 and 13 April 1929; Faversham and North-East Kent News, 18 May 1929; Leicester Mail, 30 May 

1929; Southend Standard, 30 May 1929. 
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would act on Radical lines and therefore tend to attract to themselves the support of many 

who had hitherto been active members of the Liberal Party.’1201  

Once again the electoral system counted against the Liberals in the 1929 general 

election, and only 59 MPs were returned from the whole of the United Kingdom.  The 

590,235 votes cast for Liberal candidates in the Midlands elected only four MPs; this 

represented 147,558 votes per MP, compared to 40,905 votes for each Conservative MP and 

only 28,441 for each Labour MP.  The picture was similar in the north-west, where if ‘every 

vote had an equal value’, the Conservatives would have had 24 MPs instead of 29, Labour 24 

MPs instead of 30, and the Liberals 16 MPs instead of five.1202  After the result, the Executive 

of the MLF felt that ‘the second ballot is impractical, and the Alternative Vote almost 

useless’ and they wanted Headquarters to bring before Parliament some form of Proportional 

Representation that would end ‘these glaring discrepancies’ which they felt was not only 

unjust to then but a ‘standing danger’ to Parliamentary Representation.1203 Across the 

country, under the first-past-the-post system, the Liberal reward was to elect only 19 MPs 

more than in the debacle of 1924, which was a paltry achievement considering the 

reorganisation of the party machine and the reformulation of policy under Lloyd George. It 

was clear that if the Liberals could not make significant headway when so many factors had 

improved, then the future looked bleak indeed. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                           
1201 MLF, Exec., 20 June 1929.  
1202 LCNWLF, Exec., 14 June 1929. It was noted that their analysis was only for ‘those divisions in which each 

Party was engaged’. 
1203 MLF, Exec., 26 July 1929; LCNWLF, Exec., 14 June 1929. 
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Conclusion 

 

This pioneering detailed analysis of the Liberal grass-roots provides a new perspective on the 

conventional wisdom in respect of the decline of the Liberal Party. Earlier studies took too 

deterministic a view of the rise of the Labour Party and the decline of the Liberal Party. 

Consequently, the vital period for the origins of the party’s problems was located in the 

Edwardian period. The evidence and analysis presented in this thesis shows that Liberal 

success in that period was built on firm foundations and was arguably the most dynamic of 

any of the three mainland parties. Later studies focused upon the personal division between 

Asquith and Lloyd George, and laid the downfall of the Liberals at their door. However, the 

process by which a rift in the Parliamentary party caused the party’s fortunes to deteriorate 

across the whole country was not explained. This examination of the Liberal grass-roots has 

identified the years 1919-1922 as the crucial period of missed opportunity and decline for the 

Liberals. The presence of Liberals in the Coalition confused the party’s supporters, and in 

1919 the party in the constituencies undisputedly drifted. This opened up political space for 

the Labour Party, who took advantage as evidenced in the municipal elections of 1919. Even 

though the Spen-Valley by-election increased Independent Liberal identity and activity, 

reservations remained up to the 1922 general election. While the Liberals drifted, the Labour 

Party solidified its hold on second place in many constituencies. From the perspective of the 

Liberal grass-roots, this process had occurred by 1922, but further self-inflicted Liberal 

mistakes in 1922-24 over re-union and the lack of policy reappraisal enabled the Labour and 

Conservative parties to embed themselves as the two major parties in a two-party system.  

As shown in this thesis, what was happening at the grass-roots contributed decisively 

to the decline of the Liberal Party. With constituencies such as Faversham and Westmorland 

that did not nominate any Liberal candidates for four successive general elections between 

1918 and 1924 being replicated across the country, the party did not have enough candidates 

to be a credible contender for government. As noted in the introduction, Liberalism had areas 

of historic strengths and weaknesses like all political parties. By 1929, all three regions 

examined in this thesis were areas where the Liberals were in an unenviably weak position. 

