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	General Topic 3:
	Party Politics 1900-1940

	Focus
	A study of the main developments in the political parties in Wales and England

	Origins
	The political system in Wales and England in the late 19th century

	Key issues
	The Conservative and Liberal parties before 1914

The rise of the Labour Party
Political change between 1919 and 1940

The rise of minority parties between the wars
The importance of the National Government in the 1930s


	Significance / consequences
	The importance and consequences of the main political developments in Wales and England to 1940


[image: image2.png]



The House of Commons yn 1900, like the House of Lords, was under the domination of the wealthy, to whichever party they belonged, the Conservatives or the Liberals, and there was hardly any social gap between them and the members of the House of Lords. The same class controlled the armed forces, the Church, the civil service and the judiciary: there was amazing uniformity throughout the country in the combination of social and political power. To members of this class, the period before 1914 was really a golden age. Wealthy members of the middle classes shared the same world, and even some craftsmen from the working class regarded it as a golden age too. 

In 1880 William Gladstone was leading his Second Government which lasted until 1885, when the Conservatives under the leadership of Lord Salisbury replaced him in 1892. Then a short Liberal Government under Gladstone’s leadership governed the country until 1894 when Lord Salisbury came to power again. In July 1902 Lord Salisbury was replaced as Conservative Prime Minister by his nephew, A. J. Balfour. The burning issues of the period were the Empire, free trade and home rule for Ireland. 
Salisbury was the last Prime Minister to sit in the House of Lords and the end of his career was an indication that the Victorian age was coming to an end. Salisbury did not support Disraeli’s "Tory Democracy" policy, and his failure to introduce any social reforms of note during his periods in office (in spite of some important measures such as the 1891Education Act) sowed a hurricane that Balfour had to reap after 1902. During were next four years the Tories were forced to act defensively because of a series of events and issues that left them divided, unrespected and tired.
The 1902 Education Act was the first of these issues which raised opposition among Nonconformists, especially in Wales. A worse issue for the Tories was Joseph Chamberlain’s contribution in Birmingham, on 15 May 1903, when he supported a form of protectionism, namely Tariff Reform or "Imperial Preference", as he called it. This caused a split among the Tories – as Chamberlain split the Liberals in 1886 – though Balfour managed to hold the party together with the support of less famous members. As a result of this the Government was given the nickname “Hotel Cecil”. 

Below the storm created by Chamberlain there were a series of lesser troubles which undermined the Tories’ position. With the brewers supporting the Unionists, the temperance movement and its nonconformist Liberal supporters opposed the 1904 Licensing Act. In South Africa at the end of the Boer War there was conflict regarding the constitution of the Transvaal and because of Milner’s policy of using Chinese workers in the gold mines. The use of Chinese slaves raised a huge cry of humanitarian protest from the Liberals.

The Tories made little effort to win the votes of the working class: the Aliens Act of 1905 was ineffective while the Taff Vale judgement of 1901 was weighing heavily on the trade unions; the Unemployed Workmen Act of 1905 was a step in the right direction but any assistance depended to all intents and purposes on local funds. The question of tariff reform raised the fear of more expensive food and united the Liberals behind their old Free Trade banner as the party which could say “Leave the People’s Food alone "!
The Unionists were defeated in 1906 for good reasons but to a great extend because of the wrong issues. The disillusionment because of the Boer War led to more concern regarding ‘Chinese slavery’, making people forget about their real achievements in foreign policy and defence of the empire, such as ending ‘splendid isolation’, the establishment of the Committee of Imperial Defence, the reorganisation of the army and navy, and the entente with France. 
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	Balfour, like most Unionists, expected defeat in the election, and their plan therefore was to give up the reins before time and let the Liberals come to power in order to reveal the supposed differences between them before the general election. His hope was that the Liberals would be "hissed off the stage". The Unionists yielded on 4 December 1905 and Campbell-Bannerman came to power, leading a government full of talent including Asquith, Grey, Haldane, Herbert Gladstone, Lloyd George, John Burns and Winston Churchill. 

Following the 1906 General Election, the Liberals came to power in Parliament "on a wave of support for free trade " with 377 seats. The Unionists won 157; Irish Naitonalists 83; and candidates of the Labour Representation Committee 29. The 1906 Parliament was really the first middle-class parliament, with most MP having jobs 


Balfour could not have foreseen the biggest electoral defeat in the history of the Conservative Party (until 1997) though he could take some comfort from the total vote gained from the Party’s incredibly artificial position following the “khaki election" in 1900. Perhaps he did not really believe the words he spoke in Nottingham on 15 January 1906, "This great Unionist Party, whether in power or in opposition, should still control the destinies of this great Empire ", but he understood the House of Lords situation better than anyone. The use Balfour made of the House of Lords was so unprincipled that Lloyd George claimed in 1908 that the House of Lords, “is not the watchdog of the Constitution, it is Mr Balfour’s poodle”. 

