Introduction to Liberal history

In our shortintroductory article series, David Dutton tells the story of the National
Liberals, the faction which split from the mainstream Liberal Party in 1931.

The National Liberal

Party

ETWEEN THE MID-1880S and the early
B 1930s, the British Liberal Party was

grievously damaged by internal splits
and defections. In 1886, ninety-three disaf-
fected Liberal MPs left the Gladstonian party
asaresult of the prime minister’s determina-
tionto granthomeruletoIreland. Therebels
cutacross the Liberal spectrum and included
both Whigs under Lord Hartington and rad-
icalindustrialistsand entrepreneursled by
Joseph Chamberlain. Over the years, the
Liberal Unionists’ parliamentary strength
diminished, but they sustained a Conserv-
ative administration from 1886 to 1892 and
joined Lord Salisbury in what was effectively
acoalition governmentin 1895. Early hopes
of Liberal reunion were never fulfilled, and
Chamberlain’s elder son Austen came near to
capturing the Conservative (or Unionist) lead-
ershipini1911. A formal and painless merger
between Conservatives and Liberal Unionists
was effectedin1912.

Fouryearslater, the Liberal Party expe-
rienced a further damaging split when the
supporters of H. H. Asquith and David Lloyd
George, two men who had formed the very
axisof asuccessful and progressive Liberal
administration, went their separate ways after
disagreements over policy and, more par-
ticularly, the organisation of the government
for the successful prosecution of the war.
What might have been a temporary schism
was deepened by the bitterness of the 1918
general election campaign which saw Lloyd
George endorsing many Conservatives over

Asquithian Liberals and by an ongoing antag-
onism between the two principals and their
respective followers. Reunion was achievedin
1923, but thiswasnever total. Many Liberals
could never again trust Lloyd George or, after
1926, regard him as their leader. Most signifi-
cantly, the years of division were also the time
when the Labour Party made its most dra-
maticadvance on the path towards forming
agovernmentinJanuary 1924, in the process
replacing Liberalism in the minds of most pro-
gressives as the main left-of-centre alternative
tothe Conservatives.

The third split of 1931-32 has, until
recently, received less attention thanits prede-
cessors, butitwas of comparable significance.
The Liberal Party gave atleast the appearance
of unity asitentered the 1929 general elec-
tion, probably thelast occasionithad any
credible chance of forming a government.
Over the next two years, however, divisions
reappeared, primarily over attitudes towards
Ramsay MacDonald’s minority Labour gov-
ernment, but also marked by areadiness
amongsome Liberals toreconsider the party’s
tenacious adherence to the principle of free
tradein the context of arapidly changing eco-
nomic and commercial environment. Under
theleadership of Sir John Simon, roughly half
the parliamentary party defected (though
many MPsdid not, to begin with, interpret
their own actionsin these terms) and set up
what became the Liberal National group. As
inthe case of the Liberal Unionists, this split
proved to be permanent. Individuals passed
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from one Liberal faction to the other, but over-
allattempts at reconciliation proved abortive.
The Liberal Nationals gave wholehearted sup-
portto the Conservative-dominated National
Government throughout the 1930s, proving
in practice tobe moreloyal to this multi-party
administration than were many Tories. Mean-
while, representatives of the mainstream
partyresigned their governmental postsin
September 1932, after the Ottawa Agree-
ments, creating a form of Imperial Preference,
had violated the Liberal principle of free trade,
and they returned to the opposition benches
inthe Commonsayearlater.

But policy differences were not the end
of the matter, nor perhaps evenits essence.
Majorissues of strategy, which had con-
fronted the Liberal Party since it first fell into
the ‘third party trap’ and which would con-
tinue to face it over the decades to come, were
alsoinplay. If Liberals could not form a gov-
ernment themselves, to which side of the new
political divide were they inclined tolean:
to the Conservatives as fellow opponents of
state socialism; orto Labour as the inheritors
of atleast some of the Liberals’ radical aspira-
tions? And was it better for Liberals to strug-
gle onaloneinideological purity but essential
impotence or to be ready to compromisein
coalition and atleasthave a chanceto exert
influence over government policy? The Lib-
eral Nationals appeared to have given a clear
answer to these dilemmas.

The damage done by the Liberal National
defections may be measured in different
ways. Most obviously, Liberalism’s effec-
tive parliamentary strength was significantly
reduced. After the general election of Octo-
ber 1931, a total of seventy-two MPswho bore
thetitle ‘Liberal’ in their party affiliation made
their way to Westminster. In fact, this figure
was misleading and a poor guide to the party’s
underlying strength. Anelection heldinthe
unusual circumstance of an all-party National
Government distorted the reality of party
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Sir John Simon, 1st Viscount Simon (1873-1954),
Leader of the Liberal Nationals 1931-40

politicsin the country. Indeed, the Liberal
vote had declined markedly since the contest
of 1929. But the apparently healthy size of the
parliamentary cohort was nonetheless signif-
icant, particularly in the context of a collapse
inLabour’stally of MPs. Thus, the defection of
half the seventy-two successful candidates to
the Liberal National camp was hard to ignore.
Itwasbad for morale and did nothing for the
party’s pretensions to remain a potential party
of government.