On this statistical level, the Liberal experience of decline was similar in all three regions. A 

detailed examination of the case-study constituency Liberal associations finds that the 

experience of the rank and file was also essentially homogenous.  
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 The common experience of the sample of associations between 1910 and 1929 could 

be summarised as follows. Firstly, the New Liberalism was prevalent in the association and it 

was on the agenda. However, traditional Gladstonian Liberalism still remained important to 

the membership, and this was clearly shown by their passionate commitment to Irish Home 

Rule. The New and the old Liberalism worked in tandem during these years and the 

association was in working order. During the war, if the association either became moribund 

or directed its energy towards the war effort. During the December crisis of 1916, they 

supported the King’s government to lead the war effort to a successful conclusion. However, 

they also supported Asquith’s continuance as leader of the Liberal Party. A language analysis 

of the two sentiments suggests genuine support for Asquith and an undercurrent of antipathy 

towards Lloyd George, but no desire to burn any bridges with him. With the boundary 

changes as a result of the Representation of the People Act, the association began to think 

electorally and perhaps reorganise as a result. When Lloyd George called an election 

immediately after the war, the Liberals were taken aback both by the timing and the nature of 

his coalition government. If the association ran a candidate, they still voiced their support for 

Lloyd George and often portrayed themselves as friendly supporters of the Coalition, even if 

they did not have the ‘Coupon’. A heavy defeat in 1918 to the Coalition candidate 

demoralised the activists. For the first half of 1919, the association did not meet. The 

evidence suggests that this was because the members were not sure if they were to be 

included amongst the supporters of the Coalition government, as many of them were 

Coalition Liberals. The Spen Valley by-election in December 1919, where a Coalition Liberal 

ran against an Independent Liberal allowing Labour to win the seat, increased the ‘Free 

Liberal’ identity of the organisation. The association still drifted in 1920, not yet convinced 

that the Coalition Liberals were beyond the pale. During 1921 and 1922, the association 

prepared for a general election but lacked any distinctive programme to win votes in a 

general election. Liberals sought retrenchment, but so did the Coalition Liberals, the 

Conservatives and the Anti-Waste League pressure group. In the 1922 general election, the 

association’s candidate would invariably finish second or third.  

After the election, the majority of the association wanted a speedy reunion with the 

Coalition Liberals and were frustrated when the Westminster elite prevented this from 

happening. Consequently, the association, like the parliamentary party, continued to drift 

until they were surprised by Baldwin’s call for Protectionist policies and the ensuing general 

election of 1923. Here the common experience deviates. If the association was in a seat of 

historic Conservative strength, then it was likely that the Liberals faced a straight fight 
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against the Conservative and were either victorious (either for the first time since 1906 or 

even since the constituency was created in 1885), or a whisker away from victory. The battle 

to save Free Trade, playing the safe and British policy cards worked to great effect and 

covered up policy deficiencies elsewhere. However, if the Association was in core or 

promising Labour territory, then the Free Trade cry did not work against another party that 

was also in favour of Free Trade, and the Liberal finished second or third, some way behind 

the victorious Labour candidate. The self-inflicted Liberal drift since 1918 disadvantaged the 

Liberals due to Labour being the official opposition since 1918, and this was exploited by 

Labour and Conservative candidates in 1922 and 1923. After the 1923 general election, the 

Liberals supported Asquith’s constitutional move in allowing the Labour government to form 

an unfettered minority administration. The association was also particularly happy that the 

Liberal Party retained its independence and was not in a coalition with either Labour or the 

Conservatives. The association would be in a precarious financial position, but after two 

general elections in a year this was to be expected. The association would also pass comment 

that they were impressed with some measure that the Labour government passed, which was 

rather worrying because if the Labour Party had shown its fitness to govern to the Liberal 

rank and file, it is logical that this sentiment might be held by Liberal voters more generally. 

The 1924 general election was an unmitigated disaster for the association. The anti-

Socialist rhetoric during the election hurt its candidate, as his party had ‘put the socialists in’. 

The Liberal would come a poor third, and at this point morale reached its lowest point. After 

the election, the faithful did carry on and tried to rebuild, and small positive and localised 

steps were made in this direction. However, the association found it difficult to find a 

candidate due to the poor prospects of them getting a return for the amount of money they 

were expected to subscribe. The Million Fund was a failure, although it did raise some money 

and spur activity. The association gave the impression of an ageing membership. If it decided 

to leave a formal comment on the final Lloyd George-Asquith split, then they reacted angrily 

to this. Ideally, they wanted Asquith and Lloyd George to work together and both to remain 

key figures in the Liberal Party. However, they saw an attempt to edge Lloyd George out of 

the party and consequently were sympathetic with his position. 

When Lloyd George became leader, the association seemed to enjoy something of a 

revival. They were able to hire an agent and secure a candidate with an apparent influx of 

money from above. The membership of the association also increased in this period. There is 

also evidence that the redefinition of policy under Lloyd George was embraced at the grass-

roots. In the 1929 general election, the association’s candidate had a distinctive policy 
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position that was a direct answer to the unemployment question, but the fact that the Liberals 

were so far behind the other two parties and therefore unlikely to form a government was 

used against them by his opponents. Lloyd George’s record concerning unemployment and 

the failure to nationalise the mines was used against the Liberal candidate by his opponents. 

