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I !ir$t &oo()d at this question some forty 
years ago as a graduate student at Oxford, 
intrigued as to why the Liberal Party had 

survived the thirty-year period between the 
last hurrah of the ,-.- campaign – fuelled by 
‘We can conquer unemployment’ – and the 
Grimond-led revival that resulted in the spec-
tacular by-election win at Orpington in ,-/.. 
At that time, many of the participants were 
still alive, including amongst others Emrys 
Roberts, Wilfrid Roberts, Roderic Bowen, 
Arthur Holt, Jeremy Thorpe and Laura Gri-
mond. It was fun to travel to far-0ung corners 
of the nation and interview them. I was even 
able to see Sir David Renton, the last leader of 
the National Liberal Party, my MP in Hunting-
donshire when I was growing up. His house 
was in the next village from where my parents 
lived. Whilst I was working on the D.Phil., the 
Liberal Democrats had their own existential 
crisis following the merger in ,-11 of the Lib-
eral Party and the SDP (Paddy Ashdown once 
famously joked that the party’s electoral sup-
port was so low it was recorded as an asterisk), 
and this added to the frisson of my studies.

I was therefore delighted to have the 
chance to bring together a selection of arti-
cles for this special issue of the journal, look-
ing at why the party survived during that 
thirty-year period. Forty years ago, there 
were two mainstays of historical writing 
covering the Liberal Party in this period. 
These were the general histories written by 
Roy Douglas (himself a Liberal candidate in 
general elections between ,-23 and ,-/4), 
especially The History of the Liberal Party, 

1895–1970, and Chris Cook’s A Short His-
tory of the Liberal Party, 1900–84. My the-
sis therefore relied heavily on the archival 
sources. Fortunately, the four leading Lib-
erals – Samuel, Sinclair, Davies and Lloyd 
George – had all deposited substantial collec-
tions of papers. There were also local sources, 
of which the papers of the Cardiganshire 
Liberal Association, held by the National 
Library of Wales, were the most voluminous 
and the most informative. I also discov-
ered that the Conservative Party itself kept 
detailed records. These included plenty of 
correspondence on its relations with both the 
National Liberals and the Liberals, and dis-
cussions of the value of electoral pacts and 
how best to absorb those parties into a com-
mon anti-socialist alliance.

Shortly after I handed my thesis in, a 
series of biographies of the leading protago-
nists were produced: Bernard Wasserstein’s 
Herbert Samuel, Gerard de Groot’s Liberal 
Crusader: A life of Sir Archibald Sinclair, and 
Alun Wyburn-Powell’s Clement Davies: Liberal 
leader. Much fascinating and relevant mate-
rial is also contained in Mark Pottle’s Diaries 
and Letters of Violet Bonham Carter in three 
volumes (199( – )000). An updated general 
history of the Liberal Party was published in 
.3,3 written by David Dutton. Professor Dut-
ton provides an excellent summary of the par-
ty’s history, with much more material on the 
survival period than either Douglas or Cook 
provided. He has also written the de6nitive 
history of the Liberal Nationals, Liberals in 
Schism: A history of the National Liberal Party. 
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We are fortunate enough to have an article 
from him in this special issue, looking again 
at the National Liberals and how they tried to 
preserve Liberalism from within an anti-so-
cialist coalition. Other notable recent pub-
lications include Peter Sloman’s magisterial 
review of Liberal attitudes and policy towards 
the economy throughout the survival period, 
The Liberal Party and the Economy, 19)9–19(4 
and Michael Bloch’s biography of Jeremy 
Thorpe published in .3,/.

My thesis was very much that Liberal 
survival was ultimately a result of the need of 
the Conservative Party to create the broad-
est possible anti-socialist alliance in an envi-
ronment in which their fear, after ,-42, was 
that the Labour Party would become the new 
natural party of government. Although the 
Liberals were never strong enough to frighten 
the Conservatives as a whole into supporting 
some form of PR, they had the local constit-
uency strength to persuade the Tories that 
electoral pacts made sense. The arrange-
ments in Hudders6eld and Bolton delivered 
the MPs that enabled the Liberals to preserve 
their status as a signi6cant party in the Com-
mons, as well as one with a local government 
base in the Lancashire and Yorkshire textile 
towns. That meant the Liberals were able to 
rebuild their national standing as the elec-
toral tides turned towards them after the 
UK government’s reaction to the Egyptian 
nationalisation of the Suez Canal showed the 
hollowness of the Con-
servatives’ claim that lib-
eral ideals were safe with 
them. The party of the 
Celtic fringe, in particular 
in rural Wales, was there-
fore able to morph into the party of the edu-
cated suburbs that was able to challenge to 
win in Orpington in ,-/. and in due course in 
,-// Cheadle. William Wallace in his article in 
this special issue looks at the extent to which 
the party that had fought the ,-.- election 

was the same as the modern one that traces 
its origins back to the Grimond revival of the 
early ,-/3s.

