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‘They will not su!er it in ‘They will not su!er it in 
silence, and they will be silence, and they will be 
right’right’
A! a r$!u&t of decisions taken in ()32 

to resign from the National Govern-
ment and, in ()33, to cross the ,oor 

into opposition, an independent Liberal Party 
endured. This was not a given and was, indeed, 
contrary to the wishes of many who desired 
Liberalism’s shrunken destiny as merely 
the left ,ank of a grand anti-socialist coali-
tion. Party leader Sir Herbert Samuel stood by 
these decisions, as without withdrawal from 
the National Government ‘the party will lose 
any possibility of o-ering to the electorate an 
alternative both to protectionist conservatism 
and to socialism.’( Instead, the party would 
retain ‘the simple, well-understood name of 
Liberals … (and) made it their business to pre-
serve the independence and sustain the prin-
ciples of Liberalism’.2

It would be remiss to pretend these deci-
sions constituted a crisis in the political life of 
the nation or even major events at the time. In 
his skewering of that ‘low dishonest decade’,3 
written during the blitz, the journalist Mal-
colm Muggeridge gave the resignations just a 
single sentence, laconically noting ‘an act so 
long deferred, and whose consequences were 
so insigni.cant was bound to seem unim-
portant. The opposition gained no noticeable 
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accession of strength, the government was 
not appreciably weaker’./ At the time, The 
Times compared the ,oor-crossing MPs to 
lemmings and noted, ‘so far as can be ascer-
tained their actions trouble neither the land 
they leave nor the sea which swallows them’.0

This reaction was driven by the remorse-
less electoral decline of the Liberals since the 
First World War, not helped by ‘a decade and a 
half of kaleidoscopic confusion … of dissen-
sion and disunity within the Liberal Party.1 In 
()2), the Liberals won .fty-nine seats, polling 
over a .fth of the vote. But they were starkly 
divided over whether and on what issues to 
support a minority Labour government, with 
the result that ‘in the .rst months of ()3(, the 

Liberal Party visibly collapsed as a uni.ed 
political force. The parliamentary party was 
reduced to little more than a disorganised 
rabble’.2 The formation of a National coalition 
government in June ()3( o-ered a brief respite, 
and Samuel, acting leader due to the ill-health 
of David Lloyd George, led the Liberals into 
government with wide approval from MPs, 
peers, candidates and constituencies. This 
rare unity was then sundered by the calling 
of a general election in October ()3(. The Lib-
eral vote fell by 3 million and, whilst thirteen 
new seats were won, only ten of the seven-
ty-two returned MPs had faced Conservative 
opposition. 

Almost immediately, Sir John Simon 
resolved with twenty-two MPs on 0 Octo-
ber ()3( ‘to form itself into a body to give 
.rm support to the Prime Minister’.3 Now 

parliamentary liberalism was split three ways, 
with Sir John Simon and the Liberal Nationals 
seceding rightwards (‘indistinguishable from 
any pledged conservative’ according to Sam-
uel)) and David Lloyd George and his family 
independently breaking away on the left. 

Beyond a general antipathy to socialism, 
what was driving the split between Simon and 
Samuel was tari-s. Samuel had been clear 
that he supported a National Government 

‘formed with the single purpose of overcom-
ing the .nancial crisis’.(0 Samuel regarded 
tari-s as ‘futile for the immediate purpose 
and inglorious as a permanency’,(( as pro-
tectionism would entrench vested interests 
and lead to higher prices. Within a year of the 

National Government’s 
formation, the free-trade 
regime which Britain 
had maintained since 
(3/1 had been decisively 
abandoned. After the 
Republican-controlled 
US Congress proclaimed 
the Hawley-Smoot tar-
i-s of up to /0 per cent in 

()30, the UK government instituted a general 
(0 per cent tari- in January ()32. In Septem-
ber ()32, the cabinet agreed to implement 
twelve mostly bilaterial treaties of .ve-year 
duration between the mother country and her 
dominions that had been agreed at the Ottawa 
Conference.

