
4  Journal of Liberal History 95  Summer 2017 

The Liberal Party and the General Election of 1915
Counterfactual
Ian Garrett considers what could have happened in the general 
election due in 1915 but postponed because of the outbreak of war
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The Liberal Party and the General Election of 1915
Elections at the beginning of the twen-

tieth century were not of course held on 
one day, as they have been since 1918. Nor, 

therefore, would election counts have taken place 
largely overnight – it took several weeks for elec-
tion results to emerge from around the country. 
Nevertheless, it is easy to imagine the sort of stu-
dio conversations that might have taken place in 
the early stages of a hypothetical election night 
broadcast. If war had not broken out, and the 
election of 1915 taken place as expected, would 
such a conversation have proceeded something 
like this?

‘Well, Peter Snow, over to you – how is it look-
ing for Mr Asquith?’

‘Not so good at the moment, David. The 
Liberals are struggling against the Conservatives 
in many areas of the country, but they are also 
expecting to lose seats in working class areas to 
the Labour Party. Last year’s events in Ireland 
haven’t helped the Liberals either.’

Was the Liberal government of 1914 on its last 
legs, ground down by problems in Ireland, the 
suffragette crisis, and the rise of the Labour Party? 
If that was the case, then if an election had hap-
pened in 1915, it would presumably have produced 
a similar result to 1918. And it would therefore 
have seen the same collapse of the Liberal Party – 
a collapse from which it has yet to fully recover. 

Or was Asquith’s government no different to 
most governments? It was facing problems no 
doubt; but, on this interpretation, there was noth-
ing that would suggest a fatal, and irreversible, 
decline.

The terms of the discussion were partly set as 
long ago as 1935 with the publication of George 
Dangerfield’s famous book, The Strange Death 
of Liberal England.1 This is not well regarded by 
academic historians; but despite its remarkably 
overblown and breathless prose, it has done much 
to set the framework for the subsequent debate. 
Dangerfield concluded that the events of 1911–14 
and the tide of violence associated with Ulster 
Unionists, suffragettes and militant trade union-
ists broke a political creed depending on rational 
debate and tolerance. In particular, the presence 
of the Labour Party from 1906 ‘doomed’ the Lib-
erals, who were ‘an army protected at all points 
except for one vital position on its flank’.2 The 

outbreak of the First World War provided a suit-
ably dramatic climax to the collapse of Liberal 
government and party. 

More modern popular histories have come to 
similar conclusions. A. N. Wilson, another writer 
of fluent prose but shaky history, saw Britain as 
in the grip of ‘strikes and industrial unrest … of 
a proportion unseen since 1848’,3 embroiled in 
such an ‘impasse’ over Ireland in 1914 that war 
seemed preferable as a way out, as something that 
‘could rally the dissident voices of the Welsh, the 
women, the Irish behind a common cause’.4 And 
if neither Dangerfield nor Wilson seem particu-
larly rigorous, it has proved remarkably difficult 
to escape the former’s shadow. The ‘Edwardian 
Age’ series of essays, for example, has nine sepa-
rate entries for Dangerfield in the index, covering 
seventeen pages and five of the nine essays in the 
slim volume.5

Is it that straightforward? Dangerfield was 
writing in the mid-1930s, when the Liberal Party 
had split into factions that maybe shared ultimate 
aims, but were increasingly at divergence on how 
to achieve them, as the occasion of Liberals fight-
ing Liberal Nationals in the 1937 St Ives by-elec-
tion was to show soon after. By then, the Labour 
Party had indeed replaced them as the main 
political rivals to the Conservatives. It seems at 
least arguable that this was a case of writing his-
tory with the benefit of hindsight, as opposed to 
the demise of the Liberal Party being genuinely 
as evident in 1914 as Dangerfield suggested. How 
close was Labour to replacing the Liberals at that 
point, and for that matter, how confident were the 
Tories of triumph in the next election?