	
	The political system in Wales in 1900


Welsh politics changed as a result of parliamentary reform measures – the Reform Acts of 1867 and 1884 and the Secret Ballot Act of 1872. The rise of the nonconformist Liberals gave a challenge to the traditional power of the noble classes, those anglicised families who usually supported the Tories. The 1880 general election gave quite clear signs that political authority in Wales was starting to change hands. The Liberals gained nine extra seats in 1880. 29 of the 33 seats in Wales fell into the hands of the Liberals, with a few English seats in the Marches withstanding the Liberal tide. The local power of the noble class was shattered by the Local Education Act of 1888 which put power and patronage into the hands of elected councillors – in the 1889 elections, 390 of the 590 councillors elected were Liberals. For 30 years after that, the Liberals dominated local government in Wales until the end of the First World War.

By 1880 the majority of Welsh MPs were not landowners, but industrialists and factory owners, or barristers and solicitors. The end of the Welsh nobility, Tories and Whigs, was evident in the quality of politics in the early 1880s, and equally in the energy and loyalty of Welsh Liberal MPs in the House of Commons, as they pressed for devolution, educational and temperance reforms, and in raising the issue of the disestablishment of the Church in Wales. These issues had a prominent place on the political agenda of Welsh Liberals. 
The issue of devolution – or home rule – led to the short-lived movement Cymru Fydd. The key figure initially in the Cymru Fydd movement was Thomas Edward Ellis who was elected MP for Merionethshire in July 1886. On 26 April 1887 the enterprise started by Tom Ellis was given formal organisational expression when the Cymru Fydd Society was established in London. The movement grew quickly with about 200 members joining in London and then a branch was established in Birmingham. But political power was firmly in the hands of the parliamentary Liberal Party, and because of that Cymru Fydd was a marginal phenomenon throughout the period up to the early 1890s.  

The Liberal supremacy in Wales continued through the period of the ‘khaki’ election in 1900 when Liberalism was in difficulty in the rest of Britain. After  1900 came the Liberal peak, with support from Labour, or the 'Lib-Labs' (in 1903 the Lib-Lab agreement was made), support which was still growing among the miners and industrial workers of the south. In 1906 the Unionists were defeated totally in all parts of Wales – 33 seats went into the hands of the Liberals and one, in Merthyr Tydfil, to another supporter, namely Keir Hardie of the Labour Representation Committee. 

A threat to the Liberal supremacy in Wales came from the labour movement. Even though the political threat from socialism and the Labour Party was not very important before the war, it was nevertheless a serious threat. The Labour Representation Committee was established in 1900 as a movement to represent the working class and its name was changed to the Labour Party in 1906. Its main role was to act as a pressure group against the Liberals. The biggest threat was that coming from socialism and the militant attitude of the industrial workers, especially the miners, expressed in a series of bitter disputes from 1908 onwards. There were clear ideological differences to be seen in the growth of Marxist ideas spread by the Central Labour Party, the Plebs League and other workers’ educational movements in the south Wales valleys. These ideas were popularised in the booklet ‘The Miner's Next Step‘ published in 1912. By the end of the war, the younger generation of miners’ leaders was too determined, too radical and too class conscious to tolerate the Lib-Lab arrangement made before 1914. 

	
	THE FINAL YEARS OF THE LIBERAL PARTY 1908 - 1914


In April 1908 Campbell-Bannerman resigned because of ill health and Asquith replaced him. It was he who appointed Lloyd George, the most prominent and most creative statesman of the century, as Chancellor of the Exchequer, with Churchill in charge of the Board of Trade. Both had promised to achive far-reaching changes, a policy which was called “New Liberalism”, though it’s worth remembering that the majority of their party’s backbenchers did not share the same enthusiasm.
Lloyd George said during the 1906 campaign, "I believe that there’s a new order on its way from the people of this country. It’s a silent but definite revolution, as revolutions occur in constitutional countries."  Alone really among Liberal leaders, Lloyd George emphasised the social theme and with Churchill introduced the basic social reforms considered by some, after 1945, as the foundation stones of the “Welfare State". Their objective, however, was less ambitious. It was not ideology or philosophy which drove them but a wish to harness the power of the state to improve the social problems around them, and in doing so create the framework of the modern taxation system. The cost of all this would be paid by the 1909 “People’s Budget” which was designed deliberately to be a “war budget ... for raising money to wage implacable warfare against poverty and squalidness" (Lloyd George). There is no evidence that Lloyd George had intended that the Lords would reject the bill for him to be able to secure for himself a mandate on the issue of "the Peers versus the People". Asquith and Lloyd George’s intention was for the Budget to be a means of avoiding the veto of the Lords rather than abolishing it. It led to a constitutional crisis which led to two elections in 1910, elections which saw the end of the Liberal majority, leaving the government dependent on the support of the Irish Party and the Labour Party. The peers’ power was reduced by the 1911 Parliament Act.
After the constitutional crisis, there was no sign that the country was very thankful for the achievements of the Liberals – and it was not only the wealthy who paid more tax in the end! For some years after 1910, conflict and direct action outside Parliament was tearing the country apart. The general dissension between 1910 and 1914 had little to do with the Liberals’ legislative programme; apart from Ireland, it grew as a result of other movements. According to Dangerfield in his book, ‘The Strange Death of Liberal England’, these disputes – the workers’ rebellion, the women’s rebellion and the Irish problem – had a central place in explaining the demise of the Liberals, though this view is not now totally accepted. It might be better to consider the events of this period as a challenge to the prevailing system by new social powers – rather than a challenge to law and order or the Liberal Party itself. 