Among those who remained in the Sam-
uelite ranks, however, the tari- controversy 
of ()3(–32 sparked a renewed commitment to 
free trade. Although the Samuelites struggled 
to decide whether tari-s and misguided inter-
ventions had caused the depression or merely 
exacerbated it, they were adamant that unem-
ployment could not be conquered until free 
trade was re-established and an interna-
tional economic order restored. In the mean-
time, public works could create jobs directly 
and reinforce the wider economic stimulus 

‘They will not su!er it in silence, and they will be right’

Although the Samuelites struggled to decide whether 
tari!s and misguided interventions had caused the 

depression or merely exacerbated it, they were adamant 
that unemployment could not be conquered until free 

trade was re-established and an international economic 
order restored. 
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provided by cheap money. And their oppo-
sition was ethical as well as economic. The 

‘Liberals drew incisive connections between 
protectionist economic policies and the 
growth of aggressive nationalism in the polit-
ical sphere, and urged that the British govern-
ment should recognize the interdependency 
of nations, initiate economic disarmament, 
and work for the enforcement of international 
law’.(2 

So, when the Ottawa agreements 
emerged in August, Samuel and many of his 
colleagues agreed that they compelled resig-
nation. The Liberals were encouraged politi-
cally by a by-election victory in the marginal 
seat of North Cornwall, held for the party 
by Sir Francis Acland following Sir Donald 
Maclean’s untimely death (Maclean’s position 
on tari-s was crystal clear, as he had written to 
a colleague on 2) January ()32, ‘I will vote reg-
ularly and persistently against this deadly tar-
i- danger’). However, Samuel was extremely 
concerned to keep the party’s ‘Whigs’ in the 
fold, and delayed resignation for a month 
whilst he consulted with Grey, Crewe, and 
other Liberal grandees until he could record 

‘all my Liberal colleagues in the government 
and out shared their objections … we decided 
unanimously in favour of resigning’.(3 When 
the Liberal ministers (two from cabinet and 
eight from government o5ce) .nally resigned 
in September ()32, they remained on the gov-
ernment benches in deference to these peers 
and those MPs – such as Joseph Leckie – who 
had refused to cross the ,oor (at this point, 
the Liberals were sitting on the government 
benches but below the gangway), even though 

‘we Liberals found ourselves more and more 
at variance with the government’(/ and Sam-
uel knew that ‘it is impossible for us to remain 
in our present political position … the party 
would fade away’.(0

Crossing the ,oor into opposition fol-
lowed on (3 November ()33. During the year 
between resigning from government o5ce 

and going into opposition, Samuel had been 
working to maximise support for such a move. 
It was the view of W.6P. Crozier, the Liberal and 
then-editor of the Manchester Guardian that 

‘if he had gone over when the Liberal ministers 
resigned on Ottawa, the group would have 
been seriously split and all the enemies of the 
Liberal Party would have declared that he was 
leading it to .nal destruction’.(1 In ()33, Sam-
uel spoke of his aim to ‘gather together all Lib-
erals’,(2 which he said addressing supporters 
in Paisley, a constituency represented by tar-
i--supporting Liberal MP, J.6P. Maclay. Sam-
uel was very keen to consult colleagues and 
to ensure that all the Liberals should resign 
en bloc,(3 moving only when ‘the Party as a 
whole fully endorsed the course we had taken, 
and it undoubtedly helped to consolidate our 
remaining forces’.()

As it was, thirty MPs followed Sam-
uel, with four MPs previously deemed to be 
Samuelites (R.6H. Bernays, J.6A. Leckie, W. 
McKeag and J.6P. Maclay) remaining on the 
government benches and one formerly Lib-
eral National crossing with them (A.6C. Curry). 
Of those who remained, their views are best 
summarised by the remark of Sir John Simon 
who wrote in correspondence, ‘Samuel has 
chosen an amazing moment to go, for the 
whole world is now rocking and in the mid-
dle of an earthquake it will not be much good 
to howl “Ottawa”’.20 Simon also believed that 
MacDonald needed ‘all the Liberal help he can 
get to prevent submergence in the Tory ,ood’.2( 
Other Liberal National MPs were fearful of 
incurring a Conservative challenge in their 
seats which support for the National coalition 
mostly though not universally mitigated. Free 
trade was one major factor in who went which 
way, the other appears to be fear of socialism.