Until relatively recently, much of the history 
of the early Labour Party was written by those 
who supported it, and perhaps as a result, empha-
sised evidence that tended to suggest the rise of 
Labour was essentially inevitable.6 Ross McKib-
bin, for example, maintained that even before the 
First World War, the growth of ‘class self-aware-
ness’ meant that ‘the Liberal Party found it could 
make no claims on the loyalties of any class’.7 
Another historian of the Left, Keith Laybourn, is 
unequivocal in believing that by 1914 ‘the Labour 
Party was well established and threatening the 
hegemony of the Liberal party in progressive pol-
itics’.8 The limited franchise, in Laybourn’s view, 
held Labour back, but class politics ‘ensured’ 
Labour would soon be a party of government, 
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and by implication, the Liberal Party would cease 
to be. On this reading, if a Labour victory was not 
yet on the cards, Labour was surely strong enough 
to prevent a Liberal triumph. Liberal reforms 
from 1906 to 1914 could be damned with faint 
praise as an attempt to buy off the working classes 
from supporting Labour by a Liberal Party that 
already saw the writing on the wall. Labour gains 
at Jarrow and Colne Valley in 1907 by-elections 
could be offered as evidence of this.

However, it is not that simple. For one 
thing, the Colne Valley success was not actually 
Labour’s – it was won by an independent socialist, 
Victor Grayson, who refused to take the Labour 
whip. Jarrow too, was won in unusual circum-
stances, with the usual Liberal vote divided by the 
intervention of an Irish Nationalist.9 Moreover, 
these were two of only three such by-election suc-
cesses for left-wing candidates until 1914. Indeed, 
from 1911 to 1914, the Labour by-election record 
was dismal.10 Labour came bottom of the poll in 
fourteen seats contested, including four that they 
were defending. Admittedly, the situation was 
not always good for the Liberals either – two of 
those Labour defences were gained by Tory can-
didates. However, it is difficult to argue from this 
that Labour was poised to breakthrough, or that 
the Liberal Party was destined for defeat. 

It is worth looking at some of these by-elec-
tions in more detail. George Lansbury’s 1912 
defeat in a straight fight with an anti-women’s 
suffrage Tory at Bow and Bromley was an excep-
tional case, to be discussed further below in the 
context of the suffragettes. But it might be argued 
that all of Labour’s defeats were exceptional. The 
other three defeats in seats Labour was defending 
all came in the Midlands coalfields where ‘Lib-
Labism’ retained its potency. In one seat, North 
East Derbyshire (1914), the presence of both a 
Labour and Liberal candidate split the ‘progres-
sive’ vote and let the Tories in. In the other two, 
Chesterfield (1913) and Hanley (1912), the official 
Labour candidate was defeated by a Liberal. In 
Chesterfield, that Liberal, Barnet Kenyon, had 
been the Labour nominee until accepting the 
Liberal nomination instead. In Hanley, the year 
before, the Labour candidate was defeated by the 
Liberal land reformer R. L. Outhwaite. David 
Powell’s summary is that the ‘only conclusion 
that can safely be drawn is that there were still 
some constituencies where Lib-Labism was more 
than a match for independent Labour’.11 But how 
many times can the circumstances of a by-election 
be dismissed as ‘admittedly peculiar’,12 before a 
trend is apparent? The trend is the continued dif-
ficulty the Labour Party had of making electoral 
headway against their opponents, the Liberals 
included. 

