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There exists an enormous literature on the causes of political change in 
Britain in the period immediately prior to and after the First World War. 
The realignment that saw the demise of the Liberals as a party of govern-
ment and the subsequent rise of the Labour Party shaped British politics 
for the remainder of the twentieth century. It is unsurprising that the sub-
ject has fascinated political historians for many years, and there have been 
a variety of ways in which they have attempted to explain the process by 
which Labour emerged as the principal opposition to the Conservatives 
while the Liberals collapsed to third-party status. Some have emphasised 
social and economic change, others have prioritised political circumstances 
and what might be described as ‘accidental factors’. It is unlikely there will 
ever be complete consensus in relation to the precise causes of such a 
reversal in political fortunes. The Progressive Alliance and the Rise of 
Labour, 1903–1922: Political Change in Industrial Britain evaluates elec-
toral politics in two of Britain’s leading industrial centres, Manchester and 
Stoke-on-Trent. The book is the first to focus specific attention upon the 
politics of the Progressive Alliance, the informal, though critically impor-
tant, electoral arrangement between the Liberal and Labour parties. It 
explores the character, development and long-term viability of such an 
electoral alliance and considers the difficulties faced by the early Labour 
Party in its attempt to gain a foothold within the political landscape.

No single study has examined in detail both Liberal and Labour politics 
in Manchester, Britain’s leading industrial city, during this critical period; 
the political history of Stoke-on-Trent has been similarly neglected. 

Preface
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Examination of both these localities, however, provides a valuable insight 
into political alignment and electoral politics in Britain before and after 
the upheaval of war. Detailed comparative analysis of two urban areas is 
particularly useful for a number of reasons. It allows for a thorough and 
contextualised understanding of political change during the early twenti-
eth century. Drawing upon extensive empirical evidence, the detailed local 
study helps to prevent an overly determinist account of political change 
which has a tendency to present party performance as simply the product 
of changing social and economic circumstances and national develop-
ments. It also helps to prevent a reading of politics where political change 
is perceived as a consequence of virtually autonomous processes, such as 
the impact of national leadership. The health of local organisations has to 
be seen as a critical factor in contextualising the debate concerning the 
national strength, or otherwise, of political parties. Local networks, such 
as the party associations and trade unions, were significant mechanisms of 
political communication and were of critical importance for both the effi-
ciency of national organisation and in terms of mobilising popular sup-
port. Local political culture was also of considerable significance.

The book examines the evolving character of the political parties in the 
decade before the First World War, in particular that of the Liberal Party 
and the new Labour Party, the significance of candidates and the interre-
lationship between national issues and local political culture. Political his-
torians have traditionally tended to concern themselves with ‘high politics’ 
and political leadership at the centre. A principal objective of this book is 
to show how individual candidates were of critical importance in shaping 
the political agenda, influencing political change on the ground and in 
mobilising party support. The book examines campaign speeches across 
both parliamentary and municipal elections. Very few studies have pro-
vided a detailed evaluation of municipal elections and council politics in 
the early twentieth century; given that much of Labour’s early activity 
focused upon local government, this appears to be a significant omission 
within the literature. This book examines electoral strategy and party per-
formance at the municipal level and explores the developing character of 
council politics before and after 1914.

The impact of the experience of war upon the political parties was enor-
mous and the relationship between the two left-of-centre parties changed 
forever. By 1922, the economic context and disillusionment with the 
political status quo encouraged many voters in Britain’s industrial heart-
lands to desert the Liberal Party. This enabled Labour to build upon and 
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consolidate its electoral position. In this book I recognise the power of 
politics within the electoral process: the significance of issues and the can-
didates’ abilities to advocate party policy.

� Samantha Wolstencroft
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CHAPTER 1

Introduction: Historians and the Decline 
of the Liberal Party

The collapse of the Liberal Party after 1918 and the subsequent rise of 
Labour remains one of the most important events in modern British polit-
ical history. Few subjects have attracted more attention or debate. Such 
fascination is understandable, not least because the scale and speed of col-
lapse was so dramatic. The turn of the twentieth century had seen the 
Liberal Party reinvent itself: the party’s organisation had been overhauled 
and ideologically the period witnessed the emergence of pronounced 
Liberal radicalism, subsequently known as the New Liberalism. Throughout 
the process of reorganisation, the Liberal Party sought to focus upon the 
democratisation of its selection policy and new candidates tended to be 
younger and more radical than their predecessors. One might suggest that 
the early twentieth century saw the modernisation of British Liberalism.

At the same time, Britain saw the appearance of a new political move-
ment. The impact of the formation of the Labour Representation 
Committee (from 1906, the Labour Party) on British politics was 
immense. Few could have predicted that just over two decades later this 
organisation would be in a position to form its first, albeit minority, gov-
ernment. During the 1900s both parties of the left, despite maintaining 
their own strict independence, sought to advance their electoral positions 
by way of a policy of cooperation, later known as the Progressive Alliance. 
Although the extent of its acceptance within both parties on the eve of war 
may be questioned, it seemed unlikely there would be an imminent and 
overwhelming restructuring of the political system: the significant ‘rise’ of 

http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.1007/978-3-319-75744-5_1&domain=pdf
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Labour at the expense of the Liberal Party. On the contrary, the Liberals 
appeared to be sustaining their position as a major electoral force. The 
party was returned to office with one of the most significant victories of 
modern times: four hundred seats and a majority of one hundred and 
thirty in the 1906 general election. The Labour Representation Committee 
could also afford to be satisfied after securing forty members in the new 
parliament. By 1924 these figures had all but reversed, with only forty 
Liberal MPs to nearly two hundred Labour. After 1918, the collapse of the 
Liberals to the status of a third party was swift and unrelenting; one con-
temporary observer went so far as to describe the political situation of the 
Liberal Party as a ‘holocaust’.1 Nearly a century later, entirely satisfactory 
explanations for the decline of the Liberal Party and rise of Labour remain 
elusive.

The first major work examining the post-First World War fortunes of 
the Liberal Party appeared close to the time of the transformation itself: 
George Dangerfield’s The Strange Death of Liberal England set the tone of 
interpretation for the next three decades.2 Dangerfield’s main contention 
was that the decline of the Liberal Party was a reflection of the wider col-
lapse of Liberal political culture and the specific difficulties that arose dur-
ing the pre-war period. After 1906 the Liberal Government had been 
confronted with an array of disaffected groups and political problems: 
trade unionists, the House of Lords, suffragettes, the Tariff Reform 
League and the Irish Question to name but a few. In embarking upon the 
radical course that it did, the Liberal Government, and party, managed to 
alienate itself from substantial sections of public opinion. These factors 
undermined the party’s energy and strength. Furthermore, there was the 
question of the emergence of the Labour Party with its demand for 
increased independent labour representation. For Dangerfield, British 
Liberalism was defunct by 1914 simply because it could not cope. Implicit 
in his assessment was a degree of inevitability about the ‘death’ of Liberal 
England and his overall conclusion was effectively that it was not strange 
at all but easily explained. Still in print today, The Strange Death of Liberal 
England was a pioneering work of its age. Dangerfield successfully identi-
fied four great crises omnipresent within Edwardian politics and society: 
workers, women, the aristocracy and the Irish Question. In his view, these 
‘problems’ overwhelmed not just Edwardian Liberalism but the assump-
tions of ‘Liberal England’. He recognised, however, that the Labour Party 
was part of this culture and was as much at sea as the Liberals themselves. 
Dangerfield’s interpretation of Edwardian politics generated significant 
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debate and, in a sense, the importance of The Strange Death of Liberal 
England lies not necessarily in the strength of its argument, but in relation 
to the historical debate it helped to foster. Whilst historians today are gen-
erally sceptical about Dangerfield’s array of events and the effects these 
had upon political change, particularly the extent to which the Liberals 
were unable to cope with the problems they encountered, it remains an 
important part of the historiography on Edwardian England.3

Interest in the decline of the Liberal Party was heightened from the 
1960s, a period that coincided with the growth of social history alongside 
a predominance of left-leaning historians. Many of the new generation of 
historians became interested in debates surrounding the development of 
class consciousness during the late nineteenth and early twentieth centu-
ries that overlapped with the period of Liberal resurgence and decline. It 
was not surprising perhaps that some historians began to focus attention 
upon the transformation of the political parties during this period. The 
‘rise of Labour’ approach was appealing for some historians because that 
party’s ‘onward march’ could be presented as a victory of the working 
classes over elite intransigence with respect to their political rights.4 Labour 
historians and their perceptions of class consciousness, politicisation and 
political mobilisation became hugely influential in the debate surrounding 
the decline of the Liberal Party.5 For them it was important to highlight 
examples of independent working-class action that would serve to destroy 
the existing order. The collapse of the Liberal Party could be cited as a case 
in point. Some historians also suggested that Nonconformists and also 
business interests were beginning to move away from the Liberals and this 
became an even more pronounced feature after the party had begun to 
court the working-class vote more directly.6

The publication of Ross McKibbin’s The Evolution of the Labour Party 
in 1974 represented a significant turning point in the historiography of 
the Labour Party and ignited considerable debate.7 McKibbin’s work sug-
gested that the seeds of Labour growth were already in place before 1914. 
Labour’s rise was assured for a number of reasons including the growth of 
an acute sense of working-class class consciousness, trade union expansion 
and the eventual extension of the franchise. Other factors such as better 
party organisation, continuity of personnel and appeal of policy also served 
to underpin Labour’s advance; as McKibbin concluded, ‘everything 
pointed to Labour’s enduring Ante-bellum character’.8 For McKibbin, the 
franchise factor (the limited nature of the parliamentary franchise) blocked 
an immediate advance because the party’s natural constituency was itself 
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disenfranchised. His core argument, therefore, was that war acted as an 
accelerant on an already established process. The implication of his research 
was that the Labour Party existed as a ‘sleeping monster’ on the political 
landscape in the decade after its formation. In collaboration with Matthew 
and Kay, McKibbin later argued even more explicitly that, had there been 
a wider franchise, the decline of the Liberal Party would have been even 
more rapid.9 Other historians perceived the failure of New Liberalism to 
stem the tide of an ascendant Labour Party. In his study of the West 
Riding, Laybourn portrayed the local Liberal organisation as ‘aggressive’ 
and ‘unwilling to compromise’.10 Similarly, Lancaster suggested that 
Ramsay MacDonald’s 1906 victory in Leicester heralded ‘the beginning 
of the end for the Liberal Party’ in that area.11 McKibbin has since modi-
fied his position, stating that he no longer considers ‘the Edwardian sys-
tem as already disintegrating’.12 His view now is that the Edwardian 
political system was based upon an ‘equipoise in balance’, critically one 
‘delicate enough … to be severely unbalanced by events which began with 
the outbreak of the First World War’.13

During the late 1960s and early 1970s, a number of historians began to 
argue that structural and class-based interpretations of the collapse of the 
Liberal Party exaggerated Liberal disintegration before the outbreak of 
the First World War. They suggested that the Liberals in fact remained 
remarkably robust in most respects: ideology, organisation and electoral 
appeal. Having passed through troubled times, primarily because of the 
Home Rule Crisis, the party’s electoral victories from 1906 confirmed that 
it had fully recovered. In Downfall of the Liberal Party (1968), Trevor 
Wilson argued that it was only the war itself that ‘initiated a process of 
disintegration’ within the Liberal Party which, by 1918, had ‘reduced it to 
ruins’.14 He accepted that the Liberal administrations prior to 1914 had 
encountered significant difficulties (Ireland, the constitutional crisis and 
industrial unrest in particular) but, even if these factors represented ‘prob-
lems’ and the Liberal Party might soon be out of office, it did not mean 
the party itself was doomed.15 In a famous analogy, Wilson likened the 
Liberals to ‘a sick man run over by a rampant omnibus’;16 the sickness, 
however, was not life-threatening and suggestions to the contrary were 
wildly exaggerated. In 1971, Roy Douglas’s The History of the Liberal 
Party supported Wilson’s proposition that the Liberal Party had remained 
strong before the outbreak of war.17 Douglas claimed that what shattered 
the Liberal Party most of all was a series of ‘accidental’ factors that arose 
both during and after the war and even went so far as to suggest that, if 
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any party was in a state of decline before 1914, it was in fact the Labour 
Party. Thus, in two studies that transformed historical analysis of the 
decline of the Liberal Party, both Wilson and Douglas contended that the 
Liberals were essentially in good shape before 1914 and in no sense in a 
state of decline.18

In Lancashire and the New Liberalism, Clarke appeared to be an even 
stronger advocate of pre-war Liberal strength.19 His detailed examination 
of Lancashire contended that the Liberal Party had become the most pow-
erful medium for political change and argued that it possessed substantial 
electoral appeal based upon traditional principles such as free trade and 
individualism whilst incorporating a new, more reformist and collectivist 
ideology most clearly expressed within the New Liberalism. In short, 
Liberalism entered the twentieth century re-energised and attentive to the 
needs of a mass electorate; also it was unwise to suggest that the fledgling 
Labour Party unduly challenged the Liberals or that the arrival of Labour 
would inevitably be detrimental to the party’s long-term prospects. On 
the contrary, Clarke argued that the Labour Party was fading before the 
appeal of the New Liberalism. In essence, Clarke’s argument appeared to 
suggest that before 1914 the Liberals had successfully out-trumped 
Labour. This evaluation of Edwardian politics represented a radically dif-
ferent interpretation to that of the Labour historians.

Paul Thompson’s study of London suggested that the position of the 
Liberal Party in the capital was less secure.20 He demonstrated that there 
had been a sharp decline in the fortunes of the Liberals in London after 
1892 with factors such as the lack of a viable working-class electoral base 
and organisational and financial problems all contributing to the Liberal 
malaise. He also made the significant claim that the early twentieth-century 
Liberal revival was to a large extent issue-based and that once these issues 
began to lose their political effect the position of the Liberals would 
become increasingly uncertain. Rather than reinventing itself as a classless 
party of reform, Thompson suggested that it was specific issues, such as 
free trade, education, trade union grievances and Home Rule, that helped 
the party pick up the Nonconformist, trade union and Irish vote in 1906 
and that it was thereafter ‘held together by success’. Thompson therefore 
concluded that the post-1906 Liberal revival was a ‘deceptive illusion’; 
despite the apparent electoral success, the party itself was ‘rotting at its 
roots’.21

Since 1990, a number of studies have contributed enormously to our 
understanding of British political development during the early twentieth 
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century, most notably Duncan Tanner’s Political Change and the Labour 
Party, which provided an exhaustively researched examination of Liberal 
and Labour politics during this critical period. Tanner concluded that, like 
social and economic change, political change was fragmented and com-
plex. He illustrated how early twentieth-century Liberalism was a broad 
reforming coalition and there were few signs before the outbreak of war 
that the party was in a state of decline. Tanner concluded, however, that 
there were problems connected with the composite nature of the Liberal 
Party because it meant that it could not easily adopt radical measures.22 It 
would not always be so easy to maintain unity within a party that in many 
ways possessed contradictory views. A key point of Tanner’s analysis was 
that the split during the First World War proved fatal because existing 
problems had become more serious. Moreover, the rise of Labour could 
not be explained by reference to an increasing working-class consciousness 
(and similar propositions) because the Labour Party itself was a practical 
party with a practical programme. Like the Liberal Party, it was progres-
sive and reformist and, after 1918, inherited the vacuum left by the col-
lapse of the Liberals because it was not so dissimilar.

Tanner’s study represented a major turning point in the historiography 
of early twentieth-century British politics because it demonstrated the 
complexities of political culture and electoral realignment. Based upon a 
number of detailed regional studies, Tanner’s work also demonstrated 
how fragmented political developments were during the early twentieth 
century. Political change was highly regionalised; there was no uniform 
experience across the country. Earlier studies of the decline of the Liberal 
Party had been problematic because their scope had been too wide; their 
focus had been based too much upon national politics and thus they had 
not appreciated the extent of regional variation.

Evaluation of the development of local politics is central to a more con-
textualised understanding of the respective positions of the parties during 
the early twentieth century. The 1990s saw an increase in the number of 
detailed local studies that appeared to confirm Tanner’s view that there was 
no uniform experience. Savage has raised a number of critical points in rela-
tion to the local study, particularly that it must be approached cautiously.23 
The central argument might be weakened if the locality has been used 
simply to prove a point. Furthermore, prior conceptions of a conclusion 
tend to produce selectivity in approach. If approached carefully, however, 
the detailed local study can prevent an overly determinist account of politi-
cal change which presents party performance as essentially the product of 
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changing social and economic circumstances and national developments. 
The local study is also useful in preventing a reading of politics where 
political change is perceived as a consequence of autonomous processes, 
such as the impact of national political leadership. The health of local 
organisations has to be seen as a critical factor in contextualising the debate 
concerning the national strength, or otherwise, of political parties. 
Furthermore, it is essential to appreciate from the outset the sheer extent 
to which local politics touched people’s everyday lives during the early 
twentieth century. To use Savage’s apt expression, ‘the local was the bed-
rock of political life’.24 Indeed, Savage’s own detailed study of the ‘dynam-
ics’ of working-class politics in Preston successfully stresses the importance 
of the local dimension and suggests that political development there 
remained almost exclusively influenced by local factors right up to 1939.25 
At the turn of the twentieth century, politics remained largely shaped by 
local issues and personalities. Political clubs, trade unions and other local 
networks were essential means of political participation at the local level. 
For the Labour Party in particular, these were important mechanisms of 
political communication and were crucial for the efficiency of national 
organisation. Local political culture was of considerable significance and 
remained so.

The local study gives us a more thorough understanding of the period 
under consideration. It allows us to examine popular responses to policy 
in microscopic detail and to assess the changing character of the political 
parties themselves by evaluating aspects such as the character of candi-
dates, changes in ideological approach and developments at the municipal 
level. Given that much of the activity of the early Labour movement 
focused attention upon local government, it seems appropriate to evaluate 
Labour’s role and influence in municipal politics in some detail. Although 
there has been a proliferation in local studies of political change during the 
early twentieth century, there have been relatively few studies providing 
comparative examination of a number of localities.26 Like the local study, 
comparative historical analysis needs to be approached carefully; simplistic 
comparisons between areas might not, in fact, prove very much at all.

A number of regional studies have suggested that previous interpreta-
tions of political change in the early twentieth century overestimated the 
extent to which the Labour Party had progressed by 1914. Pugh and 
Purdue, for example, concluded that prior to 1914 the Labour Party’s 
progress was extremely limited in the localities they evaluated.27 Others, 
however, including Thompson, Hill, Laybourn and Lancaster have claimed 
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that Labour had made identifiable progress in the areas they examined.28 
Yet one of the key features of Edwardian politics was its local variety; vot-
ers remained responsive to local issues as much as they did to national 
questions. Nonetheless, examination of politics at the constituency level 
provides an invaluable insight into how the political parties responded to 
the challenges they faced and, equally, how voters reacted to the issues 
with which they were presented.

A number of historians have made valuable contributions to our 
understanding of political change prior to 1914 by detailed examination 
of Liberal and Labour politics in various localities across Britain. Some 
have supported Clarke’s analysis that the Liberal Party was gaining 
ground in working-class communities before 1914. In his study of the 
North East of England, Purdue concluded that the area remained domi-
nated by the Liberal Party after 1906 and the limited presence Labour 
did possess was only in consequence of Liberal acquiescence.29 Pugh’s 
study of Yorkshire also claimed that the Liberals remained remarkably 
successful within the context of a predominantly working-class elector-
ate; Labour’s share of the popular vote never reached more than 20% and 
the party performed badly in the one by-election it chose to contest.30 
More significantly, Pugh found that across the West Riding mining com-
munities as a whole, Labour never polled more than half of the miners’ 
vote. Morgan concluded that among the Welsh mining communities, 
Lib-Labism remained the ‘dominant and unifying creed’ and it seemed 
unlikely there would be a significant Labour advance in the immediate 
future.31 Stead’s examination of Wales supported Morgan in contending 
that Liberalism remained strong, although he did suggest that Labour’s 
improving organisation and growing presence in municipal government 
there might have laid the foundations for future development.32 
Significantly, Pugh, Purdue, Morgan and Stead agreed that relations 
between the two progressive parties in these particular areas were dete-
riorating by 1914. In Scotland, too, evidence suggests that an imminent 
Labour breakthrough seemed unlikely. Fraser concluded that Labour’s 
progress north of the border, especially within the mining districts, was 
sluggish; the party’s organisation remained weak and popular support 
was limited.33 Fraser cited poor performance in a number of by-elections 
before 1914 as evidence to support the assertion that Labour’s progress 
was tentative to say the least and, ultimately, that Liberalism demon-
strated a remarkable ability to retain its traditional support among the 
Scottish industrial working classes.
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Lawrence’s study of popular politics in Wolverhampton before 1914 
highlights the complexities of political change before the outbreak of war. 
He contends that there ‘is little reason to believe that structural changes 
within the economy and society had created a new base for class politics’ 
and even questions the extent to which Labour saw itself as representing a 
‘new type of party’, the basis of which was working-class solidarity.34 In 
Wolverhampton, Labour had to compete with ‘highly-developed Liberal 
and Conservative appeals to the putative interests of the English working 
man’; furthermore, its activists were in fact only ‘marginally more repre-
sentative’ than the party’s opponents.35 For Lawrence, factors retarding a 
wider Labour advance in the area included the party’s inability to exploit 
the ‘politics of place’ successfully because it was too constrained by coop-
eration with official Liberalism.36 His work also suggested that the Labour 
Party in Wolverhampton suffered a further disadvantage in being per-
ceived as too reliant on ‘outsiders’, a natural consequence of local organ-
isational weakness. Other studies have presented a similar picture of the 
problems Labour faced in constructing a distinct and viable political appeal 
before 1914. Davies’s evaluation of the development of the Labour Party 
in Liverpool, for example, demonstrates the considerable difficulties the 
fledgling party faced when confronted with weak unionisation, a predomi-
nantly poor population and religious division.37

Regional and national studies of Liberal and Labour politics have also 
illustrated the complexity of progressive cooperation. A number of histo-
rians have contended that the Progressive Alliance appeared to be on the 
verge of breaking down by 1914. Petter’s study, for instance, pointed to a 
number of by-elections before 1914 as evidence that the Progressive 
Alliance had started to break down by that point.38 Suggesting that con-
flict at by-elections served to undermine an already fragile alliance in the 
constituencies, he concluded that there ultimately existed a significant 
contrast between relations in Parliament and those in many areas across 
the country.39 Bernstein’s examination of Norwich, Leicester and Leeds 
supported Petter’s findings in highlighting the considerable difficulties the 
Liberals faced in ‘containing’ Labour within the framework of a ‘progres-
sive alliance’ because in many areas there simply no longer existed the 
conviction to maintain the policy.40 Bernstein suggested that Labour can-
didates, particularly at the municipal level, appeared more willing to stand 
as out-and-out socialists and therefore asserted their distinctiveness from 
the Liberals more obviously. This served to undermine prospects for the 
survival of the Progressive Alliance and, as Bernstein contends, the Liberals 
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were in any case ‘unable to come to terms with a movement which insisted 
upon espousing an ideology [often] hostile to their own’.41

Tanner’s study of political change prior to 1918 adopted a very differ-
ent approach to the politics of the Progressive Alliance. He concluded that 
the Alliance remained intact in 1914 and that prospects for continued 
cooperation between the left-of-centre parties appeared more positive 
than some previous interpretations might have implied.42 He suggested 
that an ‘immediate and fundamental realignment of forces’ appeared 
unlikely.43 For Tanner, the Liberals’ inability to break the hold of the 
Conservatives in shaping working-class opinion in many parts of the coun-
try, alongside the existence of a genuinely social-democratic outlook, 
served to encourage and consolidate the party’s willingness to cooperate 
with Labour. Whilst Labour’s ‘half-formed appeal’ to specific groups 
remained ‘insufficient to make it a major anti-Tory party in the country as 
a whole’,44 the fledgling party’s strengths ultimately ‘complemented those 
of its progressive ally’.45 For Tanner, these factors ensured that, for the 
time being at least, neither party was likely to opt out of a general frame-
work of an electoral alliance. What changed the political situation com-
pletely was the experience of war.46

In his more recent Parties and People: England 1914–1951, McKibbin 
provides a new interpretation of the character and long-term viability of 
the Progressive Alliance in 1914. Whilst he recognises that the Progressive 
Alliance existed as a central plank of the stability of the Edwardian political 
system and that cooperation with Labour ‘upheld the Liberal Party’ 
throughout its various crises after 1906, he concludes that such an alliance 
had a pronounced sense of ‘impermanence’ about it.47 Essentially, 
McKibbin’s argument is that it is imperative to recognise that an alliance 
between the Liberal and Labour parties was not in reality ‘based upon a 
long-term programmatic affinity … but fundamentally on what proved to 
be the unfinished business of nineteenth century politics’.48 The Progressive 
Alliance was not ideological, that is based on a progressive and radical type 
of politics, but about the ‘re-emergence of issues which most people 
thought had been settled’,49 aspects including the defence of free trade, the 
Nonconformist conscience and industrial rights.50 When, after 1918, these 
unifying issues disappeared or were superseded by others, the Progressive 
Alliance fell apart. It is hard not to see the logic in this argument.

The 1918 general election recorded one of the most sweeping victories 
in modern British political history. Given its importance, it is perhaps sur-
prising that it has been relatively neglected within the historiography. 
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Wilson, Turner and Morgan’s studies of national politics and, in particu-
lar, the Liberal split have provided invaluable insight into the subject from 
this perspective,51 as have those examining the transformation of Labour 
during this critical period in the party’s development.52 Only a limited 
number of studies have examined in detail the general election and its 
immediate aftermath at the local constituency level.53 Many studies of 
Liberal and Labour politics at the constituency level have also tended to 
neglect the immediate post-war period (1918–1922), although it is argu-
ably during this period that Liberal decline is most appropriately located.54

Most historians agree that war critically damaged the Liberal Party. Its 
unity and organisation had been devastated and the conflict had a detri-
mental impact on Liberalism ideologically and culturally.55 Wilson, how-
ever, suggests we should be careful how we view ‘the decline of the Liberal 
Party’, reminding us that the parties of the left (i.e. the Liberals and 
Labour combined) did not do as badly during the early interwar years as 
subsequent Conservative domination might suggest.56 The critical differ-
ence was that electoral arrangements prior to 1914 had ensured maximum 
advantage from votes cast against the Conservative Party, whereas from 
1918 Labour made a determined bid for power as a completely indepen-
dent force. This served to undermine the viability of the Liberals as a 
potential governing force but, as Wilson rightly suggests, it also limited 
Labour’s own chances of office in the immediate sense. Tanner argues that 
this was the origins of a three-party system but, given the effects of the 
British electoral system, the Liberals found themselves on the periphery. 
Parliamentary results, of course, never reflected total popular support.57 
Clarke suggested that organised Liberalism in Lancashire had been seri-
ously undermined by the impact of war because the ‘premises underpin-
ning the progressive vote had been destroyed’.58 The Liberal Party was 
simply no longer the ‘best available instrument of progress’; by 1924, 
therefore, Lancashire Liberalism was only able to return MPs ‘on the basis 
of a sort of nonconformist bastard Toryism’.59

In his study of the Liberals, war and the franchise, Hart made the sig-
nificant claim that pre-war Liberal voters formed the majority of the post-
war Labour vote and that the principal reason for this was simply because 
the Liberals were no longer ‘progressive’ after 1918.60 Both propositions 
are complex and not necessarily easy to determine. Turner offers a detailed 
and interesting examination of how new electors may have voted in post-
war general elections. He suggests that, contrary to expectations, the 
higher the number of new voters, the lower the swing towards Labour. So, 
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rather than propelling Labour forward, Turner concluded that franchise 
reform in fact hindered the party considerably.61 This implies that trade 
union votes continued to form the bedrock of Labour’s support and that 
the party did well primarily in areas where there was already an established 
presence. Equally, one would assume that issues and policy during and 
after 1918 formed an essential component of any transfer of allegiance 
from Liberal to Labour. Whether such factors as the presence of sizeable 
groups of trade unionists or local political culture and party activity were 
more or less significant will be central to the discussion of post-war politi-
cal change in subsequent chapters. One key example concerns the voting 
behaviour of miners: Turner suggests that, more than anywhere, voters in 
the mining constituencies turned to Labour more strongly after 1918. 
The critical question is to what extent such transference of allegiance was 
connected to the experience of the war itself or to what extent it may be 
attributed to long-term trends. In his study of the miners and British poli-
tics, Gregory concluded that in many mining areas Labour’s prospects 
before 1914 appeared ‘reasonably fair’ and it was clear that a new genera-
tion of leaders was becoming increasingly committed to Labour ‘almost to 
a man’. Consequently, the position of the Liberals in these constituencies 
might have become less secure than it had been.62

In a revision of his earlier analysis, McKibbin has reconsidered how the 
First World War affected British politics and evaluates how and why the 
experience of war changed the political landscape forever. War inevitably 
benefited the Conservatives and disadvantaged the Liberal Party. Yet as he 
demonstrates, the experience of war fundamentally served the Labour 
Party’s ‘ideological and tactical interests’ not least because it settled the 
‘vexed question’ of the party’s relationship with the Liberals. Additionally, 
wartime policies and issues surrounding reconstruction were clearly more 
associated with Labour than any other party. War strengthened the posi-
tion of the trade unions and, more crucially, turned the Conservatives and 
Labour into class parties. This was concurrent with increasing class 
homogenisation within both the working and middle classes.63 McKibbin 
suggests that the fundamental impact of this process was to provide Labour 
and the Conservatives with an ‘irreducible core of social support’. The 
Liberal Party, on the other hand, was not a class party and was conse-
quently ill-positioned to attract widespread electoral appeal in the way it 
had in the past.

Historians have placed considerable emphasis upon the importance of 
sociological change and its role in electoral politics in the aftermath of the 
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First World War. They have contended that, above all else, class was funda-
mental to influencing political realignment after 1918.64 The sociological 
approach to political history suggests a neatness of electoral development: 
essentially a more homogeneous working-class identity explains electoral 
change.65 A notable advocate of this view was Henry Pelling, who saw the 
rise of the Labour Party as an inevitable ‘result of long-term social and 
economic changes which were simultaneously uniting Britain geographi-
cally and dividing her in terms of class’.66 The social and economic conse-
quences of the First World War have been the subject of intense historical 
debate. For many years, labour and social historians perceived the War as 
the instigator of considerable social and political change, since war, they 
claimed, created a more homogenised working class and served to encour-
age antagonistic class sentiments. These social changes, they contended, 
had a significant impact upon party politics and upon the voting behaviour 
of manual workers in particular. First published in 1965, Arthur Marwick’s 
The Deluge emphasised economic gains made by some of the working 
classes in the form of wage increases and new employment opportunities. 
War ‘tested old laissez-faire ideas [which] gave appeal and credibility to 
Labour’s aims’.67 Other historians who supported Marwick’s interpreta-
tion include Waites (in a number of studies examining war, class and the 
working class), Winter (particularly with regards to living standards and 
health) and Cronin (in his important work Labour and Society in Modern 
Britain).68 Explicit in the research of social and labour historians was the 
belief that socio-economic change during the war created a climate of dis-
satisfaction, raised expectations of entitlement and increased confidence 
about what government might achieve. All these factors served to propel 
Labour forward as the principal party of the industrial working classes.69 
Other historians though have highlighted the complex nature of socio-
economic change and its relationship to the political transformation that 
occurred in the aftermath of the First World War.70 In particular, a number 
of historians have provided a valuable insight into a range of occupational 
groups and specific industrial sectors. Their findings have questioned ear-
lier assumptions about the precise impact of war upon the British working 
classes and suggest that the impact of war was less pronounced and uni-
form than traditional interpretations implied.71 Whilst war may have 
improved the position of some workers, it did not, they suggest, transform 
conditions for all, or in the process encourage feelings of repression and 
class antagonism across the entire working class. It has been suggested 
that, in the first instance, changes in national wage rates and living  
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standards (critical and commonly used measures of the impact of war) 
have always represented an unsatisfactory means of determining the real 
impact of war since they do not take into account the regional and sectoral 
nature of change.72 As Tanner points out it is imperative to recognise that 
the ‘experience of war was mixed and that the interpretation of that experi-
ence was equally variable’.73 This meant that attitudes of workers towards 
the government and politics varied enormously and was entirely depen-
dent upon the sector: the experience of workers in non-essential sectors 
such as consumer goods was far less favourable than for state-controlled 
industries. Here, as a number of historians have identified, workers expe-
rienced longer hours, poor conditions and insecure employment pros-
pects.74 In contrast, state-controlled industries delivered regular 
employment, higher wage increases and collective bargaining.75 The con-
tention that there was a common experience of work underpinning a uni-
form and oppositional class consciousness has gained little support among 
historians in recent years. It seems there existed a multitude of influences 
in relation to how class groups perceived themselves and the world around 
them.76

The most significant assault upon a class-based approach to the political 
history of the first half of the twentieth century has been from Lawrence 
and Taylor.77 They have argued that political historians should ‘pause and 
think’ before adopting an ‘electoral sociology’ approach, develop ‘a more 
contextualised and less concept-driven understanding of electoral behav-
iour in the past’ and adopt an approach which recognises the wide array of 
influences on voting behaviour.78 Tanner has also made a significant 
contribution to the reassessment of the role of sociological change in politi-
cal realignment in Britain.79 He advocates the need to adopt a ‘fuller and 
[more] interdisciplinary analysis’ of the changes facilitating Labour’s elec-
toral growth, and his own work suggests that Labour’s expansion was, in 
fact, ‘a long, drawn-out and incremental process which was incomplete 
[even] by 1931’.80 Tanner suggests that, whilst social change created a 
‘potentially encouraging new climate for Labour’, post-war expansion was 
not simply a result of the ‘inevitable outcome of class’; rather ‘Labour cre-
ated its own expansion … by learning to represent people’s needs’.81 As he 
writes, this may have created ‘a deep sense of political loyalty [in terms of 
class] but it was a gradual, partial and uneven process which was not deter-
mined by social and cultural forces alone’.82 Tanner stressed the importance 
of a more integrated assessment of political development, one that recog-
nises the ‘power of politics’. Political events contributed significantly to 
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determining the fortunes of the parties, but that was only half the story; as 
Tanner states, Labour’s breakthrough in 1918 had to be ‘built into a firm 
political platform … it had to prove itself as a practical party [and] meet the 
needs of a new electorate and a new set of social circumstances’.83

For a number of historians, the Labour Party’s expanding municipal 
representation before 1914 underpins their arguments for an inevitable, or 
likely, advance.84 They have noted that Labour made an ‘unbroken series 
of gains’ between 1908 and 1914.85 Moreover, had it not been for struc-
tural impediments such as the limited franchise and the complexity of reg-
istration laws, this expansion might have been even more rapid.86 Others 
have questioned the extent to which the Labour Party had ‘broken the 
mould’ of municipal politics in Britain before 1914.87 The extent to which 
the municipal franchise did in fact disadvantage Labour has also been 
questioned.88 Tanner, for example, has dismissed the idea that the un-
enfranchised before 1914 might be perceived as a natural Labour bloc as 
neither ‘sociologically plausible nor empirically sustainable’.89 Davis’s 
research has shown how registration laws and requirements relating to rat-
ings no longer discriminated heavily against the working class; in fact, he 
suggests that the electorate in areas such as factory towns and poor inner-
city slums became dominated by the working class.90 Arguments concern-
ing the municipal franchise existing as an obstacle to Labour’s early 
progress are now approached with some caution.

The extent to which a Labour advance in municipal politics provides 
evidence for potential national realignment remains an area of debate. 
Irrespective of discussions surrounding the municipal franchise, a number 
of local studies have concluded that by 1914 Labour experienced difficul-
ties in making progress in municipal representation; in some areas it 
appears the fledgling organisation had failed to obtain a foothold in 
municipal government. Others have concluded that, despite being incom-
plete, Labour’s potential was clearly apparent; after all, obstacles such as 
the franchise, weakness of local organisation and finances could all change 
in time. In his study of municipal politics, Cook suggests that the Liberal 
Party had failed to achieve an effective electoral strategy at the municipal 
level and, in particular, had been unable to determine what ought to be 
done with respect to Labour. Significantly, Cook claims that in some places 
the Liberals had even begun to form alliances with the Conservatives in 
order to ‘pre-empt’ a Labour challenge, though he admits that apart from 
in a few industrial areas the Labour Party’s progress remained tentative or 
non-existent.91
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Consideration of municipal politics and the debate surrounding the 
decline of the Liberal Party and the rise of Labour has tended to focus 
primarily on the question of numerical expansion, that is the respective 
representation of the parties on the local authorities. In order to obtain a 
more thorough understanding of political change before and after 1914, 
it is equally important to examine council politics itself. Aspects such as 
the influence of the new Labour representatives on the councils, the 
degree of ‘progressive’ cooperation and the ideological position of the 
established parties (especially the Liberals) are all important when evaluat-
ing political change during the early twentieth century. Although overall 
control might have remained a distant prospect for the Labour Party 
before 1914, this should not necessarily be taken to imply that the new 
Labour groups remained peripheral.92 Evaluation of municipal politics is 
important in order to assess how Liberalism at the local level responded to 
the wider challenges it faced after the First World War. Historians such as 
Doyle have provided a valuable insight into the ways in which the Liberal 
Party in some areas continued to be a successful electoral force in  local 
politics long after 1918.93 Municipal performance presents a number of 
methodological problems as, for example, one is often not comparing like 
for like and localities’ peculiarities can be more pronounced at this level. 
Nonetheless, local politics, in particular municipal elections, can provide a 
valuable insight into the parties’ general progress in a given locality.94 
Given the frequency of the municipal contests, they also provide more 
opportunities to assess change in popular electoral preferences.

Recent years have seen the emergence of what has been termed the ‘new 
political history’ (NPH). This approach to the subject matter and method-
ology of the study of twentieth-century British politics has prompted re-
evaluation of what constitutes political history and how the historian (as 
opposed to the political scientist) ought to go about examining it. The 
approach of the NPH is essentially a more holistic one in that ‘new’ politi-
cal historians have sought to provide a more integrated analysis of ‘high 
politics’ (institutions and leadership) alongside aspects such as political cul-
ture, ideology and, in Fielding’s words, ‘how this related to the people at 
large’.95 There is an obvious appeal to the approach of the NPH. Among 
other things, political history tended traditionally to be somewhat London-
centric, was prone to neglecting the political importance of aspects such as 
local government and the regions and, as Readman suggests, was perhaps 
guilty of a ‘narrow-minded cult of the archive’.96 The NPH has aimed to 
avoid some of these pitfalls and has sought to understand more fully the 
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nature and development of the political parties across the country at the 
widest level. A critical aspect to emerge from the NPH has been to recog-
nise that the ‘politics of place’, to use Tanner’s apt phrase, remained enor-
mously significant well into the twentieth century. The detailed study of 
electoral politics and political change in specific localities such as those 
evaluated here provides an opportunity to explore the evolving character of 
English progressivism during a period of significant political change.

The extent to which the NPH offers an entirely innovative or radical 
approach to the study of twentieth-century British politics may be ques-
tioned. After all, the ground breaking work of writers such as Russell, 
Blewett, Cook and Thorpe between 1970 and 1990 set new parameters 
for historians considering electoral politics and political change during the 
earlier part of the twentieth century.97 Influenced by the methodologies of 
‘modern’ political science such as those pioneered by the Nuffield series, 
their analysis remained very much from a historian’s perspective. Even so, 
one might suggest that the NPH has encouraged a more contextualised 
understanding of political change as it developed.