The industrial dissension grew from the general increase in living standards since the 1880s, but wages had been left behind, and it was that which caused the dissension and violence after 1910. The troubles started in 1910 with the miners’ strike in Tonypandy, with the seamen, firemen, railway workers and dockers following. In 1913 the Triple Alliance was established and a General Strike was likely just before the war. The syndicalist movement brought the idea of a general strike to Britain as a weapon of attack but the war came before such a strike could be arranged.

After 1905 the campaign for women’s suffrage intensified under the leadership of Emmeline Pankhurst and the Women's Social and Political Union (WSPU). By June 1908 the WSPU was able to hold huge open air meetings in London and violent action such as damaging property and arson became common tactics used by extremists in the campaign for the vote. As the violence increased after 1909, the Suffragettes did more damage than good to their cause: because of this public opinion changed to opposing rather than supporting women’s suffrage. After Asquith refused to give the vote to women in 1912, there were two years of militant action by the Suffragettes until the war brought their campaign to an end under a wave of patriotism. 

	POLITICS DURING THE FIRST WORLD WAR


In 1914 Asquith managed to lead Britain into the First World War with his Liberal Government largely unscathed, much to the dismay of the Unionists who were hoping that the Liberals would be divided on the question of going to war. The Liberal Government continued on the basis of “Business as usual” in terms of civil matters, leaving the armed forces to do as they wished. Justifying the war because of the moral need to protect Belgium, the Liberal Government went on with its work with the support of the Irish Nationalists and the Labour Party: the Unionists acted as a “patriotic opposition ".

The main featrue of politics during the war period was the personal ambition and dubious intrigues of the politicians, but there was a fundamental conflict between some of Asquith’s supporters, who believed the war could be won by ‘traditional’ methods, and those who felt that it was only possible to win by completely reorganising society in order to fight a ‘total war '. It was this conflict  which led to the two great political crises in May 1915 and December 1916. 
	
	A cartoon from the Punch magazine (May 1915).

It shows Asquith and Bonar Law leading the ‘winner’ – that is the 1915 Coalition.

That coalition was a failure for both of them in the end, as Lloyd George replaced Asquith and became Prime Minister in December 1916.


The fall of the Liberal Government occurred suddenly in the crisis of May 1915. Because of the apparent failures on the Western Front and Gallipoli, on 17 May 1915, Bonar Law insisted that a coalition government should be formed. The main reason for this was that Bonar Law feared holding a contentious general election durng a period of war and because he also feared leading a Unionist Government that would not have enough support to introduce controversial measures such as conscription. Asquith agreed as he was convinced that a coalition government was necessary to avoid having to hold an election the Liberals would lose. A new government was formed under Asquith’s leadership, including the Conservatives and the Labour Party. The last Liberal government had come to an end under the strain of war and that would be the main factor in the demise of the Liberal Party itself before long. 

The Coalition Government under Asquith’s leadership lasted 19 months, a government described by Churchill as "one of the greatest disasters that occurred in the whole history of the war ". It was a government that came into being through a plot between members of the Front Bench against the backbenchers who were increasingly fretful because of the failures of the war. Irish issues had more to do with Asquith’s fall than conscription. In Ireland the Easter Rebellion 1916 and the Sinn Fein party were unpopular initially but Britain’s response to the rebellion gave the psychological victory Sinn Féin was hoping for. Asquith’s intention was to recover the situation by offering to give Home Rule immediately apart from Ulster: the Conservatives refused and he withdrew his offer.   

It was Bonar Law, more than Lloyd George, who caused Asquith’s fall. Throughout 1916 Bonar Law could not control the rebels among the Unionists under the leadership of Carson, a group which was pressing for more vigorous efforts to fight the war. Complex bargaining with Asquith in November and December 1916 failed to secure a compromise that would have been acceptable to the Unionists and that led to Asquith’s resignation as no government could be formed without him in his opinion. In terms of party issues only, Asquith was probably right, but he had forgotten Lloyd George’s huge charm and his incredible ability to get things done. On 7 December 1916 Lloyd George became Prime Minister; and being a Prime Minister without a party, he depended mainly on support from the Tories, those Liberals who were loyal to him and the Labour Party. 
In the words of Austen Chamberlain, Asquith had "sung the swan song of the Liberal Party ". He took the remnants of his party to the opposition benches – a loyal opposition nevertheless – for the remainder of the war. This split in the Liberal Party was not healed for a decade – and by then Labour had moved up to be the opposition against the Tories. Total war had changed everything – including the political pattern of Britain for the remainder of the twentieth century.

	LLOYD GEORGE’S COALITION 1918 -1922


In 1918 as most of Europe celebrated the end of the war, Lloyd George had to concentrate on his isolated position, which was caused by his seizing power during the war leaving him as a Prime Minister without a party. To all intents and purposes three issues divided the Liberals and Conservaives, namely tariffs, Ireland and the Church in Wales, though numerous other issues would come to the fore in the new situation created by the war. Lloyd George was willing to compromise on most of them and Bonar Law agreed to continue to support the Coalition in the “coupon election” of 1918.

Lloyd George’s decision to continue with the Coalition had historic consequences: the breach in the Liberal Party between Asquith’s Liberals and the Coalition Liberals could not be healed and Labour took advantage of this by becoming a creditable opposition to the Conservatives. Asquith and Lloyd George both claimed that the other was to blame for not healing the breach, a breach based as much on principle as on personality.