The detailed figures make Labour’s difficul-
ties apparent. In Hanley, Labour’s vote declined 
to 11.8 per cent of the poll, the Liberals taking 
the seat with 46.37 per cent, about 5 per cent (654 
votes) in front of the Conservatives. Chesterfield 

was worse still – there, the Labour vote sank to a 
mere 4 per cent, deposit-losing even by modern 
standards, and the Liberals had an overall victory 
with 55 per cent. North East Derbyshire was a 
stronger performance in some ways, with Labour 
polling 22 per cent in one of the last by-elections 
before the outbreak of war. This still left them 
in third place and some way adrift of the Liberal 
and Conservative candidates, the Conservatives 
gaining the seat on 40 per cent with the Liberals 
just 2 per cent back in second place, or in figures, a 
margin of 314 votes. The by election record there-
fore cast doubt on the Labour Party’s ability to 
win votes outside a comparatively narrow range 
of areas and circumstances. Where working class 
voters were already strongly unionised (South 
Wales was an example), the Labour Party could 
poll well, but if it was failing to hold its seats in 
the face of Liberal challenge in the Midlands coal-
fields, it seems unlikely that it could expand into 
new areas, or threaten either of the established 
parties on a broader front. These figures there-
fore do not suggest there was any likelihood of 
Labour breaking away from its electoral pact with 
the Liberals, or challenging the Liberals with suf-
ficient strength to be a major threat in the next 
general election. If Labour had the capacity to 
damage the Liberals’ prospects, this was unlikely 
whilst the result was likely to be even greater 
damage to Labour, as the by-elections discussed 
above indicate.

Nor were the two 1910 general elections much 
better. Labour’s increase between 1906 and 1910 
is entirely due to the Miners’ Federation affiliat-
ing to Labour in 1909, thus turning several of the 
‘Lib-Lab’ MPs elected in 1906 into official Labour. 
Several of these found their seats hard to hold: in 
Gateshead for example, the Lib-Lab MP elected 
in 1906, now defending as Labour, fell to third in 
the poll as the Liberals regained the seat. The two 
by-election gains spoken of above, Jarrow and the 
Independent Socialist Victor Grayson at Colne 
Valley, both returned to Liberal hands. None of 
the forty Labour MPs returned did so against a 
Liberal opponent, except in two unusual circum-
stances – West Fife and Gower – where the Con-
servatives withdrew in Labour’s favour. Labour 
it seemed had little realistic prospect of electoral 
success outside the confines of the Liberal–Labour 
Pact. Ramsay MacDonald himself criticised 
Labour proponents of a ‘false idea of independ-
ence’.13 He himself depended on Liberal coopera-
tion, holding as he did one of the two seats in the 
double member constituency of Leicester, along-
side a Liberal. Other prominent Labour figures, 
including J. H. Thomas and Keir Hardie himself, 
were in the same position. 

There were very few constituencies where 
there were regular three-cornered contests, but 
one such was Huddersfield, where the Labour 
vote had declined slightly but steadily at each 
election from 1906, a by-election included, slip-
ping from 35 per cent in the 1906 general election 
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to 29 per cent in December 1910.14 None of these 
individual pieces of evidence is conclusive, but 
the cumulative picture that they present is per-
suasive. Labour was not in a position to chal-
lenge Asquith’s government in an election with 
any real prospects of even significantly enlarging 
the bridgehead of Labour MPs, let alone a more 
decisive breakthrough. It was certainly true that 
to withdraw from the pact and engineer as many 
three-cornered contests as possible would dam-
age the Liberal Party, perhaps lead it to defeat 
– but this would be at the cost of the elimina-
tion of most Labour MPs and a return of a Tory 
government.

There is little evidence that such a step was 
contemplated – and this is surely a suggestion that 
Labour was expecting the Liberals to continue 
in power. It is true that the pact was a matter for 
ongoing negotiation. Ross McKibbin15 has argued 
that the ‘election’ of 1915 would have seen Labour 
contest about 170 seats, not necessarily rejecting 
the pact altogether perhaps, but fundamentally 
altering its balance. But this is to take figures per-
haps largely offered as warnings to the Liberals at 
face value. There had been similar threats of up 
to 150 candidates before the 1910 elections. The 
Labour chief agent in 1914 was contemplating 
candidates in 113 seats, but this included twenty-
two where a candidate had been chosen but not 
actually officially sanctioned by the Labour Party, 
and forty that he himself characterised as ‘uncer-
tain’. By 1915, the Labour Party NEC had only 
sanctioned sixty-five candidates in what was 
expected to be an election year, just a marginal 
increase on December 1910, and below the num-
ber Labour put up in the January election of that 
year.16 The larger numbers projected seem bet-
ter explained as background noise to the ongoing 
negotiation of details of the pact, reminiscent of 

the rows between Liberals and Social Democrats 
over seat allocation in the approach to the 1983 
general election – far from ideal, but, at the same 
time, not actually suggesting any fundamental 
desire to break away from the arrangements of the 
pact itself.

