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Decline of the Liberal Party, ¢.1900-29

Study Sources 1-7 below and answer Question 1 parts (a) and (b) in the question paper.
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SOURCE 1
(From Flora Thompson’s autobiography, Lark Rise to Candleford, published in 1939.)

When Old Age Pensions began, life was transformed for aged villagers. They were suddenly
rich! Independent for life! At first, when they went to the Post Office to draw it, tears of
gratitude would run down the cheeks of some, and they would say as they picked up their
money, ‘God bless that Lord George!” (for they could not believe one so powerful and
magnificent could be a plain ‘Mr’) and God bless you, miss!’. There were flowers from their
gardens and apples from their trees for the girl who merely handed them the money.

SOURCE 2
(Martin Pugh, The Making of Modern British Politics 1867—1939, published in 1982.)

Electoral results suggest that Labour gained ground sharply in the early 1900s, reached a peak
around 1906—7 and steadily, though not disastrously, fell back thereafter. Of course very few
constituencies experienced regular three-cornered contests, but where there is a run of results
the stagnation or decline of the Labour vote from around 1908 to 1914 is fairly clear. In short,
there are no real grounds in the voting behaviour for believing Labour to have been poised to
take over from the Liberals by 1914. On the contrary, without the protection of the pact, the
parliamentary Labour party would have been reduced to a handful.

SOURCE 3
(Sir George Askwith was the government adviser on industrial affairs in 1913. Here, in his
diary, he describes the situation amongst industrial workers in that year.)

There is a spirit abroad of unrest, a spirit and a desire for improvement, for alteration. We are
in an age of rapid transition. When you are used to certain standards of wages and livelihood,
and find that particular things that you use have risen greatly in price, it affects your standard of
life to such an extent that you become disenchanted. You desire to keep to that standard which
you had achieved. In addition to this, men are far more anxious to achieve a greater amount of
equality. These are some reasons why there is unrest, unrest that nobody can be surprised at,
and which is bound to continue.

SOURCE 4
(From a letter written by Lord Robert Cecil, a leading Conservative, to Herbert Asquith on
6 December 1916.)

Please forgive me if I venture to ask you to consider if it is at all possible for you to accept
a post in office in a Lloyd George ministry. Do not think I underrate the magnitude of the
sacrifice I am suggesting. But at this time it really is of vast importance that you should do so.
Nothing else can preserve the unity of the country or the respect of Europe.
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SOURCE 5
(From George Dangerfield, The Strange Death of Liberal England, published in 1935.)

The year 1910 is not just a convenient starting point. It is actually a landmark in English
history, which stands out against a peculiar background of flame. For it was in 1910 that fires
long smouldering in the English spirit suddenly flared up, so that by the end of 1913 Liberal
England was reduced to ashes. From these ashes a new England seems to have emerged.

The true pre-war Liberal England — supported as it still was in 1910 by Free Trade, a majority
in Parliament, the ten commandments and the illusion of Progress — can never return. It was
killed, or killed itself, in 1913.

SOURCE 6
(From Paul Adelman, The Decline of the Liberal Party 1910—1931, published in 1981.)

The decline of the Liberal Party was not inevitable, if by ‘inevitable’ we mean that nothing
could possibly have happened to prevent it. That process might not have occurred at all, or
might have assumed another form, if different political decisions had been taken by the men
involved; if, for example, Asquith had joined Lloyd George’s government after 1916; if Lloyd
George had supported more resolutely the proposals in favour of proportional representation
produced by the Speaker’s Conference in 1917; or if the Liberal leaders had behaved more
astutely in 1924. Hence the suggestion put forward by some historians of the Liberal Party that
its decline was due to a series of accidents.

SOURCE 7
(From T. Wilson, The Downfall of the Liberal Party, published in 1966.)

The Liberal Party can be compared to an individual who, after a period of robust health and
great exertion, experienced symptoms of illness (Ireland, labour unrest, the suffragettes).
Before a thorough diagnosis could be made, he was involved in an encounter with a rampant
omnibus — a bus which had gone out of control — namely, the First World War. This mounted
the pavement and ran him over. After lingering painfully, he expired. Since then there has
been a controversy over what killed him. Some argue that, even without the bus, he would
have died — the symptoms mentioned above were indeed signs of a terminal illness which
would shortly have ended his life. Others suggest that the encounter with the bus would not
have been fatal if the victim had not already been ill. Neither of these views is accepted here.
All that is known is that one minute the victim was up and walking and at the next he was flat
on his back, never to rise again. And, in the interval, he had been run over by a bus. The bus
was responsible for his death.
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Decline of the Liberal Party, ¢.1900-29
Question 1
(a) Use Sources 1, 2 and 3 and your own knowledge.
How were the Liberals, despite the challenges they faced, able to stay in power in the years
1906—-147?
Explain your answer, using the evidence of these three sources and your own
knowledge.
(20)
(b) Use Sources 3,4, 5, 6 and 7 and your own knowledge.
How far do you agree that Wilson’s ‘rampant omnibus’ explanation (Source 7) for the
decline of the Liberal Party is far too simple?
Explain your answer, using the evidence of these five sources and your own knowledge of
the period 1906-29.
40) | Q1
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Answer part (a) on page 3. Answer part (b) on page 10.
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