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LLoyD GeorGe’s CoaLITIon proposaL of 1910 
anD pre-War LIberaLIsM
‘England does not love 
coalitions’. Disraeli’s 
famous comment on 
the 1852 Aberdeen 
Coalition was not one 
of his most perceptive. 
It is more accurate 
to say that many 
politicians do not love 
coalitions but that many 
voters do appreciate 
attempts by the parties 
to settle major issues 
by agreement and 
compromise. At all 
events, since 1852 
Britain has had twelve 
coalition governments, 
not to mention several 
abortive attempts at 
coalition conducted 
through private 
negotiations and inter-
party conferences.1 
Martin Pugh examines 
Lloyd George’s coalition 
proposal of 1910.
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There have also been peri-
ods of close understanding 
between two parties, such 

as between Gladstone and the Irish 
in 1886 and the Liberals and Labour 
in 1906–14, that fell short of coali-
tion. To this extent coalitionism has 
been a formative element in British 
political history, though national 
mythology has it that, unlike the 
Italians and the Germans, we don’t 
really do coalitions. 

In this context the initiative 
taken by Lloyd George to launch 
a coalition in the summer and 
autumn of 1910 was not as eccentric 
as it appears at first sight. The previ-
ous coalition had ended as recently 
as 1905 and the next one was to 
begin in 1915. Yet it has always 
seemed an odd episode both for 
Lloyd George himself and for the 
Edwardian Liberal Party. As a result 
of the controversy generated by 
Lloyd George’s ‘People’s Budget’ of 
1909 and the early general election 
fought in January 1910 to overrule 
the peers’ rejection of it, politics 
had become unusually polarised 
and party passions were inflamed to 
such an extent that the prospect of 
the leaders getting together looked 
highly improbable at least to those 
outside the Westminster elite. Some 
of the leading politicians genu-
inely held each other in contempt; 
even in the crisis of wartime Wal-
ter Long commented: ‘I loathe the 
very idea of our good fellows sit-
ting with these double-dyed trai-
tors [the Liberals]’.2 

However, even at the height 
of the controversies others felt 
the attraction of collaboration, 
including Lloyd George, 

Churchill and even the Chief 
Whip, Alexander Murray, among 
the Liberals, partly due to their 
more detached view of their own 
colleagues. Privately Lloyd George 
complained about the ‘glorified 
grocers’ on the Liberal benches 
as much as the ‘backwoodsmen’ 
among the Tories.3 And leading 
Edwardian Unionists such as F. 
E. Smith, Austen Chamberlain 
and even the party leader, Arthur 
Balfour, felt content to collaborate 
with their opponents if the terms 
were right. Contemporaries 
noticed that personal relations 
between the controversialists were 
surprisingly warm. ‘On the whole 
the Opposition are very fond of 
[Lloyd] George’, commented Lucy 
Masterman. ‘He amuses Arthur 
Balfour by his quickness and 
acuteness’. But she also described 
Lloyd George as ‘absolutely 
hypnotised by Arthur Balfour, by 
his charm, his quickness, and his 
undeniably very clever intellect’.4 

However, the personalities were 
only part of the explanation. The 
attempts at coalition in 1910 can be 
understood at two levels: short-
term manoeuvring for advantage in 
the aftermath of the January elec-
tion, and the underlying critique 
about the failure of British govern-
ment and party politics to arrest 
national decline. The events of 1910 
only make sense when placed in the 
context of the debates that had pre-
ceded them around the turn of the 
century and what followed during 
the First World War.

The immediate context for 
the initiatives of 1910 lay in the 
deadlock that developed in the 

aftermath of the election in Janu-
ary. Among Liberals it had been 
widely assumed that if they won 
the election not only would the 
Budget – rejected by the peers by 
350 votes to 75 – be passed, but the 
Cabinet would also proceed with 
legislation to curtail the powers 
of the House of Lords; Asquith 
had declared he would not hold 
office without ‘safeguards’ to 
ensure the passage of legislation. 
However, it transpired that this 
was not quite true for the King, 
Edward VII, was reluctant to cre-
ate the five hundred new Liberal 
peers required to force a House of 
Lords reform bill through parlia-
ment without a second general 
election. Though ready to accept 
the advice of his elected govern-
ment, he was well aware that the 
Liberals had emerged from the 
election with just 275 seats to 272 
for the Conservatives, so that a 
working majority rested on the 40 
Labour and 82 Irish members, the 
latter being distinctly unreliable. 
As a result the government did not 
enjoy a very emphatic mandate.