It is true that Labour had been making more 
progress in local elections. It is also of course true 
that Britain was far from genuinely democratic 
in 1914. In a famous article, Matthew, McKibbin 
and Kay17 attributed Labour’s relative weakness 
pre-1914 to the constraints imposed by a less than 
democratic electorate; and various writers, nota-
bly Keith Laybourn,18 have highlighted Labour 
success and Liberal decline in local elections. 
Neither position is conclusive. The experience 
of the modern Liberal Democrats is indicative 
that a party might gain a success in local coun-
cil elections out of all proportion to its general 
election prospects – protest voting was as likely 
in Edwardian politics as it has been in recent 
times. And the narrow front on which Labour 
was fighting in general elections was in any case 
repeated at local level. Two-thirds of Labour’s 
local government candidates in 1912 for exam-
ple were fighting wards in the industrial North 
of England, especially Yorkshire and Lancashire. 
As at parliamentary level, it was the Conserva-
tives who benefited most from mid-term disillu-
sion with Asquith’s government. A typical year 
for Labour at this time would see something 
over 100 seats won, including a modest num-
ber of gains. In 1910, for example, there were 
113 Labour councillors elected, incorporating 
thirty-three net gains. Martin Pugh’s conclu-
sion is that ‘Labour’s municipal performance is 
broadly consistent with its Parliamentary [per-
formance] in showing that there was no signifi-
cant take-off by 1914’.19 

Labour MPs in the 
House of Commons, 
1910
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The effects of the franchise were similarly 
mixed. The group most obviously disenfran-
chised were the young, rather than any particular 
class. What existed before 1918 was essentially a 
householder franchise, and therefore those who 
did not have their own household – those who 
were still resident with their parents, of what-
ever class – did not qualify for the vote. Given 
that middle-class men tended to marry later in 
life than working-class men, it is not obvious that 
this disproportionately affected potential Labour 
voters, even if we were to accept that this was the 
natural political home for the Edwardian working 
class. Some occupations did suffer more obvious 
discrimination – soldiers and servants, who could 
not claim the vote as they similarly were not resi-
dent in their own household. However, whether 
rightly or wrongly, both these groups were 
widely held to be Conservative in bias. Perhaps 
this was out of deference to their superiors, or as 
a result of the influence that employers or offic-
ers could wield over them. At any rate, there is no 
conclusive evidence here that Labour was poised 
to break through at the Liberals’ expense in 1915. 
There was no obvious group of disenfranchised 
would-be voters who, if and when they were 
enfranchised, would naturally look to Labour. To 
argue otherwise, whilst superficially attractive, is 
to assume too much about the effects of widening 
the franchise in different political circumstances 
in 1918.

What of the pressures that the likes of Wilson 
and Dangerfield identified? Certainly there was 
considerable conflict in Britain in the years lead-
ing up to 1914, but it is questionable whether these 
can carry the interpretive weight placed on them 
by popular histories of this sort. Suffragette activ-
ity was intensifying, the years 1912 and 1913 were 
particularly full of industrial strife and, of course, 
the situation of Ulster overshadowed the political 
process. Some of these issues clearly did damage 
the Liberals politically, and others were not han-
dled well. However, it is not necessary to assume 
from this that the next election was as good as 
lost. The situation in Ireland in particular is a case 
in point. It would be difficult to argue that the 
Liberal government were well prepared to deal 
with Unionist intransigence. ‘Wait and See’ was 
not a policy. If it is difficult to show convincingly 
what Asquith should have done, it is difficult to 
argue that nothing was an appropriate response.20 
As is well known, in 1914 Britain faced conflict 
in Ireland that carried with it the risk of both sec-
tarian bloodshed and at least some risk of spill-
ing over into a wider confrontation, until an even 
greater conflict overshadowed the situation.