While the Liberals were divided and the Conservatives were following Lloyd George, the Labour Party left the Coalition hoping that some of the events of the period would be advantageous to their cause – concentrating legislative power in the House of Commons, paying salaries to MPs, extending the vote in 1918 (and other electoral changes), the huge growth in trade union membership during the war, and the adoption of a constitution for the Party in January 1918 which gave the Party a socialist doctrine and a local machinery in every electorate.

In the words of Sidney Webb, the main features of the 1918 election were "nasty and cruel speaking which debased the electorate" and wild promises to provide houses fit for heroes, arguments which brought a huge victory for the Coalition. Emotive issues unrelated to the usual arguments of party politics were to be heard mostly during the campaign. Asquith’s Liberals were demolished and Asquith himself lost his seat: Labour won 63 seats but the leaders lost. In Ireland Sinn Féin won 73 seats but they were not willing to sit at Westminster. The Conservatives at the time had made the Prime Minister a prisoner!

In 1919 it seemed that the whole country was in some sort of shock, having lived through the nightmare of a war in which 750,000 died with 1.7 miliwn being injured: one in eleven of the country’s young people died. Troubles were brewing under the surface and came to the fore firstly because of the question of demobbing and then on the industrial front after the shortlived post-war boom came to an end. The arguments regarding pay and nationalisation were the most important and led to a series of industrial disputes, which brought the ‘triple alliance’ into being again. To avoid trouble Lloyd George offered the Sankey Commission to the miners, but that failed to solve the problem and the dissatisfaction continued among the miners and the other industiral workers. 
Lloyd George refused the nationalisation policy and in so doing turned the working class against him, those who would agree with the statement that the radical leader of 1909 had sided in the House of Commons with the "crew of hard-faced men, who, in their view, had done very well out of the war ". On 15 February 1921 the coal mines were returned to their owners and nothing came from the miners’ strike threat when the other unions in the triple alliance withdrew their support on Black Friday (15 April 1921), a step which put an end to the hopes of a unified working class movement acting against the employers 
The reforms of 1921 in housing, education and agriculture were curtailed or abolished because of the economic adversity. By this time unemployment had become a problem and the first hunger march to London was held in November. The railways were the next to be transferred back to their owners, or rather to four companies. In February 1922 the Geddes’ 'axe' cut down some of the government departments which were considered to be a sort of socialist bureaucracy and that hindered the more progressive sections of the Fisher Education Act 1918. Two progessive features of this period were the Housing and Town Planning Act (Addison Act) 1919 and the measure to extend unemployment insurance in 1920. By 1922 the hopes of the men who had been in the trenches for a new world had come in one way but not as they would have wished.
Britain’s economic position was to some extent a result of changes that occurred before 1914, that gathered pace during the war, together with a belief in the free market. The depression that came in 1920 was considered to be part of the trade cycle and it was believed that there was no need for the state to intervene; the Government could indeed draw attention to the surplus in the balance of trade up to 1930 and the country returned to the gold standard in 1925 – the most important indication of the belief that recovery depended on returning to the ideals of the nineteenth century. Unemployment was limited to particular areas and the belief was that it would fall gradually when the state of the economy would improve, though the Wall Street crash put an end to that dream in 1929.

In October 1922 the Coalition came to an end because of a rebellion by the Conservative MPs: they did not like Lloyd George and felt that things were far from right in issues at home and abroad, especially regarding matters involving patronage. It was not because of personalities only or the desire to secure votes that the split came but because of the Conservatives’ belief that, in a two-party system, they should appear as one of them. The Conservative Party was threatening a split between those who wished to remain members of the Coalition (and so create a centre party) and the bulk of the members who wanted to create a party of the right. The decision was made at the Carlton Club and Lloyd George resigned on 19 October 1922.
	
	RESTORING PARTY POLITICS


"The real significance of the Conservative decisions in 1922 concerned long-term strategy. As in 1918 they sought to contain the emergence of organised labour under the widened franchise, but they adopted a different method. Instead of relying on Lloyd George they now hoped to destroy him along with the Asquithians by squeezing their support between themselves and Labour. By concentrating the debate on Labour and building it into a major force they would shake out enough right-wing and moderate Liberal support to give them a comfortable lead over Labour. The 1922 election demonstrated the feasibility of this strategy".  (M. Pugh, The Making of Modern British Politics)

THE CONSERVATIVES AND BALDWIN

Bonar Law led the Conservatives to power and he was Prime Minister until May 1923, with the "second team" winning the election on 15 November with an overall majority of 345 seats. Labour won 142 seats, Asquith’s Liberals 62 and Lloyd George’s Liberals 54. The Conservatives had succeeded without Lloyd George and it was they now who were the alternative to Labour. From now the polarisation between the Conservatives and Labour was a basic feature of British political life for decades to come: a new political pattern had emerged.
Ramsay MacDonald was now leader of the Labour Party, and after Bonar Law resigned a short time before his death, the Conservatives chose Stanley Baldwin to succeed him, and the reason for that was that more qualified leaders were continuing to support the coalitionists. In the whole uncertain history of political life, few people have risen to the top more surprisingly and under circumstances which were so accidental. Although considered a temporary leader, he continued until 1937 displaying a personality which was a comfort to the electorate and a political understanding that made Lloyd George declare that he was "the strongest opponent I ever came across ". Like MacDonald, Baldwin was not an energetic man and though that fitted the spirit of the age and was completely contrary to the rise of the dictators on the Continent, it left both of them open to criticism by future generations.