Historians have tended to move away from structural and sociological 
explanations for the decline of the Liberal Party and the subsequent rise of 
Labour and have instead stressed a multitude of factors that influenced 
political change before and after the First World War. Aspects underpinning 
political change during this period continue to attract considerable aca-
demic attention and will no doubt generate debate for some time to come. 
Politics in Britain before 1914 presents a complex picture and firm predic-
tions as to what might have been are necessarily fraught with danger. One 
thing is clear however: much depended upon the relationship between the 
two left-of-centre parties. McKibbin has astutely concluded that there were 
two pivotal determinants vital to that relationship and thus critical to the 
political system as it stood: first, the extent to which there existed issues on 
which the progressive parties could agree; and second, the extent to which 
Labour was prepared to remain subordinate within the party system.98

Manchester and Stoke-on-Trent: Historical 
Significance

In 1844, Benjamin Disraeli declared that ‘rightly understood Manchester 
is as great a human exploit as Athens’.99 Contemporary observers agreed 
that Manchester represented a significant transformation in urban devel-
opment for good and for bad.100 Symbolic of a new era, it was perhaps 
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inevitable that it would also be hugely significant in the context of political 
development in Britain during both the nineteenth and twentieth centu-
ries. Manchester developed a strong and distinctive Liberal political tradi-
tion personifying the free trade movement of the nineteenth century and, 
in the process, produced Britain’s first modern pressure group, the Anti-
Corn Law League, established in 1838. It also appeared to herald a new 
era in relation to class as the industrial and commercial middle classes were 
catapulted to a new position of influence. At the same time, Manchester 
played a central role in the development of a national campaign for demo-
cratic reform: Chartism.101 The development of the national Labour 
movement also owed it a considerable debt. Historians have recognised 
Manchester-based radical journalist Robert Blatchford as being enor-
mously important in giving the movement for independent labour repre-
sentation a significant push at a critical time in its development.102 Besides 
his Clarion newspaper, Blatchford’s Merry England (published in 1893 
with total sales of over two million) was influential for many radicals, and 
the establishment of a Manchester Independent Labour Party in 1892 
represented a new type of political organisation, its very name implying a 
new purpose. Alongside the Bradford Labour Union, the Manchester 
Independent Labour Party precipitated the emergence of the national 
Independent Labour Party. Equally significant, the first meeting of the 
Trades Union Congress had been convened in Manchester in 1868. 
Manchester’s contribution to the development of both Liberal and Labour 
politics was immense; from this perspective alone, examination of 
Manchester during a period of significant political change is of special 
interest. For contemporaries, the city was regarded as having a significance 
beyond all others. The symbolic value of success or failure in Manchester 
remained well into the twentieth century.

The last twenty years or so have seen a number of studies examining 
constituency politics in various localities and several have considered 
Liberal and Labour politics in Manchester.103 Moore’s assessment of the 
transformation of urban Liberalism provides an excellent study of the 
Liberal Party in Manchester towards the end of the nineteenth century 
whilst McHugh’s examination explores Labour Party politics in the city 
throughout the 1920s.104 No single study has examined in detail both 
Liberal and Labour politics in Manchester during the critical period 
between 1906 and 1922. A number of national surveys of constituency 
politics have paid some attention to Manchester: Tanner’s study of politi-
cal change between 1900 and 1918 provides interesting analysis of the 
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North-West region and Clarke’s seminal study of Lancashire provides 
invaluable consideration of the county’s largest and most important urban 
area. These do not, however, provide an exhaustive consideration of elec-
toral development in Manchester throughout the pre- and post-war 
periods.

The merger of six North Staffordshire towns into the federated bor-
ough of Stoke-on-Trent in 1910 was a product of prolonged industrial 
development.105 Popularly known as the Potteries, the area was at the fore-
front of Britain’s Industrial Revolution and remains the country’s only 
polycentric city. Founded in 1769, Josiah Wedgwood’s Etruria works rep-
resented one of the country’s very earliest factories; others soon followed 
(Spode, Minton and Doulton). The region became recognised as the 
world’s leading centre of ceramic manufacture. Stoke-on-Trent was one of 
Britain’s great industrial centres but it is probably true to say that it has 
never received the credit it has deserved as an important centre of British 
industry. Impressions of the area have been largely negative. Two of the 
twentieth century’s most successful novelists, Arnold Bennett and J. B. 
Priestley, have been influential in shaping perceptions of the Potteries. 
Published from 1902, Bennett’s popular series of stories set against the 
backdrop of the Potteries evoked a seemingly unchanged world, an area 
‘as remote from the rest of England as any part of the country could be’.106 
Over thirty years later Priestley, in his English Journey, found the Potteries 
still ‘like no other industrial region … unique in their remote, self-
contained provincialism’ and he concluded that this part of Britain repre-
sented Victorian industrialism in its ‘dirtiest and most cynical aspect’.107 
Though clearly appreciative of the aesthetic impact of the local industry, 
Bennett and Priestley depicted an area remarkable in its sense of place and 
community. Priestley went so far as to suggest that the Staffordshire pot-
ters were the most contented of workers in any industrial area he had 
come across.108 Yet as Priestley acknowledged, the realities of the social 
conditions in the Potteries were far from idyllic. In his remarkable 1903 
memoir of growing up in the area and of his life as a working potter, 
Charles Shaw recalled how if there was one thing typical of employers in 
the district it was an ‘absolute indifference to the condition of the peo-
ple’.109 ‘From four and five in the morning until nine and ten at night’, in 
Shaw’s words, ‘the race for wages was run’. The pottery operatives endured 
wretched housing, extreme poverty, sickness (not least in consequence of 
egregious environmental pollution) and astonishingly poor working con-
ditions. The Factory Acts had only been extended to pottery workers very 
late and even then improvements were of marginal significance.
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Historians have perceived Stoke-on-Trent as an area in which both 
socio-economic and political development were notoriously slow, the gen-
eral view being that the Potteries changed little after the initial phase of 
industrial development. Common perceptions have been that the pottery 
industry remained backward, industrial relations were distinctly harmoni-
ous and trade unionism remained painfully slow to develop. Indeed, trade 
unionism in the Potteries presented a marked contrast to areas such as 
Lancashire, but this had little to do with harmonious relations with 
employers. Charles Shaw was correct in suggesting that trade unionism 
was ‘haphazard, feebly and timidly followed, surrounded by suspicion 
[and] spoken of with bated breath’.110 A variety of elements hindered the 
development of labour organisations in the pottery towns. First, as Shaw 
noted, there existed a ‘deep and wide division between one class of work-
men and another’. The industry was highly fragmented and hierarchical, 
so it was all but impossible to unite the many branches of the workforce. 
Second, fear of the ‘master and an overweening deference’ undermined 
any spirit of independence. Many potters were hired annually and so lived 
in fear for their future employment. The prospects for successful unionisa-
tion under these circumstances were poor. Third, Methodism, an excep-
tionally powerful force in the area, adopted a strong anti-union position. 
This sentiment permeated institutions such as the Sunday schools. In his 
overall judgement, Shaw described the pottery industry as ‘abusive’, con-
cluding that ‘no other industrial population in the country would have 
tolerated [such conditions] for so many years’.111 A significant conse-
quence of this was that political development in the area lagged behind 
other industrial regions and demands for independent labour representa-
tion were slow in emerging. This was an area where loyalty to the Liberal 
Party was exceptionally strong and popular working-class Liberalism was 
underpinned by the predominance of religious Nonconformity. The 
North Staffordshire Potteries represented an industrial community where 
traditional political loyalties and allegiances were pronounced and initia-
tives for independent political action viewed with suspicion.

Compared to many of Britain’s other major industrial regions, the lit-
erature on the Staffordshire Potteries is limited. A number of studies have 
assessed the history of trade unionism in the area, notably Gregory’s The 
Miners and British Politics, which provides extremely detailed analysis of 
the region’s development with respect to the politics of miners.112 Despite 
renewed interest in early twentieth-century constituency politics, few 
studies have paid attention to the North Staffordshire area and no single 
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study has exclusively examined the political history of the Potteries. One 
historian who has shed light on aspects of social and political change there 
is Richard Whipp in his excellent Patterns of Labour: Work and Social 
Change in the Pottery Industry, though the area’s political development 
does not constitute the principal focus.113

Stoke-on-Trent is worthy of detailed study for a number of reasons. 
The Staffordshire Potteries are an extremely good example of what can be 
described as ‘an isolatable case study which offers scope for intensive inves-
tigation’.114 The area’s boundaries were clearly defined and the six towns 
remained more or less isolated from the surrounding industrial regions of 
Manchester, Birmingham and Liverpool. Communities within the 
Potteries were exceptionally close-knit, more so perhaps than in other 
parts of the country. In terms of class composition, the industrial working 
classes dominated the pottery towns. This is not to suggest there was not 
a middle-class presence, but compared to other towns and cities the 
Potteries lacked the distinctively middle-class enclaves that had become a 
key feature of social development towards the end of the nineteenth cen-
tury. Religious Nonconformity, particularly Primitive Methodism which 
had been conceived in the area, also bound the communities together, 
more significantly perhaps than in many of Britain’s other industrial 
regions.115 Stoke-on-Trent was remarkably homogeneous in socio-
economic and religious composition and this gave the area a special char-
acter. This book evaluates how the working classes of such a tight-knit 
community responded to a period of rapidly changing political context.

Few historians have paid attention to the political history of Stoke-on-
Trent or Manchester during the immediate post-First World War period. 
Studies that have included some assessment of Stoke-on-Trent have 
tended to focus on the years prior to 1914, largely due to the national 
significance of the 1912 by-election.116 Though no study has examined 
constituency politics in the area from 1918, analysis of Stoke-on-Trent 
provides a valuable insight into political realignment after the upheaval of 
war. Before the outbreak of war, industrial North Staffordshire was an area 
where popular working-class Liberalism remained strong and the prospect 
of an imminent Labour breakthrough seemed unlikely. The 1918 general 
election saw a major advance for the Labour Party in the area, one of the 
most impressive across the country. This was consolidated in 1922, by 
which time Labour held all of the borough’s three parliamentary seats. 
The Liberal Party, meanwhile, had been fatally destabilised by the experi-
ence of war and, whilst it successfully recaptured one of the borough’s 
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parliamentary seats very briefly in 1923, electoral politics in this former 
heartland had changed dramatically. In municipal politics, Labour’s 
advance in Stoke-on-Trent after 1918 was equally dramatic: the 1919 
municipal elections resulted in Labour possessing thirty-four of the one 
hundred seats on the town council and the party comfortably maintained 
its position thereafter. The following year saw Stoke-on-Trent being one 
of Labour’s most successful areas with eleven candidates from nineteen 
elected; thereafter the party’s representation steadily increased.117 Given 
the political history of the city, such a transformation was remarkable and 
evaluation of the locality from 1918 thus provides an excellent opportu-
nity to explore factors underpinning political change during this critical 
period.

The city of Manchester has also been neglected within the historiogra-
phy of post-war political change in Britain. Despite some evaluation of the 
city’s post-war politics in recent years, existing studies have tended to 
focus exclusively on the development of Labour and have virtually ignored 
the position of the Liberal Party. Furthermore, assessment of the process 
of political development itself, electoral campaigns in particular, has lacked 
depth of critical analysis.118 Examination of Manchester suggests that the 
Liberal Party was not entirely decimated by the experience of wartime 
events; neither was an immediate Labour advance inevitable, the party 
finding it difficult to maintain electoral stability in the years immediately 
after 1918. This presents a marked contrast to Stoke-on-Trent where the 
Labour Party had established a strong and seemingly secure hold on the 
parliamentary politics of the borough from very early on in the post-war 
period. The 1923 general election demonstrated that the Liberals could 
still capture parliamentary seats in Manchester despite persistent difficul-
ties and determined opposition. The city’s Liberals had reunited the previ-
ous year and the party’s organisation appeared to be in relatively good 
shape. The Labour Party’s post-war ascendancy in Manchester, on the 
other hand, was neither immediate nor complete by 1922.

In addition to the five general election campaigns, Manchester and 
Stoke-on-Trent saw six by-elections between 1906 and 1922. By-elections 
at the time were perceived as providing an important insight into the way 
the political tide was flowing and the parties took them extremely seriously. 
Whilst analysis of by-elections may be somewhat problematic in relation to 
the extent to which they demonstrate long-term political realignment, 
they remain useful in showing how the parties presented policy and how 
the electorate responded. By-elections also provide additional insights into 
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the strength of party organisation, relations between parties, the degree of 
internal party unity and the role of individuals. This book evaluates the role 
played by candidates in shaping the political agenda and influencing politi-
cal change on the ground. Some historians have cited poor by-election 
performance as evidence of a wider realignment in British politics in the 
years immediately before the outbreak of the First World War.119 
Surprisingly, there have been only a limited number of detailed assessments 
of by-election campaigns across a number of constituencies prior to 1922, 
though recent research by Readman and Blaxill has gone some way to 
addressing this omission.120 In their evaluation of the Edwardian period, 
they suggest that by-elections ‘mirrored public opinion with accuracy’ and 
thus by-election performance provided an ‘excellent guide to future gen-
eral elections’.121 They also illustrate how by-election results were of critical 
importance in influencing political decisions and policymaking at 
Westminster. They concluded that by-elections from 1911 ‘demonstrated 
a growth in Labour’s electoral aspirations and reaffirmed their propensity 
to split the Liberal vote’.122 Detailed analysis of the six by-elections between 
1908 and 1922  in Manchester and Stoke-on-Trent provides a valuable 
opportunity to examine aspects of political change in these localities.
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CHAPTER 2

The Politics of the Progressive Alliance: 
Manchester Liberalism and the Emergence 

of Labour, 1906–1908

Before the mid-1880s across large parts of the country, the working-class 
vote had remained solidly behind the Liberals and the party perceived itself 
to be the principal vehicle for working-class representation in Parliament. 
By the early 1890s, the Liberals faced an emerging challenge from the rise 
of working-class Conservatism and also by an apparent drive towards inde-
pendent labour representation. The pioneers of the concept of indepen-
dent labour representation appeared first with the creation of the Bradford 
Labour Union (BLU) in 1890 and then, two years later, the Manchester 
Independent Labour Party. The BLU had declared its aim to be to ‘carry 
out its business irrespective of the convenience of any political party’. This 
sentiment was of monumental importance in that, whilst such organisa-
tions were, as their socialist society predecessors had been, deeply commit-
ted to socialism, they were fervently independent. Ultimately, they sought 
to establish themselves as distinct entities within British politics.1 The cre-
ation of a national Independent Labour Party (ILP) in 1893 represented 
an even more significant development. Formed primarily upon the initia-
tive of Keir Hardie, the ILP was from its inception determined to get 
working men elected to Parliament and was ambitious. More significantly, 
the ILP was less rigid in its ideological approach and adopted a more prac-
tical programme, focusing upon issues such as the campaign for an eight-
hour working day, the payment of MPs, tackling child labour, the abolition 
of piecework and a more progressive system of taxation. Hardie appreci-
ated that the key to the future of independent labour representation lay in 
obtaining the support of organised labour and spent the next few years 
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courting the trade unions, though his appeals to union officials were ini-
tially met with an unenthusiastic response. By 1900 however, faced with an 
increasingly precarious economic climate and mounting attacks on the 
unions, some union leaders chose to embrace the concept of independent 
labour representation: the view that there needed to exist a distinct and 
entirely independent political group within Parliament to represent the 
working man. Established in February 1900, the principal aims of the 
Labour Representation Committee (LRC) were to contest parliamentary 
elections and, ultimately, obtain power. Initially only half of the Trades 
Union Congress were affiliated to the LRC but, following the Taff Vale 
Judgement in 1901, membership grew rapidly.2 By 1906, when the LRC 
became the Labour Party, some 900,000 workers were affiliated.

The 1890s was also a significant decade for the Liberal Party, witnessing 
the emergence of a more advanced and progressive Liberalism, subse-
quently known as ‘New Liberalism’. From this period, some Liberal think-
ers and activists began to adopt a more positive view of the state, believing 
that government should enable democratic participation and extend 
health, welfare and educational rights in order to encourage the develop-
ment of the individual citizen. This marked a dramatic change in the his-
tory of Liberal thought. By the end of the 1890s, a new generation of 
Liberal radicals embraced a more collectivist outlook in relation to the role 
of government. They also appeared willing to promote policy in the inter-
ests of organised labour.

Although it never amounted to a formal coalition, the ‘progressive alli-
ance’ (hereafter Progressive Alliance) became a fundamental dimension of 
electoral politics from 1903. The Progressive Alliance amounted to an 
informal electoral arrangement between the Liberal Party and the recently 
established LRC and was the culmination of negotiations between the 
Liberal Chief Whip, Herbert Gladstone, and the secretary to the LRC, 
James Ramsay MacDonald (Figs. 2.1 and 2.2).3 The immediate historical 
background was an essential context of the pact. By the mid-1890s, the 
Liberals were challenged by popular Toryism. Conservative success at this 
time may be attributed to an array of factors, fragile Liberal unity in the 
aftermath of the Home Rule crisis, Tory appeals to working-class sectional 
interests (vis-à-vis articulation of the need for a strong empire) and, 
amongst some, an increasing focus on social reform underpinned in cer-
tain areas by strong Protestantism. Particularly worrying for the Liberals, 
however, was that the Conservatives were encroaching upon traditional 
Liberal strongholds. Equally, the fledgling political Labour movement 
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appeared to be struggling to make progress. The ILP had been ambitious, 
had quickly expanded and had been successful in securing representation 
on town councils and other local bodies, but parliamentary success had 
proven to be much more difficult. By the late 1890s, the organisation was 
in a state of decline. The formation of the LRC was, of course, encourag-
ing. As an umbrella organisation incorporating the ILP, various socialist 
societies including the SDF and the Fabians, and those trade unions who 
chose to affiliate, the new organisation offered maximum scope for 
manoeuvre. Adopting a progressive though moderate programme, the 
LRC put forward fifteen candidates in the 1900 general election. Two 
were successful, Keir Hardie in Merthyr Tydfil and Richard Bell in Derby. 

Fig. 2.1  Herbert Gladstone (Alamy)
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Subsequent by-election victories added another three MPs, taking the 
total to five, but this did not amount to a significant leap forward.

The period represented a difficult time for both the Liberals and the 
fledgling Labour movement. The appeal of some form of electoral pact, 
which would entail the fielding of only one ‘progressive’ candidate against 
the Conservatives in certain seats, was obvious. Practically, cooperation 
was imperative for both parties’ electoral prospects. For the Liberals, an 
agreement with Labour was appealing for a variety of reasons. The party’s 
position in its strongholds could be protected by limiting Labour inter-
vention. At the same time, Labour candidates might be better positioned 
in seats that would always prove difficult, if not impossible, for the Liberals 
to win themselves, often owing to local religious profiles. If the Liberals 
abstained from fighting these seats, the party could concentrate on more 
targeted and effective campaigning. Furthermore, by cooperating with the 
LRC and helping the fledgling organisation attain a foothold in 
parliamentary politics, the Liberals would, it was presumed, gain a pro-
gressive ally. The ultimate objective, of course, was to forge a significant 
anti-Conservative alliance as a serious force within British politics but at 
the same time to maintain the Liberals’ own position as a popular party 
with a strong working-class support base. For Labour, it was hoped that 
an electoral pact with the Liberals would facilitate the great leap forward 
in parliamentary politics and, since this amounted to an electoral agreement 

Fig. 2.2  James Ramsay MacDonald (far left) and J. R. Clynes (far right) (Alamy)
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and nothing more, the integrity and independence of the party would not 
be compromised. This was extremely important in that if it was to attract 
Tory working-class support as well as satisfy its own activists, the Labour 
Party had to be seen as truly independent.

The principal feature of the Gladstone–MacDonald pact was that the 
parties would not stand against each other, that is one would stand down 
in favour of the other where deemed tactically necessary. The seats that 
came under the terms of the agreement tended to be double member 
constituencies, Oldham, Bolton, Blackburn, Merthyr Tydfil and Preston 
for example. In total, the Liberals agreed not to contest fifty seats in favour 
of the LRC. The 1903 pact was enormously significant in that it without 
doubt facilitated Labour’s breakthrough in Parliament. From its incep-
tion, however, the Progressive Alliance was beset with potential problems. 
The longevity of such an agreement was perhaps inevitably going to be 
problematic, not least since local compliance could not always be guaran-
teed. In the constituencies, many leading Liberal officials strongly opposed 
the idea of a pact and questioned the logic of ‘gifting’ seats to Labour. 
This was especially the case in seats which the Liberals believed they could 
themselves win. From Labour’s perspective, many local activists believed 
such a pact would be counter-productive to the organisation’s develop-
ment. We should not overlook the question of Labour’s ambition. Given 
that the very purpose of the LRC was independent representation, it seems 
ironic that the new organisation was so heavily reliant upon relations with 
the Liberal Party. For how long activists would remain content in existing 
as a junior partner within a progressive coalition only time would tell.

Throughout the decade before 1905, Liberalism had remained organ-
isationally and electorally weak in Manchester.4 The Liberal Party had 
fared badly in the parliamentary elections of 1895 and 1900 and had been 
divided over the Boer War. A number of wealthier supporters had left the 
city, leaving an inevitable dent in the party’s financial position and the 
Conservatives remained the dominant force in municipal politics. The 
cumulative effect of these factors was that the Liberal Party in Manchester 
appeared to be in an extremely precarious position. Some form of reorgan-
isation of the party was essential. This happened in 1903 with the forma-
tion of the Manchester Liberal Federation (MLF), the main objective of 
which was to coordinate the work of the six divisional Liberal Associations 
of the city. The early twentieth century saw a major overhaul of the Liberal 
Party nationally and this was to prove critical to the Liberals’ revival from 
1905. On becoming Chief Whip in 1899, Herbert Gladstone recognised 
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that the local Liberal organisations had become largely ineffective. 
Registration and canvassing work was poor and, worryingly, candidates 
who did not possess their own independent wealth were effectively dis-
couraged from putting themselves forward.5 Gladstone set about address-
ing the question of organisation with vigour. Between 1900 and 1905, he 
and his staff reinvigorated the Liberal organisation: the party possessed a 
substantial election fund, good quality candidates had been in constituen-
cies for some time, the central office was well equipped with propaganda 
material and, crucially, there had been a successfully negotiated agreement 
with the newly created LRC.6 Consequently, Liberal organisation in 
Manchester had improved enormously.7

From the beginning of the campaign, the 1906 general election was 
conducted amidst an air of considerable optimism within the Liberal ranks 
across the country. The record of the late Conservative Government in 
relation to education policy, South Africa (atrocities during the Boer War 
and more recently the introduction of indentured Chinese labour), trade 
unionism and licensing had alienated many voters. To complicate further 
the Unionists’ electoral prospects there was the question of trading policy. 
Joseph Chamberlain had ignited a political debate on tariff reform in 
1903, although Conservative leader Balfour remained cautious on the 
issue, neither openly supporting it nor condemning it.8 The fact that there 
had been no formal change on fiscal policy by the Conservatives as a party 
was irrelevant: the suggestion of any change was in itself enough to alarm 
many people. The Liberal Party’s ability to exploit prevailing grievances 
appeared to give the party the edge throughout the duration of the elec-
tion campaign. This, combined with a wider range of issues addressed by 
the Liberal candidates, was in marked contrast to the Unionists (as the 
Conservatives were now referring to themselves) who tended to focus on 
a narrow range of issues. Additionally, the Liberals presented a more 
united front, with all candidates appearing supportive of national party 
policy. The Unionist candidates did not display such unity, and well pub-
licised disagreements on issues such as fiscal policy proved detrimental to 
the party’s prospects.

Of Manchester’s six parliamentary divisions, four were contested by 
Liberals, two by the LRC; all were contested by Unionist candidates. The 
Progressive Alliance was clearly in operation across all Manchester con-
stituencies, the two left-of-centre parties selectively targeting seats they 
believed each would be most capable of winning. The Liberal and Labour 
candidates were (what might be termed) traditional in their occupations 

  S. WOLSTENCROFT



  41

and background: the Liberals included two businessmen (Charles Schwann 
and Arthur Haworth), a King’s Counsel (Thomas Horridge) and a 
gentleman-cum-journalist (Winston Churchill); the LRC candidates (J. R. 
Clynes and George Kelley) were prominent local trade union organisers.

From the beginning of the contest, both the local Liberal organisation 
and press appeared anxious to affirm their support for both Clynes and 
Kelley. The Manchester Evening News concluded that official Liberalism 
had ‘realised that organised Labour had become a political force and must 
be recognised’,9 yet a feature of both the Liberal and Labour campaigns 
was a relative neglect of labour questions and social reform.10 The most 
prominent issues for all candidates were free trade, education (opposition 
to the 1902 Education Act) and the question of Chinese slavery in South 
Africa. These issues allowed both Liberal and Labour candidates to pres-
ent themselves as concerned with moral, humanitarian as well as economic 
considerations, whilst at the same time recognising the freedom of the 
individual.

Of all of the city’s constituencies, it was understood that Manchester 
North West was the most important. Perceived to be the ‘citadel’ of free 
trade, commerce and capital, it represented the heart of the cotton indus-
try, Britain’s largest export trade and one of its greatest wealth providers. 
The sitting Unionist member, Sir W. H. Houldsworth, had held the seat 
comfortably since 1885 and had even been unopposed in 1900. It was 
widely believed that the rejection of a Unionist here would have an 
immense effect upon results in other constituencies.11 The constituency 
was a large one with nearly 12,000 voters and, although it had the image 
of a business constituency, it was in fact mixed in its social and economic 
composition. It included some of the richest men in the country, mainly 
non-resident voters who qualified through their businesses in the division, 
but it also included a sizeable number of urban poor and significant Irish 
and Jewish communities. The Liberal candidate in Manchester North 
West in 1906 was the thirty-one-year-old Winston Churchill who had 
joined the Liberals two years earlier in protest over the Tariff Reform issue. 
Churchill had represented the nearby Lancashire constituency of Oldham 
from 1900 and was perceived to be a rising star in British politics. 
Throughout the 1906 contest, local commentators reported that 
Churchill’s campaign was conducted with considerably more energy and 
enthusiasm than was usual. Churchill was publicly supported by many of 
the division’s most prominent businessmen of all party persuasions, pri-
marily on the basis of their objection to an alteration in fiscal policy. 
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Churchill’s Unionist opponent in 1906 was the London barrister and 
future Home Secretary, William Joynson-Hicks. In contrast to Churchill’s 
exuberant platform performances, Joynson-Hicks, at least according to 
the Liberal press, appeared dull. He presented himself as a defender of the 
status quo and paid most attention to the issue of the union. For the 
Manchester Guardian, however, this was a flawed tactic since it was 
assumed that the constituency’s voters cared little about the ‘Home Rule 
bogey’.12 In a division so heavily influenced by commercial interests, the 
most crucial issue remained the fiscal question and the possible impact the 
introduction of protection would have upon the cotton trade. Churchill’s 
capable advocacy of the virtues of free trade proved to be a godsend to the 
Liberal campaign in this important division. He avoided becoming sub-
merged in the technicalities of the issue and simply asked ‘if Free Trade is 
not a good thing, why did you build the Manchester ship canal? … what 
is the good of constructing it to make the delivery of goods as cheap as 
possible if you are going to put customs officers on duty to place a tax on 
them before they reach you? You might as well throw your money into the 
canal’.13 Such sentiments were likely to go down well in the city where the 
cult of Cobden and Bright had reached almost quasi-religious propor-
tions. It is essential to recognise, however, that free trade was not a subject 
exclusively of interest to the commercial classes and business elite. For the 
working classes the matter was a ‘bread and butter’ question and any sug-
gestion that their material well-being may have been affected by a reversal 
in policy could prove decisive for many of these voters. In areas such as 
Manchester North West, large parts of the industrial working classes might 
have supported the Liberals not because of any particular political or cul-
tural identification with the party but because at particular times it was 
perceived to be more economically advisable to do so.

The Tariff Reform issue must at times have appeared an incredibly 
complicated and confusing debate for the average elector. Confronted 
with an array of complex economic arguments and propositions that sug-
gested both free trade and some form of protection offered the best chance 
to secure economic stability, protect jobs and guarantee low food prices, 
how could they determine which to believe? Joynson-Hicks told 
Manchester electors that the maintenance of the existing free trade system 
would lead to increased unemployment.14 His explanation for this was that 
the erection of tariff barriers would widen the total area of free trade 
within the empire, that is protection would mean more free trade. 
However, it was reported that this was poorly received by audiences and 
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he was advised by his campaign managers to avoid the subject. Like other 
Liberal candidates, Churchill argued that Chamberlain’s proposals would 
lead to retaliation and economic disaster and his ability to explain the basic 
aspects of Tariff Reform in simple terms was an electoral asset for the 
Liberal Party in Manchester throughout the campaign. Nevertheless, 
whilst his platform performances lifted the spirits of the Liberals, they 
clearly provoked consternation from his former Conservative associates 
who believed he was simply courting ‘cheap notoriety’. As one Unionist 
supporter writing to the Manchester Courier expressed it, ‘whilst we 
admire talent from whatever source, we would prefer it blended with 
modesty rather than precocity and calm language rather than 
vituperation’.15

The Unionist advocacy of Tariff Reform represented a direct appeal to 
working-class self-interest since it was argued that imperial preference 
would secure jobs by protecting British trade against foreign competition. 
Yet there was an apparent flaw with the strategy: as the leading historian of 
the Tariff Reform issue suggests, it was simply not perceived to be an 
attractive policy outside the region of its birth (the Midlands) and it ulti-
mately proved to be an ‘even more disastrous policy’ in the regions where 
trade was principally export-led.16 Neither did the movement for Tariff 
Reform enjoy the widespread grass-roots support that free trade experi-
enced. In areas such as Manchester, the movement to maintain free trade 
amounted to a coherent and well-organised campaign. Across the city, the 
President of the Master Cotton Spinners Association, Charles Macara, was 
unusually active throughout the campaign in his condemnation of any 
form of protection, and the association issued a wide array of pamphlets 
and circulars advising voters that any alteration of existing arrangements 
would be ‘bad for the cotton industry and the consumer alike’.17 The elec-
tion also saw the formation of the Manchester Free Trade League.18 
Although ostensibly a non-party organisation, the Free Trade League 
(FTL) was active in the Liberals’ anti-Tariff Reform campaign throughout 
the contests. The Manchester FTL included a large number of the city’s 
most prominent Conservatives, a point not lost upon either Liberal organ-
isers or the Liberal press nationally and locally. The majority of trade 
unionists also remained staunch supporters of free trade. One historian has 
gone so far as to conclude that ‘in one fell swoop the Unionists lost their 
credibility as the party of the economic interests of the workers’.19 This is 
an important point when considering Manchester, which possessed both 
commercial interests and working-class communities whose prosperity 
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relied heavily on the fortunes of the cotton trade. It is probably for this 
reason (the local economy and perceptions of what contributed to main-
taining its prosperity) that the majority of the Unionist candidates appeared 
rather lukewarm on Tariff Reform. With the exception of Joynson-Hicks, 
they were clearly not all in the Chamberlain camp.

For symbolic value, Manchester East was another seat that the Liberal 
Party was desperate to capture in 1906. Former Prime Minister Arthur 
Balfour had represented the constituency for more than twenty years. In 
1900 he had been returned with a majority of nearly 2500. That majority 
had been unusually high because of support for the Boer War.20 Manchester 
East was by no means a safe Unionist seat, however, and whilst Balfour no 
doubt attracted a certain degree of personal support in his constituency, 
he also carried a huge burden of the unpopularity associated with the late 
Unionist administration. This was evident throughout the 1906 general 
election campaign. Balfour was routinely heckled, on one occasion having 
a herring thrown at him, and the customary vote of confidence in his can-
didature at meetings was lost more often than it was supported.21 Clearly, 
the mood had swung against Balfour and this was exacerbated by his 
seemingly confused message on Tariff Reform. The former Prime Minister 
appeared to have no definite policy on the fiscal question. He even went 
so far as to inform his constituents that he would be ‘ill performing my 
duties if I were to profess a settled conviction where none exists’.22 In the 
opinion of one Liberal agent, Balfour’s election speeches were ‘mystifying’ 
and left electors ‘extremely indignant’.23

Balfour’s Liberal opponent, Thomas Horridge, worked exhaustively 
throughout the campaign. Together with his wife, it was estimated that he 
had canvassed over 300 homes per day, on top of the huge number of 
meetings he addressed. Horridge’s three central planks were free trade, 
Chinese slavery and the Trades Disputes Bill (concerning the legal posi-
tion of trade unions during a strike, in particular the right not to be sued 
for damages for costs incurred). Large numbers of men in East Manchester 
were employed in the railway industry and Balfour’s views and recent vot-
ing record on trade union legislation was unlikely to endear him to a large 
section of his constituents. The constituency also possessed areas of 
extreme poverty such as Ancoats, which bordered the city centre. Liberal 
suggestions that Tariff Reform would lead to higher taxes on essential 
foodstuffs, tea and sugar especially, and contribute to rising unemploy-
ment probably proved significant in Balfour’s declining popularity. The 
subject of Chinese slavery, the introduction of labour from China into the 

  S. WOLSTENCROFT



  45

Transvaal gold mines in an attempt to alleviate the post-Boer War labour 
shortage, was also a subject that had a direct relevance within a highly 
unionised district. Many trade unionists became increasingly concerned as 
to whether the same sort of arrangement (the importation of cheap labour) 
could happen within Britain itself. The question of Chinese slavery was 
one that the Liberals had pushed very hard in this division, not least 
because it was an issue that could be connected to the rights of labour 
more generally.24 The election saw strong cooperation between the local 
LRC and Liberal Association. After the contest, Horridge’s agent remarked 
that he believed the fact that ‘the Liberals as a party had put themselves 
into full and sympathetic line’ with the LRC had served to strengthen the 
developing relationship; he also believed that, ultimately, ‘support for 
labour representation was the foundation of modern Liberalism’.25

Manchester South was the largest constituency in the city with nearly 
15,000 electors; up to 1895 it had always returned a Liberal. This pre-
dominantly suburban division of the city included the (then) middle-class 
enclave of Moss Side and it was generally felt that this district determined 
the results of the whole constituency. A large number of Moss Side’s resi-
dents worked in the textile warehouses on the Whitworth Street corridor. 
The Manchester Guardian believed these workers to be ‘typically progres-
sive’.26 A member of a well-known Liberal family and a central figure in 
the MLF, Arthur Haworth was one of Manchester’s most radical Liberals. 
Interestingly, he was the only out-and-out evangelical Nonconformist 
among the Liberal candidates. During the 1906 campaign, he focused on 
aspects of policy perceived to affect the Nonconformist interest, particu-
larly education. He was also one of the city’s strongest advocates of sym-
pathetic trade union legislation and argued for state subsidies for the 
unemployed that did not result in the ‘taint of pauperism and electoral 
disqualification’.27 He made land reform another central plank of his cam-
paign, arguing that the ‘unearned increment in urban sites ought to bear 
its fair share of the burden of the rates’.28 Additionally, whereas most of 
the city’s other Liberal candidates tended to avoid the question of Irish 
Home Rule, Haworth chose to discuss this in detail.29

The only seat that was currently held by the Liberals in Manchester was 
Manchester North. A largely working-class constituency, it had been rep-
resented by Charles Schwann since 1886 and the sitting member enjoyed 
considerable local support. During the 1906 campaign, Schwann received 
the support of both the railway and post office workers. The Unionist 
candidate, Harry Sowler, devoted considerable attention to the question 
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of trade unionism. He declared that he was in favour of the Trades Dispute 
Bill, although he qualified his position by adding that, whilst he believed 
unions ‘should have liberty’, they ‘should not mistake that for licence’.30 
This might not have given the impression of wholehearted support. The 
Unionist candidate also focused heavily on education, claiming that if the 
Liberals were elected they would ‘endeavour to take away the discretion of 
parents [in respect to] the religious beliefs they would have taught their 
children’.31 Interestingly, he chose to avoid the subject of Tariff Reform 
altogether.

The LRC contested two seats in Manchester in 1906. Both of these 
were in areas where historically popular Conservatism had a significant 
influence for large parts of these predominantly working-class communi-
ties.32 One of these was Manchester North East. The Unionist Sir James 
Fergusson had held the constituency for nearly twenty years and was so 
sure of retaining his seat that he did not feel it necessary to campaign at all 
during the 1906 election. He attended just four meetings, although he 
may have been disinclined since it was reported that two of these were of 
a particularly hostile character. On one occasion, he had refused to con-
tinue.33 From the few addresses that he did deliver, it seems Fergusson’s 
basic position was that he was ‘entirely against a resort to Protection [but 
believed] it was the duty of the Government to do that which Mr Balfour 
recommended’. Citing factory and mining laws alongside workmen’s 
compensation, he identified areas in which workers’ rights had been 
strengthened by the late government, but argued that state aid for the 
unemployed would result in a ‘great loss to the state’.34 It was widely 
understood that Unionist organisation was weak in the constituency and 
that there were few party workers. Manchester North East was one of the 
city’s poorest districts; one observer went so far as to describe it as a ‘cor-
ner of hell’ and concluded ‘what an appalling price Manchester pays for its 
prosperity’.35 The price was very high indeed. Areas such as Ancoats and 
Miles Platting contained depths of poverty that had changed little since 
Engels had so vividly described the area during the 1840s. It was upon the 
extent of deplorable poverty that the Labour Party candidate J. R. Clynes 
chose to focus some of his campaign. Clynes would become one of the 
Labour Party’s most important early politicians, beginning his ministerial 
career during the First World War and briefly becoming the party’s leader 
in 1922. In 1906 he was thirty-five years old. A former mill worker, Clynes 
had become a prominent local trade unionist in the Gas Workers and 
Boilermakers Union. He did not hide his socialist beliefs but remained 
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careful not to elaborate them too much. Throughout the 1906 campaign, 
he received the official support of a number of locally important groups 
including the Free Trade League, the United Irish League and the General 
Railway Workers’ Union. As an official LRC candidate, Clynes was not 
expected to ask the local Liberals for assistance, although the East 
Manchester Liberal Association, which published a number of pamphlets 
and advertisement hoardings, passed various resolutions in his support. 
Besides a direct appeal to the industrial working classes, Clynes also 
targeted middle-class electors in the division, particularly shopkeepers and 
other small traders. In one speech, he suggested that Labour did not 
expect their support for altruistic reasons but ‘for the sake of their own 
pockets’.36 Like the Liberal candidates, Clynes’s basic proposition was that 
all had suffered in consequence of the late government, primarily owing to 
its wayward fiscal policy, and if they were to be returned, the people would 
continue to endure hardship.

In Manchester, as elsewhere, the 1906 election was fought on the 
record of the late government, as of course parliamentary elections gener-
ally are. However, it is important to recognise that irrespective of the leg-
islation that followed 1906, the election itself, as Manchester illustrates, 
lacked the articulation of distinctly new ideas apart from exceptions such 
as Arthur Haworth in Manchester South. There was little to distinguish 
Labour’s programme from that of official Liberalism, principally because 
they appeared to be at such pains to present themselves as free trade can-
didates. Consequently, this helps to explain why the Liberals appeared not 
to be alarmed by the Labour Party. Some writers have suggested that the 
Labour Party was more committed and united in relation to its social wel-
fare policy compared to the Liberals, who remained divided on this issue 
and made few specific reform proposals.37 The evidence in Manchester 
suggests that this depiction is largely, but not entirely, accurate. The city’s 
Liberal candidates, with the exception of Haworth, did not make social 
reform a major issue throughout their campaigns at all. Equally, the 
Labour candidates placed surprisingly little emphasis on social reform. 
Whilst their election addresses stressed aspects such as the Unemployed 
Workmen Act, old age pensions, housing and taxation, neither LRC can-
didate paid special attention to these issues throughout the campaign itself 
and no detail as to Labour’s approach was forthcoming.38 Perhaps this was 
simply a question of the candidates playing it safe, wishing not to appear 
too radical at this early stage.
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A significant challenge for the early Labour Party in Manchester, as in 
other areas, was that of organisation. Whilst the party may not have been 
disadvantaged during the general election itself, the LRC’s candidates 
receiving assistance from local Liberal Associations, the greater problem 
was that the party lacked permanent ward organisation in the constituen-
cies and had undertaken hardly any preparatory work. This was most 
noticeable in relation to registration work, especially tracking down 
removals. Whilst the established parties usually undertook three or more 
surveys, the LRC had conducted none in 1906. Neither did the organisa-
tion possess funds for the adequate provision of agents. In 1906, Clynes 
and Kelley shared the same election agent, Harry Nuttall, whose task was 
consequently enormous, as it was for his workers.