And with them into opposition went a sig-
ni.cant and decisive percentage of the mem-
bership and grassroots of the Liberal Party. 
Before the move, Samuel had written in a long 
memorandum to his ministerial colleagues:

‘They will not su!er it in silence, and they will be right’
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We all of us hold the strong conviction that 
the continued existence of an independent 
Liberal Party, as powerful as the electorate 
will allow it to be made, is necessary in the 
national interest … The Liberal workers in 
the country see the danger of the experi-
ences of forty years ago, and the absorption 
of another generation of Liberal Unionists 
by the Conservative party. They will not suf-
fer it in silence, and they will be right.22

Of the Liberal Nationals, Samuel believed, cor-
rectly as it transpired, 

… that group was supported by no (Liberal 
party) organisation in the country. It had 
failed in its attempt to establish such an 
organisation. It was a plant without root, 
stuck precariously in the soil; it would not 
,ourish; it would soon wilt and wither. He 
did not believe there was a single Liberal 
association throughout the land outside 
their own constituencies which would adopt 
a candidate for parliament anyone holding 
the views of Sir John Simon and his friends’.23

Since the formation of the National coalition 
government, opinion in the party outside 
parliament had been vocally and consistently 
opposed to the government’s protectionist 
measures, and, during the winter months of 
()3(–32, there began a wide-ranging mobi-
lisation which encompassed the NLF lead-
ership, young Liberals, some backbenchers, 
the Liberal press, the Lloyd George group, and 
even Cobdenite purists like Francis Hirst. In 
December ()3(, the NLF executive urged that 
protection should be resisted ‘at the earliest 
opportunity’. Few of those opposing tari-s 
valued the ‘agreement to di-er’ (a compro-
mise that had allowed the National Gov-
ernment to manage its sharp dispute over 
tari-s): by the end of March ()32, the Union 
of University Liberal Societies, the National 
League of Young Liberals, and the Scottish 
and Welsh Liberal Federations had all passed 

resolutions calling on the Liberal ministers 
to resign’.2/ In April, the National Liberal Fed-
eration, meeting at Clacton, voted for free 
trade resolutions, fearful in particular of 
in,ation in the cost of food (much of which 
was imported). Reviewing the discontent, the 
News Chronicle on 30 April ()32 concluded, 

‘Nothing can disguise the fact that that the 
chief part of the Liberal Party is in opposition 
to the Government of which they are now 
members’.20

The NLF would support the move of Sam-
uel and the other ministers who resigned on 
23 September ()32 to continue to sit on the 
government benches as critics not but not yet 
opponents of the National Government. And 
their position hardened in May ()33, when the 
NLF’s annual conference had carried a motion 
to move into opposition. A similar motion was 
then passed by the Scottish Liberal Federa-
tion. Indications of the mood of the party can 
be seen in the resolution adopted by the Lib-
eral Association in the Manchester Exchange 
constituency on 1 April ()32 that they were 
looking ‘forward to the day when Sir Herbert 
Samuel and his colleagues in the Ministry 
resign o5ce and again champion the cause 
of liberalism in the country’,21 in the conver-
sation that Archibald Sinclair recalled hav-
ing with a lifelong supporter of the party that 
the ‘digni.ed course’ now was to ‘come out 
in untrammelled opposition’ rather than sur-
render like ‘captives in the Roman triumph’,22 
and in a speech by Violet Bonham Carter who 
said, ‘Our leaders may wave the Free Trade 
,ag – we hope they will continue to wave it – 
but it can only ,y at half-mast so long as it is 
nailed to the Front Bench of a Protectionist 
Government’.23

When the Liberal MPs crossed the ,oor, 
the move was supported by all area organi-
sations and the National Liberal Federation. 
Not all those who supported Samuel were 
convinced on free trade either; Lord Lothian 
wrote ‘the possibility of a world system of 