In any case the Cabinet had not 
actually decided what precisely to 
do by way of reforming the upper 
chamber, whether to reduce its 
powers, change its composition, 
impose joint sittings or even opt 
for abolition. The vague refer-
ences in the King’s Speech in Feb-
ruary exposed this embarrassing 
situation. In April the government 
reached agreement with the Irish 
to ensure the passage of the Budget 
and passed resolutions dealing with 
restrictions on the peers’ pow-
ers over money bills and ordinary 
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legislation; attention then focused 
on the constitutional issue. It was in 
these circumstances that politicians 
began casting around for ways out 
of the impasse.

Then in May the King sud-
denly died, thereby thrusting his 
successor, George V, into a major 
political crisis. Several initiatives 
quickly emerged. Lord Curzon 
had already floated the idea of a 
two-party conference under the 
Speaker’s chairmanship. Another, 
inspired by J. L. Garvin, editor of 
the Observer, and his circle, took 
the form of an appeal for a ‘Truce 
of God’, in effect a meeting of the 
party leaders with a view to defus-
ing the crisis. But Murray, the Lib-
eral Chief Whip, also argued that 
politicians should avoid putting 
pressure on the new King by devis-
ing a compromise among them-
selves. As a result a five-month 
political truce began during which 
a constitutional conference took 
place including Asquith, Lloyd 
George, Lord Crewe and Augus-
tine Birrell for the Liberals, and 
Balfour, Chamberlain, Lord Lans-
downe and Lord Cawdor for the 
Unionists. At the meetings Lloyd 
George apparently acted as the 
guardian of party interests, adopt-
ing the aggressive approach that 
was his trademark, so much so that 
he nearly broke up the conference 
by the end of July.5 

In fact the twenty-one meet-
ings simply left him frustrated and 
bored. As a result, by August his 
fertile mind was casting around for 
an alternative means of bypassing 
the deadlock. He had earlier spoken 
to some colleagues about an alliance 
of Radical Liberals, Labour and the 
Irish, and to others about a govern-
ment of progressive businessmen. 
At home in North Wales he com-
posed the ‘Criccieth memorandum’, 
a more sweeping proposal designed 
not to resolve the controversy over 
the House of Lords but to create a 
coalition government as a way of 
circumventing the party contro-
versies that were holding things up. 
Consequently, the summer of 1910 
saw two related but separate devel-
opments: formal negotiations about 
the House of Lords issue and infor-
mal talks about a wider agenda to 
be implemented by a coalition. 

It was thus not entirely clear 
what was going on. As both party 
leaders felt apprehensive about the 
reactions of their followers they 

kept the talks as private as possi-
ble. The Irish were less than happy 
about the conference because 
they believed that they – and thus 
home rule – were being sidelined 
at a moment when they held the 
balance of power in parliament. 
Many leading Liberals found their 
reliance on Irish votes an irrita-
tion, and saw that the removal of 
the peers’ veto would force home 
rule to the top of the agenda once 
again. Lloyd George himself was 
lukewarm about home rule in that, 
though sympathetic in principle, 
he did not regard it as a priority, 
rather as a complication for other 
Liberal reforms. By promoting a 
coalition he implicitly sought to 
evade the commitment so that the 
Irish could be ‘left to stew in their 
own juice’. Certainly, if the Tory 
leaders were to be recruited to 
his scheme they had to have some 
reassurance about Ireland. Under 
a coalition home rule might be 
embodied in a wider reorganisa-
tion of the empire, much favoured 
by some Tory imperialists, and 
gain a parliament along with Scot-
land and Wales, a solution widely 
known as ‘home rule all round’. 
Privately the Tory leaders recog-
nised that the Union was a lost 
cause and were therefore ready to 
cooperate with the government ‘if 
they [are] prepared to defy the Irish 
and their own extremists’.6 