Geographically the smallest constituency in England, and with just 
8500 voters, Manchester South West was a compact working-class division 
incorporating the very poor area of Hulme and a high concentration of 
Catholics. The fact that it was so small served to intensify the fierceness of 
electoral contests in the constituency. The seat had been held by the 
Liberal Party until 1895 when it was captured by the sitting Unionist MP, 
W. J. Galloway. Labour’s candidate George Kelley was a well-known trade 
unionist and local councillor, an emblematic figure for the period in that 
he maintained a strong political attachment to Liberalism.39 Within his 
own party, some did not hide the fact that they viewed him as a ‘Lib-Lab 
wobbler’. Robert Blatchford, in his Clarion newspaper, adopted a particu-
larly harsh view of these sorts of candidates, arguing they had only man-
aged to secure their position on a ‘flowing Liberal tide’ but would soon 
find themselves ‘washed up by the ebb’.40 The more moderate Labour 
Leader bemoaned the fact that, for candidates such as Kelley, ‘the claims 
of labour were always subordinate to the interests of Liberalism’, adding 
that he had only secured the support of the United Irish League because 
‘he was punishing some staunch anti-Home Ruler’.41 As an official LRC 
candidate, George Kelley was not encouraged to seek Liberal assistance. 
Nonetheless, the South-West Manchester Liberal Association provided 
significant support via appeals in the press and the distribution of circulars 
and pamphlets, along with advertisements on hoardings across the 
constituency.

As the first day of polling arrived, few people doubted that the Liberal 
Party would win the election, although predictions varied as to the likely 
scale of a Liberal victory. The period after 1902 had seen the Unionist 
Government stumbling from one crisis to another. The fact that much of 
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the press was already discussing a Liberal victory might in itself have served 
to influence the result. There had been a slight worry for some Liberals 
about the appearance of the Home Rule question. Liberal and Labour 
candidates in Manchester appeared cautious not to promote this issue too 
much even though the Irish vote was likely to remain securely behind 
them whether they promoted it or not; there was no tactical advantage in 
giving it greater prominence than was necessary. Aspects such as lingering 
consternation over the Boer War and trade union grievances figured 
prominently in the rising anti-Unionist tide and these factors contributed 
significantly to the Liberals’ confidence and optimism. The dominant issue 
across all of the city’s constituencies, however, was that of Tariff Reform.

The North West division saw the Liberal Party returned with a majority 
of 1241 on the highest turnout in over two decades. In the neighbouring 
division of Manchester East, Balfour was decisively rejected with the 
Liberals winning with a majority of nearly 2000. Manchester North and 
South saw equally impressive Liberal victories: in the former, Charles 
Schwann saw his majority increase from just twenty-six to nearly 2500 and 
Arthur Haworth’s victory in the latter constituted the Liberals’ most 
impressive result, a majority of 4232 and a 68% share of the vote.42 In 
Manchester North East and South West, both LRC candidates were 
elected. While Clynes’s majority of 2432 represented a winning margin of 
29.2%, Kelley attained 64.6% of the vote, a majority of 1226. With a turn-
out of 81.6% this was a significant Labour victory considering the Unionists 
had won the seat with 62.6% of the vote in 1900. Kelley enthused that his 
victory represented a ‘blow struck at that shade of political thought which 
was not favourable to the workers’.43 The Manchester Guardian believed 
that Labour’s success had been facilitated in large measure by high levels 
of support from four distinct groups: new voters, Labour supporters, 
Liberals and dissatisfied Conservatives defecting principally over trading 
policy.44 Interestingly, the Manchester Guardian suggested that 
Conservative voters had also switched allegiance because they felt ‘direct 
representation of labour was a cause more important to them than ordi-
nary party considerations’.45 Across Britain, Labour achieved an average 
swing of 16.8% from the Unionists, nearly twice the average of 9.4% from 
Unionist to Liberal, which suggests that Labour was winning over 
Conservative working-class voters.46 After the contest, Clynes told the 
Manchester Guardian that he had been keen to promote the idea of a ‘big 
Labour party that could decide legislation and be a determining influence 
on national policy’ and he believed his party had won on a ‘distinct 
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agenda’.47 In another interview with The Clarion, he stressed his belief 
that a crucial factor had been ‘the spread of Labour opinions’, although he 
conceded that other ‘temporary issues like Chinese slavery and Free Trade 
had also helped’.48 The extent to which Clynes had in fact articulated a 
distinctive Labour agenda can be questioned. Newspapers such as the 
Manchester Guardian might have been expected to emphasise the more 
Liberal aspects of a Labour candidate’s platform, yet careful reading of his 
election addresses across a range of sources suggests that his campaign 
lacked a particularly distinctive appeal. This does not mean that there was 
a complete absence of labour-related issues, but had the free trade issue 
been less prominent it is doubtful the fledgling Labour Party would have 
won the seat quite so easily.

Analysis of the 1906 general election in Manchester suggests that issues 
such as free trade, education and Chinese slavery were of critical impor-
tance in pushing the Liberals and LRC together in an anti-Conservative 
alliance. The election resulted in a left-of-centre landslide which, given the 
city’s history, represented a significant shift in its electoral politics. These 
were all national issues, and campaigns around the country had focused on 
the same themes. Nonetheless, the impact of place was significant in that 
the introduction of Tariff Reform into the political debate in Manchester, 
more than anything else, enabled the Liberal and Labour candidates to 
make a direct appeal to the city’s electors on an issue that by that time had 
become almost an article of faith for both rich and poor.

By the beginning of the twentieth century, by-elections had become an 
increasingly important and visible feature of British politics; a growing 
popular press ensured such contests attracted considerable attention, gen-
erating both local and national interest. A number of historians have con-
cluded that by-election performance before 1914 suggests a shift away 
from the Liberal Party, yet arguably the Liberals were performing 
impressively when set against the backdrop of the scale of forces ranged 
against them because of recent legislation.49 Although the Liberals did 
lose seats to the Conservatives, in some areas they retained seats with an 
increased share of the vote. Many of these were triangular contests that 
saw Labour intervention. Even in seats that were lost, the Liberals often 
still managed to increase their share of the vote. On no occasion did the 
Labour Party do better than the Liberals in a three-cornered contest 
before 1914: in every instance the Labour candidate came bottom of the 
poll. Before the outbreak of war in 1914, there were a number of by-
elections in the North West of England, and these provide a valuable 
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insight into the problems faced by the Liberals and the Labour Party dur-
ing this period.

With elevation to the cabinet, Winston Churchill was required to resign 
his seat in 1908 and stand in a by-election.50 The sitting member would 
usually be returned unopposed but Unionist determination to recapture 
this important division made it unlikely such an opportunity would be 
allowed to pass. The 1908 contest in Manchester North West represents 
an interesting by-election in the region before 1914. The main parties 
viewed the constituency as being critically important to capture as it had 
acquired a reputation as one that influenced voters not only across the 
wider region but also the nation; the parties believed the seat possessed 
significance unlike any other in the country. It was perhaps inevitable that 
the by-election captivated the national press for the duration of the 
campaign.

In terms of class, ethnicity and political opinion, Manchester North 
West was a mixed constituency: it possessed some of Britain’s richest men 
but also some of its poorest. It had a strong Jewish community, a sizeable 
Irish population and a large number of Unionist Free-Traders who, it was 
widely understood, put the issue of free trade before party identifica-
tions.51 The division included nearly 12,000 voters split into eight wards, 
the largest of which was Cheetham. Within the very heart of the city, 
Exchange and St. Ann’s were rich wards in rateable value and represented 
the centre of the Lancashire cotton trade. Prior to 1906, the constituency 
had never returned a Liberal and despite the Liberal Party’s success in 
1906 there was some uncertainty as to the exact political character of the 
division. The Liberal Magazine, for example, believed that ‘in no other 
constituency had so many Unionists voted Liberal without becoming 
Liberal’.52 Many perceived that the Liberal Party had won in 1906 only 
because of the free trade question, the commercial electorate strongly 
believing that the future of the cotton industry depended upon it and vot-
ing exclusively on that issue. As at the general election, Churchill’s oppo-
nent in 1908 was William Joynson-Hicks. In his opening address, Churchill 
sought to emphasise the importance of the contest for the country as a 
whole, not least because, as he perceived it, a Unionist victory would 
‘encourage the House of Lords to greater excesses of partisanship’.53 He 
hoped the working man would not ‘support six hundred peers over and 
above the wishes of six million electors’,54 although the principal focus of 
his campaign was, again, Tariff Reform. Joynson-Hicks chose to avoid the 
subject altogether and focussed instead on issues such as education.
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The 1908 by-election also saw a Socialist candidate, but the decision of 
the SDF to send Dan Irving to fight Manchester North West initiated 
intense debate across the Labour movement. Keir Hardie was resolute in 
his opposition, arguing that whilst he certainly favoured an increase in the 
number of socialist candidates, circumstances in Manchester on this occa-
sion were not favourable; it was simply not the right sort of constituency. 
He believed that such a campaign would be a ‘fiasco’ and give a ‘false 
impression as to the real strength of the socialist movement’. Consequently, 
it would ‘injure the prospects of reasonable candidates elsewhere [and] 
damage the realisation of socialism nationally’.55 Clynes and Kelley shared 
Hardie’s view and refused to uphold the candidature of someone who 
represented an organisation that, as they saw it, did not accept the ‘unity 
and common cause of a united Labour Party’.56 In terms of organisation, 
the SDF was greatly disadvantaged, Irving himself admitting there was no 
effective organisation in the division apart from a very small Jewish branch 
and that no preparations had been made beforehand. It was also signifi-
cant that the Manchester and Salford Trades Council felt unable to sup-
port Irving because ‘for the purpose of the election he was not a trade 
unionist’.57 Whilst it cannot be denied that the press, in particular the 
Manchester Guardian, gave Irving ample coverage, it was generally recog-
nised that his chances were poor. In a constituency such as Manchester 
North West, with considerable commercial and business interests, it was 
widely accepted that a socialist candidate would struggle to gain wide-
spread support. Irving, however, believed the election offered an ‘oppor-
tunity to make known the cause of socialism’ and hoped he would be ‘in 
the fight’.58 The issues Irving focused upon were unemployment, the 
nationalisation of industry, universal suffrage, secular education, mainte-
nance for children, old age pensions and Irish Home Rule. All of his meet-
ings had to be held outdoors as the SDF had been refused permission to 
use any of the city’s halls. His speeches were emotionally charged, evan-
gelical in tone and called upon voters to vote for their ‘own emancipation 
and on behalf of the struggling masses trampled under a soulless 
capitalism’.59

Churchill’s campaign ignored social issues almost altogether, which 
may seem surprising given the Liberal Government’s recent legislative 
programme. He instead focused exclusive attention upon free trade and 
left it to others in his party to advocate the case for social reform. Making 
his first public appearance since his appointment as Chancellor of the 
Exchequer, David Lloyd George came to Manchester in support of 
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Churchill and made a series of speeches. He launched a scathing attack 
upon ‘monopoly and privilege’, demanded a ‘radical programme of social 
reform’ and called for a ‘redistribution of wealth … fair play to the worker 
and a war on poverty and destitution’.60 For the new Chancellor, social 
injustice represented a ‘stain upon the flag and it was the duty of every 
man to put an end to it’.61 Lloyd George declared the by-election timely 
as it gave the people of the city of his birth the opportunity to demonstrate 
a ‘sense of community’, to show the government they were behind it in 
the quest for social progress.62 At the time, it was considered bad form for 
cabinet ministers to participate in by-election campaigns and the Unionists 
argued that the appearance of Lloyd George was entirely inappropriate, 
although they believed it was a sign of desperation as much as anything 
else.

As with all by-elections during the early twentieth century, the 
Manchester contest saw the participation of a remarkable array of pressure 
groups, each attempting to impress upon the candidates, press and public 
their respective causes. As a recent evaluation has stressed, Edwardian by-
elections became the ‘quintessential site’ of pressure group activity.63 They 
allowed for an incredible concentration of resources, and given the scale of 
national press interest, ensured maximum publicity. One of the first to 
gain attention in Manchester was the women’s franchise campaign. 
Compared to later years, women’s tactics were restrained. The question of 
female suffrage was a topical issue, however, since the Women’s 
Enfranchisement Bill had recently passed through its second reading in 
the House of Commons. The women’s campaign was anxious to use this 
ministerial by-election as an opportunity to promote its cause. Rather than 
embark upon disruptive action, the various women’s groups decided to 
leave Liberal meetings alone and instead provided ‘counter attractions’. 
Essentially this entailed holding their own meetings, distributing leaflets 
and requesting the candidates to outline their position. From the begin-
ning of the contest, all three candidates expressed their general support for 
a women’s vote, although Joynson-Hicks appeared to be the most enthu-
siastic, even going so far as declaring that he believed women should pos-
sess the vote on completely equal terms with men.64 He also addressed a 
wide range of issues that affected women, one of which related to the 
hours worked by barmaids since there were currently proposals to restrict 
their hours. Joynson-Hicks claimed he was opposed to any restrictions 
placed upon female labour.65 Somewhat less tactfully, Churchill told voters 
that he ‘didn’t like to see women in bars anyway’.66 These issues would 
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have had limited impact in themselves and, although the drink question 
might have helped mobilise key groups of voters for both parties, Churchill’s 
attitude was emblematic; Joynson-Hicks appeared more sincere and, in fact, 
more liberal. No candidates, however, ‘came up to the standard of require-
ment’ for the women and none were endorsed by either the Women’s Social 
and Political Union or the National Union of Women’s Suffrage Societies.

Other issues that achieved prominence during the campaign included 
the eight-hour day and workmen’s compensation. For Churchill, the 
question of social advancement and Tariff Reform were inextricably con-
nected, and electors had a choice between ‘progress and reaction’. He 
suggested that a proposal of Tariff Reform was essentially an attempt to 
‘reverse the social balance … to set back the clock and re-conquer the 
country for forces of capital and privilege’;67 everything came back to the 
question of the maintenance of free trade. His opponent argued that the 
Eight Hours Bill was itself an infringement of free trade as a principle and 
this, he told voters, was something identified by the Chairman of the 
Manchester Chamber of Commerce.68 He also claimed that the Bill would 
increase coal prices and thus burden the cotton industry even more so. 
Joynson-Hicks concluded that it was unfortunate his opponent had sup-
ported the Bill ‘in the imaginary interest of a million miners to the detri-
ment of about forty-three million people’.69 In his closing speech, he 
launched a ferocious assault on the Liberal government on a number of 
issues, proclaiming it had ‘alienated the colonies, weakened the navy, 
increased taxation, flouted religious convictions and let loose chaos and 
bloodshed in Ireland’.70 Overall, Joynson-Hicks had conducted a much 
broader campaign and, much to the annoyance of the Liberals, had chosen 
not to fight the election on the fiscal question, although in his election 
address he had openly identified himself as a Tariff Reformer.

The result of the by-election saw the Unionists recapturing Manchester 
North West with a small majority of 429. Given the constituency’s elec-
toral history, this did not represent a substantial reversal for the Liberal 
Party. The Unionists’ majority had been nearly 1500 (a 17% margin of the 
total vote) in 1895 and the Liberals had not considered the seat worth 
contesting in either the 1892 or 1900 general elections. The Liberals may 
have come to consider this constituency as the most famous free trade seat 
in England, and might claim it as naturally Liberal, but the reality was less 
straightforward. The press had difficulty interpreting the result: for some 
sections of the Liberal press it represented a ‘heavy setback for the cause of 
progress [and] an absolutely disastrous blow for Free Trade’.71 For others, 
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the wonder was not Churchill’s 1908 defeat but his victory in 1906 
(Fig. 2.3).72 That the Unionist candidate had decided to avoid the fiscal 
issue caused anger across the Liberal press; the Daily News bemoaned the 
fact that Joynson-Hicks had won ‘a victory under obscure colours’.73 
Other newspapers simply perceived that, with Catholics and the liquor 
trade ranged against him, Churchill’s defeat was inevitable.74 The Unionist 
press appeared equally divided. Some sections suggested that in making 
free trade the key issue of the by-election, Churchill had ‘staked all and 
lost’; the Manchester constituency synonymous with free trade had given 

Fig. 2.3  Winston Churchill addressing a crowd in Manchester during the 1908 
by-election (Alamy)
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a firm endorsement for Tariff Reform.75 The Daily Telegraph took delight 
in declaring ‘Winston Churchill is Out! Out, Out’ on its front page the 
following day. Other sections of the Unionist press, including the 
Manchester Courier, took a more pragmatic view, reporting that the result 
was not primarily a victory for Tariff Reform because the winning candi-
date had not made it the immediate issue.76 In his post-election address, 
Joynson-Hicks himself refused to cite Tariff Reform as a major reason for 
his victory, which he attributed instead to the ‘absolute detestation on the 
part of the commercial and working classes of the current legislation of the 
present government’.77 Yet whilst he and his party may have held back on 
the subject, others campaigned tirelessly on the issue throughout the con-
test. The Tariff Reform League, for example, had produced an enormous 
amount of propaganda material as well as holding regular meetings 
throughout the constituency. As a non-partisan pressure group, this type 
of organisation did not come under restrictions on expenditure imposed 
under electoral law. The press was equally important. Throughout the by-
election the Daily Mail, a strong advocate of Tariff Reform, had been 
distributed free across the division. The Liberal Magazine later bemoaned 
that ‘its contents page became almost each day a mere anti-Churchill 
poster’.78 Despite Joynson-Hicks’s inattention to the issue, Tariff Reform 
did play some part in discourse throughout the by-election.

The 1908 by-election in Manchester suggests a number of factors relat-
ing to party strategy and performance. The Unionist candidate had deter-
mined to avoid the issue of Tariff Reform altogether and his position on 
the majority of issues appeared moderate, balanced and he clearly articu-
lated his points effectively, though the key to his success was most likely to 
have been his focused attacks on current Liberal legislation. Churchill’s 
campaign seemed weak by comparison. There are a number of wider 
implications of the by-election. By 1908, the Conservatives as a party had 
come to recognise Tariff Reform as a serious electoral liability and had 
calculated that it was probably wise to avoid the issue as best they could 
during election campaigns. It was clear that the Conservatives as a party 
were by no means entirely united on Tariff Reform and, in any case, it was 
not guaranteed that an incoming Unionist administration would put the 
policy into effect. Having said that, by 1908 the Unionists had become 
more committed to Tariff Reform because of the worsening economic 
situation and, as already mentioned, it cannot be suggested that the sub-
ject did not have a presence during the election. The Liberals continued 
somewhat dogmatically to focus on the fiscal issue at the expense of other 
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issues. As an electoral strategy this may have been something of a flawed 
tactic. Whilst it was understandable that in areas heavily reliant upon 
export trade, such as Manchester, the Liberals might continue to stress the 
benefits of free trade, it appears to have become unnecessary to focus too 
exclusively on the subject. Also, whilst a few visiting speakers, David Lloyd 
George most notably, sought to emphasise the government’s social reform 
programme, Churchill did not do so himself. Given the symbolic nature of 
the constituency, the 1908 Manchester North West by-election could 
have been viewed as a disaster for the Liberals, yet they had polled respect-
ably, obtaining 48% of the vote.79 Lloyd George displayed a remarkable 
ability to emphasise only the positive when suggesting that ‘the polling of 
only 150 more votes [for the Conservatives] than the aggregate forces of 
progress confirmed the necessity for the government to proceed with 
measures of social reform’.80 Ultimately, Manchester North West was a 
marginal constituency and whilst it represented a blow for the Liberals it 
did not indicate a wider crisis for the party.81
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CHAPTER 3

The Viability of the Progressive Alliance: 
Electoral Politics in Manchester, 1910–1912

Whilst the Progressive Alliance was a fundamental dimension of electoral 
politics from 1903, it is essential to remember that it never existed in a 
formal sense, insofar as there was never, nor was there ever likely to be, a 
formal alliance or coalition between the parties. The Progressive Alliance 
amounted to an informal, although a very significant, agreement between 
the Liberals and the fledgling Labour Party. It was never imposed from 
above and the local parties remained autonomous in relation to the selec-
tion of their parliamentary candidates. Certainly, seats included under the 
terms of the agreement could attract a degree of intervention from national 
party headquarters. These tended to be double member constituencies, 
and in these areas it was easier to obtain local compliance given the fact 
that there were two members to be elected, ideally one Liberal and one 
Labour representative. However, even in these areas the local associations 
could not be forced to accept national recommendations. The 1903 agree-
ment had facilitated Labour’s parliamentary breakthrough at the 1906 
general election and, with a high level of constituency support, Labour 
were given a clear run in twenty-four seats. The parties shared similar pro-
grammes, and issues such as the restoration of trade union rights helped to 
ensure the mutual alliance. The long-term durability of such an agree-
ment, however, was likely to be more complicated. First, it could not be 
guaranteed that local Liberal associations would be so willing to ‘hand 
over’ seats that they believed they could win themselves and, second, there 
was the possibility that local Labour organisations might become more 
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ambitious, essentially becoming increasingly committed to the idea of 
complete independent Labour representation.

The most significant aspect of the January 1910 general election in 
Manchester was that the Liberal and Labour parties opposed each other 
for the first time in a three-cornered contest.1 Analysis of Manchester 
sheds light on the Progressive Alliance before 1914 and illustrates how, at 
the constituency level, relations could be far from harmonious. By 1909 
the sitting members for two Manchester constituencies (East, held by a 
Liberal, and South West, by Labour) had stated their intention to retire at 
the dissolution of Parliament. In accordance with the spirit of the 
Progressive Alliance, the Liberals ought to have been given a free run in 
Manchester East and Labour should have remained unopposed in 
Manchester South West.2 The Labour Party, however, had concluded that 
Manchester East was a seat that their own organisation ought to contest, 
largely on the basis that they had a strong organisation in the district and 
were doing well in municipal contests there. It proceeded to adopt its own 
candidate, city councillor and miners’ agent John Sutton.3 The Liberal 
Association was willing to accept this on the condition that the Labour 
Party withdrew its candidate, J.  M. McLachlan, in Manchester South 
West.

The Manchester Liberal Federation strove hard to find a compromise, 
but the East Manchester Liberal Association had already decided to make 
a serious challenge for the seat. This was reflected by the Association’s 
choice of candidate, L. W. Zimmerman, who The Times reported was the 
‘strongest candidate the party could put forward’.4 As a last resort the 
MLF urged a deputation from the East Manchester Liberal Association 
that ‘in the interests of Liberalism as a whole [they] ought to withdraw 
their candidate’.5 The deputation replied that there was ‘no necessity to 
consider the matter further [since] they had unanimously decided to con-
tinue’.6 The MLF could do nothing else but declare that the Association 
had ‘placed upon themselves the responsibility of the contest’.7 Eventually 
Zimmerman decided he no longer wished to continue and formally retired 
on 29 December, thus resolving the issue. Relieved, the MLF declared its 
‘high appreciation of [his] self-denial and self-sacrifice for the peoples’ 
cause’.8 The episode is important for a number of reasons. Certainly, 
Labour acted as the aggressor by adopting McLachlan to contest 
Manchester South West, a move that seemed ungracious to the local 
Liberals since they held the seat. The Federation’s proposed solution 
seemed logical however; Manchester East was an overwhelmingly  
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working-class constituency and had never returned a Liberal before 1906. 
Sutton was perceived to be a safe candidate, unlikely to alienate Liberal 
voters, and was certainly more acceptable to the MLF than McLachlan, an 
out-and-out socialist. Manchester South West was a socially mixed divi-
sion and had previously returned Liberal members, so it made sense that 
this seat should be contested in the Liberal interest. The consequences of 
this apparent breakdown in Liberal–Labour relations appeared clear to 
many contemporary observers, with the Manchester Courier predicting 
that as ‘negotiations had failed both of the progressive forces are faced 
with new dangers’.9

The smooth operation of the Liberal–Labour electoral agreement in 
1906 had been a crucial factor in the overall results for both parties. It is 
important to recognise, however, that there had been some significant 
developments after 1906 at the national level and some historians have 
suggested that, by 1910, Lib-Labism effectively ceased to be the alterna-
tive it had been. In large part this was because its most powerful supporter, 
the miners, had gone over to Labour.10 Blewett suggests that by 1910 the 
lines between the Liberal and Labour Parties were more clearly drawn, yet 
Lib-Lab sentiments remained strong amongst both political activists and 
sections of the electorate.11 More significantly, attempts by the Labour 
Party to expand were perceived by the Liberals as acts of aggression. The 
Liberals, however, appear to have seen the value of maintaining the 
Progressive Alliance given that they, ultimately, decided to stand down in 
East Manchester.

The January 1910 general election in Manchester South West demon-
strates how Liberal–Labour relations were clearly fraught. McLachlan 
fought a vigorous campaign and pulled no punches in his hostility towards 
the Liberals who, he declared, were ‘the real enemies of the workers’.12 In 
particular, he expressed his objection to the way the Manchester Guardian 
described Clynes as a Labour candidate yet himself as an independent 
socialist. Indeed, the Liberal press did all it could to present McLachlan as 
a man undermining the unity of Manchester’s progressives forces.13 The 
Liberal candidate, C. T. Needham, avoided blatant criticism of McLachlan 
although he did tell electors that a vote for Labour would be ‘as good as a 
vote for the Unionists’.14 The Unionist candidate, Henry Colefax, was an 
absolutist Tariff Reformer who directed most of his attention to attacking 
the Liberals on this question, claiming that the House of Lords was a 
‘dead issue’. His position was that the Unionists had not ‘rejected the 
Budget but had simply referred it to the people’.15 The central planks of 
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his campaign were Tariff Reform and the budget although he also 
addressed a wide range of social questions such as unemployment, pen-
sions and education.16 By 1910, the Unionist position (nationally) on 
Tariff Reform had become much clearer and this was reflected by the more 
forthright position adopted by the party’s candidates in Manchester. 
Colefax launched a fierce condemnation of the budget and went to great 
lengths to present figures in support of his assertion that the burden of 
taxation would fall heaviest not upon the rich but the ordinary working 
man.17 As he told one meeting, the budget hit hardest ‘the luxuries of the 
poor … whisky, tobacco and beer’.18 Colefax was anxious to stress that he 
was ‘fully in sympathy with the social reforms advocated by the Liberal 
Party’, but the critical question was how best to fund these. The answer, 
he said, lay with the fiscal question; he told one meeting that ‘the Radicals 
cried “never tax the foreigner” but he taxes you all the time … I say put 
some of your taxes on the foreigner’19 and devoted considerable attention 
to demonstrating how British labour was ‘exposed to unfair competition 
from abroad’.20 Interestingly, he never attacked the Labour Party, declar-
ing that, whilst he disagreed with McLachlan’s approval of ‘the socialisa-
tion of the means of production’, he was in agreement with many aspects 
of McLachlan’s platform, in particular the need to address the distress and 
poverty caused by unemployment. The Conservatives conducted a vigor-
ous campaign and Colefax was a confident speaker on a wide range of 
issues. It is vital to remember that the strength of individual candidates 
could be of critical importance during election campaigns; Colefax was 
emblematic of this.

In terms of policy and approach, McLachlan spoke about his ‘unflinch-
ing socialist principles’ and focused attention principally upon issues such 
as unemployment, poverty, trade unionism, the land question and, in par-
ticular, abolition of the House of Lords.21 Apart from the Lords issue, the 
Labour programme did not differ enormously from that of the Liberals, 
although McLachlan presented his policies in more socialistic language. 
The January 1910 election placed Labour in a difficult position. Given the 
prominence of the constitutional question, it was even harder for the 
Labour Party to offer a particularly distinct appeal. Blewett suggests that, 
during this general election, Labour candidates were essentially ‘little 
more than surrogates for radicals’ and in his evaluation of the election 
nationally identified how little Labour speeches differed from those of the 
Liberals.22 Though evaluation of Manchester’s other Labour candidates 
affirms this, McLachlan was an exception. His socialist inclinations help to 
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explain why both the local Liberal Association and McLachlan himself 
remained so determined to contest the seat. His predecessor George 
Kelley had been a prominent Lib-Laber and Liberal activists and support-
ers had believed him to be one of them. With a change of personnel, not 
to mention political stance, the situation changed dramatically.

In Manchester North East, J. R. Clynes, like all Labour candidates in 
January 1910, made social and economic reform the key focus of his cam-
paign. This was, of course, a response to economic conditions, particularly 
rising unemployment. Declaring himself ‘a worker for the workers’, Clynes 
spoke of a need for a ‘war on poverty and social injustice’ and argued that 
the only way to enable truly effective social legislation was to ‘abolish the 
House of Lords completely’.23 The extent to which this appeal proved to 
be effective was questionable. Clynes later remarked that ‘the very poorest 
people, who least understand the causes from which they suffer, were the 
least responsive to our appeals and were deceived by the quack remedies 
of the Tariff Reformers’.24 This was an astute observation: the Conservatives 
remained exceptionally strong among the poorest in the slum areas of the 
city. Concentrated largely around the city centre, these areas were popu-
lated by casual workers who remained outside the influence of trade 
unions. Nonetheless, throughout the campaign Clynes remained focused 
on the issue of social reform and the ‘great Liberal work’ that had been 
done. He told one audience that there had been ‘more genuine endeavour 
to effect social advancement by legislation during the previous four years 
than [by] any political party in the history of this country’.25 In essence, 
Clynes campaigned on an identical platform to that of the city’s Liberal 
candidates, focusing on social reform and the obstructionist tactics of the 
House of Lords. His Unionist opponent, Manchester City Councillor and 
solicitor Sir William Vaudrey, adopted the same approach as Colefax in 
Manchester South West, arguing that the Budget did nothing for the 
working man and that Tariff Reform offered the best prospect of improv-
ing the condition of the people, particularly in alleviating unemploy-
ment.26 In his election address he elaborated on his proposals for a second 
chamber consisting only of appointed and elected peers, strong support 
for old age pensions, proper maintenance of the navy, the right of parents 
to ‘have their children taught in their own religion’ and how he was abso-
lutely against the separation of Britain and Ireland.27

In Manchester East, the retirement of the sitting Liberal member and 
withdrawal of the prospective candidate just after Christmas 1909 left a 
straight fight between the Labour and Unionist parties. The number of 
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electors had decreased since the previous contest and Sutton assumed this 
was a consequence of rising poverty in the district; many decent people, he 
claimed, were disqualified because they had been forced to accept poor 
relief.28 At the same time, the number of estimated removals in the divi-
sion was high, approximately 15% of registered voters. A key question, of 
course, was how Liberal supporters in the division would vote. Initially it 
was presumed that many of the constituency’s Liberals remained hostile 
towards Labour but, as the contest progressed, the Manchester Guardian 
reported that most had ‘swallowed their disappointment’ and were ‘rally-
ing around Sutton in increasing numbers’.29 Showing good grace, 
Zimmerman also issued a personal appeal to the division’s Liberals, urging 
them to unite in their support for the Labour candidate. Sutton received 
valuable campaign help from the Liberal Party as well as from a number of 
other sources including students from the university, the local Baptist 
College and the local Co-operative Societies.30 The cooperative move-
ment usually adopted a non-political role but the threat of increased or 
new taxation on food most likely contributed to their decision to inter-
vene in this instance. Throughout the campaign the Conservative candi-
date, Elvy Robb, was met by particularly hostile audiences. This was 
probably not helped by the fact that he was reported to have commented 
that if he had to live in East Manchester he would become a socialist.31 
Throughout the contest, Sutton focused attention principally upon the 
budget and the constitutional rights of the House of Commons (as com-
pared to the unconstitutional exercise of the veto by the House of Lords). 
He told electors that the Labour Party ‘were not robbers but policemen 
protecting the interests of the working-classes’ and that the Unionists’ 
rejection of the budget had nothing to do with the interests of the people 
but was ‘because they would have to pay something’.32

The January 1910 general election in Manchester highlights the differ-
ences of approach individual candidates adopted during this period, within 
their parties as much as between them. Whilst some Conservative candi-
dates appeared to elaborate on policy fully and effectively, others adopted 
a more confrontational approach, bereft of detailed discussion, and 
endured difficult campaigns in areas with predominantly working-class 
electorates. It is noticeable, however, that they all adopted very strong 
pro-Tariff Reform agendas. Doing so in Manchester, the spiritual home of 
free trade ideology, was of enormous significance.

The remaining constituencies of Manchester North West, North and 
South saw straight fights between Liberal and Unionist candidates. The 
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latter two were considered to be safe Liberal seats. Arthur Haworth’s 
majority in Manchester South in 1906 had been over 4000, one of the 
highest in the country. Similarly, Manchester North had seen Charles 
Schwann retain the seat he had held since 1886 with a majority of nearly 
2500. Churchill had lost Manchester North West at the 1908 by-election, 
although the Liberals believed that the seat would be recaptured at a gen-
eral election. The Unionists made a determined effort to hold Manchester 
North West and challenge Liberal dominance in Manchester North 
although they appear to have made a weak effort in Manchester South. 
The local Liberal press believed that the Conservative Association had 
made an unwise choice in their candidate for this division, especially within 
the context of a ‘peers versus the people’ debate. The Unionist candidate, 
Captain Ward Jackson, was a Yorkshire squire who had no background in 
politics and no connection with Manchester. This point was not lost on 
the Liberals, although, given the seat’s electoral history, it might have 
been difficult for the Unionist Association to secure a better candidate. In 
contrast, Haworth was a well-known Manchester cotton merchant and 
noted Congregationalist with an impressive political record.33

Unsurprisingly for the Liberal candidates, the central campaign issues 
were the budget, constitutional reform and, inevitably, free trade.34 
Haworth in Manchester South was emblematic of the Liberal approach in 
asking whether the working man should vote for ‘handing over the power 
of his own vote to a non-representative, utterly irresponsible and uncon-
trollable House of Lords’.35 In Manchester North West, the Liberal 
George Kemp was repeatedly questioned about his views on Irish Home 
Rule. He attempted to avoid the subject, leading the local Conservative 
press to conclude that he had ‘failed to define his position’.36 Whilst the 
Conservative candidates Hiram Howell (Manchester North) and Ward-
Jackson (Manchester South) attempted to avoid the question of the Lords, 
Joynson-Hicks in Manchester North West focused his campaign largely on 
the legitimacy of the second chamber, claiming that the House of Lords 
was ‘the only means by which new legislation could be referred to the 
people of the country’.37 In relation to the budget, he contended that it 
amounted to an ‘unequal taxation of wealth [and] if land was to be taxed, 
so should commerce and other sources of unearned increment’.38 In a 
division where commercial interests dominated, such sentiments may not 
have represented the best strategy.

The January 1910 general election produced a number of significant 
results for the Liberal Party in Manchester. By far the most satisfactory was 
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the recapturing of the Manchester North West constituency. The loss of 
the seat two years earlier had represented a blow to the Liberals which was 
symbolic as much as anything else. Winning the seat back had been a pri-
ority for the Liberals, so victory here (on a 5.5% swing) served to increase 
the party’s morale across the whole city as indeed the country. The result 
of the election in Manchester East saw the Labour Party winning the seat 
with a majority of 1019 on 54% of the vote. The percentage decline of the 
‘progressive vote’ since 1906 amounted to only 4.6%. Despite the events 
leading up to the election, it does not appear that Liberal voters in the 
constituency had deserted Sutton. The swing to the Unionists in this divi-
sion was the lowest of all Manchester constituencies, suggesting that the 
Labour Party was strong here. Given the constituency’s electoral back-
ground, this was a significant result. Of course, had the Liberal candidate 
proceeded the result could have been very different. Tellingly, Sutton 
believed he had won because ‘6,110 electors were in favour of the cam-
paign against the House of Lords, [desired to maintain] Free Trade, [sup-
ported] the Budget and [wanted] the abolition of poverty’.39 Clynes held 
Manchester North East with a majority of 1478 on 58.4% of the popular 
vote, a 6.2% fall in Labour’s share since 1906.

The result in Manchester South West was disastrous for both progres-
sive parties, the Unionists winning the seat with a majority of just 107. 
The Unionists obtained 42.4% of the popular vote, the Liberals 41.0% and 
Labour 16.6%. For the Labour Party, especially, the result was disappoint-
ing. Faced with Liberal opposition the party had failed to defend a seat 
that it had held, coming bottom of the poll. It also suggests that the 
Liberals were intrinsically stronger in this area than was Labour and that 
the Liberal candidate had taken a substantial share of what in 1906 had 
been the LRC’s vote. The experience of Manchester South West demon-
strated the difficulties Labour faced where the party lost sitting members 
owing to retirement or death. Retirements could encourage the Liberals 
to make their own claim. Another message from the result was very clear: 
as recognised by the Liberal press, the combined ‘progressive’ poll 
amounted to 4222 votes (57.6% of the total), a decisive majority against 
the Lords. The splitting of the ‘progressive vote’ had negated this and the 
seat had been lost because of what one senior Liberal described as ‘unnec-
essary conditions’. There were many lessons for the future. McLachlan 
attributed his defeat to the ‘undeniable advantage of the Lords and the 
budget agitation to the Liberals’, although he remained upbeat in declar-
ing that the seat had been lost only temporarily to the Labour cause. The 
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principal lesson of the South West result was that the seat undoubtedly 
contained a ‘progressive’ majority but this was not large enough for either 
the Liberals or Labour to win within the context of a three-cornered con-
test; the ultimate lesson was that the Progressive Alliance worked and that 
competition led to defeat.

In Manchester South, the Liberal Party managed to hold the seat but 
with a significantly reduced majority of 2452 on 58.9% of the popular vote 
compared to 68.0% in 1906. This constituted a hostile swing of 9.1% and 
was in the context of a weak Conservative candidate. In Manchester 
North, the Liberal Party held the seat with a majority of 1259 on 56.9% 
of the vote. This represented a decrease of 6.8% in the Liberal vote when 
compared to 1906, although elections before then had seen that vote fluc-
tuate between 50.2% (the lowest) in 1900 and 52.8% (the highest) in 
1895. Therefore, the January 1910 result, in this light, suggests that the 
Liberals were retaining much of their support. Schwann, an elder states-
man of Manchester Liberalism, remained a highly popular MP and his 
personal prestige was possibly a factor in sustaining the Liberal vote.