Baldwin’s first government from May 1923 to January 1924 ended totally unnecessarily because of the issue of protectionism, a policy he wanted to see as a weapon against the increase in the levels of unemployment (1.3 million at the time). The numerous explanations of his actions show how unnecessary (in the short term) it was for him to put himself in danger in the election of December 1923 which brought 258 seats for the Conservatives, 191 for Labour and 159 for the Liberals. Asquith refused to support the Conservatives and therefore allowed Ramsay MacDonald to become Labour Prime Minister on 22 January 1924, the first from his party to hold the post. Austen Chamberlain said of Asquith, by allowing the Labour Party to come to power, he had "sung the swan song of the Liberal Party ". 
When Baldwin agreed to stop supporting protectionism, he was accepted as leader of the Conservatives and all the coalitionists returned to the fold, with the Conservatives now the natural alternative to Labour. Martin Pugh’s argument is that Baldwin had called the election in order to polarise politics and bring the former Conservative Coalitionists back to the ranks of the Conservative Party under his leadership, rather than because of his commitment to protectionism. In the short term the election was a disaster, but Baldwin had a strategy for the longer term to restore two-party politics. "Baldwin certainly suffered much criticism for his miscalculations, but very few challenged his underlying strategy". (M. Pugh, The Making of Modern British Politics)


The first Labour Government, from January to October 1924, was a shock to the British Establishment. To them, Labour was a revolutionary party determined to destroy all traces of civilised life. However Asquith realised that Labour needed his party’s votes to survive and he did not want to discredit the Government, his intention was to control it. MacDonald saw this as an opportunity to prove that Labour was a party which could govern and as a “period for testing men and measures before they got the opportunity to implement them with the power of a majority ". In the words of Beatrice Webb, who recorded how the Labour leaders went to accept their posts from the King in clothes borrowed from a Moss Bros. shop, "Altogether we were a jolly party - all laughing at the joke of Labour in office."  

The Labour budget was an example of pure Liberalism from Gladstone’s period which received Asquith’s support even though it did nothing to deal with unemployment; it was not because of their dependence on the votes of the Liberals that it was like this but because they did not have the least idea of how to solve the problem and no idea how to implement socialist policy. In education Trevelyan started on the work of repairing the damage done by the Geddes axe and the Harrow Report 1926 led to further developments before the economic crisis struck. There was some imporvement in the housing situation as a result of the Wheatley Act 1924 which gave a subsidy for building houses to rent but that Act had little of the features associated mainly with socialism. On the industrial front the Labour Party faced the difficult problem of dealing with its paymasters, the unions. The difficult problem was reconciling the demands of the industrial wing of the movement and the responsibilities of the political wing. MacDonald was ready to use emergency powers to obstruct industrial unrest, though dealing with foreign issues was his main work as Foreign Secretary. It was not foreign issues however that caused the collapse of the Government.

The Labour Government fell when MacDonald lost a vote of no confidence he himself had insisted on holding; there was no compulsion on him to take such a step, but MacDonald arranged his own defeat partly in order to avoid criticism from among the ranks of his own party. The most important electoral argument of October was Curzon’s claim that voting for Labour was tantamount to “transferring this country into the hands of the Communists and Moscow". The Red Terror tactic reached its peak when the Zinoviev Letter was published just days before the election. That was sure to strengthen the impression of the Labour Party that it was deprived of its opportunity to form a government by the intrigues of the capitalists; that also helped to turn attention away from the ideological weaknesses of the government itself. Anyway the election on 29 October was a huge victory for the Conservatives, as they won 419 seats and received 2.5 million more votes reaching a total of 8 million: Labour won a million more votes but 40 fewer seats leaving them with a total of 151 seats. 

The 1924 election managed to achieve the aims of both Baldwin and MacDonald by squeezing the Liberal Party, reuniting the Conservatives and raising the Labour Party permanently to the status of a potential government. The restoration of two-party politics after the confusion of the war period was almost complete. The Liberal Party suffered most as its total number of seats fell from 159 to 40, and its total number of votes fell from 4.3 million to 2.9 million. That confirmed the new pattern of British politics which had been developing since the fall of the Coalition Government and it justified Austen Chamberlain’s comment about Asquith. However the beginnings of the decline of the Liberals may be seen in the First World War, and particularly in Asquith’s decision to refuse to serve under Lloyd George’s leadership or to have anything to do with his Coalition Government. 
"The more the Edwardian evidence underlines the fact that the Liberals were in no imminent danger of decline, let alone eclipse, the more importance must, apparently, be attached to the First World War as the decisive factor in their downfall. Yet while a chronological explanation of this kind may be basically sound it surely cannot be made to run too far; for the war in no sense constitutes a sufficient cause, taken in isolation, for the dramatic disruption of the 1914-26 period. The seeds of Liberal decline, patently present before 1914, developed mightily in the conditions of 1914-18."  (M. Pugh, The Making of Modern British Politics)  

Pugh’s argument is that the beginings of the decline of the Liberals are to be found in their failure to implement a very radical programme by 1914; their failure to maintain their traditional support which went over to Labour; implementing a foreign and imperial policy contrary to their traditions, including going to war; the issue of the vote for women which led to force feeding, the imprisonment of women contrary to Liberal traditions and the discouragement of women among the Party’s supporters; losing trade union support to the Labour Party because of their unwillingness to deal with the problem of the Osborne judgement and their autocratic methods of dealing with industrial troubles and the leaders of the trade unions.