Buttheloss of MPswasnottheend of the
story. By the early 1930s, bereft of both funds
and activists, the organisation of the Liberal
Partyin many parts of the country was already
inaparlousstate. In Liberal associations where
membership and participation were in steep
decline, the decision asto the allegiance of the
local party oftenlay with a small number of
keyindividuals. Asaresult, many Liberal asso-
ciations were seamlessly transformed into Lib-
eral National Associations, with loyalty to the
sitting MP or candidate thekey factor. In StIves
in Cornwall, thelocal association essentially
owed its continued existence to the financial
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subventions of the constituency’s MP, Walter
Runciman. When he defected to the Liberal
Nationals, he found it relatively easy to take his
local party with him. In Huddersfield, William
Mabane’s position was more difficult, buthe
handled his critics with skill —and considerable
obfuscation—and easily won a vote of confi-
dence athisassociation’s AGM in March 1934.

the 1931 general election, Herbert Samuel,
leader of the mainstream party, had stoodin
his constituency of Darwen as a ‘National Lib-
eral’. Granted thatat this pointall Liberal MPs,
except fora small family group loyal to Lloyd
George, professed support for the National
Government, this designation wasreasonable
enough. Butit did little to clarify the emerging
divergencein theranks

With hindsight there appears to be a strong argument that ot Liberalism. The Liberal
the Liberal Party should have made every effort to strangle National defectionisbest

its Liberal National mutant outgrowth at birth.

Notuntil 1939 was there a meaningful attempt
by mainstream Liberals to regain control of the
situation with the formation of the so-called
Huddersfield Borough Liberal Association. In
Montgomeryshire, where MP Clement Davies
enjoyed a significant personal following, the
executive committee of thelocal association,
meetingin 1935, recorded their ‘continued
confidence’in Davies as ‘a convinced Liber-
al’*Itno doubt helped that Davies, like Runci-
man, wasthelargest donorto hislocal party’s
funds. Without either a change of name or
even aformal change of affiliation, the Mont-
gomeryshire Liberal Association becamein
practice the Montgomeryshire Liberal National
Association. Meanwhile, in Dumfriesshire,
where the MP Joseph Hunter delayed until 1934
before declaring his changed allegiance, the
Liberal Party asan organised movement effec-
tively disappeared from the constituency for
ageneration. Only in 1959, shortly before that
year’s general election, wasanindependent
Dumfriesshire Liberal Association re-created.
Until that time, successive Liberal National
MPs could insist that they were nominated by
and enjoyed the support of the local Liberal
association.

All of this offered plenty of scope for
voter confusion. Most Liberal supporters
would have been well used to splits within
their party, with the Asquith-Lloyd George
disputesinno sense ancient history. Evenin

seenasaprocessrather
thananevent. Ramsay
Muir, chairman of the National Liberal Federa-
tion—abody which, despiteitsname, was the
mainstream party’s principal non-parliamen-
tary organisation —initially suggested that the
splitwas not ‘really as serious asitappearsto
be’2It wasnot until the middle of the decade
thatwhat at the outset was described merely
asa‘group’, assumed the characteristicsand
apparatusof a ‘party’. In the autumn of 1931,
itdid not seem inconsistent to be a mem-

ber of the Liberal National group and also to
belongto the Liberal Party, especially as Lib-
eral National MPs were as one in declaring that
their policies and beliefsremained impecca-
bly ‘Liberal’. Aslate as1946, a Liberal National
activistin Lutoninsistently responded to a
critical antagonist from the mainstream party
that ‘Tamasstronga Liberalasyou’.?

With hindsight there appearstobea
strong argument that the Liberal Party should
havemade every effort to strangle its Liberal
National mutant outgrowth atbirth. The Lib-
eral Nationals played a major partinimpeding
any hope of arevival by the mainstream party
foratleastthe nexttwo decades. Such deci-
sive action would have involved challenging
the Liberal Nationals at every electoral oppor-
tunity and being unequivocalin denouncing
their claimtorepresent alegitimate version
of the Liberal creed. But there were equally
strong arguments for avoiding this sort of con-
frontation. ‘Liberal on Liberal’ contestswere
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inevitably bitter and could only display to the
public the extent of the party’s disunity, while
wrecking anylingering chance of reunion by
consent. More importantly, by splitting the Lib-
eral vote they risked handing over existing Lib-
eral seatsto either Labour or the Conservatives.