The January 1910 general election campaign had been lengthy and 
intense. In contrast, the December contest was shorter and less heated and 
some observers sensed a degree of election fatigue. The December 1910 
general election proved to be anything but dull, however. Some historians 
have suggested that it was only during the December campaign that the 
constitutional question achieved the primacy it had been denied during 
the earlier contest.40 Since the December election took place on an eleven-
month-old register, the efficiency of the party organisations was of critical 
importance and, in particular, the timing of the election required some 
considerable effort in terms of locating removals. As soon as the election 
had been announced, officials from the MLF placed advertisements in the 
city’s newspapers requesting that notification of removals be forwarded to 
their offices. The immediate response to this alone resulted in over 500 
replies providing details of changes.41 Analysis of Manchester suggests that 
before 1914 there were clear differences as regards the efficiency of the 
respective party organisations. At both national and constituency levels 
the Liberal Party organisation in 1910 was at the peak of its efficiency. In 
Manchester, Liberal organisation lacked neither workers nor funds. This 
was in sharp contrast to both the Labour and Conservative parties who 
struggled to match the effectiveness of the Liberal organisation.42 Yet 
organisational shortcomings did not prevent the Conservatives from 
mounting a full-scale assault on one of Manchester’s key seats in December 
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1910. By selecting one of the country’s best-known advocates of Tariff 
Reform, Andrew Bonar Law, for Manchester North West, the Unionists 
had determined to attack free trade in a seat with which it was fundamen-
tally synonymous.43 Bonar Law had given up the prospect of a safe seat in 
South Dulwich to contest the Manchester constituency although he had 
allegedly been promised another safe one were he to lose. A Glasgow-
based iron merchant with a background in business, he was not what one 
might call a traditional Tory. Bonar Law’s candidature in Manchester rep-
resented an attempt to attract publicity, an indicator of his political ambi-
tion, a bid for future leadership of the party. In his opening address, he 
announced that the critical question was whether ‘the nation was going to 
be master of its own house, or is our government and country to be sub-
ject to a cabinet whose policy is dictated by a faction [of radical Liberals]’.44 
A major plank of Bonar Law’s campaign was opposition to the Parliament 
Bill principally on the grounds that ‘so long as the government can com-
mand a majority in the commons for two years it can do anything it likes, 
not even excepting the power to abolish the crown’.45 A few days later he 
told an audience how the Commons ‘could do what it liked; they could 
make Keir Hardie President of a British Republic’.46 Clearly he was taking 
some artistic licence here. In support of his Tariff Reform proposal, Bonar 
Law told voters that any increase in the price of food would be alleviated 
by reducing taxation on other goods and would not disrupt trade in the 
cotton industry since trade between Britain and the empire would be 
increased. Ultimately, as the Manchester Guardian sarcastically suggested, 
Bonar Law’s central message was ‘free trade between Britain and India 
against the rest of the world’.47 His opponent, George Kemp, who had 
regained the seat for the Liberals in the January contest, focused his atten-
tion upon the question of the Lords veto, arguing that, had it not been for 
the veto, even more extensive reform legislation could have been 
introduced.

In Manchester North East, the seat’s sitting Labour member J.  R. 
Clynes contended that the contest was ‘not one between the Commons 
and the Lords but a battle between the peers and the people’.48 The divi-
sion’s Liberals placed advertisements on hoardings, circulated over 6000 
election addresses in support of his candidature and assisted in the supply 
of motor cars.49 Without this assistance, Clynes would undoubtedly have 
been disadvantaged. The Conservative candidate was a well-known local 
philanthropist and strong advocate of Tariff Reform: Arthur Taylor. Like 
Bonar Law, he sought to emphasise that the cotton industry would not be 
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disadvantaged by a measure of reform in trading policy. In a significant 
turn of events just four days before polling, the Unionist leader Balfour, in 
an address at the Royal Albert Hall, made the monumental announcement 
that an incoming Unionist government would not introduce any measure 
of Tariff Reform without first holding a referendum on the issue. 
Significantly, he also urged the Liberal Party to make the same pledge in 
connection to Home Rule. The electoral impact of this for candidates on 
the ground was yet to be determined. On the one hand it may have served 
to alienate ardent Tariff Reformers; on the other hand it would have 
allowed others to vote for the Unionists safe in the knowledge that it 
would not amount to abandoning their free trade principles since it was 
not guaranteed that a Unionist administration would introduce Tariff 
Reform. In the neighbouring Manchester North division the Conservative 
candidate, city councillor and journalist H. E. Howell, also enthusiastically 
advocated fiscal reform and placed this at the forefront of his campaign 
alongside Irish Home Rule (which he was passionately against), ahead of 
the constitutional debate. In other constituencies the Unionist candidates 
sought to evade the Tariff Reform question altogether. In Manchester 
South, for instance, Philip Glazebrook ignored the issue and somehow 
managed to avoid the constitutional question as well, although he did tell 
voters ‘if the will of the country is that the hereditary principle should go 
then it must go’.50 The Unionist campaign in Manchester South came to 
an abrupt end, however, when after failing to submit his nomination 
papers in time, the candidate was disqualified from the contest and the 
sitting member was returned unopposed.51 Not surprisingly, this enraged 
many local Unionists, and the following weeks saw a tirade of protests in 
the pages of the Manchester Courier. For some this was indicative of disor-
der within the local organisation; one respondent went so far as to declare 
that ‘Manchester Unionism is hopeless’.52 The Unionist position was 
much better in the neighbouring constituency of Manchester South West 
which the party had captured in January. In the December contest, the 
sitting Unionist member H. A. Colefax had a straight fight with Liberal 
C. T. Needham, Labour having abandoned the contest to concentrate on 
securing the returns of Clynes and Sutton. Both candidates attempted to 
capture the large working-class vote by focusing on questions such as 
unemployment, social reform and poverty. The question of the veto was 
largely ignored by both candidates. Throughout the campaign, it was 
believed that those who had supported the Labour candidate in the 
January contest would now transfer their vote to the Liberals. The local 
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Unionist press took strong objection to this assumption, arguing that such 
predictions were as ‘unwarrantable as they were gratuitous’.53

The December 1910 general election proved to be a major setback for 
the Conservative Party in Manchester. The election saw the return of four 
Liberals and two Labour members. The contested seats resulted in two 
Liberal holds, one Liberal gain and Labour holding the seats which it 
already possessed. In Manchester North West the Liberal Party held the 
seat but with a smaller majority of 445. Importantly, this amounted to an 
adverse swing of only 1.4% within the context of a very high profile 
Conservative candidate; this equated to 52.1% of the popular vote com-
pared to 53.5% and a 783 majority in January of that year. The Liberals 
appeared to be holding their own in this critical Manchester constituency 
although the party had not won with a massive majority; the seat was by 
no means secure. In Manchester North the Liberals again held the seat but 
with a much smaller majority, 665 compared to 1259  in January. The 
share of the popular vote had declined from 56.9% to 53.9% and the turn-
out had decreased from 89.1% in January to 83.0% in December, although 
removals may have contributed to this figure. The result in Manchester 
North appeared to suggest that the Unionists were making some headway, 
although it should be remembered that margins had always been narrow 
in this division. Before 1906, Schwann’s majority had been 1455 at its 
highest and twenty-six at its lowest (in 1895 and 1900 respectively). The 
majority of 2454 in 1906 had been exceptional. In reality, this was a more 
marginal seat than the 1906 result might imply. The sitting member’s 
personal appeal undoubtedly helped sustain the Liberal vote and perhaps 
helps to explain a swing to the Unionists of only 3%; were he to retire, 
however, the Liberal position might be less secure.

The most interesting contest in January 1910 had been that of 
Manchester South West, a triangular fight resulting in the Unionists cap-
turing the seat from Labour. In December, the Liberals won the seat with 
a small majority of 259. No doubt assisted by Labour’s decision to transfer 
efforts to the eastern divisions, their vote had risen by 10.9% despite a 
reduced turnout. Labour held both its seats though majorities suffered. In 
Manchester North East, Clynes’s majority fell from 1478  in January to 
just 205 in December, his support falling from 58.4% to 51.2% of the vote. 
In the East division, John Sutton retained the seat he had won earlier in 
the year with a majority of 871, the highest of all the city’s constituencies. 
In January it had been 1019 but in percentage terms the Labour share of 
the popular vote had fallen by only 0.2%; the turnout had dropped 
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markedly here from 88.6% to 80.5%. Results such as these served to rein-
force the necessity of a progressive alliance. Despite winning both the seats 
it contested in December 1910, the local Labour organisation was quick 
to acknowledge that significant improvements were essential if the party 
was to maintain its parliamentary position in the city. Clynes told the 
Labour Leader that it was ‘necessary for the Labour Party to make greater 
preparation in the future than we have done up to now … the lack of per-
manent organisation must be removed’.54 The Labour Leader complained 
that ‘one man cannot be expected to improvise an efficient organisation 
where none previously exists’ and suggested that local shortcomings were 
largely because of the central party’s ‘inattention to the work of organisa-
tion’, concluding that ‘in consequence, it had jeopardised the seat of so 
valuable an MP as Clynes’.55

Evaluation of the 1910 general election illustrates a number of impor-
tant points in relation to political development in Manchester. In terms of 
organisation, the Liberal Party appeared to be in good shape in all parts of 
the city. Historians such as Thompson have identified weaknesses in other 
parts of the country, but the evidence in Manchester suggests that the 
party had successfully overhauled its organisation by 1910. This did not 
mean that they were complacent about their electoral position; throughout 
the year, the local organisation had made strenuous efforts to ensure that 
it was ready for a contest. The effectiveness of the party machine would be 
critical in order to ward off determined Unionist attempts to regain a 
foothold in the city’s parliamentary representation. The Unionists were 
determined to recapture some of the ground lost in 1906 and this was 
particularly the case in constituencies such as Manchester North West, 
recaptured at the intervening by-election but lost again at the general elec-
tion in January 1910. Here the choice of candidate reflected the 
Conservative Party’s extent of ambition, Bonar Law himself relinquishing 
the prospect of a safe seat to stand in Manchester. Even with such a strong 
candidate, however, the swing against the Liberals proved to be very small 
at only 1.4%. This suggests that, whilst this was certainly not a safe Liberal 
seat, the party was performing very well here.

For the Labour Party, prospects for the future appeared somewhat inse-
cure despite having two MPs in the city. The majorities in 1906 had been 
high because of the huge backlash against the Unionists, but by the end of 
1910 these had been dramatically reduced. The North East constituency 
in particular presented potential problems. Clynes was undoubtedly 
becoming a popular political figure locally but his majority had fallen 
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alarmingly from 2432 to 1478 to 205 (29.2% to only 2.4%) over the 
course of three elections. In Manchester North East, a predominantly 
working-class constituency, Labour should have been strengthening its 
position but this was not the case; an obvious weakness was organisation. 
The Labour Party still had no permanent local organisation to match that 
of the established parties; its presence was limited to the work of local 
councillors, activists and the candidates themselves. No matter how 
remarkable their efforts, they were not enough to sustain the party’s elec-
toral position in the area and considerable improvements were needed; 
given the limited numbers of canvassers it is probable that many potential 
Labour voters were overlooked. The support of the local Liberal 
Association was invaluable yet this did not highlight the Labour Party’s 
distinctive features. Significantly, Clynes stated that his party had met its 
weakest response from the poorest electors, those least likely to attend 
political meetings or to take the initiative to register themselves. Labour’s 
inability to take active measures to reach these voters may have been criti-
cal, though whether they would have voted in their favour remains uncer-
tain. While clearly appreciative of the difficulties facing Clynes, the national 
party appeared slow to address these issues. Had there been a general 
election in 1915, Clynes may have lost his seat. In terms of issues, both 
general elections of 1910 were dominated by the constitutional question 
though the extent to which this issue actually dominated the campaigns in 
the constituencies differed dramatically.

During 1912, there were two by-elections in Manchester and in both 
the issue of national insurance proved decisive in determining the results. 
As Readman and Blaxill have suggested, by-elections tended to be fought 
on the issues ‘dominating national discourse’.56 Few government mea-
sures have ever attracted as much controversy upon their introduction as 
the 1911 Insurance Act. It represented a significant landmark in the devel-
opment of social welfare provision in Britain, laying the foundations of the 
modern welfare state. Based upon the principle of contribution, the 
scheme insured against loss of health and temporary unemployment. All 
workers earning less than £160 per year were now obliged to make a 
weekly contribution of four pence into the scheme; their employer added 
three pence and the state topped this up with two pence. In return, work-
ers incapacitated through ill heath would be entitled to draw a payment of 
ten shillings a week for thirteen weeks and then five for another thirteen 
weeks. Alongside sickness payments, the scheme provided additional criti-
cal benefits including payment for women on maternity ‘leave’ and 
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sanatorium treatment for those suffering from tuberculosis. The Insurance 
Act insured workers in a select number of trades, mainly manual occupa-
tions, against short-term unemployment. Workers and their employer 
would each make contributions of two and a half pence per week with the 
state adding another three pence. Insured workers would receive seven 
shillings for up to fifteen weeks in one year during periods of unemploy-
ment. All payments were received at the recently established labour 
exchanges. A significant aspect of the national insurance scheme was the 
element of compulsion, that contributions were to be made at source. 
Many skilled workers who were already paying into schemes run by friendly 
societies or trade unions assumed, wrongly, that with the arrival of a 
national scheme they would have to pay twice or receive lesser benefits 
under the state scheme. Conservative campaigning perpetuated these mis-
conceptions while the general principle of the scheme, that of providing 
for others as well as insuring oneself, remained anathema within a value 
system in which a clear distinction was made between the deserving and 
undeserving poor. Despite a considerable degree of suspicion, however, 
the measure became more generally accepted and opposition subsided 
over the following few years. By 1913, nearly two and a half million work-
ers were eligible for unemployment benefits under the scheme and fifteen 
million were covered under its health provisions.

The first by-election followed the appointment of Sir Arthur Haworth 
to the position of Junior Lord of the Treasury. Convention usually ensured 
that such elections were uncontested though the Unionists were as eager 
to capture this critical seat as they had been at the 1908 North West by-
election. Haworth’s opponent was Philip Glazebrook, the would-be can-
didate disqualified in December 1910 for returning his nomination papers 
too late. When the 1912 election was announced, Glazebrook was unfor-
tunately out of the country and had to correspond with his party and elec-
tors via cablegram, returning for only the last few days of the campaign.

Haworth chose to focus almost exclusively on the Insurance Act. The 
compulsory aspect of the scheme perhaps did most to undermine its 
appeal. A sizable proportion of electors within the division already paid 
into insurance schemes and enjoyed relative security of employment. It 
was customary for warehouses to provide sick pay for a limited period and 
it was widely believed that an employee would be compelled to pay four 
pence a week for something he was already sure of and instead of receiving 
full wages he would have to ‘depend on a beggarly pittance from the 
state’.57 Trying to convince the constituency’s warehousemen and clerks 
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of the wider benefits of the Insurance Act proved problematic for the 
Liberal Party and the Unionist’s portrayal of the measure as a ‘serious 
menace to the prosperity of the country’, which would have an ‘especially 
adverse effect’, further heightened their concerns.58 Howarth did his best 
to reassure voters that even if they were already in a scheme they would 
receive substantially increased benefits; appealing to employers he stressed 
that the scheme would reduce expenditure in connection to poor relief.59 
The campaign promoted the idea of the scheme as a ‘state aided, employer 
aided thrift club’,60 which to all intents and purposes it was.

As Glazebrook remained abroad, the Unionists relied upon a series of 
guest speakers and they all adopted one simple strategy: to condemn the 
Insurance Act and other aspects of the Liberal Government’s social welfare 
reform programme. One spoke of the ‘expensive amusement of old age 
pensions’.61 The Liberal Party, on the other hand, argued that since the 
Unionists had voted for the measure in the House of Commons it was 
‘dishonest now to make [it] a plank at by-elections’ and that the election 
had deteriorated into a campaign of ‘falsehoods’.62 The Unionists’ assault 
upon the measure was indeed ferocious. Liberal speakers meanwhile 
sought to appeal to the goodwill of the public spirit, declaring it ‘the 
greatest step forward in the cause of national health and individual happi-
ness there had ever been produced’; it was the first attempt to ‘guard 
English people against the worst horrors of being poor’.63 The Liberals 
went anxiously into polling day although they believed they were ‘holding 
their own’. The party believed that the electorate now had ‘an increased 
awareness of the details of the Act and had come to recognise its sound-
ness’.64 The electors’ response, they hoped, would ‘show their confidence 
in government policy’.65

The result of the Manchester South by-election came as a surprise to 
both parties: the Unionists captured the seat with a majority of 579 on a 
turnout of 84%. Although the swing against the Liberals was large, 
Haworth’s majority being almost 2500  in January 1910, it would be 
wrong to interpret the loss as indicative of a wider crisis for the Liberal 
Party. The Conservative majority was only 4.2% and it is worth remember-
ing that the constituency had an erratic electoral history prior to 1906. On 
this occasion the result was determined by clerks and warehousemen who 
perceived their interests to be threatened by current legislation, namely 
the Insurance Act. Although, in an immediate sense, this represented a 
problem for the Liberal Party, it did not mean it would be a long-term or 
insurmountable one.
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The resignation of the Liberal MP Sir George Kemp in July 1912 saw 
the voters of Manchester North West participating in their fifth parliamen-
tary election in the space of just six years. Few constituencies witnessed 
such regular change in their parliamentary representation. Of all by-
elections in the North West of England before 1914, this was one of the 
most hotly contested. For the Liberals the loss of Manchester North West 
so soon after Haworth’s defeat in Manchester South would represent a 
considerable blow, whilst for the Unionists its recapture would be seen as 
emblematic of a wider turnaround in fortunes for the party and the begin-
ning of the end of the present government. Given the evident unpopular-
ity of much recent legislation, the Insurance Act in particular, the prospect 
of an election in this constituency in the summer of 1912 was, for the 
Liberals, undesirable to say the least. The party did everything it could to 
avoid an election; as Clarke suggests, the situation amounted to ‘one of 
the most extraordinary and sustained campaigns to keep a man in parlia-
ment against his will’.66 The precise reasons for Kemp’s decision caused 
speculation in both the national and local press; the Unionists believed it 
to be primarily connected to his objection to the Home Rule Bill although 
he had also been at odds with his party over Lloyd George’s financial poli-
cies and Welsh disestablishment. One of only two Liberals elected at the 
last general election who had declared themselves against Home Rule, he 
had spoken against it in the House of Commons; on the Bill’s second 
reading he had abstained from voting altogether. Both party officials and 
Kemp himself were at pains to stress that his resignation would allow him 
to concentrate on his business interests but the real reason was almost 
certainly his objection to recent policy and it is likely that he wanted to be 
out of Parliament by the third reading of the Home Rule Bill. 
Correspondence with the Manchester Liberal Federation suggests Kemp 
had first intimated his intentions to resign as early as March 1912.67 The 
party, however, clearly desired that he stay longer, preferably until the next 
general election. In the meantime he was persuaded to postpone his resig-
nation until at least June. He assured constituents that he would ‘put in 
the occasional appearance in the House’ and when he was unable to be 
there, he would utilise the pairing system.68 The manner in which the 
Liberals handled the situation undoubtedly damaged their prospects; by 
delaying the inevitable, it almost certainly allowed the Unionists to begin 
preparations for a contest. Having secured as their candidate Sir John 
Randles, a well-known businessman and former MP for Cockermouth, a 
good amount of campaigning in the constituency had already been 
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undertaken. Conversely, the Liberal Party was in disarray. Rumours circu-
lated that the local association favoured Sir Arthur Haworth to the 
(assumed) nominee, barrister Gordon Hewart. As Chairman of the Board 
of Directors of the Royal Exchange and a popular local Liberal, Haworth 
would have been considered preferable for many but given the character 
of the electorate, in large measure anti-Irish, pro-empire and Anglican, it 
might have been politically advantageous for the Liberals to adopt a union-
ist free trader. Furthermore, given that Haworth had only recently lost his 
seat in Manchester South, it is unlikely that he would have wished to stand 
again so soon, especially in such a vulnerable seat.

It seemed possible that Labour intervention might further damage 
Liberal prospects. A meeting of the North West branch of the ILP had 
been called on 17 July to discuss the selection of a candidate and a meet-
ing of the full membership of the Manchester Labour Party had been 
scheduled. The Manchester and Salford ILP issued a recommendation 
that the seat be contested.69 A possible candidate was J. M. McLachlan 
who had contested Manchester South West in January 1910. A week later 
the Manchester Courier was appalled at how the ‘Labour Party had been 
left behind’, suggesting that the Liberals had deliberately sped up the pro-
cess in order to prevent Labour from selecting a candidate. They had 
‘show[ed] their late allies little consideration’.70 Nothing came of Labour’s 
candidature, but the episode showed their willingness to consider the pos-
sibility of contesting a seat that the Liberals perceived to be naturally 
theirs. The by-election took place soon after another in nearby Crewe 
which had seen the Unionists win with a sizable majority. With this recent 
victory the Unionists entered the Manchester contest with a sense of con-
fidence; Crewe’s close proximity also meant that a large number of party 
workers could quickly be redeployed to the Manchester campaign.

From the beginning of the contest, it was clear that the Insurance Act 
would again be the most prominent issue of the campaign. In his opening 
address, Conservative candidate Randles argued that in a by-election with 
no prospect of a change of government, it was pointless even discussing 
the question of Tariff Reform.71 Instead he sought to discuss the ‘suffer-
ings resulting from current legislation’; in a ‘one nation’ tone, he spoke of 
social, political and economic justice and national unity. The commercial 
credentials of Randles were emphasised with headlines such as ‘a business 
man for business people’, a contrast to the Liberal candidate’s legal back-
ground. As had been the case during recent by-elections in Oldham and 
Manchester South, the position of the business sector was that the Act 

  S. WOLSTENCROFT



  81

would severely handicap the British employer in the world market and 
could lead to a rise in unemployment. National Insurance was neither 
liked nor understood and despite the Liberals’ efforts to alleviate these 
misgivings, it seems that electors of all classes remained unconvinced of its 
merits. For the Liberals the Insurance Act represented one aspect of the 
government’s drive to promote the ‘social advancement of the people’;72 
for the Unionists, it took away from trade unions, friendly societies and 
other working-class organisations the management of their own funds. 
Additionally, they argued, the worker would receive fewer benefits while 
having to contribute more. They claimed legislation had been pushed 
through too quickly, drawing attention to the fact that it had taken seven 
years to develop such a scheme in Germany.73 They also foresaw consider-
able charges to employers. Unionist objections here seem more carefully 
considered: Randles regarded the Act as ‘a good thing but it had been 
carried out in the worst possible way, creating maximum irritation with 
the minimum of benefits’.74 The Liberals caused confusion amongst some 
voters by presenting them with an excessive amount of complex informa-
tion on the measure; neither did the candidate help matters when, at one 
meeting, he told voters that he realised the scheme ‘pressed hard on indi-
viduals but it was capable of amendment’.75 A witty journalist from the 
Manchester Courier concluded that he should ‘join the Amend the Act 
League’.76

Another issue that intensely divided the parties during the by-election 
was Home Rule. The position of the Unionists was clear: any measure of 
Home Rule would lead to the disintegration of the nation, weaken the 
Empire and affect trade, particularly between Manchester and Ireland. 
Given the importance of empire to the interests of the North West con-
stituency, it is interesting that the Liberal candidate stated he was looking 
‘not only for Home Rule for Ireland but for each component part of the 
empire’.77 Hewart sought to emphasise not only the moral rationale for 
Home Rule but the wider practical considerations; he argued that delegat-
ing to Ireland management of its own affairs would relieve Parliament and 
facilitate ‘friendlier relations’ with the USA. A significant misjudgement 
by the Liberal candidate, however, was his admission that Home Rule 
could ‘only be carried at the price of civil war’.78 Hewart claimed that he 
had been misquoted but the Liberals could have done without such con-
troversy on this issue given the retiring member’s record on the subject.

The 1912 Manchester North West by-election saw the Unionists cap-
turing the seat with a sizable majority of 1202 on a relatively low turnout 
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of just under 82%.79 For the Unionists the result represented a substantial 
improvement on Bonar Law’s poll in 1910, with an increase of 8%. The 
Liberal vote had decreased by 21%. With this victory the Unionists won 
their eighth seat at a by-election since December 1910, reducing the 
Liberal majority in the House of Commons to just fourteen.80 This repre-
sented a fragile position for the Liberal Government, although the votes 
of Labour and the Irish representatives upon whom they relied were 
assured. Manchester’s Liberal press determined that ‘there can be no 
excuse in disguising the fact that the Insurance Act in its present condition 
is causing endless irritation and unpopularity’,81 but it went on to affirm 
that this was only likely to be ‘temporary trouble’.82 They believed that 
since Randles had refused to prioritise Tariff Reform ‘the result should not 
be taken to imply that the Free Traders in the community had lost their 
faith’. Indeed, the result served to underline for the Unionists the useful-
ness of remaining cautious in their promotion of Tariff Reform and Clarke 
suggests that experiences such as these ‘stiffened the antipathy’ of 
Unionists in the region towards a full-blown policy.83 This could have had 
significant consequences for the Liberals and Labour in places such as 
Manchester since their victories after 1906 had been largely dependent 
upon hostility towards Unionist candidates on the issue. For the Unionist 
press, the result demonstrated that Manchester’s businessmen were ‘weary 
and distrustful’ of the government and alarmed by ‘mad Lloyd George’s 
finance’ and his ‘incitements to class hatred upon the industrial world’.84

The flagship Liberal policy of social insurance was crucial to the out-
comes of both by-elections in Manchester during 1912, albeit for reasons 
specific to the particular constituencies. In Manchester South it was sub-
urban working-class hostility to the measure which determined Liberal 
fortunes; in Manchester North West it was, for the greater part, the city’s 
businessmen who deemed their interests to be under threat from the 
impact of the scheme. At its inception, the Unionists were able to exploit 
to their electoral advantage the widespread unpopularity of national insur-
ance. The evidence in Manchester suggests that poor electoral perfor-
mance during 1912 was associated with public dissatisfaction with specific 
pieces of legislation.

The prospect of the Liberals holding Manchester North West during 
the summer of 1912 had seemed bleak from the outset; they had done 
everything they could to persuade the sitting member to stay but to no 
avail. Perhaps the Liberals expected to lose the seat, after all it had a tur-
bulent electoral history. Nonetheless, Manchester North West had great 
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symbolic value; its loss represented an embarrassment for the Liberal Party 
locally and nationally. It was possible that once the benefits of the insur-
ance scheme began to be recognised, levels of hostility and suspicion 
would subside and Liberal electoral performance might improve accord-
ingly. It is also important to remember that the Insurance Act was not fully 
operational that summer: contributions were being made but no benefits 
were paid out. Significantly, the Conservatives had not prioritised Tariff 
Reform during the by-elections; some commentators interpreted this to 
mean that the issue had not therefore played a part in the results. Whilst it 
would be unwise to reach this conclusion, it was almost certain that at 
future elections Tariff Reform, for the Unionists, would remain at best 
low key. This required the Liberal Party to reassess its approach in areas 
where it had previously been such a dominant issue, perceiving it to their 
advantage. Whilst the Liberals lost a number of by-elections in the region 
between 1911 and 1913, it would be unwise to suggest that the party was 
facing a wider long-term crisis. The party appreciated there was much 
work to do and redoubled its efforts in Manchester: a new selection com-
mittee was created under Sir Arthur Haworth in 1914 and plans for a 
forthcoming general election were already in hand as early as January of 
that year. The MLF recognised the need to acquire good candidates and, 
in this respect, they appeared to have been particularly successful when 
securing the candidature of future Cabinet Minister Sir John Simon for 
the North West division.85
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CHAPTER 4

Municipal Politics and the Progressive 
Alliance in Manchester, 1906–1914

The progressive landslide across Manchester at the general election of 
1906 appeared to offer the prospect of an equally significant advance in 
municipal politics, yet the immediate contests after the general election 
saw municipal electors voting in favour of retrenchment and against the 
programme of municipalisation adopted by both Labour and Liberal can-
didates.1 The Conservatives fought on a strong anti-municipal trading 
platform and the candidates who made this issue the key plank of their 
campaigns overturned sitting Liberal majorities or, if they already held the 
ward, substantially increased their majorities. The net result of the 1906 
contests was a Conservative gain of three seats.2 Despite Labour’s endeav-
our to increase its municipal representation, the party saw its numbers 
decline. From the seven wards Labour contested they were successful in 
just one, Ardwick. The local organisation was especially disappointed with 
the loss of Harpurhey, where W. T. Jackson was considered one of the 
party’s most capable advocates on the council.3 Labour had failed to 
capture working-class wards such as Longsight, St. Luke’s, Harpurhey and 
Miles Platting, though some of the losses were close and the party’s vote 
was generally respectable, demonstrating an ability to pose a challenge to 
both the Liberals and Conservatives. The 1906 municipal contests were 
equally disappointing for the Liberals who were defeated in Cheetham and 
New Cross. A number of factors contributed to this poor performance. 
The electoral value of the free trade issue was limited at the municipal elec-
tions and, more particularly, the Liberals in government had begun to 
alienate some sections of society. The Education Bill, in particular, served 

http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.1007/978-3-319-75744-5_4&domain=pdf


90 

to alienate voters in parts of Manchester where Tory Anglican sentiment 
was strong. In 1906 there was just one three-cornered contest, in St 
George’s, where the Conservatives won with a narrow majority of just 3%; 
Labour came third obtaining 17% of the vote. Without Labour interven-
tion, the Liberals could have captured the seat. The following year saw just 
three contests involving Liberal and Labour candidates; in Harpurhey 
Labour now beat the Conservatives into second place.4 In the other two 
wards, however, Labour came bottom, although the party’s vote was again 
respectable, at 23% and 21%. In its annual review the local party was highly 
critical of the ‘lack of enthusiasm’ shown by its affiliated societies during 
the municipal elections.5

As was the case during its parliamentary campaigns, a significant prob-
lem for the fledgling Labour Party was weakness of organisation and the 
limited numbers of party workers. The year 1908 saw an especially large 
number of contested seats in Manchester: twenty-five in total. The promi-
nent issue of the campaigns was the question of unemployment and the 
role of the city council in attempts to alleviate the problem. Throughout 
the year, the Liberal Lord Mayor had been vocal on this increasingly seri-
ous problem and had arranged a series of public meetings and established 
a registry for employers. At the municipal contests, Liberal candidates 
focused virtually exclusive attention upon unemployment which may have 
made it difficult for Labour candidates to present the issue in a distinctive 
manner. Again, the party made very little progress: from seven candidates 
fielded, the party returned just two, in the mining district of Bradford and 
in New Cross. These successes were negated, however, by the loss of Miles 
Platting and Openshaw, both of which saw the Conservatives winning 
with large majorities. The overall result of the 1908 contests was a net 
Conservative gain of six seats. The Labour Party now had eight elected 
councillors, three fewer than in 1906; the Liberals had ten fewer. This 
period was one of frustration for both Liberals and the Labour Party. 
Evaluation of the 1908 contests suggests a number of important factors in 
relation to electoral politics at the local level. First, it is interesting that 
there were no three-cornered contests. Second, it appears that the Labour 
Party was focusing its efforts in its strongest areas, Openshaw, Harpurhey 
and Miles Platting, in the main unsuccessfully. More worryingly, Labour 
was struggling to consolidate its position in parts of the city where we 
might expect it to have performed better, for instance in Ardwick and 
Newton Heath. Additionally, a number of members for key wards such as 
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Openshaw and Miles Platting were not re-elected. The Liberals appeared 
to concentrate on the central and suburban wards while the Conservatives 
stood in virtually every ward and remained dominant in Manchester’s 
municipal politics.6

With the inclusion of Gorton and Levenshulme, the 1909 municipal 
elections saw numerous contested seats but, as the Manchester City News 
lamented, there was no ‘burning question other than the vague declara-
tion that the rates must be reduced’.7 The elections saw contests in twenty-
four wards for thirty-three vacant seats and the parties stood a record 
number of candidates, sixty-four in total. Given the increased number of 
available seats, the 1909 contests provided Labour with an opportunity to 
make inroads in its municipal representation on the City Council. The 
party stood in twelve wards with seventeen candidates.8 The new additions 
provided mixed results: Gorton North and South returned three Labour 
members, one Liberal, one Conservative and an Independent, whilst 
Levenshulme, similarly divided, returned three Liberals, two Conservatives 
and an Independent.9 In Levenshulme North Labour came bottom, poll-
ing just 14% of the vote.10 Labour again appeared to target wards selectively, 
focusing efforts in three key wards, Ardwick, Harpurhey and St Luke’s. 
The party lost the first two only narrowly but won the last by a significant 
majority. While Labour was doing well in Gorton, the party had per-
formed poorly in Levenshulme, a reflection of the respective social and 
religious composition of these districts. Labour was doing best in the 
respectable working-class districts, wards where the electorate consisted 
primarily of better-paid workers and, more significantly, highly unionised 
sectors such as miners, engineers and railway workers in places such as 
Bradford, Gorton, Openshaw and Newton Heath.11 By contrast, districts 
such as Ardwick, Harpurhey and St Mark’s contained sizable pockets of 
slum areas where the inhabitants were predominantly Anglican. These 
wards were strongholds of popular working-class Conservatism and clearly 
difficult territory for the Labour Party to permeate.12 The year 1909 saw 
Liberal and Labour conflicts in just two wards,13 a three-way contest in 
Longsight and a two-way contest in Openshaw. The former saw Labour 
push the Liberals into third place, the latter saw the retiring Labour mem-
ber returned with a majority of 12%. It seems that the Liberals were stand-
ing down in favour of Labour in many of the working-class areas of the 
city and likewise Labour was not challenging the Liberals in the central 
and suburban districts, Didsbury, All Saints, Cheetham, Rusholme and St 
John’s, for example.
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A number of emerging issues divided local politics along more clearly 
defined party lines in the city from 1910. One of the most controversial 
was the future of the Royal Infirmary site and candidates at municipal elec-
tions sought to attach political meaning to how the site ought to be uti-
lised.14 Labour candidates attempted, but largely failed, to divert attention 
from this issue and onto the question of housing, particularly the purchas-
ing powers of the corporation and the acquisition of land for building 
programmes.15 The 1910 municipal elections saw Labour continue to 
focus on areas of the city where it already had a strong presence, the par-
ty’s ten candidates concentrated in what was now familiar Labour terri-
tory, Ardwick, Bradford, Gorton, New Cross and Openshaw. The strategy 
proved successful, with the party returning seven councillors. It is worth 
recognising, however, that most of Labour’s majorities were small, 5% of 
the total vote in Blackley and Moston and Harpurhey, 7% in Gorton 
North, and just one actual vote in Openshaw. Furthermore, the party 
found it more difficult when faced with both Liberal and Conservative 
opponents.16 In a three-cornered contest in the socially mixed Longsight 
ward, Labour came bottom of the poll, obtaining just 20% of the vote to 
the Liberal’s 36%. In New Cross, where there were two seats available, a 
Labour candidate was elected but his poll was 19% behind that of the 
Conservatives. In Ardwick, Labour intervention pushed the Liberals into 
third place allowing the Conservative to sneak in.17 This illustrated the 
futility of progressive confrontation given that the total anti-Conservative 
poll amounted to 63% of the vote.18

After 1906, the Manchester Liberal Federation had become deter-
mined to improve the performance of the progressive forces in municipal 
politics, and this culminated in the establishment of the Municipal 
Progressive Association (MPA) in 1911. The role of the MPA was two-
fold: to assist the associations in finding candidates and to aid essential 
preparatory work for the municipal contests. In March 1911, for example, 
the MPA contacted all ward associations, requesting reports on election 
prospects and urging that ‘arrangements … be made’. Senior officials were 
dispatched to Ardwick and St Luke’s, where the party had experienced 
difficulties in previous contests and was anxious to improve its position.19 
Both wards received new financial assistance to enable candidates to 
arrange meetings and the MPA rendered valuable assistance to the ward 
associations in organising meetings in the month immediately preceding 
the municipal elections.20 The party also hoped to draw attention to their 
councillors’ achievements.21 The 1911 elections saw the Conservatives 
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losing three seats, two to Labour and one to the Liberals, Labour having 
fielded twelve candidates and secured the return of six. Altogether, the 
Liberals fielded fifteen candidates, nine of whom were elected, and there 
had been just one contest in which the progressives faced each other. This 
suggests that, during this period at least, the MPA may have been influen-
tial in averting conflict. The overall composition of the city council now 
stood at seventy Conservatives, forty-three Liberals and seventeen Labour 
representatives. The following year there were contests in just seventeen of 
the thirty-four wards and a relatively high number of uncontested returns. 
Two wards stand out in particular: in Harpurhey, a three-cornered fight 
saw Labour push the Liberals into third place, and in Ardwick the Liberals 
again finished bottom, obtaining just 14% of the vote.22 Diplomacy had 
broken down in this part of the city and the consequence of a split in the 
progressive vote was to allow the Conservatives to capture the seat. There 
appeared to be increasing Labour strength in some parts of the city at the 
expense of the Liberals. In some working-class wards, Labour had become 
the major anti-Conservative force, but the party still found it difficult to 
beat them. Labour was strongest in Bradford, Gorton North and 
Openshaw owing to the socio-economic and occupational profile of these 
districts. A critical feature of the municipal elections before 1914 was the 
decreasing number of contests each year. The last year of peace saw just 
nineteen seats contested.23 The year 1913 appears to have been one of 
some Liberal recovery, notably at the three-cornered contest in Blackley 
and Moston.24 The Manchester Guardian claimed that the progressive 
forces were making gains against the Conservatives across the city as a 
whole, a not inconsiderable achievement after seven years in government. 
Labour stood in just seven wards with eight candidates, four of whom 
were returned; two of these were new members. The progressive forces in 
1913 achieved a good strike rate, considering the small number of candi-
dates and the overall results.

Scrutiny of municipal representation may suggest that Labour remained 
peripheral to the city’s politics, yet this was certainly not the case. On the 
contrary, analysis of the Manchester City Council’s monthly meetings 
illustrates that the new Labour group, albeit small in number, had a sig-
nificant impact on the character of municipal debate. As in other parts of 
the country, a key issue the Labour group campaigned upon throughout 
the period was that of wages, especially those of municipal employees. The 
corporation was, after all, one of the city’s major employers. The Labour 
group and its leader Tom Fox, in particular, proved to be capable advocates 
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of issues including wage capping, standardisation and the right to work. 
The year 1909 marked a turning point in the role of the Labour members 
on the city council. From this point onwards, Labour interventions within 
council debates not only brought the issue of wages to the agenda but also 
helped to win a number of key votes on the question.25 In February 1909, 
a proposal to instruct all the council’s committees to refrain from any 
wage increases for a year was defeated after Labour intervention.26 The 
following month, a proposed increase in salaries for officials was also 
defeated and on this occasion it was reported that the majority against was 
so large ‘no-one asked for a count’.27 Labour’s interjections on other 
labour issues also received surprisingly positive responses. Later in 1909, a 
Labour proposal that a committee be established to consider an eight-
hour day and forty-hour week for all corporation workers was agreed by 
fifty-three to eighteen votes.28 The Labour group benefited on these occa-
sions from the support of Liberal members as well as a number of 
Conservatives, especially those representing working-class wards. 
Nevertheless, the Labour group had taken the lead on the issue. 
Throughout 1910, the Labour group became increasingly critical of the 
city council’s inaction concerning the problem of unemployment. Because 
of its refusal to appeal for public funds, the Distress Committee in particu-
lar was accused of failing to deal with the problem. Labour’s councillors 
took up the issue strongly and in consequence of this intervention, the 
authority embarked upon a series of initiatives to relieve unemployment. 
The Labour group was making its presence felt in the council chamber but 
the extent to which this resonated with municipal voters more widely may 
be questioned. By focusing attention upon aspects such as municipal 
wages, the perception that Labour existed as a sectional interest that did 
not extend beyond trade unionism may inadvertently have been rein-
forced. This may not have sat comfortably with electors in some parts of 
Manchester, many of whom were not members of a trade union.