The Liberal candidate’s attacks against Labour and their Socialist nationalisation policies 

may have played into the hands of both the Tories and Labour, by contributing to polarising 

the election. Even though the Liberal candidates’ vote increased, under the first-past-the-post 

electoral system with single-member constituencies, the Liberal received no reward for his 

level of support from the electors. 

However, two constituencies stand out as different from the above ‘typical’ Liberal 

experience. These are Chesterfield and Walsall. They were not as representative because of 

Kenyon’s success in 1918, 1922, 1923 and 1924 and Collins’ success in 1922 and 1923. The 

two similarities between the constituencies are that they were both working-class 

constituencies and were socially and economically areas of high Labour potential. This is 

why their success in 1923 was atypical, because most Liberals in these areas were defeated 

by Labour in that year. In the last analysis, the success of both candidates can be explained by 

their personal popularity. Kenyon had the additional advantage of being a Liberal-Labour 

candidate from before the First World War, and was also a respected and long-standing MP 

by the 1920s. It is perhaps that those advantages, and a straight fight against Labour, that 

helped Kenyon survive in 1924 whereas Collins lost to a Conservative in a triangular contest.  

There are certain key themes that stand out from an examination of the Liberal grass-

roots during the nineteen-year period of 1910-1929. The most significant is arguably the 

missed opportunities that passed by the Liberal Party because of their own disunity. Between 

December 1910 and August 1914, the Liberal Party manufactured effective opportunities, 

and was as successful as it could be reasonably expected to be after five years in office. From 

August 1914 to December 1916, the grass-roots achieved as much could be done during 

wartime, considering the difficulties which the Liberal and Asquith Coalition governments 

suffered during the war. During the December 1916 crisis and beyond, the grass-roots 

remained united so the opportunity for the parliamentary elite to resolve the personal 

differences between Lloyd George and Asquith was there. Even this missed opportunity 

during the course of the war was not fatal, as the Labour and Conservative parties remained 

somewhat constrained by how much progress they could make without being labelled 

unpatriotic. The next big missed opportunity was not fighting the 1918 general election as a 

united party – either all in or all out of the Coalition. It was not the existence a coalition in 
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1918 that was the problem for the Liberals – it was the existence of a coalition with only half 

of the Liberal party in it. On the one hand, this was the fatal blow to the Liberal Party, as it 

set the direction the Liberal Party would take 1918-1924 and gave the Labour Party the status 

and motivation as the official opposition party. On the other hand, the election results in 1918 

were so unrepresentative coming immediately after the war and with the party system in a 

state of flux that the situation should be regarded as recoverable.  

However, this thesis puts forward the new interpretation that it was between 1919 and 

1922 that the ultimate and most costly missed opportunity for the Liberal Party occurred. 

After the 1918 general election, the Liberal Party drifted throughout 1919. The context of 

Labour’s impressive 1919 municipal election results was the Liberal Associations’ neglect of 

politics in that year. The evidence presented in this thesis suggests that this Liberal drift 

occurred because Liberals were not sure of their relative position to the Coalition Liberals. 

Were they friends, enemies or one party? When this was answered at the Spen Valley by-

election at the end of 1919, it helped many associations to realise they needed to wake up 

from their hibernation. However, some associations still neglected campaigning because they 

did not want to offend the Coalition Liberals. The Labour Party took full advantage of its 

own opportunities, one of which was Liberal Party disunity. Another opportunity which the 

Labour Party exploited was the Liberal Party not being as progressive or radical as it had 

been before the war, a self-inflicted tactical mistake by the Liberals that Labour capitalised 

on in the general elections of 1922, 1923 and 1924. Another mistake, whilst not as damaging 

as the drift of 1919-1920, was not to have united before the 1922 election or immediately 

after it. The reasons for this lie with the parliamentary elite, as the majority of the grass-roots 

demanded a speedy reunion and were frustrated when it did not occur. It was during this 

second period of drift that the Labour Party solidified its hold on the status of official 

opposition. Consequently, during the 1923 general election, Labour was able to exploit its 

new prestige and the outdated policies of the Liberals, to reach the position of forming their 

first minority administration. Contrary to some of the historiography, letting Labour form a 

government was not a lost opportunity; Asquith’s scope for manoeuvre was very limited, and 

the Liberal rank and file appreciated this. 