These problems were very apparentin
the East Fife by-election of February 1933.
Here, following the death of the sitting Lib-
eral National MP, arepresentative of the
mainstream party (albeit without the formal
endorsement of the party leadership) chal-
lenged a Liberal National candidate who had
been endorsed by thelocal Liberal association.
While the Liberal National, James Henderson
Stewart, easily retained the seat, the hapless
independent Liberal, David Keir, ended up in
fourth place behind even a maverick ‘Agri-
culturalist’. Not surprisingly, the experience
of East Fife determined Liberal thinking —and
behaviour - for the remainder of the parlia-
ment. No further by-elections featured com-
petition between the two Liberal factions and,
inthe general election of November 1935,
onlyintwo seats—Denbighshire West and the
two-member constituency of Oldham —-did
suchintra-Liberal contests take place. When
confrontation wasresumed at a by-election
in Stlves, Cornwallin June 1937, a close con-
test, ending in bitterness and recrimination,
saw the Liberals narrowly fail to recover the
seat fromthe Liberal Nationals. Butin elec-
toral contests where only one candidate bore
theword ‘Liberal’in his party affiliation, it
was scarcely surprising if aloyal Liberal voter
chosethe Liberal National option.

By the time that the outbreak of warin
September 1939 largely put British domes-
tic politicson hold, the Liberal Nation-
alshad become an established feature of
the political landscape, quietly gaining in
strength. In terms of the future of Liberalism,
there wasreason to believe that the impe-
tuslay with them rather than their rivals
inthe mainstream party. Activein more
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constituencies than ever before, the Liberal
Nationals approached the next general elec-
tion, expectedin 1940 at thelatest, with some
degree of optimism. By 1945, however, the
situation was very different. The National
Government, which had given the party its
primary raison d’étre, wasno more; and the
argument that partnership with the Con-
servatives offered the best barrier to social-
istgovernmentlooked hollow after Labour’s
stunning victory in the postwar election.
Understandably weakened by theinac-
tivity of the war years, the Liberal Nationals
would find it difficult to renew themselves at
locallevel. To their critics they were now little
more than closet Tories. Some Liberal Nation-
als saw belated reunion with the mainstream
partyasthebestway forward; others were
happy to dissolve into the ranks of Conserv-
atism. But ever fewer believed that Liberal
Nationalism had a viableindependent future.
InLuton, Herbert Janes worried thatit might
betheir fate ‘to blunder on trying to curry
favour fromthe Conservatives, to grow weaker
and weaker and finally to sufferignominious
eclipse’.4 The party’s founder, the now enno-
bled John Simon, even sounded out Churchill
aboutjoining the Tories—only to be rebuffed.
Most Liberal National constituency asso-
ciations—many of them now pitifully weak
—were happy to accept the Woolton-Teviot
agreement of May 1947. Thisaccord encour-
aged theamalgamation of Conservative and
Liberal National organisationsin constituen-
cieswhere both had a viable presence. It was
the best that the Liberal Nationals could hope
for. They were, noted the Tory chief whip,
‘almost completely dependent upon us for
their very existence’.> Yet, against all odds,
the Liberal National Party would maintain a
theoretically independent existence for a fur-
ther two decades. This curiosity was almost
entirely a function of Conservative Party
strategy. Inthelate 1940s and after Labour’s
landslide victory in 1945, many leading
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Toriesincluding Church-
illbelieved that their best
chance of returning to power
lay in capturing the ‘Lib-
eralvote’. Ideally, thiswould
mean swallowing up what
remained of the mainstream
party, itself in seemingly
terminal decline. Havinga
well-publicised association
with Liberalism through their
partnership with the Liberal
Nationals (renamed National
Liberalsin 1948) might,
Torieshoped, ease the path
of hesitant Liberals as they
contemplated a move to Con-
servatism. The National Lib-
eralsthusacted, in the words
of onelocal Tory chairman, as
‘astepping-stone for waver-
ingRadicals’.® Atthe same
time, in many constituencies
what were, in practice, Con-
servative MPs were unwilling

Reports

to drop their National Lib-
eralnomenclature for fear

of forfeiting votes that ‘Con-
servatives’tout court could
never attract. Prominent
Tories such asJohn Nottand
Michael Heseltine fought
their first parliamentary elec-
tionsunder the nomenclature
of combined local party asso-
ciations. Not, therefore, until
1968 wasreality finally faced.
With aminimum of fuss, the
National Liberal Council was
now disbanded, the party’s
funds were handed over to
the Conservativesand the
National Liberal Party passed
into history. ®
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Breakthrough: The Liberal Democrat performance in the 2024 election

Liberal Democrat History Group evening meeting, 27 January 2025, with Paula Surridge and Dave
McCobb. Chair: Lord Wallace of Saltaire

Report by Peter Truesdale

hough a mere six months
had elapsed since the 2024
general election, already

it seemed a different world. Not,
admittedly, quite as different

as the Trumped-up world we
now inhabit, but different,
nonetheless.

The only section of society that
seemed not to have recognised

the change were the printand
broadcast media. Not for them:
‘O brave new world, that has such
peoplein’t!’ but rather a continu-
ation of the Labour/Tory duopoly
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