Council politics in the years before 1914 illustrate the extent to which 
progressive cooperation existed at the municipal level. Despite no formal 
alliance, the voting patterns of the Liberal and Labour groups at the 
monthly meetings suggests that a progressive bloc had indeed developed 
after 1906, with the parties regularly voting together. They shared similar 
aims and objectives on social reform and, if they united, the progressive 
forces could pose a considerable threat to Conservative domination of the 
council chamber. This may have disadvantaged Labour insofar as it could 
make it difficult for the party to present a distinctive appeal and separate 
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identity; whilst it was becoming more assertive and intent on widening its 
municipal role, both the electorate and the established parties may have 
continued to regard it as little more than a pressure group and adjunct of 
the Liberal Party.

For a number of historians, electoral developments in municipal politics 
before 1914 provide evidence of an identifiable Labour advance.29 
McHugh contends that Labour made ‘smooth progress’ in Manchester 
before 1914 and the party’s ‘popularity and rise’, admittedly concentrated 
in the working-class districts of the city, was already ‘cemented’ by that 
point; post-war success was founded upon an advance made before the 
outbreak of war.30 Analysis of voting patterns in Manchester’s municipal 
contests between 1906 and 1913 does not, however, suggest an imminent 
Labour breakthrough. Where Labour faced both Conservative and Liberal 
opponents its performance was poor, and in areas of the city where popu-
lar Conservatism remained strong, it experienced significant difficulties in 
establishing itself. In the sixteen contests which saw both Liberal and 
Labour candidates at municipal elections before 1914, Labour managed 
to outpoll the Liberals on seven occasions, though the party was able to 
win only twice.31 Of the thirteen wards that saw multiparty contests involv-
ing Conservatives, Liberals and Labour, the Conservatives were returned 
in ten. This was a reminder of the necessity of progressive cooperation at 
the municipal level. The number of candidates put forward may itself be 
perceived as an indicator of party strength, or at least ambition. While the 
number of Labour candidates increased to nine after 1909, this had fallen 
back to just five in 1913. Fewer candidates perhaps reflected a more selec-
tive targeting of wards, although this tactic was not always successful. The 
Liberals’ position within Manchester’s municipal politics appears to have 
been equally precarious. Whilst their share of the municipal vote remained 
relatively stable, the party suffered increasing numbers of defeats in areas 
where it had previously been successful, in Withington, Exchange and 
Rusholme, though analysis of Liberal versus Conservative contests shows 
that the vote could often be extremely close. Given the geographical char-
acter of party support, it is unsurprising that the local Liberal Federation 
was anxious to establish some form of municipal entente along similar 
lines as the Progressive Alliance at the parliamentary level. The Labour 
Party appears to have been advancing in the ‘better off’ working-class 
districts to the east of the city whereas the Liberals continued to prosper 
in the affluent middle-class suburbs and the socially mixed wards. 
Longsight represented a particular success for the MPA. The Conservatives 
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had won the seat easily between 1907 and 1910, four successive three-
cornered contests all of which had seen the Liberals outperforming 
Labour. Yet in 1911, the Liberals withdrew in favour of Labour and there-
after the gap became progressively narrower with Labour eventually cap-
turing the seat in 1913. The Conservatives were particularly strong in 
working-class wards in the centre and north of the city, Medlock Street, 
New Cross, Miles Platting, St. John’s and Ardwick, and showed signs of 
becoming stronger in other districts.

The parties had developed in such a way that their appeal was spatial, 
yet in relation to the overall composition of the City Council there is no 
evidence to suggest that any significant transformation was imminent. 
Even in districts where the Labour Party appeared to be making headway, 
development remained tentative; the LRC, for example, had won Ardwick 
in 1904 and again in 1906, but thereafter won only once, in 1911. Control 
of the city council in Manchester remained a distant prospect but despite 
an extremely tentative electoral advance, the group’s impact within the 
council itself was not altogether limited. Despite possessing just sixteen 
elected councillors, less than an eighth of the council’s total membership, 
the Labour group was not of peripheral significance. The group asserted 
itself in a confident and positive manner, believing that the value of its 
municipal representatives remained to be fully appreciated, largely because 
the results were ‘not immediately visible to the public eye’.32 Nonetheless, 
the group persisted and ‘more than held their own in the debates’.33 The 
period after 1911 witnessed a growing number of labour disputes across 
the city and the subjects of wages and conditions of work were of great 
significance. The Labour members took the lead on these questions. From 
this time a frequent criticism of Labour began to emerge, that the party 
represented too narrow a sectional interest. Some even claimed that the 
Labour members were ‘paid agitators’ seeking municipal representation 
only in order to ‘advocate an increase in wages’.34 Whilst pronounced hos-
tility towards Labour was rare before 1914 it nonetheless illustrates some 
of the difficulties faced by the new organisation. Another obstacle in the 
way of Labour’s progress in municipal politics during the earlier stages of 
its development was in connection with the party’s limited representation 
on council committees. Where much of the critical work took place, 
Labour’s poor representation on these limited the party’s ability to exert 
an influence on policy.35 Even so, the Labour representatives on the city 
council had played a critical role in improving the conditions of many 
workers. Despite occasional opposition within the council chamber, 
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Labour amendments were often decisive in securing improvements. The 
Labour Party itself believed that ‘no section of workers had benefited 
more by Labour representation’ than municipal workers but, equally, it 
was recognised that they ‘gave less support to the party than those who 
[were] employed outside of the corporation’.36

The politics of the Progressive Alliance at the municipal level were com-
plicated. The Labour Party appeared most independent in the council 
chamber and, to a slightly lesser extent, at the municipal elections. It was 
in municipal politics that a drive for truly independent labour representa-
tion was most pronounced although it is wise not to exaggerate the point. 
At the municipal elections, with such a huge number of seats to police, it 
was perhaps inevitable that some of the local parties would ignore party 
advice and stand candidates in their wards rather than make way for 
Liberals, even if they were better positioned. There were some seats, 
noticeably Harpurhey, which all parties appeared determined to fight 
almost every year. Ultimately, however, whilst the number of three-
cornered contests increased slightly in the years just before the outbreak of 
war, they remained the exception to the rule.

Summary: Manchester, 1906–1914
Despite being fragmented and largely dependent upon Liberal acquies-
cence, the Labour Party had made significant electoral progress in 
Manchester before 1914. Initial growth was concentrated in areas with 
significant trade union membership, the north-east and east of the city, 
but even in these areas there was not always an identifiable swing to Labour 
at this stage. Elsewhere, politics in poorer districts of Manchester remained 
dominated by either deeply embedded popular Conservatism or by 
Liberalism and there appeared little evidence in either municipal or parlia-
mentary politics that these traditional loyalties were about to change. 
Labour’s wider progress appeared painfully slow and little evidence exists 
to suggest the emergence of a powerful and distinct Labour appeal based 
on policy.

Analysis of Manchester suggests that Labour’s advance was by no means 
assured before 1914 and at best the party’s prospects appeared tenuous. 
The contention that the seeds of future Labour growth were well in place 
before 1914 appears to rest on slim foundations when one considers elec-
toral politics in Manchester. When Labour did challenge the Liberal Party, 
it tended to fare badly. Its position in the more unionised parts of the city  
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seems to have been only slightly more secure. As J. R. Clynes’s position 
illustrates, Labour continued to face deeply entrenched popular working-
class Conservatism in this type of district.

In Manchester, there were occasions before 1914 when relations broke 
down, yet such instances should not be perceived as indicative of a wider 
and more serious collapse of the Progressive Alliance; it is important, how-
ever, to recognise that the longer-term durability of progressive coopera-
tion remains more of an open question. Equally, it is unwise to exaggerate 
the permeation of New Liberalism in Manchester. Apart from a few excep-
tions, Manchester’s Liberal parliamentary candidates before 1914 cam-
paigned on a traditional, some might suggest mundane, political platform. 
Most continued, dogmatically, to focus principally on the question of free 
trade at the expense of other issues. The majority of the party’s candidates 
appeared to lack the dynamism we would associate with New Liberalism 
and a city with such a glorious Liberal past. This is not to suggest that the 
party was losing ideological momentum to Labour, far from it; the Labour 
Party appeared to be as moderate as the Liberals. Ultimately, the Liberal 
Party in Manchester seems to have become preoccupied solely with the 
task of defeating Tariff Reform. On the eve of war, Liberalism in 
Manchester remained electorally significant but did not appear ideologi-
cally vibrant. Analysis of election campaigns illustrates that the traditional 
Liberal issue of free trade remained central to the party’s electoral plat-
form and that the impact of the New Liberalism was limited to a relatively 
small number of candidates. This provides little support to the contention 
that the period prior to 1914 heralded an altogether new era for Liberalism 
based on the permeation of a new Liberal radicalism.

Notes

1.	 It is important to note that the franchise for municipal elections differed 
from that of parliamentary elections. For example, following the 1888 
Local Government Act, women were permitted to vote in county and bor-
ough elections.

2.	 The LRC lost one seat (Harpurhey) and sitting Liberals were defeated in 
Cheetham and New Cross wards. It was believed that the Liberal Alexander 
Porter was defeated in Cheetham on the question of the new Education 
Bill; see Manchester City News, 3 November 1906.

3.	 Jackson lost by an extremely narrow margin of 23 votes, 1% of those cast. 
Harpurhey possessed a large Catholic community who had previously been 
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loyal to the Liberals because of the Home Rule issue. The Education Bill, 
however, ignited Catholic opinion and probably underpinned the 
Conservatives candidate’s poll (at the same time going against Labour); 
Manchester Guardian, 2 November 1906.

4.	 In percentage terms, the breakdown was as follows: Labour 44%, 
Conservative 36%, Liberal 18% and Independent 0.8%.

5.	 Manchester and Salford Labour Representation Committee Annual Report, 
1908.

6.	 Of the twenty-five contested seats in 1908 only three, All Saints, Bradford 
and Openshaw, did not see a Conservative candidate. The Liberals con-
tested seventeen.

7.	 Manchester City News, 29 October 1909.
8.	 This includes wards with more than one member to be elected. The 

Conservatives stood twenty-six candidates in twenty-one wards while the 
Liberals stood fourteen in twelve.

9.	 Labour performed much better in Gorton North.
10.	 Labour did not field a candidate in Levenshulme South.
11.	 A reflection of this is how the Labour wards tended to be ones with higher 

rents.
12.	 For a good analysis of the development of working-class neighbourhoods 

during this period see, M. Savage and A. Miles, The Remaking of the British 
Working-Class 1840–1949 (London, 1994), pp.  64–68 and also 
J. Lawrence, ‘The British Sense of Class’, Journal of Contemporary History, 
35, 2 (2000).

13.	 This excludes wards with three seats.
14.	 The essence of the debate related to whether or not a new city art gallery 

should be built on the site. Labour candidates argued the case for the site 
to be used for housing and others simply wished it be left as an open public 
space. This debate persisted for some time.

15.	 See speech by W.T. Jackson in Manchester City News, 22 October 1910.
16.	 In 1910, for example, three of the five gains were taken from independents 

and only two from the established parties.
17.	 The Conservative majority over Labour was just 2%. Certainly, without 

Liberal intervention Labour would have won this seat.
18.	 The Conservative majority over Labour was just 45 votes. The respective 

poll was 33% and 30% for Labour and the Liberals respectively.
19.	 Municipal Progressive Association Executive Committee Minutes, 10 March 

1911.
20.	 Municipal Progressive Association Executive Committee Minutes, 31 July 

1911.
21.	 Ibid.
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22.	 In Harpurhey the Conservatives won with 44% of the vote, Labour came 
second with 31% and the Liberals last with 24%; in Ardwick the 
Conservatives secured a significant majority, 29% of the vote cast, over the 
second-placed Labour candidate who obtained 28% of the vote.

23.	 A record number of fifteen wards were uncontested. The overall result saw 
the Liberals gaining two seats (Blackley and Moston and St Michaels) and 
Labour losing one. Note, however, that the Liberals lost Didsbury and 
Moss Side East.

24.	 The Liberals won with a 5% majority over the second-placed Conservative, 
whilst Labour came third obtaining 27% of the vote.

25.	 Manchester Guardian, 8 August 1909.
26.	 On this occasion, the Labour group’s Joseph Billam won the argument in 

support of wage increases and the council voted 54 to 28 against limiting 
wages. Manchester Guardian, 4 February 1909.

27.	 Manchester Guardian, 4 March 1909.
28.	 Manchester Guardian, 5 September 1909.
29.	 See M.G.  Sheppard and J.  L. Halstead, ‘Labour’s Municipal Election 

Performance in Provincial England and Wales, 1900–1913’, Bulletin of the 
Society of the Study for Labour History (1979) and K.  Laybourn and 
J. Reynolds, Liberalism and the Rise of Labour (London, 1984).

30.	 See D. McHugh, ‘The Labour Party in Manchester and Salford before the 
First World War: A Case of Unequal Development’, Manchester Region 
History Review, 14 (2000), pp. 15–23.

31.	 These were Harpurhey in 1907 and New Cross in 1910. Note that this 
figure excludes Gorton South in 1909 where three seats were available and 
both a Labour and Liberal candidate were returned.

32.	 See, Manchester and Salford Labour Representation Committee Annual 
Report, 1911.

33.	 This was the view of the Manchester LRC (cited in ibid.) and appears to be 
an accurate assessment.

34.	 See a particularly heated debate in December 1912 that centred on whether 
skilled employees such as engineers (amongst others) ought to be paid 
more than the standard rate. Labour’s response to accusations of them 
representing only sectional interests was to accuse the established parties of 
being ‘the paid advocates of the property owners’. Manchester Guardian, 
5 December 1912. Tellingly, this meeting saw Labour’s largest defeat to 
date; Labour’s amendment was lost by 73 to 23 votes; see report in 
Manchester Guardian, 9 January 1913.

35.	 Manchester Central Labour Party, Annual Report, 1911.
36.	 See Manchester Central Labour Party Annual Report, 1914.
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CHAPTER 5

The Complexities of Progressive 
Cooperation: Lib-Labism and Electoral 
Politics in Stoke-on-Trent, 1903–1910

Until the 1880s the borough of Stoke-upon-Trent was a double-member 
constituency; sometimes two Liberals were returned, on other occasions a 
Liberal and a Conservative, although the area appeared more Liberal than 
Conservative. With redistribution in 1885, a separate seat was created for 
the town of Stoke-upon-Trent (hereafter referred to as Stoke) while 
Hanley and Burslem were brought together as one constituency under the 
title of Hanley Parliamentary Borough. Stoke was subsequently captured 
by the Liberals for three successive general elections in 1885, 1886 and 
1892 and at a by-election in 1890; on all occasions, the Liberal vote was 
high.1 In 1895, a Liberal Unionist won the seat with a narrow majority of 
2.4%. Hanley was represented by a Liberal MP until 1900 when, largely as 
a consequence of the Boer War, both seats fell narrowly to the Unionists. 
This defeat prompted the Liberals to reassess their position in the area and 
they now considered the feasibility of some form of coalition with organ-
ised labour in the belief that the potential electoral appeal could be signifi-
cant. At the same time, the principal trade unions in the area were also 
beginning to examine their political position. This primarily entailed the 
miners’ union considering the viability of seeking independent representa-
tion. From this period, a distinct Lib-Labism in North Staffordshire 
started to develop, and from it emerged a particularly distinctive type of 
Lib-Lab representative.

Nationally, the first working-class MPs were elected from the mid-
1870s. These members accepted the Liberal whip but were permitted a 
degree of freedom on labour issues. They formed a distinct group in 

http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.1007/978-3-319-75744-5_5&domain=pdf


104 

Parliament and by 1886 numbered twelve; one of them, Henry Broadhurst 
(secretary of the TUC’s Parliamentary Committee), was appointed a 
junior minister. Approximately half of these MPs were former miners who 
had gained experience in their trade union before embarking on political 
careers; the remainder were leading officials from other unions. The 
Liberal leadership appeared enthusiastic in encouraging a greater number 
of Lib-Lab MPs yet in many areas local Liberal Associations refused to 
endorse working-class candidates. Famously, Keir Hardie, Ramsay 
MacDonald and Arthur Henderson were rejected as prospective Liberal-
Labour candidates. An apparent reluctance of some Liberal Associations 
to adopt working men was an essential context in the growing call for 
independent action and organisation. With the formation of the LRC in 
1900, the position of Lib-Lab MPs became rather uncertain although it 
should be remembered that a number of Britain’s largest unions including 
the Miners’ Union did not initially affiliate to the LRC.

Initially, the Liberal Party in the Potteries had to deal with a number of 
dissenters, those for whom accommodation with the labour interest 
implied a belief that the party might be taken over by socialists. Despite 
some misgivings, however, in April 1902 a meeting of local Liberal and 
labour representatives was convened in order to determine the ‘advisabil-
ity of fighting the seat on labour and progressive lines … providing a suit-
able candidate [were one to be] forthcoming’.2 One month later, the 
decision was taken to adopt John Ward as the prospective parliamentary 
candidate for Stoke. Ward served with the British Army in Sudan and had 
been a member of the SDF in Battersea during the 1880s. He later became 
chairman of the Battersea branch of the Gas Workers’ Union and was 
involved in the creation of the Navvies’, Bricklayers’, Labourers’ and 
General Labourers’ Unions. From this point he had adopted a more 
Liberal stance and became active in the cross-party National Democratic 
League, becoming the organisation’s chairman in 1902.3 Ward arrived in 
Stoke with the hope of obtaining the LRC nomination but, critically, he 
made explicit efforts to obtain an electoral agreement with the local 
Liberal Association. This situation antagonised some elements within the 
local labour movement, although the weakness of the LRC in Stoke meant 
they were unable to mount effective opposition to his candidature.4

For the radical wing of the Stoke Liberals, Ward represented an ideal 
candidate, a progressive who, it was believed, could strengthen the Liberal 
position in the area. Some local Liberals, however, clearly believed the 
position to be untenable and that the Liberal Party alone, without Labour 
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support, could in any case hold the seat. In July 1902, a meeting of the 
North Staffordshire Liberal Association resolved to adopt a Liberal candi-
date in opposition to Ward.5 It was hoped that the prospective candidate 
would be Alfred Billson, a well-known Liberal who had previously been 
MP for Barnstaple and Halifax. He needed more time to consider his posi-
tion and the following January decided to decline the invitation on the 
grounds that local unity was more important.6 It seems possible that the 
national party applied pressure to the Staffordshire Liberals to allow Ward 
a free run. By the beginning of 1903, therefore, some form of ‘progressive 
alliance’ had been established in Stoke, although the degree to which it 
was ideologically motivated or entirely supported by the Liberals remained 
uncertain. Nevertheless, an accommodation of the labour interest was 
attractive since it could enhance the Liberals’ image as a party committed 
to representing working-class interests and would certainly improve local 
organisation.

Whilst Hanley was not an exclusively mining constituency, the miners 
formed the most powerful group within the town’s politics and shaped its 
development more than any other occupational sector. The North 
Staffordshire miners were widely perceived to be politically moderate, 
‘laggards’ of the wider movement away from Liberal patronage.7 Conflict 
between the Liberal Party and organised labour in Hanley therefore 
seemed unlikely. The pottery workers, numerically the predominant occu-
pational group in the town, remained equally loyal to Liberalism.8

As part of Herbert Gladstone’s overhaul of the party organisation in the 
summer of 1903, the local Liberal organisations were restructured, culmi-
nating in the inauguration of the North Staffordshire Liberal Federation. 
This marked the end of a long period of inadequate organisation in the 
area and improvements served to encourage a more united front for the 
Liberals and Labour. Furthermore, it appears that a sizeable proportion of 
local Labour supporters welcomed a more formal relationship with the 
Liberals, some even believing that the pursuit of independent labour rep-
resentation was an inappropriate route to take.9 Certainly, a section of the 
local Labour movement did not favour cooperation with the Liberals and 
the local ILP branches contained elements hostile to any involvement with 
Liberalism. The greater proportion of the movement, however, continued 
to support the concept of a ‘progressive alliance’.

Nonconformity was fundamental to the development and character of 
Labour politics in North Staffordshire. Courting this interest was impera-
tive if Labour was to advance in the area, although it is important to 
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recognise that the relationship between Nonconformity and Labour poli-
tics was an organic one. The chapels had become the springboard for a 
generation of trade union activists and became the connecting point 
between Liberalism and trade unionism and then, conversely, between 
Liberalism and Labour as a political party. Labour’s early representatives in 
North Staffordshire were active Nonconformists, usually staunch 
Methodists, and their religion informed their politics as much as their class 
or occupation.10 Experience as lay preachers gave some trade union activ-
ists invaluable experience on the public platform. It also encouraged a 
strong relationship with the local Liberal elite.

In spite of earlier wrangling over his candidature, John Ward secured 
the Liberal-Labour nomination in Stoke while Enoch Edwards was 
selected in Hanley. Edwards had been a working miner until he had been 
injured in an accident in the early 1870s. Having embarked upon a career 
as a trade union organiser, he became treasurer and then general secretary 
of the North Staffordshire Miners’ Federation. At the formation of the 
Miners’ Federation of Great Britain (MFGB) in 1889, Edwards was 
appointed treasurer. His career in local politics had begun in 1886 when 
he was elected to the Burslem Town Council, later becoming Alderman 
and finally Mayor between 1899 and 1890.11 Throughout his political life, 
Edwards remained a moderate Lib-Laber and this was no doubt con-
nected to his staunch Primitive Methodism. Edwards had first been put 
forward as a prospective miners’ candidate for Newcastle-Under-Lyme in 
1892 but the local Liberal Association refused to endorse him and he sub-
sequently withdrew.12 In 1900, he had been adopted as an MFGB-Liberal 
candidate in Hanley but had encountered considerable hostility owing to 
his opposition to the Boer War.13 In 1904, he became president of the 
Miners’ Federation of Great Britain. Two years later, the Liberals agreed 
to support Ward and Edwards in the general election on condition that 
the Labour organisations would assist Liberal campaigns in Newcastle-
under-Lyme, North West Staffordshire and Leek.14 Both received sub-
stantial assistance from the North Staffordshire Trades’ and Labour 
Council, chairman Herbert Emery acting as vice president of the election 
committee. That both Edwards’s and Ward’s campaigns represented the 
combined forces of Liberalism and Labour was reflected by the formation 
of a joint Liberal–Labour election committee for the duration of the 1906 
general election.15

While the Potteries had been largely under Liberal control after 1895, 
it would be unwise to perceive Conservatism as having only peripheral 
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influence. There existed significant pockets of Conservative support in the 
area, one reflection being membership of the Primrose League, the grass 
roots political-cum-social organisation established in 1883 to promote 
Conservative ideals. Both Potteries seats had some degree of Primrose 
League strength with Hanley, Stoke and Fenton possessing active 
habitations. As in many other parts of the country, popular Conservatism 
was more or less exclusively working class.16 Given the limited amount of 
information available, it is difficult to make an accurate assessment about 
its wider influence, although it appears that popular working-class 
Conservatism was well organised as reports on the Unionist Workingmen’s 
Association testify.

The Liberal–Labour campaigns focused principally upon Free Trade, 
Chinese Slavery, Trade Union legislation, in particular the Miners’ Bill, 
and demands for amendment of the Workers’ Compensation Act. 
Alongside these matters, the two Liberal–Labour candidates focused 
attention upon a number of social issues such as old age pensions, unem-
ployment and education.17 John Ward conducted an impressive campaign 
and addressed a wider array of issues than any other candidate in either 
Stoke-on-Trent or Manchester. For no obvious reason, the Staffordshire 
Sentinel chose to refer to him simply as the Labour candidate although the 
newspaper stressed that he was endorsed by and received the active sup-
port of the local Liberals.18 He did indeed adopt a more discernibly 
‘Labour’ stance and articulated his arguments in more decisively anti-
capitalist language; he also attacked his opponent much more directly. 
Considering the increasingly precarious economic position of the working 
man, he told one meeting how ‘the friends of the Tories, the capitalists, 
the clergy and the brewers [had] taken the cream of the extra taxation 
raised by [their] hard labour’.19 Edwards never used this sort of language. 
Throughout the campaign, Ward reiterated how the constituency’s 
Unionist member Douglas Coghill had ‘always voted against the interests 
of the workers’20 in Parliament, how ‘instead of representing [this] purely 
working-class constituency [he] had never had any sympathy with the 
working man’.21 He went so far as to suggest that the sitting member 
appeared ‘peculiarly hostile to all labour proposals’ in Parliament and so, 
he argued, it was ‘very illogical for Tory working men to support such a 
candidate; in fact it was absolutely inconsistent’.22 Another subject that 
provided Ward with ammunition was the issue of Ireland. When the sit-
ting member allegedly accused the Irish of ‘disloyal, treacherous and trea-
sonable behaviour’,23 he had obviously overlooked the fact that his 
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constituency contained a sizeable Irish population. Ward went so far as to 
contend that his opponent’s hostility towards Ireland amounted to ‘almost 
a mania’.24 He focused considerable attention upon education, asserting 
that the late government had had ‘no mandate to interfere with the 
national education system … [they had] foisted voluntary schools upon 
the public funds without giving the people proportionate control over the 
management of [the] schools [and] the Education Act was not a solution 
to the problems [because it simply] gave privileges to certain sects [whilst 
placing] the cost of sectarian teaching upon the public funds’.25 Ward 
appeared passionate about this issue and throughout the campaign reiter-
ated his belief that all state-aided institutions should be under absolute 
public control. He objected strongly to religious tests for teachers, an 
issue likely to strike a chord with Nonconformist Liberal supporters in the 
constituency and reinforce their endorsement of him, although it could 
have alienated him from the Catholic Irish and Anglicans. Ward also gave 
considerable attention to the subject of Chinese slavery in South Africa, 
going so far as to suggest that ‘war had only been waged to secure cheap 
labour’ and that the ‘real object of importing Chinese labour was to keep 
out trade unions’.26 He told voters that if such cruelty had been intro-
duced in ‘one part of the Empire there was no reason why it shouldn’t be 
introduced here’ and he fervently insisted that ‘the principle must be 
fought and the stain in South Africa wiped from the British flag’.27

Edwards, meanwhile, conducted a moderate and more Liberal cam-
paign than Ward. Perhaps surprisingly, he avoided discussion of his own 
trade and devoted little attention to wider labour questions. He argued 
that pauperism had increased substantially during the period of the late 
government and told voters that, whilst the Conservative administration 
had been able to find £250 million for a war in South Africa, ‘men who 
had been good citizens were facing the prospect of the workhouse’.28 ‘If 
the highest in the land did not believe it below their dignity to accept a 
pension,’ he argued, ‘why shouldn’t the working man?’29

Both candidates adopted a strong defence of free trade, although it 
played less of a central theme for Ward than it did for Edwards. Ward made 
the simple but effective point that whilst employers might achieve higher 
prices for their goods under Chamberlain’s Tariff Reform proposals, it did 
not necessarily follow that they would pay higher wages.30 Interestingly, the 
fiscal question never dominated election campaigns for the Liberals and 
Labour in North Staffordshire as it did elsewhere. Conversely, and in con-
trast to Manchester, the Unionist candidates declared themselves to be 
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enthusiastic supporters of Tariff Reform, arguing that a degree of protection 
would benefit the pottery industry. It was widely perceived that the British 
pottery industry was under threat from Germany and Austria and manufac-
turers were vocal in their support for fiscal reform. The unions, however, 
remained unflinching in their support of free trade.31

From the outset of the 1906 contest, the Unionist candidate and sitting 
member for Hanley, A. H. Heath, was at pains to stress how he objected to 
what he called ‘the cursed bugbear of class’ being introduced into the elec-
tion. He told his audiences ‘labour would be of little use without capital’ 
and it was unfair for people to be ‘scornful towards the capitalist’. He 
defended government policy in South Africa, declaring that ‘the Chinese in 
the Transvaal were living as happily as the volunteers … it was a lie to call it 
slavery’.32 He deemed the Education Act to be ‘a useful and wise measure’ 
and said he regretted the actions of the Nonconformist churches because, as 
he saw it, their grievances were less severe than they claimed. He largely 
avoided the question of Tariff Reform though, when questioned on the 
issue, declared himself ‘distinctly a supporter of Balfour’ and stated that he 
thought government ought to be given the ‘fullest opportunity to negotiate 
with foreign countries for a better system’.33 He argued that he could not 
see ‘why the doors of this country were open to others to make their mar-
kets but [they] closed their doors to us … binding the colonies together in 
commercial union was worthy of consideration [because] industries were 
crippled by the unfair competition to which they were exposed’.34 The only 
thing he would say in relation to temperance and the Irish question was that 
he believed the late administration had passed ‘good and useful measures’ 
and, when questioned, declared himself in favour of a ‘modified’ franchise 
reform for women ‘who did not have a man to represent them’.35

The 1906 general election in Stoke-on-Trent overturned the Unionist 
majorities of 1900  in both Stoke and Hanley. John Ward was returned 
with a majority of 3372, a margin of 28.2%, while Edwards was returned 
with an impressive majority of 4896 or 36.4%. These set new records for 
the constituencies and, more importantly, demonstrated that a Liberal–
Labour alliance could produce astonishing results. For the near future, at 
least, the election helped to ensure Liberal and Labour cooperation. The 
immediate post-1906 period in Stoke-on-Trent was one of renewed 
energy and optimism amongst both local Liberal and Labour forces. For 
the Liberals, the election had demonstrated that electoral accommodation 
with Labour could work extremely effectively. This was reinforced the fol-
lowing year with the election of another Liberal–Labour candidate, Albert 
Stanley, at a by-election in North West Staffordshire.
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Edwards and Ward stood again as Liberal–Labour candidates in the 
general election of January 1910. With the affiliation of the Miners’ 
Federation of Great Britain to the Labour Party, Edwards was now 
expected to contest Hanley as an official Labour candidate and it seems 
that some of the Hanley Liberals were becoming increasingly concerned 
as to their own position. In October 1909, a section of the local Liberal 
Association expressed unease over Edwards’s candidature in light of the 
new circumstances36 but this did not amount to anything; given Edwards’s 
considerable popularity and local support, opposition to him was unlikely 
to succeed (Fig. 5.1).37 Tellingly, it was only after Edwards had secured 
local Liberal support that the local Trades and Labour Council consented 

Fig. 5.1  Enoch Edwards, MP for Hanley and leader of the Miners’ Federation 
of Great Britain. (Courtesy of William P. Edwards)
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to giving him their backing.38 In Stoke, John Ward encountered greater 
opposition to his nomination, not from the Liberals but from the local 
Labour Party. This derived primarily from the fact that Ward had refused 
to endorse the Labour Party constitution.39 Like Edwards, however, Ward 
had by that time established a degree of popularity in the constituency that 
ensured any formal opposition to him was likely to encounter difficulties. 
At the beginning of 1910 there was, as before, an impression of ‘progres-
sive’ harmony in both Stoke and Hanley.

The Unionists adopted candidates who were both new to the area, 
George Rittner in Hanley and David Kyd in Stoke. Both were London 
barristers and from the beginning of the campaign were determined that 
Tariff Reform, with particular reference to its benefits for the pottery 
industry, would constitute the major thrust of their platforms.40 Joseph 
Chamberlain’s policy had not been universally endorsed by candidates 
across the country in 1906 but the 1910 election now saw the Unionists 
as a party more committed to Tariff Reform. The recent budget provided 
another critical line of attack. In contrast to previous contests, the January 
1910 general election saw the Unionists fighting noticeably more aggres-
sive campaigns; their justification for this approach rested on the assump-
tion that they were defending the state from what was deemed to be the 
road towards socialism.

Liberal–Labour candidates across the country focussed more or less 
exclusively on the constitutional question. Ward objected to the Lords’ 
actions on the basic premise that Parliament had to provide for social respon-
sibilities, particularly pensions. The present government had determined  
that ‘the veterans of industry who had assisted to procure the wealth of the 
community should no longer have only the paupers’ dole and the work-
house to look forward to in their declining years’.41 For Ward, the people 
had to decide whether the finances of the country should be ‘levied, con-
trolled and expended by their representatives or by those who stood for 
their own interests, power, privilege and nothing else’.42 He went further in 
arguing that in a ‘democratically elected country … the industrial commu-
nity [had] no place for idle Lordlings in it anyway’.43 Edwards too focused 
primarily on the Lords. He told voters that the second chamber was ‘out of 
harmony with the general tenor and tone of things, as they now existed’.44 
The ‘great principle driving the budget of Lloyd George was that taxes 
should be put on those who had money and plenty of it and given to people 
who had very little’.45 He also dedicated considerable attention to the land 
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question, declaring that ‘at last they had found a man brave enough to tackle 
this question’.46 Throughout the campaign, Edwards received considerable 
support from a number of Hanley’s prominent Liberals. Elaborating upon 
their endorsement, Sydney Malkin and Dr Rowley Moody cited Edwards’s 
background as the prime reason voters ought to support him. As Rowley 
Moody told one audience, ‘there was a great deal of social legislation to be 
passed and the country needed men like Edwards with his knowledge of the 
workers in parliament’.47 Tellingly, no significant Labour Party speakers 
joined him during the campaign. Adopting a Liberal platform, Edwards 
focused considerable attention upon the fiscal question arguing that Tariff 
Reform would inevitably mean taxing the food of the people. He also spoke 
at length about unemployment, labour exchanges and the necessity for a 
scheme of national insurance.

Like many Unionist candidates throughout the period, George Rittner 
endured a difficult campaign.48 He declared himself a strong supporter of 
Tariff Reform, more so than the party’s candidate had done in 1906 now 
that it was official party policy. Attempting to counter the suggestion that 
Tariff Reform would lead to increased food prices, he claimed it would ‘do 
away with every single tax on food supplies which come from the colonies 
… which are large enough to supply everything we need’.49 He further 
suggested that it was ‘better to be dependent upon these than upon the 
whim and caprice of either one or a combination of foreign powers’.50 
Throughout the contest he referred to the Labour Party as ‘absolutely 
socialistic’ and took an equally aggressive attitude towards contemporary 
Liberalism, declaring, for example, that ‘by being a Liberal today a man 
has to be a Home Ruler, Free Trader, a socialist and opposed to religious 
education in schools’.51 He asked one audience whether ‘any thinking 
man could be in favour of a Godless education and revolutionary social-
ism’.52 It is interesting that as early as this, some Unionist candidates in the 
area were beginning to articulate ferocious anti-Labour and Liberal senti-
ments since they classed them as being, in essence, the same thing. In the 
context of January 1910, Enoch Edwards probably did not appear to be 
much of a ‘revolutionary socialist’ and it was highly unlikely the ‘socialist 
bogey’ would have much of an impact in an area where the miners’ leader 
had achieved near cult-like status.

The Unionist candidate in Stoke, David Kyd, was another strong advo-
cate of Tariff Reform. He argued that such a change would ‘protect the 
home market, secure the colonial market and so benefit the working 
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classes’.53 He also focused significant attention upon the question of the 
navy, claiming only a Unionist government would ensure Britain’s naval 
supremacy.54 Both Unionist candidates argued that the pottery trade 
would benefit from a system of tariff protection, the basic contention 
being that markets were becoming smaller, trade in the district was declin-
ing and, inevitably, unemployment would increase.55 They pointed to 
Joseph Chamberlain’s assertion, issued in a statement on Tariff Reform, 
that all the ‘different branches of the pottery trade would succeed by the 
adoption of a new policy’.56 The Unionists were dismayed at the position 
taken by the pottery union officials. Rittner, for example, declared himself 
completely perplexed since he assumed ‘every trade unionist, if he is con-
sistent, ought to be a Tariff Reformer because the very object of trade 
unionism is to protect your labour and it is perfectly useless to protect 
your labour if you do not protect the outcome of your labour’.57 Given 
that workers in the pottery industry appeared to mistrust the idea of Tariff 
Reform, the issue may not have helped the Conservatives in the way either 
candidates or party managers had hoped. The determination of the 
Unionists to recapture seats in the district was apparent when Balfour 
opened his 1910 election campaign at Hanley’s Victoria Hall before a 
capacity audience of over 4000. It was claimed by the Conservatives that 
over 18,000 people had applied for tickets; the local press noted that the 
audience was ‘predominantly working-class’.58 In the first speech ever 
delivered by a leader of the Conservative Party in the area, Balfour declared 
that ‘never before [had] the ideals of the two great parties been so funda-
mentally diverged … [and that] the major issue of the present was Tariff 
Reform or Socialism’.59

Both the Liberals and Labour viewed the January 1910 general election 
results in Stoke and Hanley as a vindication of the legitimacy of recent 
government legislation. Enoch Edwards was returned in Hanley with a 
majority of 27.8%, 8.6% less than at the last election.60 In Stoke, John 
Ward won with a majority of 14.8%, a decrease of 13.4%.61 The results 
represented a disappointment for the advocates of protectionism, confirm-
ing that the Tariff Reform movement had not gained significant ground in 
this part of the Midlands. In Hanley, the miners’ support for their leader 
would undoubtedly have contributed to sustaining the Labour votes; as 
the Staffordshire Advertiser recognised, Enoch Edwards wielded an ‘influ-
ence which [was] hardly surpassed in any other mining constituency’.62 
However, the miners constituted only 20% of the voting strength of the 
constituency at most and do not alone suffice to explain political loyalty in 
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the area. It is essential to recognise the critical role of individuals in the 
politics of this period, a factor often overlooked by historians. Whilst indi-
vidual politicians undoubtedly could have a significant impact on the elec-
toral history of a constituency, the context remained significant. Both 
Edwards and Ward had polled well in 1906 because, like Liberal and 
Labour candidates across the whole country, issues had given them a con-
siderable electoral advantage. Their defeat had been almost unimaginable 
and, essentially, they had been elected on a Liberal platform. By 1910, the 
political context and the impact of the issues that had played a critical role 
in 1906 had begun to change and their positions might have accordingly. 
As it was, the results of the January 1910 general election in Stoke-on-
Trent saw another victory for the combined forces of Liberalism and 
Labour. The local relevance of the issues upon which the candidates cam-
paigned was, however, of critical importance.

For Labour as an independent organisation, the January 1910 general 
election did little to improve its position in the Staffordshire Potteries. 
Whilst Labour members technically represented Stoke and Hanley, in 
reality both Ward and Edwards remained loyal to their Liberal roots; in 
practical terms they had been elected on a Liberal platform with Liberal 
support. So long as Labour representation continued to be dominated by 
trade union-sponsored members who were essentially Liberals, areas such 
as Stoke-on-Trent were likely to remain unfruitful ground for an indepen-
dent Labour advance. Within these localities, the Labour candidates relied 
heavily upon Liberal organisation, finance and popular support. This was 
underpinned by a cult of local personality and the influence of 
Nonconformity in the area. Furthermore, as Labour organisation remained 
weak in the area, it seemed unlikely that effective alternatives to Lib-
Labism would emerge in the immediate future.