THE CONSERVATIVES                                                                            
The Conservative victory showed how successful that party was in dealing with the period of uncertainty following the war and the prospect of five years in power with a large majority was sure to improve any remaining wounds. Baldwin’s strategy had apparently worked: it had secured the collapse of the Liberals, had defeated Labour and won the Coalitionists back to the party, together with Winston Churchill. Between 1918 and 1939 the Conservatives were the biggest party, apart from the Parliament of 1929-31, and it was they who shared power or governed in 5 of the 7 governments formed. 
The reasons for this were:
· dividing the votes of the ‘prominent people’ in three-party campaigns;
· the first-past-the-post electoral system; an alternative vote system was rejected in 1918; 

· Labour leaders accepting the dominance of the Conservatives so that the Liberals would not get support;
· the reorganisation of the constituencies in 1918; 

· the decision of Sinn Féin MPs to withdraw from Westminster;
· more money and training for party organisers in the constituencies.
MacDonald was severely criticised after the Labour Party lost and that made the industrial wing of the movement return to industrial action which led eventually to the General Strike of 1926. Baldwin used the Samuel Commission to kill time as Sir John Anderson prepared to defeat the General Strike. The strike had a bitter outcome as the Conservatives celebrated their success by passing the Industrial Disputes Act 1927, though the move towards “contracting in” could have given a push to local branches of the Labour Party in the constituencies to gather members, and so the Conservatives may have unconsciously helped to make the Labour Party a national party. The failure of the General Strike had brought discredit to the supporters of industrial action in the unions and that made them support Parliamentary action and the Labour Party.

In April 1927 the Conservatives gave the right to vote to women over 21 years of age, without doing much to deal with the problems facing Britain, especially unemployment. Churchill was appointed Chancellor of the Exchequer in spite of his deficiencies in the financial world: his accusation against the Treaury was, “They all speak Persian."  Churchill satisfied the longing to return to the Gold Standard in 1925 when the Suspending Act of 1919 came to an end, believing that the way to ensure recovery was to return to the ideals of the nineteenth century. 
Baldwin fought the election of May 1929 on the slogan "safety first"; his party received 8 million votes and 260 seats. The Liberals seemed to be in a better state than they had been for some time, with Lloyd George and his own 'political fund' leading them after Asquith retired in 1926: they received 5 million votes but only 59 seats. Labour had very little that was new to offer and they received 300,000 fewer votes than Conservatives but they had 288 seats. The inconsistencies of the electoral system often fail to reflect the actual situation of political opinion in Britain. 
THE SECOND LABOUR GOVERNMENT
Baldwin could not depend on the Liberals and so he resigned; the second Labour Government came to power on 4 June 1929 without any doctrinal members of the left wing. The Liberals held the balance and Labour began to feel unsure regarding their task “keeping things going” rather than achieving reforms. Labour’s position was possibly stronger than MacDonald thought, as the Liberals soon returned to their normal state of being a coalition of quarrelsome factions, with Lloyd George’s “wandering political eyes” causing a lack of trust. The Conservatives too went through a period of doubting the leadership, though divisions among his opponents, Austen Chamberlain and Leo Amery chiefly, saved Baldwin from losing his position in spite of the attacks on him by the Beaverbrook and Rothermere press, which had been a target of attack by him in 1931. 
The Second Labour Government had some achievements: the Coal Mines Act 1930 reduced hours of work and the Housing Act 1930 was responsible for starting a programme of slum clearance but its other reforms were rejected or destroyed by the Lords. However the world recession which began with the Wall Street Crash in October 1929 remained as a cloud above the whole history of the Labour Government. Unemployment rose from 1 million in June 1929 to 2.5 million in December 1930; people’s earnings went down and by 1931 there was a deficit in the balance of payments. 
The Labour Party could have used the collapse to introduce the new order they believed in, but their leaders did not have the ideas or the will to do so. To most of them, and Snowden especially, socialism was a moral principle rather than an economic principle and they still thought of the economy in nineteenth century terms – unlike the Keynesian ideas of the younger generation (given amazing expression in the Mosley Memorandum which was rejected in May 1930).