However, it is making too many assumptions 
to presume that this would have caused electoral 
damage in 1915. Such votes as the Liberals were 
to lose over home rule were long since gone – it is 
difficult to see that there were a new group of vot-
ers, previously loyal Liberals, who would now be 
alienated. A handful of Liberal MPs consistently 

voted against home rule, mostly those who rep-
resented strongly Nonconformist areas in the 
South-West. They may have been responding in 
part to local feelings and local pressure, but the 
Celtic/dissenting nature of these seats makes it 
hardly likely that home rule would have led to the 
loss of such constituencies. In any case, the consid-
erable majority of Liberal MPs came to regard the 
passage of home rule as an essential commitment, 
and most Labour MPs agreed. The Conservatives 
had placed much emphasis on the implications for 
Ireland of Lords’ reform in the election of Decem-
ber 1910 – and it had not won them that election 
then. Why should it do so in 1915, when the Lib-
erals could – justifiably – blame the Conserva-
tives for pushing Britain so close to civil conflict? 
Bonar Law’s notorious speech in which he stated 
that there were ‘Things stronger than Parlia-
mentary majorities’, and that he could ‘imagine 
no length of resistance to which Ulster can go in 
which I should not be prepared to support them’,21 
was surely not one designed to win over the mod-
erate or uncommitted. Even if it was a policy of 
‘bluff, bluster and brinkmanship’,22 Bonar Law 
was to some extent trapped by the fate of his pre-
decessor Balfour – he had to seem ‘tough’ on 
Ulster, in contrast to the effete leadership that 
had, it appeared, let the party down in the previ-
ous few years. ‘I shall have to show myself very 
vicious, Mr Asquith, this session’, Bonar Law pri-
vately warned; fine for shoring up the ‘core vote’, 
but hardly a strategy to appeal to the undecided.23 

Similarly, the not very liberal treatment of 
the suffragettes might alienate radical Liberals, 
but they were hardly going to vote Conserva-
tive as a result, and the group most obviously 
affected were of course not in a position to retali-
ate at the ballot box!24 It is true that the question 
was affecting the morale and motivation of Lib-
eral female activists, but as yet, that was not really 
an electoral problem. The incident that perhaps 
does most to indicate that the suffrage issue, and 
the suffragettes in particular, were not likely to 
damage the Liberals to the point of defeat in 1915 
was the fate of George Lansbury. Lansbury, later 
relatively briefly Labour leader in the aftermath 
of the disastrous 1931 election, was highly com-
mitted to the introduction of women’s suffrage. 
He represented the inner London seat of Bow 
and Bromley, which he had gained in Decem-
ber 1910 in a straight fight with a Conservative. 
He was certainly angered by the Liberal govern-
ment’s lack of action on the suffrage question, 
and in particular by the force-feeding of the suf-
fragettes, on one well-known occasion crossing 
the floor of the House to shake his fist in Asquith’s 
face, crying ‘You’ll go down in history as the 
man who tortured innocent women!’25 Lans-
bury was further frustrated by the failure, as he 
perceived it, of the Labour Party to take clearer 
action in support of the women, and wanted the 
Labour Party to divorce itself from the Liber-
als over the issue, even if Liberal reforms were of 
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benefit to the working class. Lacking support for 
his stance within both the NEC and the wider 
party, Lansbury quixotically resigned his seat 
over the issue and fought the resulting by-election 
as an independent. Lansbury again faced only one 
opponent, Reginald Blair, an anti-suffrage Con-
servative, with neither ‘official’ Labour nor the 
Liberals standing. Nevertheless, Lansbury lost his 
seat on a swing of just over 10 per cent, not appar-
ently benefitting from the presence of upper-class 
suffragette support, especially when he endorsed 
militant tactics like window breaking. ‘They 
are using you as a tool’26, one correspondent told 
Lansbury. His defeat was not in a typical by-elec-
tion, but it certainly warned the Labour Party, 
and reassured the Liberal Party, that there were 
not automatic votes to be gained in supporting 
votes for women. This was the view of Ramsay 
MacDonald, who described the suffragettes as 
‘simply silly and provocative’, and compared the 
working women of the country with ‘these pet-
tifogging middle class damsels’.27 In the longer 
term, the Liberals perhaps were handicapped by 
the government’s failure to enfranchise women, 
and by the measures that Asquith’s government 
took against the suffragettes. As David Pow-
ell concludes, ‘Even if the government was not 
in danger of being brought down, its image was 
tarnished and its reputation for liberalism (in the 
non-party sense) diminished’.28 But the impact 
this had, obviously so in terms of the response of 
women voters, lay in the future. In the immedi-
ate term, that of what should have been the next 
general election, the electoral fate of George 
Lansbury warns us against an assumption that the 
failure to deliver votes for women would have 
significantly damaged Asquith’s prospects of 
being returned to Downing Street once more.