However, Birrell, the Liberal 
Chief Secretary for Ireland, reas-
sured the Irish MPs that he ‘attaches 
no importance to the conference. It 
will be informal and above all not 
binding’.7 This is corroborated by 
Asquith’s view of the situation. A 
secret Cabinet memorandum refer-
ring to ‘the most cogent of all rea-
sons’ explained that the Liberals 
needed time before facing another 
general election.8 Asquith accepted 
that he could not reasonably 
demand guarantees from the King 
in the current parliament. Moreo-
ver, by postponing the decision for 
a time the government would be 
seen to be magnanimous in spar-
ing an inexperienced King from a 
major controversy. As for Balfour, 
he had already taken risks by trying 
to persuade the old King to defy his 
Liberal ministers and appoint them 
to office, a dangerously unconstitu-
tional idea that would have thrust 
the monarchy into party contro-
versy. For both sides it was wiser to 
pull back from the brink.

Such were the immediate 
motives and calculations. But much 
of the momentum behind the talks 
during the summer and autumn 
of 1910 reflected a more profound 
reaction against party govern-
ment that had been brewing since 
the 1890s and had reached a climax 
during the South African War in 
1899–1902. The impact of the mili-
tary disasters had been comple-
mented by revelations about the 
poor health and education of the 
men who had volunteered and led 
to a wider critique of British par-
liamentary government. Critics 
argued that the Salisbury Cabinet 
was stuffed with the Prime Minis-
ter’s relatives; parliament attracted 
nimble speakers and skilled tac-
ticians who were incompetent 
in matters of administration; at 
both national and local level the 
demands of party politics margin-
alised the experts and professionals 
in favour of amateurs and wirepull-
ers. From these complaints there 
emerged a demand for promoting 
‘National Efficiency’. This involved 
increasing the role of experts, 
bringing successful businessmen 
into government and dispensing 
with narrow party rule in favour 
of some form of national govern-
ment drawn from the best men in 
all parties and in none. In the crisis 
of the Boer War it seemed briefly 
possible that such an administration 
might emerge led, perhaps, by Lord 
Rosebery, a former Liberal Prime 
Minister but one whose support for 
imperial expansion and scepticism 
about home rule made him appeal-
ing to some Tories.

Although the mood soon gave 
way to normal party warfare, espe-
cially the controversies over the 
1902 Education Bill and free trade 
versus tariff reform, the idea of 
National Efficiency proved to be 
potent and, indeed, has resurfaced 
periodically in British politics ever 
since. In particular, the attainment 
of National Efficiency through a 
coalition was promoted by J. L. 
Garvin and a circle of acolytes 
including Lord Milner, F. S. Oliver 
and L. S. Amery. Inspired by the 
ideas of Joseph Chamberlain, they 
sought some form of imperial feder-
ation backed by a tariff and a coher-
ent defence policy; they accepted 
the need for state intervention in 
social affairs; and they saw the reso-
lution of the Irish Question in a 
home-rule-all-round strategy.
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However, as Rosebery was by 
now a marginal figure, an alterna-
tive Liberal exponent of National 
Efficiency seemed essential. Lloyd 
George was the outstanding can-
didate. His term at the Board of 
Trade (1905–08) had surprised 
and impressed his political oppo-
nents for his ability to ‘command 
the confidence of men of business’ 
and to draw vested interests into 
compromises.9 Though they rec-
ognised that Lloyd George was 
publicly committed to free trade, 
they interpreted his actions in safe-
guarding British commercial inter-
ests as those of a protectionist. Nor 
did they see him as anti-imperial 
or anti-military despite his record 
during the Boer War. He had 
objected to that particular war, but, 
in the words of Lord Esher, ‘he is 
plucky and an imperialist at heart, 
if he is anything’.10 This seemed 
to be corroborated by his record 
at the Exchequer where, despite 
some stiff arguments with succes-
sive First Lords of the Admiralty 
about the cost of building Dread-
noughts, he ‘does not care a bit for 
economy’ and invariably found the 
money required for naval building. 
In effect the Conservatives increas-
ingly believed that in Lloyd George 
they had found a second Joseph 
Chamberlain, a politician who 
started as a partisan radical noncon-
formist Liberal who would evolve 
into a national statesman, promot-
ing imperial development and class 
collaboration. For his part Lloyd 
George evidently believed that the 
situation in 1910 was similar to that 
prevailing during the Boer War. He 
contemplated an alternative gov-
ernment incorporating such figures 
as Alfred Mond and Sir Christo-
pher Furness, who were Liberal 
MPs and successful entrepreneurs.11 
He himself would fill the Chamber-
lain/Rosebery role by leading the 
national administration.