However, the alternative approach to the 
question of why the Liberal Party survived is 
to look closely at the patterns of constituency 
organisation and electoral strength during the 
period under review. Mark Egan has done a 
sterling job in reviewing the patterns of Liberal 
strength. He looks at the continuities across 
the period and beyond, starting before ,-,4 
and 6nishing in ,-73. Mark concludes that 
there were very few constituencies in which 
Liberal electoral strength persisted through-
out the period and that, in fact, there are very 
few continuities in political support between 
,-.- and ,-/4. This special issue also con-
tains an in-depth regional review by historian, 
Garry Tregidga, of Liberal survival in Cornwall, 
which complements Mark’s piece.

As well as electoral politics, the other 
theme of Liberal survival during this thir-
ty-year period is the extent to which the party 
maintained a distinctive policy outlook. 
Andrew Loader looks at the role of Sir Herbert 
Samuel in leading the party through the chal-
lenge of the formation of the National Govern-
ment in August ,-3,. This included the degree 
to which, despite the country’s abandon-
ment of its traditional free trading approach 
to the economy, the Samuelite Liberals con-
tinued to support free trade and oppose tar-
i8s. This policy led 6rst to the Agreement to 

Di8er which suspended collective responsi-
bility with respect to trade matters, then to 
the resignation of the Samuelite ministers 
from the government in September ,-3. over 
the Ottawa agreements. Finally, the party 
crossed the 0oor into Opposition in November 
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,-33. Andrew has also produced a note on the 
Meston Commission reorganisation which 
provided the constitutional framework for 
the Liberal Party Organisation for the period 
from ,-3/ until the merger with the SDP. I have 
added to that some brief biographical over-
views of the key Liberal leaders who succeeded 
Samuel in that role, Sinclair and Davies, as well 
as the two senior Liberal women of the period, 
Violet Bonham Carter and Megan Lloyd 
George.

It has been suggested that the work of 
Keynes and Beveridge outside the party-po-
litical system had a greater impact on postwar 
policy than the actions of the parliamen-
tary or national Liberal Party. Stuart Jones, in 
his article, compares Beveridge with Ernest 
Simon, the Manchester-based politician and 
industrialist. He concludes that, whilst they 
were both in0uential in social policy, neither 
of them was particularly partisan.

Little light is also shed on Liberal survival 
by international comparisons. In many coun-
tries, in particular Australia and New Zealand, 

the Liberal Party had already been coopted 
into a broader anti-socialist alliance with the 
Conservative Party against the threat from 
socialism. Elsewhere the Canadian Liberal 
Party is immensely successful in establishing 
itself as the governing party of that country. 
The continental Liberal parties’ position was, 
of course, supported by the widespread use 
of proportional representation, and it is hard 
to disentangle its role for those parties in their 
survival from any electoral and high politics 
explanations. It is, however, perhaps interest-
ing that there is a very close match between 
the location of the voters that supported the 
French Radical Party during its heydays in the 
Third and Fourth Republics and those that 

backed Macron’s Renaissance Party more lat-
terly in the Fifth. This perhaps indicates that 
there is a peculiarly liberal constituency that 
Liberal parties wherever they are in the world 
appeal to.

The survival of the British Liberal Party 
during that thirty-year period remains there-
fore something of a mystery. Neither the high 
politics explanations nor those focused on 
residual electoral strength appear convinc-
ing: the former too dependent on chance and 
the balance of power between Labour and 
the Conservatives during the postwar period; 
the latter showing the weakness of the party 
among the voters and the lack of consistency 
in its support. Nevertheless, the Liberal revival 
from ,-/3 or so onwards made both its decline 
before ,-.- and its survival thereafter a fas-
cinating subject to scholars. There has there-
fore been a rich historiography, looking at the 
‘inevitability’ of Liberal decline and the socio-
logical changes that ultimately perhaps led to 
its rebirth in the Grimond era. Since then, the 
Liberal Party, and later the Liberal Democrats, 

have had a chequered 
electoral history culminat-
ing in the current upswing 
of seventy-two MPs 
elected in the .3.4 gen-

eral election. There has been no consistency 
in their political performances. The continu-
ing survival of a liberal party in the UK under 
these circumstances remains a mystery worth 
looking at. These articles try from a variety of 
perspectives to unpick what happened to the 
Liberals between ,-33 and ,-/3. 
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