Having renounced Mosley, the Labour Government did not have another policy other than saving and balancing the budget. Mosley was expelled from the Party in February 1931 and he established the British Union of Fascicts in 1932. On 31 July 1931, the dilemma facing the Labour Party came to the fore through the May Report, which was condemned by Keynes as “the most unwise document I have ever had to read". The report drew the attention of the world’s bankers to the possibility of a financial deficit in Britain. 
THE END OF THE LABOUR GOVERNMENT
Foreign countries refused to extend further credit to Britain and the crisis led to the overthrow of the government. According to Labour leaders, maintaining the Gold Standard was essential and that meant satisfying the world’s bankers by making cuts. MacDonald could not get an answer that would be acceptable to Snowden or his other colleagues, let alone the Conservatives and the Trades Union Congress (TUC). Sir Herbert Samuel suggested to the King that a National Government should be established and on 24 August MacDonald agreed and the Cabinet resigned on 26 August. Most of the Labour Party refused to support MacDonald and the National Government and they went to the opposition benches uner the leadership of Henderson. 
To historians as well as political enthusiasts at the time, the 1931 election was the time when the Labour Government suffered at the hands of the world’s bankers and was betrayed by MacDonald who allowed the National Government to use Red Terror tactics which hit the Party hard in the General Election leaving just a small remnant of MPs. 
One can just as easily argue the case that the Labour Party was facing a hopeless situation regarding the Depression and had failed to take the creative measures needed to solve the problem. Instead of that, it depended on the same compromises and conventional thinking as past governments and failed because of its own deficiencies as much as the political intrigues of others

. 
The Labour Party was now a divided party and its opponents had come together in the National Government. The Liberal Party which had once been so important were supporters of the Conservative Party in practice if not in name and it was that simple pattern which explains the dominance of the Conservative Party over electoral politics for the next decade. In the 1931 election the Conservatives won 471 seats, the National Liberals 35, Samuel Liberals 33, Lloyd George Liberals 4, National Labour 12 and Labour 52. 215 Labour MPs lost their seats!

MINORITY PARTIES IN ENGLAND
The Communists and the Fascists were the two most important minority parties in England. The British Union of Fascists (the BUF) was established in 1932 by Sir Oswald Mosley. He brough a number of smaller fascist parties together, emulating Benito Mussolini anfd the Italian Fascist Party. 
Mosley chose black shirts as the uniform for party members and because of that they were given the nickname “Black Shirts”. The BUF was anti-communist and its policies were based on a framework of isolationism within the British Empire. Mosley argued that this policy would help to protect the economy from the ebbs and flows of the world market, particularly during the Great Depression. Officially his policy during the 1930s was not anti-Semitic, but many of the members openly professed that. The propaganda director of the BUF, William Joyce who was born in America, was very open about his hatred of Jews, they were a “continual nuisance” according to him. At one time the BUF claimed to have as many as 50,000 members and the Daily Mail newspaper was supportive of it initially. It was that paper which published the famous headline "Hurrah for the Blackshirts!". Though it had quite substantial support in parts of London, the BUF did not have any electoral success. 
The BUF moved from mainstream politics, becoming increasingly anti-Semitic, and its membership had fallen to less than 8,000 by the end of 1935. In 1935 and 1936 it organised a number of anti-Semitic marches and protests in London, such as the one which led to the famous ‘battle’ in Cable Street in October 1936. This frightened the government enough for it to pass the Public Order Act 1936 which imposed a ban on the wearing of political uniforms during marches and made the consent of the police a requirement for such marches. That was enough to destroy the movement to all intents and purposes: it was banned totally in 1940 and the leaders were imprisoned.
MINORITY PARTIES IN WALES
The Communist Party gained some support in the industrial areas of south Wales – parts of the Rhondda Valley were called “Little Moscow” in the inter-war period. The BUF, however, had little support in Wales and the most important minority party was Plaid Cymru. It’s true that both the Labour Party and the Liberty Party gave some support to the idea of Home Rule for Wales, but Plaid Cymru had a different agenda concentrating on the Welsh language. Plaid’s main objective was ensuring that Welsh would be the only official language in Wales. It did not have much success in the 1930s. In the 1929 General Election Lewis Valentine fought the seat of Caernarfon for Plaid Cymru, but had no more than 609 votes, that is 1.6% of the total vote. In 1936 three of Plaid Cymru’s leaders, Saunders Lewis, D. J. Williams and Lewis Valentine, decided to attack the Air Force’s new centre at Penyberth in Llŷn (the ‘bombing’ school according to the nationalists). They set some of the buildings on fire as a protest against locating the centre in the heart of the Welsh-speaking area. Support for Plaid increased substantially as a result of the treatment given to the leaders, including the judge’s ban on the use of Welsh in court and the prison sentence they were given in Wormwood Scrubs Prison, London. When they were released they were given a princely welcome by 15,000 supporters in Caernarfon and by 1939 Plaid’s membership had double to almost 2,000.

THE NATIONAL GOVERNMENT
“The National Governments of 1931 to 1940 have figured so prominently in left-wing demonology that one tends to overlook the outrage of the far right at having what they regarded as an effete liberal administration foisted upon them when a proper Conservative one was easily attainable. A true appreciation of the period requires an appreciation of both perspectives.”  (M. Pugh, The Making of Modern British Politics).

MacDonald led a National Government the majority of whose members were Conservatives, with the support of the Liberals, and the Labour Party of which he had been a member throughout his life opposed it fiercely. One of the first steps he took was to leave the gold standard, even though the defence of that had been the main reason for establishing it. Baldwin accepted the National Government partly because he realised that it would really be a Conservative government, and also because it would keep the right wing under control and allow him to implement the Disraelian liberal policies he favoured.   