Many historians, while rec-
ognising Lloyd George’s detach-
ment from regular party politics, 
have considered the interpreta-
tion of him as a social imperialist 
as an exaggeration or even mis-
representation. Yet the expecta-
tions of the Edwardian National 
Efficiency advocates were not 
entirely lacking an empirical basis. 
As a young man in the 1880s Lloyd 
George had felt the attraction of 
Chamberlain’s politics: a combina-
tion of domestic radicalism and a 

patriotic-imperialist external strat-
egy; but his position in Wales, one 
of the most Gladstonian parts of 
Britain, had helped him to resist 
the temptation to join Chamberlain 
and later the Liberal Unionists. 

It is possible to infer a good deal 
about Lloyd George’s motives and 
intentions from the memoran-
dum he produced, dated 17 August 
1910, which spelt out a programme 
for a coalition government, and 
from the way he handled it. Ini-
tially he told Churchill, a natural 
enthusiast for coalition, and Mur-
ray, who was sympathetic, but kept 
Asquith in the dark until October 
when Crewe, Birrell, Sir Edward 
Grey and Richard Haldane were 
also informed. Among the Tories 
he first invited F. E. Smith to talk 
it over at Downing Street before 
holding a private dinner with Bal-
four whom he assured that their 
meeting would be confidential: 
‘The servants are Welsh and could 
not follow the conversation’.12 
By agreement Balfour then con-
sulted his three colleagues who 
sat on the conference as well as 
Andrew Bonar Law with whom 
Lloyd George had enjoyed a good 
relationship since his time at the 
Board of Trade. Meanwhile Garvin 
agreed to give the idea favourable 
publicity in the newspapers.

The second half of the memo-
randum was devoted to propos-
als blatantly designed to tempt 
the Conservatives. He dropped a 
broad hint about a compromise on 
free trade, to be attained through 
an enquiry guided by ‘intelligent 
and judicial impartiality’. He made 
a bid for the imperial federation-
ist support by advocating uniting 
the empire by ‘concentrating its 
resources for defence as for com-
merce’. And he appealed to those 
Tories who favoured state inter-
ventionism by suggesting raising 
the school-leaving age to enable 
Britain’s labour force to compete 
with Germany and the United 
States and promoting more effi-
cient large-scale farming with 
state subsidies. All these questions, 
Lloyd George claimed, could be 
resolved much more easily by a 
non-party approach which would 
carry greater weight than any nor-
mal government. Similarly, the 
Irish question would be suscep-
tible to non-party treatment, as 
the government could deal with 
it ‘without being subject to the 

embarrassing dictation of extreme 
partisans, whether from National-
ists or Orangemen’.13 Perhaps most 
surprisingly he offered a more effi-
cient policy for national defence 
through the adoption of compul-
sory military training designed to 
raise an extra 500,000 men to sup-
port the regular army. There is no 
doubt that the Conservatives were 
surprised, even shocked, by these 
suggestions. ‘We were astonished 
at George’s concessions’, admitted 
Chamberlain. ‘What will his peo-
ple say of him ?’14 But the memo-
randum gained credibility in their 
eyes because it went a long way to 
confirming the impression some of 
them had already formed of about 
his politics.

