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The Liberal Party, the Labour Party 
and the First World War

Unquestionably the 
Liberal Party emerged 
weaker from the war, 

Labour stronger. The extent to 
which Labour gained at the Liber-
als’ expense is harder to judge, but 
there are reasons to believe it was 
one of the significant factors in 
the Liberal decline. These reasons 
include the following.

Labour was represented for 
the first time in the wartime coa-
lition cabinets. In 1915–16 there 
was just Arthur Henderson, first 
at the Board of Education, then as 
paymaster-general; then Hender-
son and George Barnes in Lloyd 
George’s war cabinet, although 
Henderson resigned in 1917 over 
the government’s unwillingness 
to seek a negotiated peace, while 
Barnes remained in the cabinet 
until 1920. The trade unionist John 
Hodge was the first minister for the 
newly formed Ministry of Labour 
in 1916–17, followed by George 
Roberts, 1917–19. Labour politi-
cians thus gained experience which 
perhaps gave them greater credibil-
ity in the eyes of voters.

The trade union movement 
grew significantly in numbers and 
strength during the war, from 4.1 
million in 1914 to 6.5 million in 
1919.1 Most trade unionists were 
automatically Labour Party mem-
bers. The unions were Labour’s 
main source of funding and big-
ger unions meant more funds for 
the party and improved capacity to 
fight elections. Of course, being a 
union member had not prevented 
men from voting Liberal or Con-
servative in the past, but Labour’s 
clear support for wartime strikes, 
while Asquith was far more equivo-
cal, may have won the support of 
some trade unionists.

Labour Party supporters were 
actively and prominently involved 
in a range of successful social 
reform campaigns during the war: 
for rent controls, more and better 
housing, higher old-age pensions, 
improved maternal and child wel-
fare, and for the extension of the 
franchise to women and to all men. 
All of these were implemented, 

to varying degrees, during or 
immediately after the war. Many 
workers, especially trade union-
ists, had enjoyed unprecedented 
full employment and improved 
living standards during the war.2 
They wanted these conditions to 
continue after the war, supported 
the reforms and may have trusted 
Labour to carry on pressing for 
delivery. Also Labour were une-
quivocally in favour of continued 
state action to improve social and 
economic conditions, of the sort 
that had been successful during 
the war, whereas the Liberals were 
more divided on the role of the 
state. Some reform minded Liberals 
of course switched to Labour dur-
ing or after the war, such as Chris-
topher Addison.

Labour agreed a new constitu-
tion in 1918 which improved its 
organisation, including for elec-
tions. It established permanent 
constituency parties with individ-
ual members, whereas previously 
membership was only possible via 
membership of an affiliated organi-
sation such as a trade union or the 
Fabian Society. This assisted it in 
mobilising members more effec-
tively to improve its performance 
in central and local elections after 
the war.

The impact of the franchise 
extension in 1918 is hard to judge 
because, of course, voting was 
secret and there were no opinion 
polls at this time. Many working 
men and women got the vote for 
the first time, but so also did many 
middle and upper-class men who 
were not independent property 
holders, mainly younger, unmar-
ried men.3 However, the percent-
age of potential electors from the 
manual working class increased 
from 76 per cent to 80 per cent of 
an electorate which grew dramati-
cally from 7 million to 21 million. 
It is unlikely that all new voters 
voted Labour but there was a prob-
able advantage to Labour from the 
extended male franchise. Women 
had at last achieved the vote, but 
the female franchise was biased 
against poorer women: excluded 

were the large numbers of living-
in servants and shop workers, and 
any woman over the age of 30 who 
was not a ratepayer or married 
to a ratepayer. However women 
made up a substantial proportion of 
the individual membership of the 
party, over 250,000 by the late 1920s 
– at least half of individual party 
membership, in some constituen-
cies more.4 It is often argued that 
women voters were always strongly 
biased towards Conservatism, but 
there is no clear evidence of this for 
the interwar period.5 The refusal 
of Asquith’s government to grant 
votes for women before the war 
alienated some women from Liber-
alism. On balance, it is likely that 
Labour gained votes from the fran-
chise extension to the disadvantage 
of the Liberals. 

Deep dissension within the Lib-
eral Party contributed a great deal 
to its post-war decline. The fact 
that a reform-minded alternative 
existed in the form of the Labour 
Party, which was growing in 
strength and credibility, gave many 
voters an alternative, assisting the 
long-run decline.
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