The National Government managed to solve the first crisis by arranging a financial loan from banks in Paris and New York and Snowden tried to make savings by increasing taxes and reducing wages and unemployment benefits and introducing a means test. It was that which caused the mutiny among members of the navy in Invergordon and the heavy selling of the pound which made Snowden abandon the gold standard on 17 September 1931.  

For the October 1931 election, the National Government did not even begin to consider an action programme, asking instead for complete freedom to prepare the necessary medicine – the doctor’s mandate. The individual parties published their manifestos but a split among the Liberals soon became apparent between Lloyd George’s supporters and Sir John Simon’s supporters, while the Labour Party under Henderson’s leadership, was satisifed with criticising the budgets and the banks. The result was an amazing vote of confidence in the National Government which won 544 seats. It cannot be denied that the result was a victory for the Conservatives, as they won 473 of the seats (together with 13 for National Labour; 35 for Simon’s Liberals and 33 for the Liberals) with only 61 MPs on the Opposition benches. Labour lost as the parties in the National Government made careful use of their candidates to avoid dividing the vote for it. Many prominent Labour people lost their seats and George Lansbury became leader with Clement Attlee as his deputy. The election was also disastrous for the extremists in Britain with the Communists and Mosley’s New Party both firmly defeated. 
Being in an invincible position in the House of Commons, the National Government was re-established with a Cabinet made up mainly of Conservatives.  Neville Chamberlain was given responsibility fo the Exchequer and that signalled the end of the principle of free trade which was undermined by the Abnormal Importations Act and destroyed by the Import Duties Act 4 February 1932. There was no similarity between this decision to return to protectionism and the schemes supported by Joseph Chamberlain, a fact that became clear in the Ottawa Conference in the summer of 1932. It was this which caused Snowden, Simon and 30 free trade supporters to leave the Government and eventually join the opposition by the end of 1933. That further isolated MacDonald but he continued as Prime Minister until he retired in June 1935. The abandonment of the gold standard and free trade did not lead to any other radical changes, and even though unemployment reached 3 million in January 1933 Chamberlain refused to consider any Keynesian methods, such as the creation of public works, to solve the problem. Even though it had no intention of introducing revolutionary change, a substantial gap was opened with the economic policies of the past, as the Government moved slowly towards a controlled economy. In agriculture, for example, the Wheat Act 1932 guaranteed prices and trade boards were established for a number of different products. In industry there was a campaign in the direction of rationalisation, particularly in the iron and steel, textile and shipbuilding industries, but it was not so successful with the coal industry. The Special Areas Act 1934 acknowledged that unemployment was to some extent a regional problem and efforts were made to offer financial incentives for companies to set up industries in certain areas. It’s clear that it was the Depression after 1929 rather than the First World War which sang the swan song of the economic theories of the nineteenth century, though these measures probably did not contribute much to securing recovery. The recovery came, like the depression itself, from a global phenomenon rather than the actions of the government, though there were some internal factors at work (cuts in interest rates, growth in house-building, growth of the motor and aircraft industries, the recovery of wages and benefits, and a reduction in food prices). There was a reduction in unemployment to 2 million in 1934 and 1.5 million in 1937. 
The inter-war period was not just a period of austerity, as many believe, but also a period of amazing change as British industry began to modernise the old-fashioned industries of the nineteenth century, laying the foundations of the new technology industries which would be underlie the prosperity of the 1950s and 1960s. In their book, “The Slump”, Stevenson and Cook prove the point by drawing attention to the growth of the electricity and car industries, the chemical industry (including ICI in north Wales), the retail trade (with Marks & Spencer and Woolworth shops in every large town) and the development of consumer goods such as electrical equipment. It is generally believed that the 1930s were the “devil’s decade”, with the nightmares of the mass unemployment and the hunger marches, and the “long weekend” of the dole and the means test. Yet at the same time the majority of the people of England, if not the people of Wales, were enjoying a wealthier life than before. The truth is to be found in considering the division between South and North, though it’s the image of the depressed areas which has tainted people’s picture of the decade. In 1932, for example, only 13% were unemployed in London and south east England, whereas 36% were unemployed in Wales, and in areas like Merthyr Tydfil, the Amman Valley and the Rhondda Valley the figure was above 70%. The inter-war period was not a dismal age for the majority of the population, though millions of people did suffer great hardship.
Historians may draw attention to a period of relative prosperity in the case of some sections of the working class during the 1930s, though there was an Edwardian feel to the whole period in the areas of the old basic industries where the Depression was at its worst – though it must be said that the hardship was not as incredibly cruel as it had been in an earlier age. J. B. Priestley in his book, “English Journey” (1934), and  George Orwell in “The Road to Wigan Pier” talk of both aspects of the inter-war period co-existing. It seems that the social condition of Britain in the 1930s can justify the optimistic view and the pessimistic view of the economy.

"Thus on the available evidence one is bound to conclude that any general election held up to 1939 would have resulted in a further term for the National Llywodraeth; the seeds of the 1945 landslide still lay dormant. This curiously unexciting conclusion to a decade marked by trauma and extremism reflects the skill of both Conservative and Labour leaders in emasculating their respective radicals, isolated on the peripheries; and further, the success of one of the two schools of moderation in outmanoeuvring the other on the central ground of British politics". (M. Pugh, The Making of Modern British Politics).
A. W. Gilbey (27 Gorffennaf 2008)
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