On the other hand, in the first 
half of the memorandum Lloyd 
George set out the ideas more 
likely to attract Liberals. ‘It is a 
clever document but a strange one’, 
Crewe told the Prime Minister.15 It 
included improved housing, tack-
ling the problem of alcoholic drink, 
introducing insurance against ill-
health and unemployment and 
reforming the Poor Law. It is this 
list that throws most light on Lloyd 
George’s constructive approach 
to politics. Though not an intel-
lectual, he was always attracted by 
novel ideas, as was Churchill, and 
almost invariably became impatient 
about finding immediate solutions 
to pressing problems. This attitude 
was reflected in his unorthodox 
working methods, his refusal to be 
restrained by civil service caution, 
his fondness for talking through 
policies and schemes with friends, 
his habit of bypassing official chan-
nels and seeking his own sources of 
information and ideas. In 1910 the 
problem that had begun to absorb 
him was the preparation of a com-
pulsory scheme of national insur-
ance for both health – or infirmity 
as it was then known – and unem-
ployment. This topic occupied 
more space than any other in his 
memorandum and it seems prob-
able that in composing his coali-
tion proposals it was the resolution 
of national insurance reform that 
most moved him. For the attempt 
to legislate for the introduction of 
insurance stirred up angry nests of 
vested interests, notably the medi-
cal profession, the private insurance 
companies, and the trade unions 
who resented the imposition of 
extra compulsory contributions 
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on their members. Conscious that 
it was comparatively easy to enact 
such a reform in Germany, he com-
plained: ‘but here one would have 
to encounter the bitter hostility 
of powerful organisations like the 
Prudential, the Liver, the Royal 
Victoria, the Pearl, and similar 
organisations, with an army num-
bering scores, if not hundreds of 
thousands, of agents and collectors 
who make a living out of collecting 
a few pence a week from millions of 
households’.16 

He felt strongly that the current 
system of private insurance ‘ought 
to be terminated at the earliest pos-
sible moment’. The costs of admin-
istration of the private schemes 
absorbed half of the total receipts; 
some companies were so badly run 
that they faced bankruptcy; the 
agents sometimes sold their books 
to make a profit for themselves at 
the expense of the contributors; and 
the typical ‘death benefit’ was of 
little help to the widows and chil-
dren left behind by the loss of their 
breadwinner. Lloyd George here 
articulated the modern Liberal view 
that the state could perform such 
essential functions more efficiently 
and effectively than a multitude of 
private, profit-making bodies. But 
he anticipated that such legislation 
was likely to be a major electoral 
liability because of the reactions of 
the vested interests, especially the 
collectors who visited homes on a 
weekly basis. After a meeting with 
the representatives of the insurance 
companies in August he felt con-
vinced that their hostility would 
prove fatal. In this context national 
insurance epitomised the case for 
coalition government as a means of 
circumventing and defeating the 
sectional interests that so often frus-
trated reforms that were necessary 
in the national interest.

By October, with the constitu-
tional conference reaching dead-
lock, Lloyd George pushed hard 
for the coalition alternative by 
talking separately to the two sides. 
While the Conservatives were 
intrigued and excited, the Liberals 
required more reassurance which 
he provided by extemporising; to 
Crewe, for example, he explained 
that Liberal nonconformists would 
have to have guarantees on edu-
cation and church disestablish-
ment – topics that had not actually 
been mentioned in the memoran-
dum. He even composed a second 

memorandum towards the end of 
October designed to be seen by 
Liberals only.17 In fact, several sen-
ior Liberals, including Grey and 
Crewe who were rather defeatist 
and lacked the impetus to tackle 
radical reforms at this stage, seem 
to have welcomed the prospect of a 
deal with their opponents.18 How-
ever, this is not true of Asquith who 
was an altogether tougher politi-
cian. It seems almost certain that 
Asquith never realised how far 
Lloyd George was going in his talks 
with the Tories, sketching out the 
membership of a coalition, suggest-
ing Balfour as Leader of the Com-
mons, elevating himself as Prime 
Minister – and despatching Asquith 
to the House of Lords. 

The negotiations reached a cli-
max on 2 November, when Balfour 
and Lloyd George met privately. At 
that stage the Tory leader under-
stood that he was being asked 
to concede home rule all round 
in return for a measure of tariff 
reform, compulsory military ser-
vice and naval expansion; but he 
felt unable to accept and the effort 
was abandoned. Balfour was doubt-
less influenced by the lack of pro-
gress made at the constitutional 
conference which also collapsed a 
few days later, though this was not 
made known until 10 November.