Throughout 1910, John Ward continued to encounter opposition to 
his candidature among the local Labour membership. In response to this, 
he took the unusual step in May 1910 of establishing his own constituency 
organisation. Supported by local labour organisations and the Liberal 
Party he aimed to counter opposition whilst thwarting the ‘menace of 
Socialism’.63 During the December 1910 general election he once again 
focused his campaign upon the ‘irresponsible’ behaviour of the House of 
Lords who, he declared, ‘represented only their land, their class and the 
monopolies of the few … the only question [was] who should rule; the 
peers or the people?’.64 Again offering a more comprehensive programme 
than Edwards, Ward discussed pensions, insurance, housing, land taxation, 
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nationalisation, popular control of education and the right to work.65 
Edwards, on the other hand, concentrated on the Lords, free trade, Home 
Rule and electoral reform.66 Edwards perceived himself to be first and 
foremost a trade union representative and always sought to emphasise 
how all of the ‘progressive forces’ in the borough had selected him unani-
mously, namely the trade unions, the Labour Party and the Liberals. 
Before an act of Parliament introduced payment of MPs in 1911, Labour 
members were sponsored by a trade union, often their own. By prohibit-
ing the unions from using a political levy, the Osborne Judgement of 1909 
had the potential to impede seriously direct labour representation. 
Historians have suggested that while the Osborne judgement did not have 
such a significant impact in terms of the 1910 general election, it did have 
a major effect on Labour politics in the sense that, like Taff Vale, it served 
to encourage trade unions to look more concertedly towards the Labour 
Party.67 As leader of the country’s largest trade union, Edwards argued 
strongly that the unions should be allowed to use their funds as they 
thought best. He argued that the Osborne decision would seriously impair 
labour representation in Parliament and thus make it harder for the wishes 
of working men to be carried out, concluding that, as trade unionists, this 
represented ‘the most important question ever placed before them’.68

George Rittner again stood as Unionist candidate in Hanley while 
Samuel Joyce-Thomas replaced Kyd who had retired due to business com-
mitments. Like his predecessor, Joyce-Thomas was a strong Tariff 
Reformer. Both Unionists drew attention to this issue despite the Liberals’ 
efforts to keep it focused upon constitutional reform. When the Unionists 
did discuss the constitutional question their campaign rested upon the 
basic assertion that politics at present effectively amounted to party dicta-
torship and that a strong upper house was imperative to ‘safeguard the will 
of the people’.69 A joint election address issued on behalf of all the party’s 
candidates in North Staffordshire urged ‘the moderate man to believe in 
the voice of the people more than a particular party’.70 The address out-
lined how the Unionists were determined to reform the House of Lords 
and increase democratic participation by submitting important matters to 
public referendum. The central plank of their programme remained the 
commitment to Tariff Reform, which they claimed would give the people 
better food, housing, clothing and see ‘tax transferred to goods manufac-
tured abroad and dumped into England to the detriment of the British 
worker’.71
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The results of the December 1910 general election saw Enoch Edwards 
returned with a majority of 28.4%, an increase of 0.6% on the January elec-
tion. This suggests that Edwards’s electoral support was solid. In Stoke, 
John Ward was returned with a majority of 16.4%, an increase of 1.6% on 
the last election which again suggests that his core vote was strong. The 
Unionists’ failure to divert attention away from the constitutional question 
and on to Tariff Reform had no doubt played a critical role in their defeat 
in both elections. In December, the Unionist candidates appeared more 
aggressive but were still unable to influence electors’ allegiances. For 
Labour, the period from 1906 until 1911 did little to change the basic 
position of the movement in the area. Whilst Labour Party members rep-
resented both seats, their public speeches across all three general elections 
suggested that neither Ward nor Edwards perceived themselves to be pri-
marily representatives of that organisation. They saw themselves as labour 
members but not Labour Party members; in their mind, the two things 
were very different. Ultimately, Labour politics in the area remained dom-
inated by trade unionists with pronounced Liberal sympathies. Only a dra-
matic upheaval of some kind was likely to change this.
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30.	 Ibid.
31.	 See Staffordshire Advertiser, 20 January 1906.
32.	 See Staffordshire Advertiser, 2 January 1906.

  THE COMPLEXITIES OF PROGRESSIVE COOPERATION: LIB-LABISM… 



118 

33.	 Ibid.
34.	 Ibid.
35.	 Ibid.
36.	 See Staffordshire Advertiser, 30 October 1909.
37.	 Ibid.
38.	 Staffordshire Advertiser, 20 November 1909.
39.	 Edwards had also initially declined to sign the Labour constitution though 

his refusal generated less debate; for local Labour opposition to Ward, see 
Staffordshire Advertiser, 8 January 1910.

40.	 Staffordshire Advertiser, 8 January 1910.
41.	 See Staffordshire Sentinel, 3 January 1910.
42.	 Ibid.
43.	 Staffordshire Advertiser, 8 January 1910.
44.	 For Edwards on the constitutional question see Staffordshire Sentinel, 17 

January 1910.
45.	 See Staffordshire Sentinel, 6 January 1910.
46.	 Edwards was a great admirer of Lloyd George and spoke about him regu-

larly in his speeches, suggesting that he very much remained a Liberal at 
heart. Ward, by contrast, mentioned neither him nor any other Liberals.

47.	 Ibid.
48.	 Many of his meetings were noticeable for an identifiable element of dis-

sent, i.e. booing and disruptions.
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64.	 See Staffordshire Sentinel, 2 December 1910.
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66.	 See Edwards’s election address, Staffordshire Sentinel, 2 December 1910; 
the address was published jointly with those of Ward, Wedgwood, Stanley 
and Pearce presumably in an effort to cut costs.
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CHAPTER 6

A Fragile Alliance: The 1912 Hanley 
By-Election

The 1910 general elections had exhibited a degree of stability in the ‘pro-
gressive’ vote and the potential durability of the Progressive Alliance in 
Stoke-on-Trent. While relations between the Liberal and Labour organ-
isations were lukewarm on occasions, the outward image at least was one 
of progressive unity. The area remained one where traditions of coopera-
tion between Liberalism and organised labour appeared to be strong. This 
changed dramatically after 1910. Some sections of the local Labour move-
ment began to express concern that Edwards was not effectively promot-
ing the Labour position. Furthermore, party headquarters had identified 
significant shortcomings in the political organisation of North Staffordshire: 
dramatic improvements and significant reorganisation were necessary.1 
The Executive Committee of the Party encouraged local activists to estab-
lish a more sophisticated organisation and emphasised the necessity of 
effective canvassing work. Whilst it recognised the difficulties its local 
organisations faced in places such as Hanley which were represented by 
miners’ MPs, it appreciated that little enthusiasm could be raised for the 
development of independent Labour representation in such constituen-
cies, from either the MPs themselves, the local Trades Council or the 
wider membership.2 Although the Labour Party clearly recognised that 
such seats were in urgent need of attention, the extent to which the 
national party could change these circumstances remained limited.

After 1910, the Liberal–Labour relationship in Stoke-on-Trent began 
to fragment. This came to a head in July 1912 with the sudden death of 
Enoch Edwards. The ensuing debate as to which party had greater claim 
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to the seat made the Hanley by-election one of the most famous and con-
troversial of the early twentieth century. It represented a critical test of the 
Progressive Alliance in an area where Liberal–Labour cooperation had 
appeared to offer so much potential as an electoral strategy and approach 
to politics. The repercussions were not only felt locally: a number of histo-
rians have suggested that the by-election threatened to damage the work-
ings of the national Lib–Lab pact in a way no other election had ever 
done.3 At the time, it certainly generated significant national interest by 
alluding to the increasingly fraught relationship between the two left-of-
centre parties.

Edwards’s precise political identity remained ambiguous up to his 
death, although he probably remained more of a Liberal than a ‘Labour’ 
man despite his position as leader of the country’s most powerful trade 
union.4 By the time of his death, Edwards had become a very prominent 
and popular political figure in the Potteries. In some ways, his party affili-
ation was irrelevant; by 1912, many of Hanley’s electors may have con-
cluded that party was not in fact a prime consideration, or rather they 
continued to perceive him as simply a Liberal trade unionist whatever offi-
cial tag he was given. In light of Edwards’s personal politics and the fact 
that he had been elected with substantial Liberal assistance, the Liberals 
considered Hanley to be theirs. It was perhaps inevitable that the ensuing 
debate over the adoption of a candidate was protracted to say the least. 
Historians have often considered events surrounding the Hanley by-
election as a critical turning point in the politics of British Labour.5 The 
experience revealed the party’s unhealthy reliance upon the Liberals in 
some localities. Equally worrying, in such areas it appeared almost impos-
sible to find suitable candidates from the local movement, ones inclined to 
promote a distinctive and sufficiently independent Labour appeal. The 
political culture of these areas was such that voters simply did not possess 
a clear concept of the difference between the Liberal and Labour parties; 
to all intents and purposes, they were the same thing. ‘Progressivism’ 
meant anything that was not the Unionists. The parties’ attitudes to con-
temporary issues perhaps heightened perceptions that Labour and the 
Liberals represented essentially the same interest. Despite the Labour 
Party’s difficulties in such an environment, recognition of the realities of 
the Progressive Alliance could prove a defining moment in the party’s 
development if it exposed the problematic nature of electoral entangle-
ments with the Liberals. This could encourage a more assertive policy of 
independence and, whilst this might not have immediate effect, it could 
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serve the organisation well in the future. In an immediate sense, however, 
a Liberal–Labour split could have dramatic effects on the political situa-
tion in other parts of the country, especially in areas where Liberal–Labour 
agreements existed. Whilst Labour’s own prospects remained poor when 
challenging both Liberals and Unionists, Labour intervention could cause 
significant problems for the Liberals.6

The situation was clear for the Hanley Liberals: Edwards had been 
elected with Liberal organisation and, they assumed, Liberal support, 
although the Miners’ Federation had provided financial assistance.7 It was 
inevitable that the Liberals took the first steps towards adopting a candi-
date and, on 28 June, the Hanley Liberal Six Hundred met to consider the 
nomination. Their first choice was president of the local Liberal Council, 
Dr Rowley Moody, who accepted, albeit reluctantly, that his name be put 
forward as a prospective candidate.8 Before the local Liberal and Labour 
Association9 could convene to adopt him formally, however, Rowley 
Moody ruled himself out, claiming he was too upset about the death of his 
close friend to continue.10 This left the Liberals with no obvious candidate 
to contest the seat. Whilst a number of local people had intimated their 
willingness to stand, the Hanley Liberal Association made it clear that they 
only wanted ‘an out and out radical … someone who would unite the two 
sections of the progressive forces’.11 This suggests the Hanley Liberals had 
concluded that only a radical could appeal to both Labour and Liberal 
supporters. Conveniently for the Hanley Liberals, the national headquar-
ters had already taken the matter in hand and had arranged for Robert 
Outhwaite, a radical young land reformer, to address a joint Liberal–
Labour meeting on 1 July. The assembled group believed they were there 
to adopt Dr Rowley Moody, so it must have come as something of a shock 
to be met with a new candidate. Outhwaite was widely reported to have 
delivered an impressive speech and appeared to be on the verge of adop-
tion when one of the Labour representatives, Joseph Lovatt, secretary of 
the Potters’ Union, asked that in the light of the changed circumstances 
the meeting be adjourned for two days to allow the Labour representatives 
to consider the situation.12 The local Labour organisation was meeting the 
following evening and it was suggested that Outhwaite address them so 
they would ‘have the opportunity of considering whether he would be a 
suitable candidate from their point of view’. Rowley Moody responded 
that ‘one day would be cheap’ if it meant they could achieve unity. It 
would appear that both the Hanley Liberals and Labour remained anxious 
that the by-election be contested as a united progressive force; such 
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optimism proved to be short-lived. The following morning, an announce-
ment from Labour headquarters made it clear that Outhwaite would not be 
welcome to address that evening’s meeting and they would not be support-
ing his candidature. Their position was clear: the party would oppose any 
candidate who was unwilling to accept the Labour whip in Parliament and 
headquarters would instruct the North Staffordshire Miners’ Federation 
(NSMF) to find a candidate of their own if the Liberals refused to withdraw 
Outhwaite.13 Thus developed an acute crisis between the Liberal and 
Labour parties and the prospect of a three-cornered contest in Hanley. The 
situation was exacerbated a few days later when Labour’s national executive 
issued a statement declaring that it ‘regarded Hanley as a Labour seat and 
in the event of a three-cornered fight would withdraw its members from 
the House of Commons during the election [so] that the full force of the 
party may be behind the candidate’.14 Ramsay MacDonald articulated his 
party’s position unequivocally when he declared ‘the Liberals are the 
aggressors and if they will not allow us to retain our present number in 
Parliament we must act accordingly’.15 It was agreed that the NSMF would 
assume responsibility for selecting the Labour candidate and two days later 
the miners adopted their President, Samuel Finney.16 Like Edwards, 
Finney’s political outlook was Liberal, underpinned by the fact that he was 
also an active Methodist lay preacher. It was believed that Finney would 
gain the support of a wide section of the local community but he was pos-
sibly not the sort of candidate Labour headquarters had in mind.

Finney had been a close associate and friend of Edwards and it was 
assumed he would benefit from this association. Nevertheless, the Liberal 
Party remained adamant that Hanley was by rights a Liberal seat and refused 
to withdraw Outhwaite, arguing that Edwards had sat as a Liberal until 
1909 and had been sustained by Liberal organisation; as the Liberal Chief 
Whip commented, ‘Hanley had always been regarded as a Liberal seat and 
so would be fought against all comers’.17 There clearly existed a strong 
determination amongst Liberals locally and nationally that Hanley should 
be fought at all costs, especially since present causes were just ‘too great to 
allow a mere caucus to dominate the choice of a great constituency’.18 The 
Liberals may also have felt encouraged by the fact that a number of promi-
nent local Labour activists appeared to support the assertion that the seat 
be fought by a Liberal candidate with Labour acquiescence on the grounds 
that ‘the great cause of progress had always been dear to Edwards’s heart 
[and that] must go forward’.19 Much has been written about the Hanley 
by-election although most accounts have provided inadequate analysis of 
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how the crisis actually unfolded. The key fact is that the national Labour 
Party did not wish to support Outhwaite as a Liberal–Labour candidate and 
so decided to pursue an independent challenge.

The Hanley Liberals were pleased that they had secured a man with ‘a 
great policy that he had made his own’.20 As one prominent local Liberal 
expressed it, the Hanley Liberals had not wanted ‘some Whig in the divi-
sion but a man with tried service and brilliant abilities’ and it was generally 
believed that Outhwaite was at that time ‘the ablest politician outside par-
liament’.21 He also had an admirable record fighting for trade unionism, 
having played a critical role in its development among South African min-
ers. Outhwaite came to Hanley with the support of the highest echelons 
of the Liberal Party; Lloyd George himself had determined that land 
reformers should challenge a number of by-elections during the summer 
of 1912  in an attempt to demonstrate the electoral popularity of land 
reform and attempt to recover some of the ground lost over the Insurance 
Act.22

Outhwaite had intimated to the Hanley Liberals that he wished to con-
duct his campaign exclusively on the issue of land reform, and this he 
did.23 Informing the Hanley electors that he intended to ‘strike a blow for 
the emancipation of the people from the land monopoly’, Outhwaite con-
tended that land reform would ‘shake the whole system of privilege to the 
foundation’. He added that ‘[what] rightfully belonged to the people, the 
Liberals were going to take back for the people’.24 It is important to 
remember that the Liberal Party at this time had not yet formulated a 
definitive policy on the land issue and it remained a question of continuing 
investigation. Outhwaite had conducted two previous campaigns on the 
issue and was well versed in presenting the case for land reform. In Hanley, 
he argued that the enormous revenue received in ground rents at present 
contributed nothing to the local rates. If the law changed to ensure a con-
tribution through the taxation of land values, a district such as the Potteries 
would see significant changes. There would be an increase in trade because 
land would be used more productively. Ultimately, his assertion was that 
land reform would help alleviate unemployment.25

In contrast to Outhwaite’s single-issue campaign, persistent Unionist 
candidate George Rittner addressed a wide variety of issues: Tariff Reform, 
Irish Home Rule, the House of Lords, the Insurance Act, the franchise 
and the navy. Only to a very limited extent did he focus attention upon 
proposed land reforms. He also had another powerful line of attack on the 
subject of the current Liberal–Labour debacle: at his opening meeting, he 
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contended that the immediate priority of the Unionists was to ‘check a 
government that was rapidly ruining the country [and] carry out their 
own constructive policy of Tariff Reform’.26 Without the adoption of 
imperial preference, there would never be any significant increase in the 
rates of wages for the working man. Furthermore, labour needed to pro-
test strongly against aliens. He suggested that Liberal land policy was sim-
ply an attempt to ‘catch votes’ and avoided becoming embroiled in the 
subject itself, other than contending that the Unionists’ policy would see 
the government purchase land from landlords to be cultivated by the 
unemployed. The basic principle was to make land more productive in 
order to make food cheaper rather than importing so much. This seemed 
to amount to land nationalisation.27

It seems that the Labour candidate Samuel Finney found it difficult to 
offer anything distinctive and his moderate campaign contrasted greatly 
with the militancy of visiting party speakers and even the impassioned radi-
cal campaign of his Liberal opponent.28 Finney appeared to be out of his 
depth and paid excessive attention to accusing the Liberals of aggression 
and theft of a Labour seat at the expense of discussing actual issues. Once 
the by-election campaign had begun, that was simply beside the point. He 
did attempt to consider the land issue, which he believed was ‘the most 
practicable policy at present’ but was unable to elaborate on the subject in 
the same way as Outhwaite. It ought to be remembered that Labour’s 
appeal in areas such as Hanley was based principally upon practical issues 
and it was from such a perspective that men like Finney approached poli-
tics. They were not comfortable with detailed examination of questions 
such as land reform. Finney was widely perceived to be a weak candidate 
though this was a little unkind. He simply did not approach politics in the 
same way as a politician like Outhwaite; his approach amounted to a more 
straight talking and honest politics.

Liberal organisation was slow to mobilise. Arthur Nicholson, Secretary 
of the Midland Liberal Federation, reported that when he first visited the 
division at Outhwaite’s request he found ‘things in great confusion’ and 
had to take ‘drastic steps’ including the deployment of a team of eleven 
experienced agents in the division, each of whom was allocated a specific 
function, such as meetings, literature and removals.29 As Nicholson 
reported, ‘for nine days a tremendous pressure was kept up … although 
the task was great since we had to make an organisation as we went along’. 
He concluded, however, that the Liberal campaign ‘completely beat the 
Labour Party’.30
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The 1912 by-election saw the first ever three-way contest in the history 
of the parliamentary borough of Hanley. The result was widely perceived 
as likely to have a much wider impact on politics across the country. In the 
event, Outhwaite was victorious but with a much narrower majority than 
Edwards had previously enjoyed, 4.6% compared with Edwards’s 28.4% in 
December 1910. The 85% turnout rate reflected the interest the by-election 
had generated.31 For the Conservatives the result seemed to suggest that, 
as at other recent by-elections, the Liberals ‘weren’t as strong as they 
thought they were’.32 The fact nevertheless remained that the Liberal 
Party had won the seat despite determined opposition. Moreover, 
Outhwaite had staked all on the land question. Not all Liberals were 
entirely convinced that this offered the best strategy; even at this time, 
single-issue campaigns were very rare. Outhwaite and the Liberal leader-
ship, Lloyd George especially, no doubt believed the Liberal Government 
had been given a mandate on land reform. It reaffirmed for the party 
locally that Hanley was a Liberal seat. Outhwaite asked that no animosity 
be shown towards the Labour Party in spite of what had happened, yet 
given the evident bitterness felt by Labour, the chances of relations ever 
being the same again seemed remote. Liberal organisers were well aware 
of this fact, Arthur Nicholson declaring that whilst it was a ‘great thing to 
win Hanley and so strengthen the position of the Chief Whip in dealing 
with Labour it must be confessed that such struggles would be fraught 
with the utmost danger to progressive politics’.33 Across the Liberal press 
there was also unease about the party’s action. Some blamed their own 
leadership whilst others simply called for restraint on both sides.34

Some historians have suggested that the experience of Hanley did not 
necessarily mean the Liberal Party had abandoned the Progressive Alliance 
though, as Tanner notes, the leadership recognised they had to ‘stay ahead 
of the field in order to keep the Labour Party in check’. He suggests that 
this was simply how the Progressive Alliance worked, by ‘informal displays 
of strength rather than discussion and agreement’.35 That this was the case 
is indisputable, yet it created potential problems. As the Hanley by-election 
demonstrated, even if the Liberals managed to hold a seat under such 
circumstances, their majority could become precarious.

The result of the 1912 by-election was hugely disappointing for the 
Labour Party, not just because the party had lost but, as the Labour Leader 
bemoaned, because it had lost ‘so decisively’.36 Labour had come third 
and obtained just 1694 votes in contrast to the Liberals’ 6647. This did 
not bode well for the prospects of independent Labour representation in 
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the area and, given the national attention the election had received, nei-
ther was it likely to be helpful for Labour propaganda. The Labour Party’s 
bitterness over the by-election was clearly reflected by Ramsay MacDonald 
when he declared that ‘Hanley [would be] the most expensive victory 
Liberalism has had within this generation’, going on to stress that ‘Labour 
is not going to accept its present strength as its final strength … the con-
venience of no party is going to deter us’.37 During the campaign, he had 
been ferociously critical of the actions of the Liberal Party. When threaten-
ing to withdraw his members from Parliament, for instance, MacDonald 
declared that any Liberal efforts to prevent Labour’s expansion was ‘little 
short of a declaration of war’.38 The Labour Leader suggested the result 
could have been interpreted as a blessing in disguise since it revealed that 
‘Liberalism was the enemy of organised Labour’. The publication believed 
that for the miners particularly the experience would ‘mean the death-
blow of Liberal-Labourism as a national force’.39 The Times also viewed 
the contest as signalling a significant departure in politics, though from a 
slightly different perspective, reflecting that ‘maybe in the growing intrac-
tability of the Labour Party we are witnessing the beginning of the end of 
the coalition’.40 In his study of the miners and British politics, Gregory 
concludes that Lib–Lab politics in the Midlands ‘came to an end in a wel-
ter of bitter recrimination’.41 For Labour, as much as it highlighted the 
dangers of too close an association with the Liberals, the by-election also 
served to demonstrate the party’s poor organisation in the area. No 
attempts had been made by the respective labour organisations to organise 
a genuine Labour Party in the district, despite the insistence of the central 
organisation that such work ought to be undertaken as a matter of 
urgency.42 The party had urged the NSMF to withdraw the financial assis-
tance it gave to the local Liberal Associations, yet the Federation repeat-
edly refused to change its position.43 The national party viewed this as a 
deliberate attempt to suppress independent Labour activity in the political 
arena in the region. Consequently, the Labour candidate found no effec-
tive organisation behind him and limited public support. Assessing the 
political situation after the by-election, the Labour press concluded that, 
where independent politics was not valued by the public and labour organ-
isations, a week’s campaign was unlikely to win a majority of votes.44 Many 
believed the choice of Labour candidate in itself was partially to blame for 
the poor vote. Finney was widely perceived to have failed to present a class 
appeal distinct enough to differentiate himself from the Liberals. As the 
Labour Leader reported, ‘the sad truth has to be admitted [that] Outhwaite 
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voiced the protest of the working classes against exploitation more insis-
tently than the Labour candidate and [his speeches] breathed more of the 
spirit of revolt than the utterances of Finney’.45 It was claimed that respon-
sibility for such a poor candidate lay with the local rank and file, who 
should have chosen someone who reflected the ‘militant spirit which 
moves the factory, workshop and mine’46 more effectively. Of course, the 
Labour Leader would naturally have taken this position, but, even so, at 
this particular election Finney appeared to be a weak candidate in contrast 
to the intellect and vigour of Outhwaite, one of the country’s most capa-
ble exponents of land reform. The Staffordshire Sentinel agreed that the 
choice of candidate had probably had a major effect on the result, believ-
ing that had someone else been adopted, he could have conducted a more 
vigorous campaign.47 This remains speculative though, and even if the 
Labour Party had adopted a more energetic and dynamic candidate, it 
remains an open question whether the result would have been dramati-
cally different.

The established political culture in Hanley was such that demands for 
independent labour representation were met with limited enthusiasm, a 
significant obstacle to the immediate development of the Labour Party in 
similar seats.48 To some extent, the experience of the 1912 by-election 
encouraged the miners to reassess their relationship with the Liberal Party. 
Just a few weeks after the by-election, the Miners’ Federation decided to 
cease financing a local Liberal–Labour alliance and take immediate steps to 
set up machinery for the formation of a Labour Association for political 
purposes. Rather than simply feeling defeated by the experience, Gregory 
suggests the miners ‘in their anger … were determined to fight again and 
do better on the next occasion’.49 The by-election prompted a significant 
change of attitude among the miners’ leaders and this would have national 
significance despite, perhaps, coming a little late in the day.50 Labour 
would continue to face difficulties in attempting to compete with a re-
energised and radicalised Liberal Party that had proven it could attract 
significant support among the working classes. In areas such as Hanley, 
this was underpinned by deeply embedded attitudes towards trade union-
ism and its relationship with Liberalism. Encouraged by events such as 
Hanley, it may be the case that the union’s leadership had become detached 
from official Liberalism, but it is unwise to presume that the wider mem-
bership itself switched allegiance from the Liberals at the same time and at 
the same rate.
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An essential factor that underpinned the strength of the Liberal vote in 
Hanley was the sheer number of pottery workers, a factor that has received 
little attention from historians. Of a total electorate of 17,000, only 2500 
at most were miners.51 Hanley was not primarily a mining seat despite the 
fact that the borough’s former member led the mighty Miners’ Federation 
of Great Britain. The greater proportion of electors in the constituency 
was employed in the pottery industry and the potters’ role in determining 
the result of the by-election was arguably as great, if not greater, than the 
miners’. A number of points about the potters should be noted. First, 
trade unionism remained relatively weak: in 1912 just 16% of the total 
workforce of 50,000 belonged to trade unions.52 Second, allegiance to 
Liberalism remained extremely strong.53 Industrial relations in the trade 
remained relatively harmonious and class conflict appeared minimal. This 
inhibited the growth of class consciousness and, in turn, influenced politi-
cal allegiances in a way that continued to favour the Liberals but proved 
detrimental to concepts of independent Labour representation. It is wise 
not to exaggerate these points, however, and assume that the potters were 
entirely reluctant to express industrial dissatisfaction. Questions such as 
unemployment, low pay and industry-specific conditions saw the potters 
engaged in various forms of protest during the period.54 Unemployment 
in particular saw union leaders such as Joseph Lovatt adopting a strong 
anti-government position although, as Whipp suggests, the potters per-
haps ‘did not feel oppressed’ in the same way as other workers.55 Like the 
miners, many of the pottery union leaders continued to have close con-
nections with the Liberal Party as did many of the pottery manufacturers, 
although these chose not to stand as parliamentary candidates before 
1918.56 The potters’ loyalty to the Liberal Party remained strong before 
1914 and this served to sustain the Liberal vote during this period.

The 1912 by-election in Hanley demonstrated that a distinctive politi-
cal culture had been created in areas with a strong Liberal–Labour alli-
ance. This was augmented by a close relationship between the local Liberal 
Association and local trade unionism with strong support from other 
workers. This was underpinned by the predominance of religious 
Nonconformity across the area. A consequence of the Progressive Alliance 
was that in some areas Labour had been painfully slow to develop its own 
organisations and was unable to form a distinct identity and appeal. In 
localities such as Hanley, where popular working-class Liberalism remained 
extremely strong, the ability of the fledgling Labour Party to permeate the 
dominance of Liberalism was likely to remain limited for some time. The 
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potential durability of a Progressive Alliance based upon a shared ideologi-
cal approach, policies and a mutual electoral agreement possibly had a 
limited shelf life. From very early on in the history of the Progressive 
Alliance, the degree of commitment was always open to question. The 
parties’ own interests always came first. The Liberals may have been happy 
to allow Labour to make some headway but only on their terms, not at 
their own expense. The Hanley by-election was complicated and, in a way, 
both sides were correct; Edwards may had been a Labour MP but in his 
heart he had always remained a Liberal. He was emblematic of the political 
culture of the area at that particular time.

Hanley illustrates how the nature of the Progressive Alliance was inher-
ently complex. Additionally, there always remained the basic fact that for 
Labour the demand for greater representation persisted as the single most 
important issue. Any perceived attempt by the Liberals to limit Labour’s 
expansion was always going to be viewed as an act of aggression and would 
threaten the whole concept of the Progressive Alliance. Experiences such 
as the Hanley by-election could simply serve to reinforce Labour’s belief 
that the Liberals were enemies in the same way as the Unionists, souring 
relations considerably. These experiences could contribute towards the 
development of a more distinctly Labour approach and reaffirm that only 
true independence offered a viable alternative to cooperation with other 
parties. Alternatively, episodes such as the Hanley by-election might 
reinforce the belief that cooperation was the best path because, divided, 
both parties could be severely disadvantaged. This was not the case in 
Hanley: the Liberals had managed to win but only just; their majority had 
declined considerably and the seat could be vulnerable in the future if 
circumstances were less favourable than at the by-election. The Liberal 
candidate’s ability gave them an advantage over Labour but this may not 
necessarily always be the case.

Between December 1910 and August 1914, Labour fought in twelve 
by-elections across the country. The party’s performance in three-cornered 
contests was exceedingly poor, ‘abysmal’ as Wilson puts it.57 The Labour 
Party failed to capture a single seat from either the Liberals or Conservatives. 
Labour’s intervention at by-elections, however weak, could cause serious 
problems for the Liberals. Losses in South Lanarkshire, Leith, South West 
Bethnal Green, Crewe and Oldham all demonstrate this. A breakdown of 
the Progressive Alliance could be potentially disastrous for the Liberals, 
although the last thing the Labour leadership wanted was a ‘political free-
for-all’ that would ‘ruin the chances of the Labour Party and return the 
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Conservatives’.58 There were many other by-elections where the situation 
was not dissimilar to Hanley, where cooperation had disintegrated result-
ing in direct confrontation. The results, as in Hanley, always saw Labour 
coming bottom of the poll.59

The Liberals had no intention of abdicating local autonomy to the 
Labour Party despite the existence of electoral agreements. This was illus-
trated by the events of the Hanley by-election in 1912. Liberalism in the 
Potteries was able to unite on ‘Liberal’ issues such as land reform, and the 
electoral appeal of popular Liberalism, with its fundamental basis of 
Nonconformity, remained strong. If these issues began to diminish in 
prominence, the Liberal Party might see this unity decline. Stoke-on-
Trent illustrates the apparent limitations of the policy of an electoral alli-
ance between the Liberal and Labour parties. For Liberals in the area, 
cooperation essentially meant a coalition with organised labour, principally 
the miners’ union; it did not mean an acceptance of a national program-
matic Labour Party. The Liberal Party in Stoke-on-Trent viewed such an 
arrangement as the successor to a strong Liberal–trade union relationship; 
it was not an admission of support for the idea of independent labour 
representation in itself. In Stoke-on-Trent, the relationship between the 
Liberal Party, the miners and pottery workers was critical to political devel-
opments and, prior to the outbreak of war in 1914, that alliance appeared 
to be strong. The Labour Party faced an uphill task in supplanting the 
Liberals as the ‘natural’ ally of industrial workers; under existing condi-
tions an imminent advance by the Labour Party appeared unlikely. This is 
not to suggest that the Labour Party was likely to remain content with its 
current position or that future growth was impossible. An immediate con-
sequence of the 1912 by-election was that it brought the trade union–
Liberal coalition crashing down and from that point the miners’ union in 
particular adopted a markedly different attitude towards its former allies. 
The Labour Party, meanwhile, no longer seemed to consider the advan-
tages of a Progressive Alliance worth the price demanded. Given the his-
torical strength of Liberal–Labour relations in industrial North 
Staffordshire, this represented a significant shift in the politics of the area.

Stoke-on-Trent was an overwhelmingly working-class area, yet the evi-
dence suggests that class had not become the overriding determinant of 
political allegiance. Traditional loyalties remained extremely strong. Local 
political culture, the personal appeal of particular candidates and the actual 
election campaigns all had a critical impact on determining political for-
tunes. In this part of industrial Britain, popular working-class Liberalism, 
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underpinned by a predominance of religious Nonconformity, retained 
considerable influence. The political culture of the area had evolved in 
such a way that Liberalism developed an extremely close relationship with 
organised labour, particularly the miners, creating what became widely 
known as ‘Lib-Labism’. This, consequently, impeded the expansion of 
support for truly independent Labour representation. This was strikingly 
demonstrated in 1912 during the Hanley by-election when Samuel Finney 
fought the contest almost entirely on his infinitely greater claim to the seat 
as a miner and local man, and yet failed to convince the majority of 
Hanley’s electors. Labour’s claim that only members of the working class 
could represent working people appears to have been largely ineffective in 
such areas. This presented Labour with a dilemma: while the party clearly 
wished to assert its independence and distinctiveness, there were risks 
associated with going too far down such a path. It is difficult to predict the 
future prospects of the parties had the outbreak of war not intervened. 
However, as McKibbin so astutely suggests, the Edwardian political sys-
tem ‘was in many ways provisional and all three English parties found 
themselves in territory over which they had only loose control’.60

Notes

1.	 See Labour Party Executive Committee Minutes, 2 July 1912.
2.	 Ramsay MacDonald also expressed this view very strongly; see Labour 

Leader, 18 July 1912.
3.	 M. Petter, ‘Progressive Alliance’, p. 52.
4.	 Gregory suggests that Edwards and Stanley were ‘bitterly hostile’ towards 

the Labour Party even in the years following affiliation; see R Gregory, The 
Miners in British Politics, p.  170. McKibbin, however, contends that 
Edwards was, in fact, not as committed to the Liberals as is often imagined 
especially when compared to some of his colleagues. McKibbin suggests 
that as president of the Miners Federation he had handled relations with 
the Labour Party with exceptional goodwill; see R. McKibbin Evolution, 
p. 54.

5.	 See M.  Petter, ‘Progressive Alliance’; R.  McKibbin, Evolution and 
H. Pelling, Social Geography.

6.	 This is reflected by the fact that after 1911 by-elections involving the 
Labour Party were responsible for the greater proportion of losses for the 
Liberals than they had been previously. The period 1906–1910 had seen 
17% of all seats lost having involved Labour candidates, whereas after 1911 
this increased to 36%; see M. Petter, ‘Progressive Alliance’, p. 51.
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7.	 The Midlands Miners Federation continued to contribute £200 per year to 
the Liberals for the upkeep of the Hanley constituency right up to the time 
of the by-election; see R. Gregory, The Miners and British Politics, p. 171.

8.	 This account is derived from a detailed report by the secretary of the 
Midland Liberal Federation; see Midland Liberal Federation Minutes, 31 
July 1912.

9.	 This organisation consisted of about 400 Liberals and 200 Labour 
representatives.

10.	 Staffordshire Sentinel, 5 July 1912.
11.	 Staffordshire Advertiser, 6 July 1912.
12.	 Joseph Lovatt had been a member of the Hanley LRC since its formation 

in July 1906. His union, however, had only recently affiliated to the Labour 
Party. It is important to note that the Labour movement in North 
Staffordshire remained fragmented right up to 1914. It was only during 
that year, for instance, that all the local Labour organisations changed their 
name to the North Staffordshire Labour Party. It is critical to remember, 
however, that it had been a potters’ official who requested time for Labour 
to consider the situation.

13.	 Outhwaite was officially adopted by the Hanley Liberal Association at ten 
o’clock on the evening of the 2nd.

14.	 The Times, 3 July 1912. The following day, Arthur Henderson announced 
that the Labour Party would contest Crewe. This was a seat where Labour 
had an extremely poor record so this action can only be perceived as an act 
of retaliation over Hanley. The Crewe election proved to be disastrous for 
the Liberals with the party losing the seat by a very slim margin. Labour 
intervention undoubtedly cost the Liberals the seat, which the party had 
won in eight out of the nine general elections since 1885.

15.	 Staffordshire Advertiser, 6 July 1912.
16.	 This was because the miners’ union paid for the candidate.
17.	 Staffordshire Sentinel, 3 July 1912.
18.	 See Hemmerde on Outhwaite’s adoption meeting, Staffordshire Sentinel, 4 

July 1912.
19.	 Staffordshire Sentinel, 4 July 1912.
20.	 See Grimwade on Outhwaite’s adoption meeting, Staffordshire Sentinel, 4 

July 1912.
21.	 See Hemmerde on Outhwaite, Staffordshire Sentinel, 4 July 1912.
22.	 See Tanner, Political Change, p. 66; Tanner notes that the Chief Whip was 

opposed to this.
23.	 For evaluation of the land issue in British politics during this period see 

I. Packer, Lloyd George, Liberalism and the Land: The Land Issue and Party 
Politics, 1906–1914 (Royal Historical Society, Woodbridge, 2001).

24.	 See Staffordshire Sentinel, 6 July 1912.
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25.	 This is a very brief summary of Outhwaite’s major arguments in relation to 
land reform and the impact this would have on the local area. The subject 
was complex and some of Outhwaite’s speeches were enormously detailed. 
The essence of his argument throughout the campaign, however, remained 
that land reform provided a simple means to emancipate the people; it 
would attack the privileges of landlords (which was a class issue as much as 
anything else) and it would have significant social and economic benefits. 
For Outhwaite’s election speeches see subsequent press coverage in 
Staffordshire Sentinel and Staffordshire Advertiser, 6–14 July 1912.

26.	 See Staffordshire Sentinel, 3 July 1912.
27.	 Outhwaite responded by saying this was simply impossible.
28.	 Throughout the contest, an array of Labour leaders came to the constitu-

ency in support of Finney including Keir Hardie, George Lansbury, Ramsay 
MacDonald, John Hodge, John Sutton, Will Crooks, Stephen Walsh, 
Albert Stanley and J.  R. Clynes. In reality, only these discussed policy; 
Finney simply focused on his party’s greater claim to the seat and his own 
(equally great) claim as a Staffordshire man and a miner.

29.	 Midland Liberal Federation Minutes, 31 July 1912.
30.	 Ibid.
31.	 The turnout rate in December 1910 had been 78.6%. The by-election had 

therefore seen an increase of 6.5%.
32.	 See Staffordshire Sentinel, 15 July 1912.
33.	 Midland Liberal Federation Minutes, 31 July 1912.
34.	 See Liberal Magazine, August 1912, for example, which appeared to blame 

the Liberal Party for creating the situation.
35.	 D. Tanner, Political Change, pp. 66–67.
36.	 Labour Leader, 18 July 1912.
37.	 Ramsay MacDonald quoted in McKibbin, Evolution, p. 62.
38.	 See The Times, 9 July 1912.
39.	 Labour Leader, 18 July 1912.
40.	 The Times, 17 July 1912.
41.	 R. Gregory, The Miners and British Politics, p. 172.
42.	 Another reflection of the weakness of independent Labour politics in the 

area was that there was not a local branch of the ILP until 1912.
43.	 The Staffordshire Miners Federation remained loyal to the Liberal Party 

and lukewarm on the question of independent labour representation; this 
had been reflected in 1909 when the district voted against affiliation to the 
Labour Party although it was forced to fall into line with the rest of the 
country; see Labour Leader, 18 July 1912.

44.	 Ibid.
45.	 Ibid.
46.	 Ibid.
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47.	 The choice of Labour candidate had been left to the miners since it was 
that union which had paid most of Edwards’s expenses.

48.	 After the miners had transferred allegiance to the Labour Party in 1909, 
the national executive had been attempting to set up separate Labour 
organisations in all the mining constituencies. Hanley was not uncommon 
in respect to poor organisation.

49.	 Gregory, Miners and British Politics, p. 173. In October 1912 the execu-
tive of the (national) Miners Federation instructed its affiliated unions to 
establish ‘political Labour Parties in all constituencies they controlled’ and 
the locality rule was abolished as it was believed this ‘prevented effective 
candidates being chosen’; cited in McKibbin, Evolution, p. 27.

50.	 That the miners began to identify more strongly with the Labour Party 
after 1912 was something that was likely to have significant national impli-
cations. Before 1914, the picture appeared mixed. Whilst in some instances 
Liberals continued to support Miners’ Federation candidates and the 
Progressive Alliance remained electorally successful (Chesterfield), the 
coalition broke down in others (e.g. North East Derbyshire).

51.	 Figures cited in Labour Leader, 18 July 1912.
52.	 See F. Burchill and R. Ross, History of the Potters’ Union (Hanley 1977), 

p. 163. It was not until 1917 that all the different branches of the pottery 
industry organised into one union, the National Society of Pottery 
Workers. From that point, membership started to increase, especially 
among female workers. Additionally, before 1914 many pottery owners 
remained hostile to union activity preferring to maintain direct contact 
with their workforce. As late as 1920 only 30% of firms recognised the 
Potters’ Union; see R. Whipp, ‘The Art of Good Management, Managerial 
Control of Work in the British Pottery Industry, 1900–1925’, International 
Review of Social History, 14, 3 (1984), pp. 381–82.