‘They will not su!er it in silence, and they will be right’
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complete free trade has gone and probably 
will never return’.2) Lord Reading – who led the 
Liberals in the Lords and who had previously 
worked with Simon on the governance of 
India, declaring in May ()3(, ‘the ideal would 

be to banish party division and to unite in a 
National government for say .ve years to deal 
with India, the dole, tari-s and Empire’30 – was 
frequently consulted by Samuel to keep him 
and his fellow peers on-side, prompted by a 
letter on 3( August ()32 that they should dis-
cuss ‘the serious position’ that has arisen over 
tari-s and before ‘any active movement takes 
place in the Liberal Party organisation’.3( But, 
in the end, they all moved into opposition, 
with Lords Reading, Crewe and Grey all writing 
to The Times, published on 2) September ()32, 
supporting the resignations. In his obituary, 
published in the Manchester Guardian on 3( 
December ()30, Lord Reading was quoted as 
having said, ‘I have been a liberal all my life … I 
deny that there is no room for liberalism and 
that we cannot have a really e-ective third 
party’. 

All of this meant that, when the thirty 
MPs crossed the ,oor, they and not the Lib-
eral Nationals nor the Lloyd George independ-
ents, retained the Liberal Party organisation. 
W.6P. Crozier again: ‘it was however essen-
tial that when he moved, he should take with 
him the great bulk of the party’ (/ November 
()33). And that was achieved. Isaac Foot MP 
wrote of those grassroots in those years in his 
memoirs, saying of the party ‘I have seen it 
su-er at the hands of charlatans, climbers and 
political adventurers. It has been kept going 
mainly by the rank and .le, mainly by the loy-
alty of obscure men and women. I have a great 

respect and admiration for those who, even 
in derelict constituencies, have kept to their 
liberalism’.32

Opposition proved no easy panacea for 
the party’s woes, and the remaining years 

of the parliament were 
di5cult. They lost a Lon-
don MP (Harry Nathan, 
Bethnal Green North-
East), who had become 
unhappy at the growing 
impact of National Gov-

ernment decisions upon his constituents. He 
defected to Labour in July ()3/. They lost 
another with the death of Frank Briant (Lam-
beth North), with the seat falling to Labour 
(this despite the seat having returned a Liberal 
in all but one of the elections since ()(3). The 
party did retain its seat elected by the Com-
bined Scottish Universities in a by-election 
occasioned by the death of Dugald Cowan in 
March ()3/, only for the victor, George Mor-
rison, to then defect to the Liberal Nation-
als in July ()30. In other seats, there were no 
by-election gains nor any great share of the 
popular vote. Between November ()33 and 
December ()3/, the Liberals only contested 
seven of the other sixteen by-elections held, 
polling (0 per cent or less in all of them.

Whatever the intrinsic merits of their free 
trade policy and their principled move into 
opposition, however, the electoral impact of 
the Liberals at the ()30 general election can 
only be described as negligible. This political 
failure requires explanation. Firstly, and most 
importantly, the polarisation of the elector-
ate on socialist and anti-socialist lines left lit-
tle political space for a Liberal alternative to 
develop. Secondly, the National Government 
enjoyed enormous success in identifying 
itself with the welfare of the ‘public’ and the 

‘national’ interest against a Labour movement 
which they portrayed as solely representing 
the sel.sh sectional interests of the union-
ised working class. Thirdly, the Simonites’ 

‘They will not su!er it in silence, and they will be right’

The Liberal National group ‘had failed in its attempt to 
establish such an organisation. It was a plant without root, 
stuck precariously in the soil; it would not "ourish; it would 

soon wilt and wither.’
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ongoing presence in the National Government 
helped substantiate its claims to moderation 
and backed up Stanley Baldwin’s e-orts to 
appeal to erstwhile Liberal voters. And at the 
same time, the Samuelites’ complicity in the 
National Government’s economy programme 
undermined any claim by liberalism to pro-
gressive credentials and alienated potential 
radical support. In this sense, the Liberals 
were condemned to continued decline by the 
structure of political allegiances which the 
events of ()3( had established. 