Why did the initiative to form 
a coalition fail? With hindsight it 
is tempting to assume that Lloyd 
George’s proposals for a coalition 
programme were simply unreal-
istic because he had incorporated 
so many major measures into his 
document. On the other hand, 
there was some logic in this. Dead-
lock between the parties was some-
times resolved by being ambitious 
rather than cautious. In 1884–85, 
for example, the Liberals’ limited 
proposals to extend the vote had 
been blocked by the peers but were 
later enacted when they agreed to 
include a scheme to redistribute 
the constituencies; the same thing 
occurred in 1917–18 with even 
more comprehensive proposals to 
reform the male and female fran-
chise, redraw constituency bounda-
ries and make many other changes 
to the electoral system. When the 
parties disagreed it proved easier 
to go for a sweeping measure of 
reform in which everyone gained 
something they wanted and con-
sequently swallowed things they 
disliked. 

The obvious explanation for 
failure is that Lloyd George evi-
dently thought it feasible to use 
the methods he had employed suc-
cessfully at the Board of Trade in 
talking separately to the two sides 
with a view to finding the common 
ground. But in 1910 the participants 
were more sceptical. And rightly 
so because he was telling a different 
story to the two parties. If the par-
ties had been able to resolve their 
differences over House of Lords 
reform there would have been some 
logic in going on to the coalition 
as the threat of an election would 
have been lifted, but Lloyd George 
had nothing new to offer on that 
subject, only a plea to circumvent it 
altogether.

For his part Asquith seems to 
have regarded the whole coali-
tion proposal with detachment, 
even amusement, from the outset. 
A more orthodox party politician, 
he appreciated the damage to Lib-
eral morale that would result from 
reneging on traditional commit-
ments on free trade and voluntary 
recruitment; this view was cor-
roborated from the other side by F. 
E. Smith, who believed a coalition 
agreement would have smashed 
the Liberal organisation for a dec-
ade. In any case, any deal that com-
promised home rule threatened to 
disrupt the electoral alliance with 
the Irish and even Labour that had 
sustained the Liberals through elec-
tions in 1906 and January 1910; this 
was indeed to be the eventual result 
of the formation of the wartime 
coalition with the Conservatives in 
1915. Asquith’s main object in talk-
ing to the opposition had always 
been to buy some time and to show 
George V that he had done his best 
to find a way out of the Lords’ con-
troversy; once this was seen to have 
failed the King was left with little 
option but to acquiesce in his gov-
ernment’s desire for the creation of 
new peers. By the autumn the party 
was preparing for a further battle 
with the Tories and to back down 
unexpectedly would have been 
very damaging to morale.

The other key reason for failure 
lay in Lloyd George’s inability to 
win the complete confidence and 
cooperation of Balfour. With hind-
sight Lloyd George claimed that 
he had enjoyed the support of the 
leading Conservatives in 1910 but 
was thwarted by the reactionar-
ies such as Lord Londonderry and 

LLoyD GeorGe’s CoaLITIon proposaL of 1910 anD pre-War LIberaLIsM

by october, 
with the con-
stitutional 
conference 
reaching 
deadlock, 
Lloyd George 
pushed hard 
for the coa-
lition alter-
native by 
talking sepa-
rately to the 
two sides. 
While the 
Conserva-
tives were 
intrigued 
and excited, 
the Liber-
als required 
more 
reassurance.



Journal of Liberal History 77 Winter 2012–13 23 

‘the less capable and therefore more 
narrowly partisan members of his 
party’.19 However, these remarks 
reflected his post-war experience 
in being rejected by rank-and-file 
Tories in 1922 while retaining the 
backing of Smith, Balfour and 
Chamberlain. In 1910 only a hand-
ful of Conservatives were actually 
consulted and Balfour was suspi-
cious because Lloyd George used F. 
E. Smith, a highly opportunistic, 
freewheeling figure, as his inter-
mediary. Nor did Balfour appre-
ciate until later in October how 
many concessions Lloyd George 
required from the Tories. Moreo-
ver, although Balfour’s attitude 
towards his own party was lordly 
and detached, he could not take 
liberties with his followers on such 
issues as Ireland. ‘I cannot become 
another Robert Peel in my party’, 
he explained.20 As a result of the 
controversy over tariff reform 
launched in 1903 by Joseph Cham-
berlain the Conservatives had 
become very divided and neither 
faction regarded Balfour as reliable. 
He had been promptly denounced 
by Leo Maxse of the National 
Review for even talking to the Lib-
erals: ‘Those who begin negoti-
ating with Mr Asquith will find 
themselves sold to the Molly Magu-
ires before the end of the chapter.’21 

Admittedly Lloyd George hoped to 
bring Balfour round on Ireland by 
offering a federal or home-rule-all-
round solution. But Garvin failed 
to convince the Tory leader that 
this could be done without splitting 
the party, and the federalists had 
not thought through such a major 
scheme sufficiently. In effect, while 
Lloyd George wanted the Tories to 
accept the idea of coalition and sort 
out the details later, Balfour pre-
ferred to have the details first.