53.	 This has been acknowledged by a number of historians, see for example, 
Pelling, Social Geography, pp. 270–274, but is rarely considered in connec-
tion to the result of the 1912 by-election.

54.	 See Staffordshire Advertiser, 11 April 1908 and 16 January 1909–6 
February 1909. In 1912, for example, when the Potters International 
Conference was held in Hanley a resolution condemning capitalism and 
militarism was passed; see The Times, 27 July 1912.

55.	 See R.  Whipp, Patterns of Labour, pp.  176–177. Whipp suggests one 
aspect of this was that the potters came into regular contact with people 
from the wealthier classes, some of whom helped the unions in combatting 
industrial-related illnesses. Compared to other groups such as the miners, 
the potters were less conscious of class. This may also have been com-
pounded by the fact that the industry was highly stratified.
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56.	 The leader of the Ovenmens’ Union, Thomas Edwards, for example, had 
a strong connection to the Liberal Party up to his death in 1911; see 
R. Whipp, Patterns of Labour, p. 181.

57.	 T. Wilson, Downfall, p. 17. McKibbin offers a different interpretation of 
Labour’s by-election performance. He suggests that the seats Labour lost 
were unrepresentative. These were areas where Lib-Labism remained 
‘uniquely strong’ and Labour’s organisation remained virtually 
non-existent.

58.	 R. McKibbin, Evolution, p. 56.
59.	 M. Petter, ‘Progressive Alliance’. For other by-elections during the imme-

diate pre-war period see R. Douglas, ‘Labour in Decline’ in K. D. Brown, 
Essays in Anti-Labour History, pp. 105–125.

60.	 R. McKibbin, Parties and People, p. 7.
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CHAPTER 7

The Impact of War and the Collapse 
of the Progressive Alliance: Political Change 

in Manchester, 1918–1922

Although the Liberals had lost seats at by-elections in Manchester between 
1910 and 1914, it seems unwise to suggest that the party was in a state of 
near collapse or inevitable ‘decline’. Labour had made only tentative prog-
ress and a natural advance by the party was by no means guaranteed. The 
post-war realignment of electoral politics in Britain was dramatic. In both 
localities examined here, the position of the two left-of-centre parties was 
reversed. Some historians have identified sociological change as critical in 
political realignment in the aftermath of the First World War. However, 
whilst sociological change ought not to be discounted, this alone cannot 
explain political change after 1918. Issues, policy and personalities were 
important in determining party fortunes. The appeal, forcefulness and 
immediate relevance of a party’s programme, alongside candidates’ abili-
ties in the presentation of policy, were of great significance in changing 
voter allegiance.1 The 1918 general election resulted in the Liberal Party 
losing all of its parliamentary representation in Manchester, although this 
was not because the party’s unity had completely disintegrated or its 
organisation had been entirely smashed. In Manchester, the Liberals were 
not entirely decimated by wartime events; neither was a Labour advance 
inevitable. Indeed, the party found it difficult to maintain its electoral 
position in the years immediately after 1918.

After by-election losses for the Liberals during 1912, the position of 
the parties in Manchester was evenly split: the Conservatives, Labour and 
Liberals each held two parliamentary seats in the city. The Liberals held 
Manchester North and South West, the Conservatives North West and 
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South, and the Labour Party North East and East. After the boundary 
changes of 1918, Manchester comprised ten parliamentary constituencies. 
Labour’s strategy in 1918 was to concentrate on seats already held, but 
the extent of the party’s ambitions were clear and reflected by an increase 
in the total number of candidates put forward. The Labour Party decided 
to contest five seats in 1918, a modest increase in ambition within the city, 
although this was in the context of four additional seats. The Conservatives 
were also determined to improve upon their pre-war position in Manchester 
and contested nine seats, while the Liberal Party contested only six.2

An essential aspect of the general election was that it would take place 
within the context of an expanded electorate, all men over the age of 
twenty-one and women over the age of thirty (subject to property qualifi-
cations) having been granted the vote under the terms of the 1918 
Representation of the people Act. Another essential context of the 1918 
general election, of course, was the political situation as it persisted for the 
Liberal Party. The Liberals had been unsuited to the demands of total war: 
abandonment of fundamental principles including free trade and freedom 
of speech had contributed to an increasing number of disaffected Liberals. 
These had not initially been critical problems; the major turning point 
came with Asquith’s decision to create a coalition government in May 
1915. This was to be a major miscalculation and would prove to be critical 
for the future of the Liberals as a governing party. Conscription, intro-
duced in early 1916, was enormously damaging, not only because it was a 
matter of principle but because, for many Liberals, it implied too much 
Conservative influence. By 1916, many Liberals had begun forming into 
separate groups, such as the Union of Democratic Control. The war, as 
they perceived it, was not being conducted in accordance with Liberal 
principles. The most critical development, however, had been the replace-
ment of Asquith by Lloyd George as prime minister in December 1916. 
From this point, the Liberals were divided between two leaders, in 
Parliament and across the country.

From the beginning of the 1918 general election campaign, the Liberals 
argued strongly against the timing of the contest. William Royle, Chairman 
of the MLF’s General Committee, regarded an election as ‘disastrous in 
the present divided opinion as to the leadership of the party’.3 Officers of 
the MLF had even sent deputations to both Lloyd George and Asquith, 
declaring a strong objection to an immediate appeal being ‘forced upon 
the country’ because it would be ‘against the national and allied interest 
and the armed forces would be unable to exercise their vote under 
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conditions of full information and mature judgement’.4 Liberal hostility to 
the calling of an election continued throughout the campaign and centred 
on issues of manipulation (timing the election in order to guarantee a 
Coalition victory) and the morality of excluding a significant proportion 
of servicemen. It has been suggested that Liberal objections to an immedi-
ate election were partly based upon the fact that the party’s organisation 
was unprepared; the Liberals had been hoping for reunion and an immedi-
ate election came as a major shock.5 On top of the party’s own troubles, 
the boundary changes required the reorganisation of constituency associa-
tions which put them under considerable pressure.6 In Manchester and 
the Midlands, however, a general election had been anticipated for some 
time before the armistice; the MLF had begun to formulate plans for a 
forthcoming election in February 1918.7 There is nothing to suggest that 
the party’s organisation in the city had broken down; the federation’s 
financial resources had dipped slightly, but this appears to have been in 
hand.8 We should also remember that difficulties such as these confronted 
all of the parties, not just the Liberals.

The operation of the ‘coupon’ provides an essential context of the 1918 
general election. This was a letter to candidates signed by the coalition 
government’s respective party leaders, Lloyd George and Bonar Law, 
which informed them, and more crucially electors, of their official endorse-
ment. Whether or not a candidate claimed to be in receipt of the coupon 
determined many political fortunes. Officially, as the Manchester Guardian 
reported, the policy of the government was that it would only support a 
candidate if he declared himself ‘an out-and-out supporter of the Coalition 
… [thus a Liberal candidate would] not be supported by the government 
unless he [was] an avowed supporter of Lloyd George’.9 Wherever a 
Liberal candidate had refused to give complete support to the Coalition 
Government, endorsement was given to another, usually a Conservative. 
This meant Liberal candidates were expected to give absolute and uncon-
ditional support to the Lloyd George administration; implicit or half-
hearted support was insufficient. In Manchester, as elsewhere, the coupon 
was awarded to opponents of sitting Liberal members. Many Liberals were 
placed in an impossible position: whilst most did not wish to be perceived 
as anti-government, they could not bring themselves to pledge uncondi-
tional support to Lloyd George if it meant betraying their fundamental 
Liberal principles. In a way, the Liberals in Manchester contributed to 
their own electoral downfall because they believed their Liberalism too 
sacred to risk.
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The position of the Labour Party was more clearly defined. The deci-
sion to withdraw from the Coalition Government marked the beginning 
of the complete independence of Labour, although the party was not 
entirely united on the issue. In Manchester, J. R. Clynes risked expulsion 
from his party because he initially refused to resign his Cabinet position. 
He believed that an immediate withdrawal could handicap Labour candi-
dates because it might ‘stamp them out as men who had severed them-
selves from the national service’.10 In the end, however, he conceded to 
pressure and resigned his ministerial position.

Although not directly hostile to the Prime Minister himself, the Liberals 
in Manchester remained lukewarm. The Manchester Guardian argued that 
the Coalition took ‘the heart out of politics and ought not to continue 
beyond the occasion of national emergency such as a war’.11 The same 
newspaper also pointed out that, in any case, coalitions never possessed 
any ‘real bond of unity’ and were simply ‘artificial’ combinations of par-
ties. The MLF, however, adopted a pragmatic approach, resolving to sup-
port impartially candidates selected by the general councils of the respective 
parliamentary divisions of the city whether the candidates were Coalitionists 
or not.12 The Liberal parliamentary candidates in Manchester in 1918 
were all prominent local party officials: C.T. Needham, Tom Stott, Philip 
Oliver, Arthur Haworth, Walter Butterworth and G. F. Burditt. It was 
assumed that Coalition endorsement would be given to three of these 
(Needham, Stott and Oliver) and that Needham would be given an unop-
posed return by the withdrawal of the Unionist candidate in Hulme. All of 
the Liberal candidates professed some degree of support for the govern-
ment, but the exact extent of this varied. Butterworth, Burditt and 
Haworth, for example, made it clear they could only support the Coalition 
as long it did not impinge upon their fundamental Liberal principles. In a 
letter to the MLF, Burditt declared that he ‘found it impossible to give an 
unqualified pledge of support because doing so would mean sacrificing 
freedom, one of the dearest principles of Liberalism’.13 He also indicated 
how deeply unhappy he was that there had been no mention of free trade 
in any of the statements to emerge from the Coalition. Throughout the 
campaign, he described himself as a Liberal free trader. At one meetings he 
told his audience he was ‘a Liberal without prefix or suffix’.14 Of all Liberal 
candidates in 1918, Butterworth was by far the most hostile towards the 
Coalition. He told one meeting that he felt the Coalition was a ‘cunning 
device of party politicians who wanted to grasp power for another five 
years’.15 However, it would have been difficult for electors to identify 
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accurately the official government candidates from the candidates’ admis-
sions alone.

An aspect of the 1918 general election that caused widespread dissatis-
faction was the position of absentee voters who remained on war service. 
In Manchester, the estimated total number of absentee voters was in the 
region of 65,000 to 70,000, with the average number per constituency 
more than 6000;16 in some, Hulme and Platting for example, the figures 
were as high as 9000 and 10,000.17 Whilst registration officers expressed 
optimism that ballot papers would reach overseas voters in time, doubts 
quickly arose as to the basis for such optimism. The mechanism by which 
the army authorities had to operate the voting procedure was hugely com-
plex. Three days after the calling of the election, the army was required to 
supply registration officers with the latest addresses of soldiers formally 
resident in the area. As in other parts of the country, this simply could not 
be done in time, and the town clerk was forced to postpone giving lists to 
the party agents until much later than was usual. It was assumed that as 
much as half the city’s electorate would be disenfranchised because the 
precise addresses of men in the field were unavailable. Only 400 of the 
5000 to 6000 proxy votes were returned.18 Of 9180 absent voters in 
Hulme, a current general location was known for 7357 although nearly 
2000 of these remained untraceable; this meant that a fifth of the elector-
ate was disenfranchised. It was estimated that about 1500 more would not 
receive papers because the addresses that had been provided were inade-
quate.19 The situation was similar across the city and indeed across the 
country.

The 1918 general election saw contests in nine of the ten Manchester 
constituencies. There were three-cornered contests in Blackley and 
Rusholme where Labour candidates fought both Liberals and 
Conservatives. Two constituencies, Hulme and Gorton, saw unofficial 
Labour candidates while Moss Side, Exchange and Withington saw 
straight fights between the Liberals and Conservatives. Labour and the 
Conservatives contested Clayton and there was additionally a representa-
tive of the National Party in Ardwick.

In Blackley the Liberal candidate was a young barrister, Philip Oliver, 
who had been secretary of the county Red Cross during the war and had 
devoted most of his time to that cause.20 His Unionist opponent, W. J. 
H. Briggs, was a local manufacturer with a presence in the constituency, 
whilst Labour’s A. E. Townend was an employee of the postal service. 
Oliver began his campaign by declaring himself a supporter of the 
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Coalition, albeit a qualified one in that he was unable to ‘give a definite 
pledge for an indefinite period’.21 In an unusual approach to the situation, 
he told voters that ‘the more Liberals supported [the Prime Minister] the 
more Liberal and democratic his programme would be’, so he would sup-
port the Coalition ‘until it cut across some vital principles of Liberalism’.22 
Later on in the campaign, Oliver appeared more cautious, declaring that 
he was standing first as a Liberal and then as a supporter of the Coalition. 
He spoke at length on foreign policy suggesting that Britain ought to 
adopt a firmer stance with regards to Turkey, which he said had been a 
‘terrible oppressor’; it was Britain’s duty to see that justice was done for 
the Armenians, ‘many of whom had been massacred’.23 He spoke exten-
sively on the land question claiming that, if necessary, land ought to be 
purchased compulsorily in order to develop proper housing schemes.24

In Rusholme the Conservative R.  B. Stoker had been elected unop-
posed for Manchester South the previous March after the division’s sitting 
member Philip Glazebrook was killed on active service. Stoker was a 
Conservative heavyweight, a director of Manchester Liners Ltd., President 
of the Manchester Chamber of Commerce, Director of the Ship Canal 
Company and a staunch protectionist. The Liberal candidate, Walter 
Butterworth, was a respected local Liberal official, well known for his social 
and educational work and as chairman of the city council’s Art Committee. 
Interned in Germany since the outbreak of hostilities, he had been released 
early in 1918. Labour’s candidate, Emmeline Pethick-Lawrence, was a 
long-time women’s activist and former treasurer of the Women’s Social 
and Political Union. From the beginning of the campaign, Stoker sought 
to distinguish himself from those he called his ‘pacifist friends’ and adopted 
a hard-line towards the peace settlement.25 He attempted to capitalise on 
his Liberal opponent’s personal position during the war, suggesting that 
his internment amounted to nothing more than an extended holiday; 
Butterworth may have unwittingly reinforced this by stating he had been 
treated well and had spent his time improving his German. Of all 
Manchester’s Liberal candidates, Butterworth made it clear that he would 
not stand as a supporter of the Coalition. He adopted a fierce line against 
the timing of the election telling one audience that ‘the present election in 
which three million men could not take part could not be seen as a proper 
expression of national opinion’.26 He argued that significant social reform 
would be unlikely to materialise given the reactionaries with whom the 
Prime Minister was associated. The greatest concern for the Liberal Party 
in Rusholme was a potential split in the anti-Conservative vote; Butterworth  
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himself intimated that, had he not already been nominated, he would not 
have contested the seat.27 Mrs Pethick Lawrence was the first woman to 
stand in a parliamentary contest in Manchester and was one of the few 
candidates to address broad topics such as health, insurance and educa-
tion28 plus a wide range of war-related issues and questions associated with 
reconstruction such as separation allowances and pensions for 
dependents.29

Hulme saw another multiparty contest. Manchester industrialist and 
Unionist candidate, Major Joseph Nall, was the only candidate who chose 
to wear his military uniform on the election platform. Liberal candidate 
C.  T. Needham had been member for Manchester South West from 
December 1910 until its reorganisation. Another prominent Liberal activ-
ist, he was an iron and steel merchant who played a prominent role in 
Manchester’s civic life. Unofficial Labour candidate Alfred Hilton was 
general secretary of the United Carters’ and Motormen’s Association and 
there was also an independent, George Milner, representative of the 
National Federation of Discharged Soldiers and Sailors. Needham had 
been offered the Coalition ticket and Bonar Law had allegedly appealed to 
Nall to stand down. Both rejected these approaches although Needham 
was still widely reported as the ‘officially accepted’ Coalition candidate. 
Needham was ill during the contest and unable to take an active part in the 
campaign, which instead was effectively run by way of letters to the press 
and with the help of party workers in his constituency. Little can be ascer-
tained of his policy agenda, though a number of well-known local busi-
nessmen spoke on his behalf, largely on the basis of free trade: Conservative 
heavyweight Sir Edward Tootal Broadhurst proclaimed Needham ‘the 
best commercial representative’ Manchester had ever had.30 Nall attempted 
to make capital of the Liberal candidate’s stance on the Maurice Debate. 
The infamous debate in the House of Commons during May 1918 
followed allegations made by army officer Major Frederick Maurice that 
British soldiers had been held back from the Western Front and, more 
seriously, that the government had lied to Parliament about this. The 
Maurice Debate was politically significant because Lloyd George perceived 
it to be a vote of confidence in his premiership. The government won the 
debate by 295 votes to 108 but it had a wider legacy in several critical 
respects: it contributed to disunity in the Liberal Party, strengthening 
Lloyd George and weakening the Asquithian Liberals; in the longer term, 
Liberals who voted against the government were identified as being 
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disloyal to the Prime Minister. Historians have suggested that the birth of 
the coupon can, in effect, be traced back to the Maurice Debate.

In Gorton, a three-way contest saw Labour’s former Minister of 
Pensions, John Hodge, challenged by a Conservative, Henry White, and 
a Socialist Labour Party candidate, J. T. Murphy. There had been some 
confusion over Hodge’s candidature. Earlier in the year the Gorton Trades 
Council had decided to replace him with J. Binns of the Amalgamated 
Society of Engineers. The national executive refused to sanction this and 
Hodge was nominated, helped no doubt by his withdrawal from the 
Coalition.31 Throughout the campaign, Hodge focused attention princi-
pally upon the position of workers and post-war reconstruction, calling in 
particular for workers to have a greater share in the management of indus-
try. It was widely assumed that his work as Minister of Pensions would 
give him a tremendous advantage, especially amongst female voters, the 
wives and mothers of men who had fought.32

Two of Manchester’s three straight fights between Liberals and 
Conservatives took place in the predominantly middle-class suburbs of 
Moss Side and Withington while the third was fought in the commercial 
heartland of the city, formerly Manchester North West, now renamed 
Exchange. Here the Liberals put up one of their most senior figures, 
Arthur Haworth, who had represented Manchester South West for eleven 
years, was Chairman of the Royal Exchange and President of the 
Manchester Liberal Federation. His Unionist opponent, John Randles, 
had represented Manchester North West since the by-election in 1912. 
Like Haworth, he was a well-known local businessman. Both candidates, 
therefore, had been sitting members at the dissolution. Free trade remained 
the only issue of importance in Exchange, and Haworth told electors that 
whilst it was ‘not an eternal commandment written on tablets of stone [it 
did amount to] a wise commercial arrangement that has stood the test of 
peace and the strain of war, leading us into prosperity in peace and saving 
us from disaster in war’.33 Many notable businessmen involved in the cot-
ton trade came to support Haworth. Randles appealed to electors solely in 
the ‘national interest’, advising his former constituents to ‘support the 
Coalition and drop the clap-trap of Free Trade’.34 He told one meeting 
that voters had a choice between ‘Lloyd George and himself or Haworth 
and Asquith’.35 In Moss Side, the Liberal manufacturer Tom Stott faced 
the Conservative Gerald Hurst, a barrister and law lecturer at Manchester 
University. Stott declared himself a supporter of the Coalition and claimed 
it would be impossible to carry on the affairs of the nation at present by 
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means of party government. He addressed a wide range of issues—hous-
ing, pensions, employment, health and land—and gave considerable atten-
tion to the likely unemployment that would result from demobilisation. 
His opponent, however, focused exclusively on the war and enlisted the 
platform support of men who had served under him. Having initially 
taken a strong pro-conscription stance, he later changed his position after 
it became apparent that this was deeply unpopular with his audiences, 
though he continued to adopt an extremely hard line in respect to consci-
entious objectors.36 Under pressure, Stott had to deny that he supported 
their immediate release.37 Withington was the third constituency which 
Labour had chosen not to contest. The Liberals adopted a local business-
man, G. F. Burditt, and the Conservatives a bank manager, R. A. D. Carter. 
Like Butterworth in Rusholme, Burditt adopted a strongly independent 
stance throughout the campaign, arguing that it was impossible for him to 
give ‘any coalition an unqualified pledge’. Although he claimed he had 
been offered Coalition endorsement, he had chosen to decline it. Burditt 
focused significant attention upon the case for the establishment of a 
league of nations and spoke at length of his absolute objection to con-
scription. He emphasised the need for a ‘just peace … not a policy of 
vengeance and hatred’.38 His Conservative opponent adopted a somewhat 
odd position as a self-declared anti-democrat, expressing throughout the 
campaign his dislike for democracy because it ‘encouraged the lazy and 
ignorant to organise riots and revolutions’.39

Labour and Conservative candidates contested the remaining two con-
stituencies in Manchester. Clayton included the greater part of the former 
Manchester East constituency and was largely a working-class district 
including many railway employees and miners. Labour’s John Sutton had 
represented Manchester East since January 1910 and was expected to 
retain the reconstituted seat.40 As the Manchester City News reported, 
Sutton was widely recognised as a ‘Labour leader of undoubted ability and 
independence’.41 His Conservative opponent Edward Hopkinson, a direc-
tor of an engineering firm in the district and son of a former Lord Mayor 
of the city, was known for his social work in the area. Perceived to be a 
strong candidate for the Conservatives, there was some suggestion that his 
candidature had not been supported by party headquarters. He was espe-
cially critical of the government and the timing of the election, saying he 
was not going to be ‘muzzled by or committed to the Prime Minister’.42 
In terms of issues, Sutton focused attention upon aspects of post-war 
reconstruction, though he spent most of the campaign condemning the 
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election and the Coalition. Throughout the campaign, the local Liberal 
Association issued statements in support of his candidature.43 Labour’s 
candidate in Ardwick, Thomas Lowth, was a member of the city council 
and General Secretary of the General Workers’ Union. Lowth focused 
exclusively upon aspects of post-war reconstruction affecting workers, par-
ticularly wages, conditions and the proposal of a maximum eight-hour 
day. He argued that a ‘state unemployment scheme was not wanted by the 
working classes [but] state employment’, though he contended that ‘there 
was no trusting a Coalition Government to do anything for the worker’.44 
He argued for combined industrial and political effort, citing a recent vic-
tory by the railwaymen in securing an eight-hour day as evidence of what 
could be achieved, and arguing that similar improvements could be 
obtained for the whole of the working class if there was a significant 
increase in the number of Labour representatives.45 Inevitably, all candi-
dates were forced to discuss their personal roles during the war. Haworth 
and Stott were both anxious to stress their wartime roles in an attempt to 
counter suggestions they had not played their parts. None of the Labour 
candidates had seen active service since most were above recruitment age, 
but they too were anxious to reiterate their roles in recruitment, relief 
committees and such like. This no doubt increased perceptions of the 
party’s respectability at the local level even though the party leadership 
included a number of high profile pacifists.

The 1918 general election campaign saw policy proposals and issues 
focused upon questions of the peace, post-war reconstruction and the tim-
ing of the election itself. In some constituencies, the Liberal candidates 
appeared more progressive than in others and Conservatives differed in 
their moderation. Labour stood out as the party with an ‘entirely indepen-
dent standpoint’ and concentrated on future aims.46 As one Liberal organ-
iser candidly stated after the election, the ‘fact [was] that the Labour 
manifesto commanded the assent of Liberal [supporters]’ whilst the 
Liberals’ appeal ‘fell absolutely flat because it never had any opportunity of 
getting home to the minds of the people’.47 Timing had also been critical; 
the same official believed ‘the programme was solid when it came, but it 
had come too late’.48

Nationally, an important context of the 1918 general election was that 
it took place after the Labour Party had adopted a new constitution, which 
for the first time included an explicit commitment to public ownership 
(Clause IV) together with the provision of individually enrolled members 
alongside the constituent bodies. The party had concluded that an 
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expanded electorate necessitated a more ‘direct appeal’ and, in Sidney 
Webb’s words, that this would be ‘indispensable for electoral success’.49 
Webb believed such a drive would not only enlist ‘hundreds of thousands 
of new working class electors’ to the service of the party but also ‘attract 
men and women of the shop keeping, manufacturing and professional 
classes who are dissatisfied with the old political parties’.50 The Labour 
Party had made strenuous efforts to develop its organisation during 1918, 
establishing new local parties, 300 to 400 of which were envisaged, and 
adopting over 300 candidates across the entire country. Such ambition 
was significant although the extent to which these efforts would pay divi-
dends during such an exceedingly brief campaign appeared doubtful; half 
of all electors were first-time voters and high numbers would be unable to 
exercise their vote. In Manchester, the principal topic of debate between 
Unionists and Liberals tended to be the continuation of the Coalition and, 
as the campaign progressed, the Conservatives began to adopt a harsher 
approach to the Paris Peace Settlement. The Labour candidates, however, 
remained focused upon the defence of working-class interests and avoided 
becoming embroiled in debates concerning either the Peace Settlement or 
the continuation of the Coalition.

Compared to previous contests, the election saw considerable apathy 
amongst electors; as the Manchester Guardian reported, audiences were 
‘small and spiritless’ and it was estimated that no more than about an 
eighth of the total electorate had even heard a speech.51 Given the circum-
stances, this was inevitable. Another feature was the predominance of local 
candidates: of the twenty-two candidates who stood in Manchester, only 
one, Sir J. Randles in Exchange, did not come from the area. The results 
represented an overwhelming victory for the Coalition and a bitter disap-
pointment for the city’s Liberals. Across Manchester, the Unionist candi-
dates received more than half the total votes polled, obtaining an overall 
vote of 91,968 from 161,703. The total Labour and Liberal votes, with 
seven and six candidates respectively, amounted to 35,452 and 28,854. In 
Manchester, as across the country, Lloyd George had swept the board 
principally because of his status as war leader. Of Manchester’s ten seats, 
eight returned Unionists; the remaining two returned Labour members 
including Clynes who was unopposed. Three Conservatives received offi-
cial Coalition endorsement and were returned with 65, 70 and 48% of the 
vote, representing winning margins of 46, 40 and 17%. The coupon had 
clearly contributed to the scale of these victories, although in Withington, 
Blackley, Clayton and Moss Side ‘un-couponed’ Conservatives also won 
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with significant majorities of 39, 30, 23 and 30%. In Hulme, where 
Needham had repudiated the coupon, the Conservatives won with a 
majority of 25%.52 The Conservative triumph in Manchester cannot be 
entirely attributed to the operation of the coupon. Districts of traditional 
Liberal strength, the former Manchester North, South and South West 
constituencies, experienced significant swings to the Conservatives, as did 
constituencies across the country, irrespective of the operation of the cou-
pon.53 No doubt the coupon forced voters to make a decision about which 
candidates they determined to be ‘patriotic’ and ‘official’ or ‘unpatriotic’ 
and ‘anti-government’. The coupon damaged the Liberals’ prospects 
because it forced them to declare publicly their opposition to Lloyd 
George’s Coalition. Liberal candidates varied in their willingness to ‘sup-
port’ the Coalition: Needham, Stott and Oliver seemed prepared to give 
greater support than Butterworth, Burditt and Haworth who made it 
clear they were ‘free Liberals opposed to caucus dictation’.54

A low turnout of 55% across the city reflected the prevalent mood of 
apathy and disinterest. Less than a fifth of the armed service electorate had 
voted and it was reported that a proportion of these had in fact spoilt their 
ballot papers, some even writing ‘demobilise us first’ on them. To some, 
this was an indication of how those in the armed services felt about a 
‘snatch’ election. Analysis of the Liberal and Labour votes in the constitu-
encies where they faced each other helps shed light on the comparative 
levels of support of the respective parties. Of the three-cornered contests, 
Rusholme and Hulme saw the Liberals outpoll Labour opponents but, 
given the suburban character of these divisions, this is unsurprising. 
Labour’s result in Rusholme was impressive, however, with a female can-
didate with no permanent organisation standing against a prominent local 
Liberal faring relatively well. Perhaps this serves to demonstrate just how 
badly the Liberals had done. This was part of the city considered a Liberal 
heartland, yet the party only just managed to outpoll Labour; the 
Conservatives won with a margin of nearly 46%. The Liberals did better in 
Hulme where Needham obtained nearly 30% of the total vote, but he was 
still almost 25% behind the winning non-couponed Conservative; the 
independent Labour candidate, with no preparation or formal organisa-
tion, obtained nearly 3000 votes, 13% of the total. Although it contained 
identifiable slum areas, Hulme was a socially mixed constituency and, 
owing to the boundary changes, it is difficult to compare the 1918 result 
with previous elections. Ultimately, whilst the 1918 general election saw 
the Liberals outpoll Labour by nearly 2.5 to 1, future prospects for a 
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Labour challenge in this seat were far from dismal, especially if an official 
candidate with greater preparation and improved organisation contested 
the seat. In Blackley, the Liberal and Labour vote was more or less equally 
divided, 20 and 25% respectively. One of the most significant features of 
the 1918 general election in Manchester was that Liberal versus Labour 
contests took place in areas previously considered natural Liberal territory. 
Though Labour had no real prospect of capturing these seats imminently, 
the party’s intervention would seriously undermine Liberal chances of 
overtaking the Conservatives in these constituencies.

The 1918 general election recorded one of the most sweeping victories 
in British politics. Liberal organisers undoubtedly expected to fare badly but 
the scale of the Coalition’s victory was unforeseen. With marked under-
statement, the Liberal Magazine concluded that ‘the situation created for 
the party [was] one of delicacy and difficulty’.55 The Manchester Guardian 
believed the outcome was the result of ‘a widespread desire on the part of 
the electorate to give the Coalition Government an opportunity of conclud-
ing peace and of carrying out the work of demobilisation [and of] a wave of 
Conservatism prompted by the political events’.56 The newspaper objected 
bitterly to the way in which the results had been achieved by ‘seizing upon 
a moment of confusion and excitement’ that had served to turn ‘representa-
tive institutions into something of a mockery’.57 Observers immediately 
attempted to explain the Liberal candidates’ poor performance. One news-
paper reported that ‘rightly or wrongly, it had come to be assumed that the 
Liberals did not desire such drastic measures [in respect of the peace settle-
ment] and that they might display a tender sentiment towards a still ruthless 
and arrogant enemy’.58 For many electors it seems that all Liberal candidates 
were perceived to be ‘soft’ on Germany. Another factor that in all probabil-
ity served to underpin the scale of the Coalition victory was the female vote. 
It was initially reported that new female electors appeared apathetic and 
‘difficult to move’ although, as one Liberal official observed afterwards, 
once they engaged with the election ‘whatever class they belonged to they 
gave in bulk an anti-German vote’ (Fig. 7.1).59 Nor should the personal 
appeal of the Prime Minister be under-estimated. As the Manchester City 
News concluded, the election was ‘a personal triumph for Lloyd George 
who has a magnetism that few possess and who inspires faith and commands 
support’.60 Another local newspaper was less generous in its bitter and sar-
castic assessment that electors had voted simply for ‘the legend of the man 
who had saved England, Europe and civilisation’.61

Although the 1918 general election was undoubtedly a disaster for the 
Liberal Party in that the party lost all of its parliamentary seats in 
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Manchester, there was not a complete collapse of its electoral base. No 
candidates lost their deposits and the percentage of the vote obtained by 
Liberal candidates ranged from 20 to 35% which, although extremely low 
compared to previous contests, was easily explained by the political situa-
tion. The local organisation had remained intact and, despite a slight dete-
rioration in party unity, the party split was hardly severe compared to 
elsewhere. The political situation before and during the 1918 general elec-
tion did not in itself destroy the Liberals in Manchester even though the 
electoral defeat was deeper than anything the party had encountered previ-
ously. Organised Liberalism would face monumental difficulties over the 
coming years and party managers locally and nationally recognised this 
fact. They did not, however, believe that Liberalism had been fatally 
wounded because, as one local newspaper declared, ‘it would be rash in the 
last degree to take the 1918 general election as providing any trustworthy 
criteria as to the relationships of parties to the electorate’.62

Fig. 7.1  David Lloyd George meeting female munitions workers in Manchester, 
September 1918 (Alamy)
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Some historians have suggested that the main premises underpinning 
the Liberal vote in 1910 had by 1918 been destroyed and, quite simply, 
that new voters acquired new habits of voting.63 Nevertheless, the 1918 
general election itself represented a triumph for the forces of reaction; 
anti-Coalition candidates fared badly across the board and the Liberals 
were uniquely disadvantaged in consequence of both issues and the politi-
cal situation. Labour performed only marginally better than before the 
outbreak of war although in some areas the party made a significant leap 
forward. Furthermore, it could be suggested that the performance of the 
Asquithian Liberals under-estimated the level of total Liberal support. 
Certainly, the Progressive Alliance had collapsed during the war and the 
Liberal Party remained disunited, yet there remained many people across 
the country who still considered themselves Liberals and who had ‘not 
even begun to think of transferring their allegiance elsewhere’.64 The 
Labour Party’s parliamentary position had only marginally improved. In 
Manchester, the local party bemoaned the fact that the working classes 
had ‘failed to be radicalised by the experience of war’.65 The 1918 general 
election did not produce an immediate transfer of allegiance from Liberal 
to Labour in Manchester or across the country as a whole. It might have 
appeared like any other khaki election, albeit one in which one of the par-
ticipants had been especially divided and its results particularly bad.

In September 1919, voters in Manchester were given an opportunity to 
express their opinion of the Coalition Government when the Rusholme 
seat became vacant following the death of its sitting Conservative member 
R. B. Stoker. The by-election was perceived to represent a key test of pub-
lic opinion towards the Lloyd George administration and its record over 
the past nine months. It would also provide an indicator of the respective 
positions of the two progressive parties. The Rusholme Liberal Association 
indicated that it intended to contest the seat, claiming that the former 
constituency of Manchester South had always been Liberal and its right to 
stand was infinitely greater than that of the Labour Party. Before the cam-
paign had formally begun, the Liberal press adopted a firm stance against 
Labour intervention. The Manchester Guardian’s position was that 
Labour candidates had been ‘ungrudgingly’ assisted by the Liberal Party 
at a number of recent by-elections and that Labour ought to demonstrate 
the same ‘cordial co-operation and not force a triangular contest’ on this 
occasion.66 In any case, the Manchester Guardian contended, forcing a 
three-cornered contest would only serve to strengthen the Coalition since 
it would simply ‘gift’ the seat to the Conservatives and thus strengthen the 
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Government’s present ‘misguided policies’.67 The newspaper suggested 
that there ought to be an ‘agreement on a reasonable allocation of seats 
based on the character of each constituency’68 and that, in such an alloca-
tion, Rusholme would be viewed as a Liberal seat. The actions of Labour 
on this occasion would be taken as an ‘index of its sincerity’, insofar as it 
would indicate whether the Labour Party placed the present dangers to 
the country before or after party considerations.69 It became clear, how-
ever, that the Labour Party was resolute in its determination to contest 
Rusholme.

Robert Dunstan was emblematic of a new breed of Labour candidates 
who emerged after 1918. A doctor and qualified barrister, he represented 
the intellectual side of his party; he had not risen through the unions70 and 
had only recently converted to the ILP, having previously been a Liberal 
parliamentary candidate. During the war, he had been a lieutenant in the 
Royal Army Medical Corps and it was at this time that he converted to the 
Labour Party, unsuccessfully contesting a seat in Birmingham in 1918. 
Dunstan had no connections with Manchester and it was reported that 
some within the local movement were reluctant to support him since they 
favoured a local candidate.71 The Manchester Guardian reported that 
endorsement from the central party was unusually slow, suggesting that 
opposition to his candidature was not purely local. The central executive 
of the Labour Party did give their full support, however, and the leader-
ship threw their weight behind him throughout the campaign. After his 
adoption, Dunstan declared that he had been aware that the Liberals 
already had a candidate in place but contended that his intervention was 
justified because there would be issues upon which he and his Liberal 
opponent would disagree. Additionally, it was essential that the Labour 
Party ‘establish a strong parliamentary position … if it was going to realise 
its aim of seeing a Labour government come into existence’ at this critical 
juncture.72 The Liberal candidate also came from the radical wing of his 
party. Like many radical Liberals during this period, W. M. Pringle had 
studied at Glasgow University. A barrister, he had been MP for North 
West Lanark between 1910 and 1918.73 Pringle had a reputation for his 
fierce independence and made a strong impression on the Manchester 
Liberals during the National Liberal Federation meeting the previous year 
when he had delivered a speech condemning the Coalition Government. 
At forty-five he was still young, yet he came with a wealth of political 
experience.74
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The Rusholme by-election campaign began on 11 September 1919, yet 
it did so without a Conservative or Coalition candidate in the field. Indeed, 
it did not appear that the Conservatives were in any hurry to adopt one. 
As the Manchester Guardian bemoaned, they might have been content 
simply to watch the ‘opening blows of the battle delivered between the 
two candidates already declared’.75 It was more likely that they had trouble 
securing a candidate. A number of Manchester’s most prominent 
Conservatives had allegedly been approached but had declined. Eventually 
the Conservatives secured Captain John Thorpe who, unlike the Liberal 
and Labour candidates, had no political credentials, prompting the Liberal 
press to suggest that his candidature illustrated the fact that the 
Conservatives had failed utterly in the ‘quest for an influential Manchester 
man’. From the beginning of the campaign, the Liberal candidate did not 
attempt to hide his radicalism. Pringle’s principal policy was that of a capi-
tal levy that he claimed was the only workable means by which to tackle 
the current economic crisis. Alongside this, he ferociously condemned 
Britain’s campaign in Russia, the deteriorating situation in Ireland and 
advocated the immediate nationalisation of all key industries and the abo-
lition of conscription. Pringle’s basic argument with regards to a capital 
levy was that rather than relying on Germany to pay reparations ‘the peo-
ple of Britain would have to meet their own financial liabilities’.76 He high-
lighted how expenditure exceeded revenue by more than two million 
pounds every day and, although savings might be obtained from greater 
economy in Whitehall, more had to be done. Pringle argued that the solu-
tion did not lie in the shape of Chancellor Austen Chamberlain’s proposals 
(which were just a continuation of a policy of borrowing) but in some-
thing completely different: a levy on capital. He admitted such a policy 
might cause ‘inconvenience in an immediate sense’, but it was the best 
means of dealing with the financial crisis in the long term. At this time, 
some Liberals were anxious to present themselves as pioneers of the capital 
levy, but the extent of support across the whole of the party was unclear. 
In Manchester, there were clearly differences of opinion in relation to the 
policy. During the by-election the Chairman of the MLF, Arthur Haworth, 
was at odds with the candidate over the issue, arguing that such a proposal 
was ‘unsound even if practical’.77 In response, Pringle suggested that the 
policy was an essential part of the MLF programme which had been agreed 
at a representative meeting of all the city’s associations by an overwhelming 
majority; the policy had been adopted in other parts of the country and, 
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whether Haworth liked it or not, he refused to remove it from his 
campaign.