Indeed, some have considered the Edwardian 
and pre-war era to be as much a ‘Crisis of Con-
servatism’ as one of Liberalism.29 The party had 
suffered three successive election defeats – that 
Asquith’s government was driven into depend-
ence on the hated home rulers simply added to the 
Conservatives’ impotent fury. Having said this, 
by 1914, by-election gains made them the largest 
party in the Commons. From 1910 to the outbreak 
of the First World War, when normal politi-
cal rivalries were suspended, the Conservatives 
gained fourteen seats from the Liberals in addi-
tion to the two won from Labour. The Conserva-
tives at the time took this as evidence that they 
were headed for victory, a viewpoint endorsed by 
some historians such as John Ramsden.30 Nine of 
these sixteen gains came in three-cornered con-
tests, a trend that accelerated over the course of 
the parliament. The last six Conservative gains, 
from Reading in November 1913 onwards, came 
in such contests. In each case, the official Labour 
or the Socialist candidate was third in the poll, 
often by a significant margin, but in all cases bar 
the very last such by-election at Ipswich in May 
1914, the Labour/Socialist vote was greater than 

the Conservative majority. At Leith Burghs for 
example, in February 1914, the Unionist major-
ity was a mere sixteen, with a Labour vote in 
third of over 3,000. The result in Crewe in 1912 
was similar – a three-cornered contest which the 
Liberals lost with a sizeable Labour vote in third. 
The Melbourne Argus commented that ‘Mr Mur-
phy [the Liberal candidate] said that his defeat was 
due to a split in the progressive vote’.31 It might 
be noted that such successes were no guarantee of 
general election success than similar occasions in 
more recent history when the by election trend 
has gone against a government only for it to be 
reversed when the general election comes.32 Nev-
ertheless, this has not always been the case, and 
the Liberals might have noted their own success 
in the by-elections leading up to 1906 as a strong 
indication of the outcome of that general elec-
tion. The key point however, as the words of the 
defeated Mr Murphy indicate, seems to be the 
success of the Conservatives in three-cornered 
contests, which offered the starkest of warnings to 
both MacDonald and to the Liberal leadership of 
the likely result of the end of the Liberal–Labour 
electoral arrangement. 