But another cause of the Liberals’ failure 
lay in the economic environment in which 
the National Government’s policies were 
implemented. On the basis of classical eco-
nomic theory, Samuel and his colleagues had 
sincerely believed that tari-s would raise 
prices and damage employment, all other 
things being equal; indeed, this had been 
the basis of the popular free-trade case since 
the nineteenth century. The e-ects of the 
Great Depression and accompanying tari-s 
had indeed been catastrophic: UK trade with 
the USA fell from $(.2bn in ()2) to $/23m in 
()33. But in the ()30s, however, any nega-
tive impact tari-s might have had was out-
weighed by the general fall in world prices and 
by the stimulus which devaluation and cheap 
money provided to employment. The Minis-
try of Labour’s cost-of-living index fell until 
()33 and did not regain its ()3( level until ()31; 
registered unemployment peaked in ()32 and 
had fallen by one-quarter by the time the gen-
eral election was held in November ()30. In 
these circumstances, it was di5cult to claim 
that protectionist tari-s had condemned 
Britons to a ‘little loaf’. The Liberals’ e-orts to 
revive free trade as a popular cause were thus 
inhibited by economic developments as well 
as by political ones.33

At the subsequent general election, in 
November ()30, the Liberal Party ran (1( 
candidates but polled just (,/(/,000 votes – 
or just under 2 per cent of the popular vote. 

They lost .fteen seats and gained three. 
Amongst the losses was Samuel himself, los-
ing his seat at Darwen, which he had repre-
sented since ()2). The seventeen Liberals 
who were returned constituted about half 
the party’s ()3( tally. One major problem 
was the appearance of Conservative rivals in 
industrial constituencies such as Edinburgh 
East, Middlesbrough East, South Shields, and 
Dewsbury, where Liberals had won straight 
.ghts with Labour in the unusual circum-
stances of ()3(; another was the party’s 
ambivalent line on the means test, which 
alienated working-class voters and seems to 
have contributed to Samuel’s defeat at Dar-
wen, as no doubt did the 30 per cent unem-
ployment rate in the town at the time.3/ Only 
strong local reputations, and perhaps some 
tactical voting, saved Geo-rey Mander, Gra-
ham White, Kingsley Gri5th and Sir Percy 
Harris in their urban seats. Otherwise, except 
for occasional cases (such as Dundee and 
Bradford South) where Samuelites retained 
local Tory backing, the party was pushed 
back to rural Britain. Ex-ministers Isaac Foot 
and Sir Robert Hamilton were unseated at 
Bodmin and Orkney and Shetland respec-
tively by Conservatives, but Wales held rel-
atively strong (also returned here were four 
independent liberals led by David Lloyd 
George, a group bound by the ties of family 
and long-term support), and three seats on 
the English periphery – Barnstaple, North 
Cumberland, and Berwick-upon-Tweed 

– were gained in straight .ghts with the 
Conservatives.  

By contrast, Simon’s Liberal Nationals 
returned thirty-three MPs in alliance with 
the Conservatives, losing just two seats, not 
only better than the Liberals but also propor-
tionally better than either of their coalition 
partners.

The result of the ()30 general election was 
a sad end to a distinguished career as MP, cab-
inet minister and public servant for Sir Herbert 

‘They will not su!er it in silence, and they will be right’
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Samuel. He had had tackled the unenviable 
task of maintaining party cohesion as the Lib-
erals moved from the National Government 
to the backbenches, and then into opposition 
and had taken the bulk of the party, if not its 
MPs, with him on that journey. The success 
of that party unity had spoken to his support-
ers; in the Lords, on 2 November ()3/, Lord 
Reading wrote, ‘for myself, I still lead the Lib-
erals in the House of Lords and, to my surprise, 
still keep them united’.30 And it meant that the 
party would continue, surviving through even 
worst electoral results over the next twenty 
years before revival came. ‘Their action in 
withdrawing from the National government 
in principled opposition … ensured that a Lib-
eral party survived as an independent entity 
in the Commons’,31 so ensuring that there was 
indeed room for liberalism and a really e-ec-
tive third party. 
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