The evidence outlined in this thesis shows that Liberal decline was not inevitable. The 

irony for the Liberal Party was that by the time an opportunity did come along, the attempt by 

Lloyd George to revive the party in 1926-29, it was too late and the Liberals had irretrievably 

become the third party in British politics. This thesis has shown that the Liberals tried to 

make the most of the potential that Lloyd George’s revival offered them, but they were 
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defeated most of all by the electoral system. The impact of the electoral system is another key 

theme of this thesis. In the Edwardian period, it was an ally of the Liberals as it contained the 

Labour Party and showed both Liberal and Labour leaders the advantages of a ‘progressive 

alliance’. However, from 1918 onwards, the first-past-the-post system became a hindrance, as 

the votes which Liberals were able to attract were not proportionately translated into seats. 

The primary beneficiary of this was the Conservative Party. 

At the municipal level, the Liberal tendency to participate in anti-Socialist pacts could 

be viewed as either an opportunity taken or yet another self-inflicted wound. The evidence 

suggests that the Liberals did benefit from these alliances, although not as much as did the 

Conservative Party. However, over the nineteen years of this study, the anti-Socialist pacts 

were evidently less effective at the end of the period than at the start. The pacts had the effect 

of polarising the electorate either for or against Labour, and as the Conservatives were a more 

effective anti-Labour depository of votes, the Liberals became more irrelevant. Nevertheless, 

not all Liberals entered into municipal pacts and there remained wards across the country 

with substantial pockets of Liberal support. 

There is another trend apparent in the case-study constituencies which reflects a 

homogeneity amongst them. There was a distinct preference for male professionals to be 

selected as candidate for general elections. The only instance of a LA considering to adopt a 

female candidate was in Southend, and this fell through due to financial reasons and her 

declining to become candidate after a meeting with the Labour Party. However, this was an 

isolated example, and the specific evidence of the Harborough LA shows that there was a 

conscious preference for male candidates. Furthermore, in all three regions Liberal 

associations found it progressively more difficult between 1918 and 1926 to secure 

candidates. 

The nature of the appeal from Liberal candidates was as homogeneous as a party 

running over 300 candidates could expect. The Liberals were arguably the most consistent 

party in its appeal during the years 1910-1929, but this reflects a lack of adaptability rather 

than a strength. Besides much of the specifics of the New Liberal agenda and the 

unemployment policies of Lloyd George in the later 1920s, a thread of the same old policies 

persisted throughout: Free Trade, electoral reform of some sort, support for the League of 

Nations (from 1918), and retrenchment in areas that did not jeopardise social reform. Only 

over the issue of temperance is there a lack of uniformity; the women’s, the more middle-

class and the more rural Liberal associations were the most likely to include this amongst 

their programmes and questions to candidates.  
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There was a considerable number of married couples in Liberal associations, and this 

is similar to what Hunt noted for the Labour Party in Manchester. 1204 Another similarity is 

that some of the female members of the Liberal Party were involved in other political bodies; 

in the Liberal case, this was primarily the League of Nations Union.1205 A further parallel is 

that Liberal women were also heavily involved in running bazaars and jumble sales which 

raised money for the constituency parties. Based on the evidence of the Liberal grass-roots, 

the women involved in the party were in strictly gendered roles: they were allowed to be in 

charge of organising social events and serving tea at the AGM, but the real power of decision 

lay in the hands of the Executive, which remained predominantly run by men. 

 Some of the most active and social associations could also be some of the electorally 

weakest, which highlights how ‘good’ organisation and activity does not automatically 

produce electoral success. 1206 This detailed investigation has shown that the Liberal grass-

roots complained about the exact same problems as the Conservatives namely, financial 

deficits, small attendances at meetings and how disadvantageous their position was when 

without a candidate to fly the flag.1207 If these were issues for the most successful party of the 

inter-war period, then it can be suggested that these problems were endemic, and therefore 

they cannot automatically be seen as being responsible for the downfall of the Liberal Party. 

Throughout the thesis, it has been noted that there was a core of activists who remained 

Liberals during these years, who believed that a Liberal Government in 1929 was possible, 

and who kept the Liberal flag flying. 

 There is one weakness that the Liberal Party had relative to the Conservative and 

Labour parties, and that was the lack of appeal of its leadership to the wider electorate. 

However, during the first phase of this study, this was not the case. Asquith and Lloyd 

George and the wider Liberal leadership appeared as being relatively young and dynamic. 