Focusing just on the by-election trends also 
tends to obscure the extent to which the policy 
positions that the Conservatives had adopted on 
a number of issues had left them with nowhere 
to go politically. Bonar Law offered strong lead-
ership – which, as strong leadership often does, 
alienated groups within his own party. Fierce 
commitment to Ulster Unionism left Southern 
Unionists feeling abandoned, and was in danger 
of leaving the Conservatives held responsible for 
civil conflict. The party’s attempt to compromise 
over protection – the offer of a referendum on 
tariffs – caused division when much of the party 
was committed to protection, but still left them 
vulnerable to the charge of opposing cheap food. 
Defence of the Lords had proved a political cul-
de-sac. It was the Conservatives who now looked 
sectional – opposition to Liberal social reforms 
could be portrayed as basically selfish, an easy tar-
get for Lloyd George’s demagogic talents. It was 
difficult to find positive reasons for voting Con-
servative, a fact acknowledged by F. E. Smith 
when he founded the Unionist Social Reform 
Committee in 1912 in an attempt to fill the gap. As 
Martin Pugh comments, the impact of the posi-
tions that the Conservatives took on a range of 
issues was to add to their ‘alienation from the bulk 
of the working-class vote’,33 and in turn make it 
still less likely the Liberal–Labour alliance would 
fragment, given the common enemy.

Nor were the Liberals out of ideas. The ‘New 
Liberalism’ that had helped create a range of social 
reforms had not run its course by 1914. Whilst 
the 1914 budget ran into problems with the right-
wing Liberal backbenchers, it does show that 
Lloyd George had hardly given up on progres-
sive taxation. Increased death duties and a raised 
super tax were to pay for further state provision in 
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housing and for children. In 1913, Lloyd George 
launched the Land Campaign. If successful, this 
could revive the basis of the Liberals’ 1906 vic-
tory – binding the working and middle classes 
together against the landed. The Liberal defence 
from the Conservatives in a by-election at North 
West Norfolk in 1912 by a candidate – E. G. Hem-
merde – who concentrated on land reform indi-
cated the potential of this campaign. By 1914, 
moreover, the previously unpopular National 
Insurance provisions had begun to bring political 
benefit to the Liberals as, ironically, unemploy-
ment rose due to a recession. The Tories, previ-
ously promising to repeal National Insurance, 
now had to assert that they would make it work 
better. Obviously, not everything was running 
the government’s way – but the by-election trend 
that had previously benefited the Tories was now 
starting to turn in favour of the Liberals, with 
more successful defences than defeats from the 
summer of 1913 onwards. It is not an uncommon 
trend for governments to suffer mid-term losses 
then recover as an election draws close. It seems at 
least plausible that this was the case here. As Pugh 
comments, ‘with the opposition at a disadvantage 
… there are few grounds for thinking that the 
New Liberalism had been checked on the eve of 
war in 1914.’34

So if a 1915 election would not have witnessed 
the ‘strange death of Liberal England’, was all 
healthy in outlook for Asquith and his govern-
ment? To adopt another famous image, Trevor 
Wilson argued that whilst experiencing ‘symp-
toms of illness’ such as Ireland or the suffragettes, 
the Liberal Party was in a state of relative health 
before the First World War, until, in Wilson’s 
famous words, it ‘was involved in an encounter 
with a rampant omnibus (the First World War) 
which mounted the pavement and ran him [the 
Liberal Party] over’.35 Wilson maintained that 
those who maintained that the ‘bus’ was irrele-
vant, or only successful due to the weakened state 
of the patient were mistaken. If it was guesswork 
to hold the First World War responsible for the 
Liberal party’s decline and fall, then ‘it is the most 
warrantable guess that can be made’.36 

This is perhaps too sanguine. The potential 
long-term damage of the issue of votes for women 