Yet although it proved to be a 
failure the coalition initiative of 
1910 was not without some signifi-
cance. Among Liberal opinion the 
demise of the conference came as a 
relief. ‘There are people who talk 
glibly of the existing parties hav-
ing done their work and seen their 
day, and dream of a great “national 
party”’, scoffed the [Liberal] West-
minster Gazette. ‘This idea will 
never prevail as long as there is life 
and strength in parliamentary insti-
tutions and a wholesome interest 
in public affairs among the mass of 
the people.’22 The immediate con-
sequences were that the Liberal 

Party remained united, a second 
general election became inevita-
ble and Asquith played his ace: the 
royal guarantee of new peers. The 
victory in December’s poll resulted 
in the enactment of the Parliament 
Act in 1911 and the lasting curtail-
ment of the House of Lords’ role in 
government and in British politics 
generally. 

Lloyd George promptly 
reverted to type by throwing him-
self into the election, which became 
almost a referendum on the upper 
chamber; he mocked the peers as 
descendants of ‘French filibusters’ 
and ‘the ennobled indiscretions of 
kings’. But he found himself forced 
back into the trying negotiations 
over the National Insurance Bill. 
Although it was passed in 1911 he 
was frustrated by not being able 
to include widows’ pensions as he 
had intended. As he had foreseen, 
the Bill offered easy targets for the 
Tories and as a result several Liberal 
seats were lost in by-elections dur-
ing 1912–13. But the episode also 
damaged him in the wider party as 
reports of his scheme leaked out, 
leaving him a more isolated fig-
ure by 1914; his natural allies in the 
Cabinet had already concluded that 
he had crossed sides on defence and 
foreign policy. 

On the other hand, Balfour, 
who had kept his party firmly in 
mind in backing away from coali-
tion, earned himself little grati-
tude. Supporters of coalition saw 
his conduct as typically indecisive. 
But critics from the ‘Radical Right’ 
like Leo Maxse also condemned 
him for engaging in talks as proof 
that he could not be relied on to 
uphold Tory principles. When he 
lost the December election, his 
third consecutive defeat, the crit-
ics launched a vituperative ‘Balfour 
Must Go’ campaign which resulted 
in his resignation in 1911.

The 1910 negotiations also had 
considerable longer-term signifi-
cance in that for Lloyd George they 
provided a virtual dress rehearsal 
for his wartime government. 
Despite his failure in 1910 he saw 
that the leading Conservatives took 
his ideas seriously and, given the 
right circumstances, would be pre-
pared to take risks with the party. 
Of course his path was made easier 
by Asquith’s decision to form a coa-
lition in 1915. But the Lloyd George 
coalition that followed it in Decem-
ber 1916 was qualitatively different 

in translating into concrete form 
the ideas of the National Efficiency 
school. It diluted the party element 
in government by incorporating 
businessmen and experts, sidelined 
the old Cabinet by a five-man War 
Cabinet, instituted a cabinet sec-
retariat to promote efficiency, and 
employed the Milnerites in the 
Prime Minister’s personal secre-
tariat. Even in the reaction against 
Lloyd George’s style of government 
in the 1920s some of this apparatus 
survived, and the ideal of a non-
party or national government con-
tinued to resurface at intervals in 
British politics. 

Lloyd George may have been the 
first ‘Presidential’ Prime Minister 
but he was not the last. Churchill 
carried forward both the ideas of 
the Edwardian era and a marked 
habit for working with more than 
one party. Mrs Thatcher, who 
frankly admitted she would have 
preferred to be president, was very 
sceptical about many members of 
her own party and attracted by 
outsiders with business experience. 
Tony Blair, equally detached from 
his own party, was positively Lloyd 
Georgeian in his habit for appoint-
ing men from outside the party to 
provide alternative advice to that 
offered by his official ministers.
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