The wartime Asquith-Lloyd George split of 1916 caused self-inflicted wounds and was an 

obvious negative factor. However, a less obvious fault was the lack of appeal of the Liberal 

leadership to the country. This was particularly evident under Asquith in 1918-1926. In 1918 

he was tarnished with having being unable to lead the country to victory, in stark contrast to 

Lloyd George, who constructed a narrative that the Coalition with the Conservatives was 

                                                           
1204 K. Hunt, ‘Making politics in local communities: Labour women in inter-war Manchester’ in Worley, 

Matthew (ed.), Labour’s Grass Roots (Aldershot, 2005), p. 85. 
1205 In Hunt’s example for Labour in Manchester it was the Women’s International League. Ibid., p. 90. 
1206 A similar pattern for the Labour Party is noted in M. Worley, ‘Introduction: Labour’s grass roots’, in M. 

Worley (ed.), Labour’s Grass Roots (Aldershot, 2005), p. 3. 
1207 For the Conservative examples, see Ball, Portrait of a Party, pp. 183-198. 
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necessary to rebuild Britain after the war. Even during the elections of 1922-1924, 

Conservative speakers would make reference to Asquith’s failed leadership during the war. 

However, the problems due to Asquith’s post-war leadership go beyond his tarnished 

reputation. Asquith remained wedded to the past, and never showed sufficient urgency in 

repairing the organisation and recalibrating the party’s policies after 1918. Of course, this 

was not exclusively his responsibility. The other Independent Liberals at the elite level were 

also responsible, and deserve the majority of the blame for the tardy reunion with the 

National Liberals. Before the First World War, Asquith and his colleagues had balanced the 

appeal between the old and New Liberalism. Even in the post-war years, the rank and file 

retained a respect for Asquith, although there were signs of dissatisfaction throughout the 

1918-1926 period over the lack of detailed policy. After Lloyd George became leader, the 

party had detailed and radical proposals, and with care and attention given to the party 

machine by Herbert Samuel. Lloyd George’s peace-time coalition record was attacked by 

Conservative and Labour alike by 1929 but this was not the Liberals only reason for failure in 

1929. By 1924, the Liberals were entrenched in third place under the polarising effects of the 

electoral system. However, between 1919 and 1922 this was not the case and the failed 

leadership of the party is responsible for the Liberals not fulfilling their post-war potential.  

 Throughout this thesis, the agency that political parties have has been evident. Of 

course, there are constraints on the actions of a political party, and this was particularly 

evident during the political truce during the war and polarising effects of the electoral system. 

Nonetheless, there remained a remarkable scope for the Liberals to change their appeal to 

meet changing social and economic change which the Liberals neglected to do. Voters did 

not automatically vote Labour and Conservative on class lines, those parties had to nurture 

and evolve an appeal to attract voters. The Liberals neglected to do the same until they were 

disadvantaged by their position under the electoral system; a constraint they did not have 

1919-1922. 

In the final analysis, the evidence from the grass-roots is that the significant problems 

arose when serious and persistent disunity at leadership level began in 1916 and culminated 

in half of the Liberal Party contesting the 1918 general election in a coalition with the 

Conservatives and the other half outside it as Independents. Before December 1916, it seems 

that the Liberal grass-roots were united and supporting the war effort. Following the 

December 1916 crisis, the Liberal grass-roots seem to have been unified behind Asquith’s 

leadership of the party, but to have remained supportive of the British government during the 

war. If the party had fought the 1918 general election as one, even if Lloyd George’s personal 
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popularity could not fend off a lurch to the right, the Liberal Party would have finished a 

clear second behind the Conservatives. This would have changed the whole complexion of 

the post-war years; instead, they were a wasted opportunity for the Liberals because the 

existence of a coalition containing Liberals paralysed them. This allowed Labour the space to 

grow into, a process that accelerated during the war but was not complete by 1918. The years 

1922-1924 in many ways represented Labour’s clear arrival as the alternative government. 

The years 1924-1929 highlighted the role that the electoral system played in the decline of 

the Liberal Party from the 1918 general election onwards. The forces of Liberalism were not 

united by 1923 and they were already in the third party trap; the results of the 1923 general 

election confirmed this with the resulting Labour government, and Labour’s moderate actions 

legitimised them as the alternative government in a primarily two-party first-past-the-post 

electoral system. The disaster of 1924, with the great loss of seats and reduction to minor 

party status, formalised a situation that had developed since the Coupon Election in 1918. 
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