has already been noted, and even without the out-
break of war, the strains caused by Sir Edward 
Grey’s foreign policy were of some significance. 
Many of those who were to reject the Liberal 
Party for Labour after the war were to do it on 
the basis that Labour had proved itself more lib-
eral than the Liberals, not more socialist, Charles 
Trevelyan and Josiah Wedgewood being cases 
in point. Even so, these were mainly the prob-
lems of the future – they do not necessarily indi-
cate that the chance of success in 1915 was ebbing 
away. However, taking an optimistic view of the 
prospects of success in 1915 on the basis of by elec-
tions has recently been challenged by Ian Packer.37 
Packer emphasises that there are limits to statis-
tical extrapolation from by-elections as a tool 
to identify theoretical general election results, 
‘because trends in by-elections were prone to be 
upset by political developments’.38 He highlights 
the uncertain and volatile situation in Ireland as a 
particular case in point. Packer also highlights the 
abolition of plural voting, believed to have critical 
in Conservative victories in nearly forty divisions 
in December 1910, as a crucial part of Liberal elec-
tion strategy. (This was of especial significance 
in the light of the fall in the number of Irish MPs 
to forty-two if and when home rule finally went 
through.) The government’s success in achiev-
ing the abolition of plural voting ‘was crucial 
… and might be decisive to the result’.39 In sum-
mary, Packer’s conclusion is that the result of the 
hypothetical 1915 election was that it was heading 
towards a closely fought context, in which ‘the 
Conservatives probably still had the edge, but the 
margins were very small’.40

So does that lead us to the conclusion that the 
scenario outlined at the beginning of this article 
would have been likely if there had been no First 
World War? I remain unpersuaded. The more 
plausible scenario is that the Liberals would have 
retained power, as long as they continued to have 
the backing of Labour and the home rulers. An 
overall majority, a repeat of 1906, would have 
been highly unlikely. But Asquith did not need 
this, as long as Redmond and MacDonald stayed 
loyal. And whilst the Conservatives remained 
committed to Ulster Unionism, to protection, 
and to Bonar Law’s hard-line approach gener-
ally, that unity was unlikely to fracture. It was 
in the interests of the Labour Party to maintain 
the Progressive Alliance, as much as it was in the 
interests of the Liberals. Philip Snowden in his 
memoirs maintained that, without the electoral 
arrangements, ‘not half a dozen Labour mem-
bers would have been returned’.41 Moreover, if a 
Liberal government of the future did enfranchise 
women, or some women, this would presumably 
be part of a package that would include the aboli-
tion of plural voting, which would significantly 
weaken the prospects for the Conservatives. Even 
in the meantime, the Liberal and Labour parties, 
in the ‘Progressive Alliance’, complemented each 
other. Both had weaknesses, but to 1914, their 
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strengths were more significant, rein-
forced by the political positions that the 
Tories adopted under Bonar Law. In the 
words of Duncan Tanner, ‘The Progres-
sive Alliance was an almost uniquely 
attractive anti-Tory force … Labour’s 
positive appeal was so localised (and so 
complimentary to the Liberal Party) that 
co-operation … was pragmatically sen-
sible’.42 Whilst Bonar Law looked to the 
right, and the Liberals remained engaged 
in reform, and in control of the alliance 
with Labour, the likelihood of the 1915 
election not resulting in Asquith remain-
ing in Number Ten seems slim. 

Back in 1903, Jesse Herbert had told 
Herbert Gladstone, ‘If there be good fel-
lowship between us and the LRC, the 
aspect of the future for both will be very 
bright and encouraging’.43 There is lit-
tle reason to assume that this would not 
have continued to be the case. Whilst it 
did so, the evidence would point to an 
election result very similar to those of 
January and December 1910. The by-
election record itself was one very strong 
argument for the Progressive Alliance 
to continue, as the no doubt disgrun-
tled Harold Murphy of the Crewe by-
election could emphasise. The troubled 
situation in Ireland was another power-
ful incentive to keep together and not 
let the Tories in, and was probably the 
reason for an approach by Lloyd George 
to MacDonald in March 1914 to enquire 
about the possibility of a formal coali-
tion. So it seems a reasonable conclu-
sion that, if Britain had avoided the First 
World War, at least a government led 
and dominated by Liberals would have 
continued to rule Britain, with Labour 
still a broadly willing ally and the Con-
servatives remaining in opposition. Pro-
gressivism in 1915 still had the capacity, 
if only just, to build an election-winning 
coalition of voters.
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