Pringle adopted an equally radical line in relation to the Irish question, 
claiming that people there were ‘held down by military rule [and] their 
allegiance maintained and order preserved by seventy thousand troops’.78 
Dominion status as incorporated in the Government of Ireland Act was 
probably the best workable solution, but in relation to Ulster, allegiance 
should be determined on a county-by-county basis. He vigorously sup-
ported the nationalisation of all key industries, claiming that it was a sig-
nificant safeguard for the community, as was the taxation of land values.79 
In one powerful speech, he drew voters’ attention to the government’s 
failure to fulfil the promises of the previous year. In nine months, he 
declared, ‘peace had not been made (there were still twenty-three on-
going wars), the Kaiser remained untried, the promised indemnity had not 
materialised, conscription had been prolonged, the daily expenditure 
exceeded the daily revenue by a catastrophic amount, trade remained 
hampered by restrictions, the country was sinking into bankruptcy, indus-
try was unsettled and Ireland was sinking into deeper anarchy’.80 In his last 
election address, Pringle delivered another powerful speech focusing upon 
the government’s policy in Russia. Apart from the obvious sacrifice of 
British soldiers, he argued that intervention in Russia represented a com-
plete waste of money: it had cost over 100 million pounds to date.81 He 
also accused the government of lying about casualties, stating that more 
British troops had been killed in Russia than had been officially admitted 
and that the Secretary of State for War had lied to the House of Commons 
in claiming that men who went to Russia had gone overwhelmingly as 
volunteers. Pringle argued that a more accurate figure was around 10%, 
the rest had gone against their will. Ultimately, he argued, ‘the govern-
ment had no right to put the life of a single British soldier in peril except 
where the interests of the country were at stake’ and that was simply not 
the case in Russia. Throughout the contest, some Liberals appeared 
uncomfortable with their candidate’s platform and it was even reported 
that some of his audiences had begun to ask him if he really was a Liberal; 
he maintained that he was very much a Liberal advocating a Liberal pro-
gramme. The traditional Manchester issue of free trade versus protection 
hardly appeared at all as a significant issue for the main party candidates; 
interestingly, Pringle did not mention it in any of his election speeches.

Robert Dunstan was as radical a candidate for the Labour Party as 
Pringle was for the Liberals. From the beginning of the campaign, he 
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declared that he was not fighting Rusholme for ‘purposes of propaganda’ 
and like his opponent focused principally upon the Coalition Government’s 
foreign policy, particularly in Russia. He appealed for an immediate end to 
hostilities and resumption of trade with Russia, telling voters that if the 
issue was resolved others would follow: conscription would come to an 
end, the country would no longer need to maintain armaments and the 
economic crisis would begin to ease. He was a strong supporter of free 
trade and an even greater advocate of land taxation. Like his Liberal oppo-
nent, Dunstan also spoke strongly of the necessity of a capital levy. He also 
paid considerable attention to the issue of profiteering, claiming that this 
was just one aspect of an ‘embedded corruption in political life’; only the 
Labour Party, he suggested, ‘had no profiteers, no secret funds and no rich 
men’.82 In relation to the housing situation, he argued there should be a 
national system and public funds ought not to be placed in the hands of 
private landlords. Throughout the campaign Dunstan made explicit 
attacks upon the Liberal Party and argued that his opponent was ‘dressing 
himself up in Labour garments’ and it was only in response to public pres-
sure and expediency that he had adopted such a programme. Dunstan 
insisted that both established parties had been discredited during and after 
the war but the Liberal Party in particular had had its day; he told voters 
how he, like many others, had left the Liberal Party because he had been 
‘disgusted at the conduct of Liberal Ministers in relation to secret foreign 
policy’.83 He acknowledged that it appeared men such as Pringle were 
indeed creating ‘a new programme and a new party’ but that in itself was 
‘recognition that the Liberalism of the past had failed [and that] the 
Liberal Party in its despair [was] trying to cover up its past by adopting 
Labour’s programme’.84 Why then, he asked, did men such as his oppo-
nent not join the Labour Party? Given that Pringle and Dunstan had 
adopted virtually identical positions on foreign policy, conscription, land 
taxation, nationalisation and (crucially) a proposed capital levy, progres-
sively minded voters would only be able to make a decision based upon 
which party was best placed to bring about such change.

The Conservative candidate advocated few concrete policies, simply 
focusing his campaign upon the contention that the Coalition comprised 
the ‘best men in politics’ and ought to be given time to make good the 
promises of 1918, alongside a more general argument that if nationalisa-
tion were to be implemented it would lead to certain revolution. Thorpe 
asked voters to give Lloyd George the opportunity ‘to show what he could 
do as a peace prime minister’85 whilst making it clear that he ‘reserved the 
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right to criticise the government as a Conservative and Unionist’.86 The 
Manchester Guardian was infuriated by what it perceived to be the ‘vague-
ness and complacency’ of the Conservative campaign. Thorpe’s campaign 
indeed appeared to lack focus until the intervention of the railway strike.87

The 1919 railway workers’ strike was called suddenly during the last 
week of the by-election and took all the candidates by surprise. Their atti-
tude towards the strike varied and almost certainly made some impact on 
the performance of the parties at the by-election, although perhaps not as 
great as some subsequently claimed. The occurrence of a national strike in 
the later stages undoubtedly aided Thorpe’s ailing campaign, allowing 
him to make an appeal for public support for the government at a time of 
‘national emergency’. He portrayed the strike as an organised attack on 
the constitution, declaring that ‘forces of unrest must be dealt with 
severely’.88 Pringle stated he was in favour of standardisation of wages 
across the whole industry and against a return to the low wages of the pre-
war years. Nonetheless, he was accused of appearing impartial and slightly 
noncommittal in his attitude. This seems a little unfair, since examination 
of Pringle’s statements on the subject suggests a considerable degree of 
sympathy with the cause of the railway workers. In one speech, he described 
it as ‘intolerable’ that railway workers should have to supplement their 
‘miserable pittance by tips from the general public’. Nevertheless, in sug-
gesting that the strikers be prepared to end their action and negotiate 
while the government listened to their arguments, he perhaps gave too 
great an impression of impartiality.

During 1919, by-election results across the country were showing, in 
the words of the Manchester Guardian, ‘every sign of instability of public 
opinion’, though ultimately the newspaper concluded that ‘a public willing 
to wound might be unwilling to slay’.89 Nonetheless, by-election losses for 
the Coalition represented clear condemnation of the government’s poli-
cies and, by the autumn of 1919, results were becoming ever more sensa-
tional. Newspapers such as the Manchester Guardian believed these 
provided evidence that the electorate was ‘throwing off the momentary 
madness’ of the previous year’s general election.90 The Rusholme by-
election in September saw the Conservatives managing to hold the seat, 
though with a substantially reduced majority: the party won with 45.7% of 
the vote, a majority of 14.5% over the second-placed Labour candidate. 
The turnout was low for the post-war period and it is possible that some 
Liberal voters abstained.91 The striking feature of the result was the 
advance made by the Labour Party, which had doubled its vote compared 
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to the 1918 general election and managed to outpoll the Liberals by 12%. 
Rusholme was traditionally Liberal territory, suburban and largely middle 
class; this represented an astonishing result for Labour. For the Liberals 
the result was disastrous: the Rusholme by-election proved a striking 
reminder that the Labour Party had repudiated the Progressive Alliance in 
Manchester and the result was unlikely to change their minds. Ironically, 
it also illustrated the necessity of progressive cooperation: the combined 
progressive vote amounted to just over 50%, 4.6% more than the 
Conservatives.

The widely publicised debate within the Liberal Party over Pringle’s 
support for a capital levy was probably unhelpful. As the Manchester 
Guardian concluded, ‘the spectacle of not only members of the party … 
but of the president of the local organisation criticising the programme on 
which the party had invited the candidate to fight’ created a disastrous 
impression. The Labour Party on the other hand appeared united.92 
Pringle believed that the election had taken place at a time of ‘abnormal 
conditions’ and he did not believe it demonstrated anything about the real 
balance of the parties in the constituency or in the wider country. He also 
suggested that the railway strike ‘nullified the election as a test of public 
opinion on political issues’ because many voters who would have voted 
against the government believed they should instead rally behind it during 
what they perceived to be a time of crisis.93 At the same time, Pringle also 
suggested that a very large number of Liberal trade unionists believed the 
‘whole principle of trade unionism was at stake so felt obliged to support 
the Labour candidate’. Like Pringle, Dunstan believed that, but for the 
railway strike, Thorpe would not have won, although he still believed the 
result represented a significant blow for the government because Labour 
had doubled its vote in what was a socially mixed constituency. That meant 
that a sizable proportion of electors had supported the party’s position on 
issues such as the capital levy, the taxation of land values, nationalisation, 
self-determination in Ireland and the Russian question.94

For the local Liberal press, the implications of the result were very clear: 
given that the Liberal and Labour candidates had virtually identical pro-
grammes, there had ‘probably never been an election in which the vote [of 
the two parties] could be more justly lumped together as the sum of pro-
gressive strength’.95 For the Liberals the by-election served to illustrate 
the futility and consequences of three-cornered contests, and demonstrated 
the effects of an obsolete electoral system. The Liberals began to calculate 
that without electoral reform the position of their party was likely to 
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remain difficult if not ultimately impossible in some places. For Labour, by 
contrast, the result justified the decision to stand. The Rusholme by-
election demonstrated the Labour Party’s ambition and showed how far 
the party had come in terms of policy, but also highlighted the continuing 
difficulties facing the Liberals. In a reversal of the pre-war political situa-
tion, it now appeared that the Liberals were dependent upon the acquies-
cence of Labour.

The death of Edward Hopkinson prompted a by-election in Clayton 
early in 1922. The election was a straight fight between Labour and the 
Conservatives. Having been defeated at the 1918 General Election, 
Labour’s John Sutton fought a determined campaign focusing attention 
primarily upon the failure of the Coalition Government to carry through 
the promises that it had made in 1918. His programme was likely to attract 
Liberal supporters in particular. More than any other issue, Sutton 
appealed to voters on education, condemning the recent Fisher Education 
Act as a ‘betrayal of the national interests’. He promised to oppose ‘any 
attempt to rob a child to pay for the war’.96 In an interview with the 
Manchester Guardian, he launched a particularly ferocious attack on the 
proposals of the Geddes Committee, published that day and calling for 
significant spending cuts, declaring that it was an outrage that the 
Government was ‘robbing the children of the war dead’.97 Published by 
the government’s Committee on National Expenditure and chaired by Sir 
Eric Geddes, the Geddes Report came at an opportune time for the 
Labour Party and probably gave them a considerable advantage.98 Labour 
had strongly supported the need to protect education and pensions and 
the report was perceived as an attack on both. By citing the ‘children of 
the war dead’, Sutton no doubt struck a chord with many of the division’s 
residents and his defence of education would have appealed to women; 
given there were 15,000 female voters in the constituency it is unsurpris-
ing that he made strenuous efforts to appeal to them on these issues. In 
addition, Sutton stressed his fundamental opposition to any cuts to pen-
sions.99 Housing was also a concern as it had been suggested that houses 
built by the local authorities ought now to be sold off. Sutton argued that 
it was morally wrong to sell off public housing; many of the tenants were 
ex-servicemen and they might face the prospect of eviction before replace-
ments were built.100

Inevitably, the question of the current economic crisis and unemploy-
ment in particular received significant attention during the by-election. A 
manifesto in support of Sutton outlined how Britain was ‘sinking beneath 
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its burden of debt’ while ministers were ‘squandering money in support of 
frantic military adventures in support of reactionary policies abroad’.101 
Sutton used his final election speeches to argue that unemployment and a 
flawed foreign policy were intrinsically related. He told voters that unem-
ployment would continue to be a problem that would overshadow all 
others and it was all ‘down to the discreditable incompetence of the 
Coalition Government’.102 There needed to be an immediate restoration 
of European trade, including Russia and Germany, and a restoration of 
free trade, which was essential given that the condition of industry in the 
region was ‘determined by international relationships more than anywhere 
in the country’.103 In contrast to the Coalition’s flawed foreign policy, the 
Labour Party, Sutton argued, advocated a policy of peace. Interference in 
Russia and other countries had already cost £200 million which could 
have built 200,000 new houses. He told voters that the government ‘had 
never been in earnest with their cry of building “homes fit for heroes to 
live in”’ and argued that those who spoke of military pacts were ‘traitors 
to the uncounted dead’.104 Sutton defined his programme clearly and 
directly and successfully forced the campaign onto the record of the 
Coalition since the Armistice. He told voters that he simply wanted to ‘do 
his best for those who had suffered by the war’. Interestingly, he chose to 
avoid the issue of nationalisation, saying that it was ‘not an immediate 
issue’.105 A need to deal with critical issues such as unemployment, educa-
tion, pensions, housing and the inadequacy of the peace treaties gave 
Labour momentum from the very beginning of the by-election and the 
publication of the Geddes Report perhaps reinforced Sutton’s contention 
that the Coalition was unfit to govern.

Economic, political and social context, a small number of issues, good 
organisation and the performance of the candidate himself ensured that 
the Labour Party would perform well at the Clayton by-election. Sutton 
was very likely to secure the support of many Liberal voters. He was a free 
trader and a strong advocate of the taxation of land values and the League 
of Nations. The only policy area where there might have been a difference 
of opinion with some Liberals was nationalisation, although he largely 
avoided that issue. The Manchester Guardian concluded that Labour’s 
alternative amounted to ‘not only a keen criticism of the Government but 
a forward policy’ and that Sutton had effectively articulated a ‘Liberal 
programme that was easy to support’.106 The Liberal press played a critical 
role in reassuring Liberal voters: throughout the contest the Manchester 
Guardian strongly urged its readers to vote for Sutton, pointing out that 
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the by-election presented a ‘decisive opportunity to condemn the 
government’.107

Throughout the by-election, the Conservative candidate W.  H. 
Flanagan never concealed the fact that he would only be willing to support 
the Coalition ‘so long as his party continued to do so’.108 As the campaign 
proceeded, however, his allegiance to his party began to appear tenuous 
and by the end of it he had started to sound more like an anti-government 
candidate. Tellingly, he received no support from the Conservative Party 
leadership, having to rely on a few of the city’s MPs for support. 
Throughout the contest, he played up his credentials as a local employer. 
In terms of economic policy, Flanagan stressed a need for economy and an 
improvement in industrial relations. Cooperation between capital and 
labour formed the basis of his campaign, yet he caused controversy when 
he appeared to suggest favouring the use of the military in industrial dis-
putes. Somewhat astonished, the Manchester Guardian claimed that this 
amounted to ‘firing a shot over open sights into his working-class audi-
ence’.109 The Liberal press reported that he had been a strong protection-
ist up to 1920 but was now claiming to be a free trader. In terms of foreign 
policy, he initially took a very different position from his Labour oppo-
nent, declaring that he would ‘wholeheartedly’ support an alliance with 
France, although he later modified this by saying that he wanted little 
more than an entente. He suggested that Germany was attempting to 
evade her responsibilities, but his position on this also changed as the cam-
paign progressed. By polling day, he advocated a total revision of indemni-
ties and spoke enthusiastically about the League of Nations. Flanagan did 
not always cope well on the election platform and his speeches appeared 
abstract and vague. He failed to develop his points and regularly had dif-
ficulty answering questions effectively. At one meeting, for example, he 
admitted to agreeing with an audience member’s argument that the 
Coalition had failed to honour the promises made to servicemen in 
1918.110 The Manchester Guardian appeared to be completely perplexed 
by the Conservative candidate and went so far as to write that ‘his mind is 
almost too remote for the common traffic of politics’.111 He appeared to 
offer the very antithesis of Sutton’s polished, accessible and intelligent 
platform style. Some saw this as an endearing, if eccentric, aspect of his 
character, but given the prevailing hardship in the division, it began to be 
perceived as inappropriate.

The Clayton by-election resulted in a significant victory for the Labour 
Party. Sutton won the seat with a majority of just over 3600, 14.2% of the 
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total vote. At 74%, the turnout was significantly higher than in 1918. 
Sutton claimed the result represented ‘a blow against the Lloyd George 
Government and any candidate who had any lingering attachment to it’, 
but it also suggested public approval of the policy of the Labour Party, 
particularly on education. He believed his advocacy of ‘reconstructing 
Europe as the only way of reconstructing England’ had been especially 
well received and he said electors now ‘understood more fully how inter-
national affairs impacted upon them’ than in 1918; there had also been a 
pronounced anti-militarism amongst electors.112 It seems probable that 
Sutton had received a large proportion of the Liberal vote. The Liberals 
had urged supporters to get solidly behind him and it had been easy on 
this occasion, as Sutton had advocated a very ‘Liberal’ programme. He 
had avoided the issue of nationalisation, focusing instead on education 
and foreign policy and his platform talents shone in contrast to his inept 
opponent. For the Liberal press, the Clayton by-election demonstrated 
why unity was essential for the progressive parties; had there been a Liberal 
candidate the seat might have been lost. The Manchester Guardian reiter-
ated its belief that the ‘future of Labour and Liberalism’, as the by-election 
illustrated, was dependent upon some sort of ‘accord’,113 yet the same 
newspaper recognised that difficulties lay with the local associations and 
while there was ‘plenty of goodwill on the Liberal side [there was] a good 
deal less on the part of Labour’.114

The Clayton by-election illustrates a number of important aspects of 
political change in Britain in the aftermath of the First World War. It shows 
how the Labour Party moved in to claim its ‘Liberal’ inheritance. John 
Sutton had articulated an exceptionally ‘Liberal’ programme, focused 
principally upon the failures of the Coalition government; on issues such 
as education, housing, unemployment, pensions and foreign policy and, as 
an individual, he was a remarkably capable advocate of (in his words) the 
Labour Party’s ‘forward looking’ programme. The impact of candidates 
like Sutton and the sheer forcefulness of their campaigns was of critical 
importance in changing political allegiance in the aftermath of the First 
World War. Whilst post-war socio-economic and political issues were 
increasingly national, as illustrated by the emphasis on foreign policy, the 
way the respective candidates articulated their condemnation of the record 
of the Coalition and the way they advocated their own party’s programme 
was extremely significant. This suggests that in many ways the Labour 
Party created its own expansion. The national political situation gave birth 
to a more favourable environment for Labour, but the mobilisation of 
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voter disillusionment into actual support for the party and, ultimately, firm 
political allegiance was achieved through the ability of candidates such as 
John Sutton within the local context.

Notes
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whether they chose free Liberals or Coalition Liberals.
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14.	 See Manchester Guardian and Manchester Evening News, 23 November 
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18.	 Proxy voters included men serving in Egypt, Macedonia and other distant 

fronts and those in the navy.

  S. WOLSTENCROFT



  165

19.	 Manchester Guardian, November 27 1918.
20.	 Details from Manchester City News, 16 November 1918.
21.	 See Manchester Guardian, 27 November 1918.
22.	 Ibid.
23.	 Manchester Guardian, 3 December 1918.
24.	 See Manchester Guardian, 6 December 1918.
25.	 See Manchester Guardian, 16 November 1918.
26.	 Manchester Guardian, 22 November 1918.
27.	 Manchester Guardian, 5 December 1918.
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37.	 See ibid.
38.	 See Manchester Guardian, 22 November 1918.
39.	 See Manchester Guardian, 11 December 1918.
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48.	 Ibid.
49.	 See article outlining the basic premise of the new party constitution writ-

ten by Sidney Webb in Labour Party leaflet number one, 1918 (new 
series), LSE Collection.

50.	 Ibid.
51.	 Manchester Guardian, 12 December 1918.
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55.	 Liberal Magazine, December 1918.
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66.	 Manchester Guardian, 6 September 1919.
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71.	 See Manchester Guardian, 10 September 1919.
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75.	 Manchester Guardian, 12 September 1919.
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91.	 The turnout at the by-election was 67.5% compared to 62.9% in 1918, 
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The 1919 by-election represented a low turnout when compared to most 
post-war contests; in the 1922 general election it increased by 10%.
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CHAPTER 8

Manchester’s Municipal Politics 
in the Aftermath of War and the 1922 

General Election

The Labour Party’s electoral progress in Manchester’s municipal politics 
had been patchy before 1914 but after 1918 the situation changed dra-
matically. As in many other areas of the country, war had taken its toll on 
the Liberal organisation. Before the 1919 municipal elections, the 
Manchester Progressive Union (MPU) made an appeal to its members for 
financial assistance. The response was tremendous and allowed a degree of 
financial stability. The circumstances in 1919 still represented a challenge 
however, not least because the ward boundaries had been redrawn; for 
thirty-seven available seats the Labour Party fielded nineteen candidates, a 
reflection of their ambition. This compared to just eight candidates in 
nineteen wards in 1913. The Liberals put up eight candidates, the 
Conservatives thirty-one.1

The dominant issues of the 1919 municipal campaigns in Manchester 
were housing and profiteering, two issues that the city’s councillors ‘had 
chosen to avoid for so long but could avoid no longer’.2 It was believed 
that the Labour candidates would gain most from their prominence; since 
Labour’s presence on the council before the outbreak of war had been 
limited, it was believed that the party could not be held accountable for 
previous failures. In addition, issues such as housing had been central to 
the Labour group’s interventions within the council before 1914; having 
previously attempted to raise these issues, the Labour group could not 
now be seen as campaigning upon them for opportunistic reasons.

The 1919 municipal contests saw a significant advance for Labour: the 
party’s candidates won eleven seats, taking its total representation on the 
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council to thirty-one. Conservatives were returned in nine, their overall 
representation dropping from fifty-five to thirty-eight, and the Liberals 
were successful in just two seats from five candidates.3 In a spirit of pro-
gressive cooperation, or perhaps merely a reflection of the Liberals’ inabil-
ity to contest a greater number of seats, there were just three three-cornered 
contests: Blackley and Moston saw Labour outpoll the Liberals while in 
Levenshulme the Liberals outpolled Labour although the margins were 
small. For the Manchester City News, Labour’s large poll suggested that 
the public ‘was in sympathy with the party’s aims’ and ‘dissatisfied with 
existing conditions’ in relation to housing and social questions.4 The same 
newspaper also reflected that it was perhaps ‘inevitable under the circum-
stances that Labour should pitch its strength against the parties which had 
been principally associated with local government’.5 All the parties had 
campaigned on social reconstruction and it must be concluded that, in the 
working-class wards especially, electors voted for the party they trusted 
most and blamed the least in relation to perceived past failures on such 
issues.

The critical question the following year was the extent to which the 
Labour Party would hold onto the gains made in 1919. Maintaining its 
momentum, Labour fielded twenty-one candidates while the Liberals ran 
thirteen, standing on a ‘Liberal and MPU’ label. The Conservatives put 
up twenty-one for the twenty-nine available seats. The 1920 municipal 
elections saw a record nine contests in which the Liberal and Labour par-
ties faced each other, suggesting that at this level the Progressive Alliance 
had clearly come to an abrupt end. The results saw the Liberals and 
Conservatives return seven and thirteen candidates respectively. Relative 
to the number of seats contested, the Liberals performed well. Admittedly, 
they had been successful in their traditional heartlands, All Saints, 
Cheetham, Moss Side West, Rusholme and Withington, but the elections 
nonetheless proved that the Liberal Party could not be discounted as a 
municipal force. Labour, on the other hand, suffered a significant setback 
with the party managing to win in only five wards, Beswick, Gorton South, 
Miles Platting, Openshaw and St. Michael’s. These were all straight fights 
with Conservatives in areas where the party already had a solid electoral 
base. Labour performed poorly against Conservatives in areas such as 
Newton Heath, Longsight and Medlock Street and where it was chal-
lenged by both Liberals and Conservatives: of nine triangular contests 
only three, Harpurhey, Moss Side East and St. George’s, saw Labour poll-
ing above the Liberals.6
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The year 1921 saw thirty-three seats contested. Just three candidates 
ran as Liberals while nine, including a number of well-known Liberal 
activists and existing council members, stood simply as ‘progressives’; 
effectively the total number of Liberals was the same as the previous year. 
Labour and the Conservatives ran sixteen and twenty-nine candidates 
respectively. The contests resulted in the return of twenty-two 
Conservatives, five Labour, four progressives and two independents. 
Labour again performed well in areas where there was an established pres-
ence, Beswick, Bradford and Gorton South, but did badly elsewhere. The 
results were mixed for the Liberals: the party performed well in its subur-
ban heartlands of Didsbury and Rusholme but poorly in the more mixed 
areas of Crumpsall, Collyhurst and Longsight. Exchange represented a 
particular disappointment for the Liberals, the party’s candidate polling 
34% less than the winning Conservative. In contrast to the previous year, 
just two contests saw the Liberals and Labour face each other. In a straight 
fight in Newton Heath, the Progressive/Liberal candidate polled 59% to 
Labour’s 41% and in a triangular contest in St. Mark’s, Labour won the 
seat with 47% of the vote to the Conservative’s 36% and the Liberal’s 17%.

Whilst the 1922 municipal elections were perceived to have greater 
significance because of the concurrent parliamentary contests, the occur-
rence of the general election meant that only a relatively small number of 
wards were contested, twenty-three in all. Despite increased pressure on 
the organisation, Labour was still able to run a large number of candidates 
in the municipal contests, nineteen in total, just one less than the 
Conservatives. The Liberals, no longer using the ‘progressive’ label, ran 
only six candidates and managed to return two in Chorlton-cum-Hardy 
and Rusholme. Of the three wards where the Liberals and Labour faced 
each other, Collegiate Church saw the Liberals push Labour into third 
place; a split vote in Miles Platting allowed the Conservative to win and, 
in Moston, Labour won a straight fight with a substantial majority. 
Altogether, ten of Labour’s nineteen candidates were returned, a great 
success, although the results left the party with a net loss of four on the 
council. The overall position of the council consequently stood at seventy-
five Conservative, twenty-seven Liberal/Progressive, twenty-five Labour 
and thirteen independents; the Conservative majority was roughly what it 
had been in 1920.

The 1919 municipal elections represented a turning point in Labour’s 
position in local government. The party was better positioned to influence 
municipal politics than it had ever been, yet as Labour’s position changed 
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so too did the attitudes of the established parties. Before 1914, Labour’s 
councillors had largely been moderate Lib-Lab types. This had begun to 
change, but few of the Labour Party’s municipal representatives were out-
and-out socialists. The established parties generally received them posi-
tively and there was never an overtly anti-Labour agenda. This changed 
dramatically after 1918. A key feature of the immediate post-war period 
was the way in which Labour’s municipal representatives became increas-
ingly assertive and political, with the result that the established parties, the 
Conservatives in particular, showed hostility towards them. Municipal 
politics after 1918 became increasingly politicised.

A problem for the Labour Party before 1914 had been low representa-
tion on the council committees, an issue that the Labour group in Manchester 
was now anxious to address. They argued that the council ought to take 
‘cognisance of their new position and accept the Labour victories at the 
polls’.7 The request was ignored. The Manchester Guardian became sup-
portive of Labour’s claim for increased committee representation, bemoan-
ing in March 1920 the fact that, whilst Labour had done very well at the 
polls, this ‘could not guarantee the party an effective voice in the city’s affairs 
which its numbers might warrant’.8 The Manchester Guardian claimed that 
it was widely known that the council’s Conservatives considered Labour 
members ‘inferior’ in status. They quite possibly did, but there were specific 
reasons which underpinned objections to a strong Labour presence on the 
committees, notably the question of impartiality. As one Conservative 
Alderman argued, because ‘of their politics [Labour members were] debarred 
from performing certain governmental functions [because] as trade union-
ists they could not be expected to hold the balance evenly between the city 
and its workpeople where dealings with corporation employees were con-
cerned’.9 Hostility to Labour within the council became pronounced, The 
Manchester Guardian reporting that ‘almost every amendment emanating 
from the Labour benches was negated by a solid Conservative vote’.10 
Labour received the support of some Liberals although this was rarely 
enough to ensure the adoption of Labour amendments or proposals.11 
Obtaining a significant foothold in the municipal representation of the city 
was one thing, being able to exercise influence in the decision-making pro-
cess thereafter was a different matter. Nonetheless, the Labour group made 
its presence felt in the best way it could: within the context of the council’s 
monthly meetings, the group inevitably focused its attention upon issues 
such as unemployment, housing and social improvement.
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Analysis of policy on unemployment helps to shed light on party ideol-
ogy and influence at the municipal level during the immediate post-war 
period. An early indication of the mounting economic crisis in Manchester 
was seen in March 1919, when an estimated 40,000 unemployed men 
gathered outside the city’s town hall in an attempt to alert the council to 
their plight and urge it to consider assistance, especially in the interests of 
ex-servicemen and former munitions workers.12 A deputation secured a 
meeting with the Lord Mayor at which one activist, Annie Lee, described 
conditions in parts of the city as a disaster. Thousands were on the verge 
of pneumonia because they could not afford to buy coal and she high-
lighted how over 60,000 of the city’s women were unemployed. Another 
member of the deputation told the Lord Mayor that, in his opinion, the 
city was ‘on the verge of catastrophe’.13 The issue received immediate 
attention within the council chamber, but it was only after Labour inter-
vention that resolute action was taken. On the initiative of the group’s 
leader, Tom Fox, the council voted in favour of establishing a special 
committee to report on schemes of public utility to be put in place by the 
council’s departments.14 After protests from another Labour councillor, a 
resolution urging the government to take steps to accelerate normal work-
ing conditions (by the decontrolling of industry) was adopted. As the 
same councillor insisted, there could be no delay: ‘these men were victims 
of the Great War and [were] entitled to be maintained’.15 Unlike areas 
such as Salford, Manchester had been exceptionally slow in creating 
schemes of relief work. On the recommendations of the special committee 
on unemployment, the council from 1921 initiated a range of schemes 
employing over 2000 men and the Lord Mayor’s Fund raised over 
£11,000, of which £500 a week was estimated to provide for over 500 
families.16

The question of ‘municipal economy’ had long been a feature of the 
politics of local government, but with increasing economic uncertainty the 
issue attained an even greater significance after 1919. This presented dif-
ficulties for the municipal authorities. Much work in connection with 
housing, education, child welfare, health and unemployment relief needed 
to be undertaken, but the question of ‘economy’ meant any schemes in 
these areas became increasingly controversial. The subject of ‘economy’ 
became a critical aspect of council politics after 1919 and was hugely divi-
sive. The Labour group was as anxious as its opponents to cite ‘economy’ 
but from a very different perspective. Consequently, the anti-Labour-anti-
waste strategy of some of the party’s opponents may not have reaped the 
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electoral rewards expected. On occasions when Labour members argued 
against the economy ‘lobby’, they did so by questioning established 
notions of what ‘economy’ actually meant. In defending welfare provi-
sions, they argued that ‘true economy’ could only be effective with 
improved health, education and the general well-being of the people, chil-
dren in particular. Although it was not necessarily articulated as such, this 
amounted to a national efficiency argument as much as a humanitarian 
one. In Manchester, proposals to increase expenditure on various essential 
social provisions met regularly with determined opposition from members 
of the council who deemed it an inopportune time to embark upon ‘ide-
alistic schemes’.17 Those who objected to cuts in social provision argued, 
however, that irrespective of humanitarian considerations, poor health and 
education was more expensive in the long term than expenditure invested 
in the short term.

Economy speeches became the dominant feature of council meetings 
during 1921. The Labour group recognised a need for economy but from 
a different perspective, arguing that it would be morally wrong for the 
council to cut essential social services and that there were areas where 
appropriate savings could be made. At the September meeting, for exam-
ple, the Labour group claimed that some surveyors employed by the 
Housing Department were surplus to requirements and a drain on expen-
diture; the reservoir begun fourteen years earlier in Heaton Park was 
increasingly expensive and so too was the £60,000 the corporation spent 
every year on stationery.18 At the following month’s meeting, a Conservative 
attempt to reduce expenditure on the provision of massage sessions for 
children with rickets was overcome by combined Labour and Liberal 
opposition which argued that ‘expense should not stand in the way of a 
chance of a cure’.19 The economy versus child welfare debate was one that 
those demanding ‘economy’ were unable to win. Indeed, it was usually 
only after Labour-led opposition that proposed cuts were abandoned.

Another matter that generated debate was the question of officials’ pay, 
and on many occasions the Labour group successfully led opposition to 
large increases in municipal salaries. In December 1921, for example, 
when the question of the newly appointed Town Clerk’s salary came up 
for discussion, it proved to be hugely divisive. Labour Councillor Cundiff 
moved that the proposed salary be reduced by £250, claiming that at the 
municipal elections voters had ‘expressed their feelings on the subject of 
economy’. The three parties remained split: some asked what difference 
£250 would make, others believed that even to contemplate paying a 
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lower salary than other municipalities would be embarrassing for the city. 
Cundiff stood his ground, arguing that it was ‘a question of setting an 
example … at a time when there existed so much hardship, it was inap-
propriate to be handing out enormous salaries to officials’.20 A compro-
mise was reached when the new Town Clerk himself offered to accept a 
reduction. Whether this would have been the case without the Labour 
group’s objections remains an open question, but the episode illustrates 
how Labour was anxious to demonstrate concern for what they perceived 
to be unnecessary municipal expenditure. A year later, the city’s chief 
water engineer was denied a salary increase after a resolution moved by 
another Labour councillor. Despite the fact that he had saved the corpora-
tion £200,000 by overcoming technical difficulties and that other councils 
paid their engineers much more, the council supported Labour’s position 
by fifty-four votes to fifty-one that ‘whilst there are hundreds of school-
children to feed and thousands of men starving [it was] not playing the 
game to advance already large salaries’.21 Despite continuing difficulties 
such as low committee representation and sizable opposition to its posi-
tion, the Labour group grew in confidence after 1919 and became a more 
dynamic force within the council chamber. In many ways, the Labour 
Party appeared to be the standard bearer for ‘economy’ within Manchester’s 
municipal government. The critical aspect was the nature of economies. 
The electoral significance of this can only be speculated upon, although it 
is possible that, for some voters at least, Labour’s practical contribution to 
safeguarding social provision and, in particular, its active role in promot-
ing unemployment relief schemes will have served to consolidate their 
support for the party. Furthermore, in wards where Liberal supporters no 
longer had the choice of a Liberal candidate, the fact that the Labour 
group on the council was reformist and progressive may also have under-
pinned their allegiance.

On 19 October 1922, Conservative MPs took the momentous step of 
withdrawing their support for the Coalition Government led by David 
Lloyd George. Whilst the party’s leadership favoured remaining in a coali-
tion, the majority of the parliamentary party had concluded that the posi-
tion had become untenable. Those present at the famous ‘Carlton Club 
meeting’ were of the opinion that the Conservatives ought to fight the 
next general election as an independent party. Following the Carlton Club 
vote, during which the anti-Coalitionists won by 100 votes, Lloyd George 
offered his resignation; Bonar Law succeeded him as prime minister, 
simultaneously replacing Austen Chamberlain as Conservative leader, and 
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a general election was called for mid-November (Fig. 8.1). Clearly, there 
were many questions concerning the position of the Liberal Party, not 
least would there be a Liberal reunion?

In Manchester, the Liberals very quickly announced a ‘complete 
reunion’ and the party launched its general election campaign with a large 
demonstration in the Free Trade Hall. This was more symbolic than any-
thing else. The Coalition Liberals had never been strong in Manchester 
compared with other parts of the country but this was partly because the 
local Conservatives had never been enthusiastic supporters of the 
Coalition. During the 1918 general election, some Conservative candi-
dates had refuted it altogether, even if they had received endorsement via 
the coupon. One Conservative candidate had run against and defeated a 
couponed Liberal in Hulme. Quite simply, the Manchester Conservatives 
did not feel they needed cooperation with coalition-minded Liberals. 
There is no evidence to suggest that any of the city’s leading Liberals 
chose to declare themselves as Coalition Liberals. Furthermore, there was 
an article of faith that united all of Manchester’s Liberals: free trade. The 

Fig. 8.1  David Lloyd George outside the Manchester Reform Club, 16 October 
1922 (Alamy)
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return of a potentially protectionist-inclined Conservative administration 
was a reason in itself to prompt the two sections of the party to overcome 
any differences. Moreover, as already mentioned, the Coalition/National 
Liberals were never of any real significance in Manchester. Practically, 
Liberal reunion simply meant that activists who had been identified, offi-
cially or unofficially, with Lloyd George returned to the local Liberal 
Associations. In terms of voters, the Manchester Guardian estimated that 
around 75% of those Liberals who had given their allegiance to the 
Coalition would now be fully behind Liberal candidates in their constitu-
encies, although no estimate was made in connection with total numbers 
since this was presumably unknown.22 Coalition Liberals who wished to 
remain a distinct entity faced considerable difficulties, not least in terms 
of organisation.

From the beginning of the 1922 general election campaign the reunited 
Liberal Party in Manchester appeared optimistic that some of the ground 
lost four years earlier could be recaptured. Party workers suggested voters 
were supporting the Liberals because they ‘did not know how far back the 
Conservatives would go and how far forward Labour may go’,23 and 
organisers were reported to have been taken aback by the size of audiences 
that ‘flocked to obscure schoolrooms’ to hear Liberal candidates speak. 
The Liberal press evidently felt that reunion had given the party a new 
lease of life in the city and predicted a Liberal resurgence.24

Whilst there was some variation between the Conservative candidates 
on fiscal policy, none of them openly supported Tariff Reform and three 
even declared themselves as out-and-out free traders.25 Unsurprisingly, the 
Liberal press viewed this as an election ‘charade’ and advised voters not to 
trust them.26 The Conservative Party in Manchester was determined to 
sustain its current electoral position, as it was across the country, and this 
was reflected in the candidates the party had secured. In Exchange, Sir 
Edwin Stockton was a typical local heavyweight. A well-known cotton 
manufacturer, he had recently been President of the Manchester Chamber 
of Commerce, was a Director of the Manchester Ship Canal, Governor of 
Manchester University and member of the Cotton Control Board. In 
Rusholme, Platting, Blackley and Moss Side the Conservatives were pos-
sibly hoping for a split vote. In all of the constituencies they attempted to 
secure former Coalition Liberal support. In Blackley, for instance, Harold 
Briggs defined himself as ‘a Conservative of progressive thought’ and 
appealed directly to National Liberals, as they had now come to be known, 
who believed in ‘stability, economy and unity’.27 The only Conservative 
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not to court the National Liberal vote was Dr T. Watts in Withington, 
who reportedly went as far as putting up ‘crude and critical cartoons of the 
former prime minister’.28 In the poorer parts of divisions such as Exchange 
and Hulme, the Conservatives tended to focus upon the familiar question 
of cheap beer. The local Liberal press inevitably condemned such tactics as 
crass and simply a ploy to ‘catch votes’, whilst admitting that such appeals 
were likely to be effective.

After 1918, the Labour Party was not prepared to countenance any form 
of cooperation with their former Liberal allies although the Liberal press in 
Manchester believed this owed more to the party’s national leadership than 
the attitude of the local constituency organisation.29 Whether this was true 
or not, it certainly appeared too late for local agreements to be reached 
other than where the local Labour Party remained ill-equipped to put up 
candidates. Admittedly, some Labour activists may have believed coopera-
tion with the Liberal Party was useful for short-term development, yet most 
determined it would severely disadvantage the movement in the longer 
term. This is a critical point. After 1906, the Labour Party’s priority had 
been short-term objectives; it was, after all, a young organisation embark-
ing upon its first tentative steps. After 1918, the situation was very differ-
ent. Within this context, short-term expedients such as entangling alliances 
with the Liberals did not equate with the party’s aims and objectives.

The 1922 general election in Manchester saw four three-cornered con-
tests, three straight fights between Labour and the Conservatives and 
three contests between Liberals and Conservatives. Labour officially stood 
in opposition to Liberals in three seats. The situation in Manchester might 
suggest that cooperation between the two left-of-centre parties had com-
pletely broken down and, indeed, it did not point to a spirit of progressive 
harmony. However, there is another way to interpret the political situation 
in Manchester. Effectively, the Liberal Party was given a free run in three 
constituencies, Withington, Hulme and Exchange, all parts of the city 
where they might expect to perform well. It seems curious that Labour 
chose not to contest these seats in 1922. Likewise, the seats where Labour 
was given a free run against Conservatives, Clayton, Ardwick and Gorton, 
were districts where the party had established a strong presence and were 
now seen as part of its ‘natural’ territory. It seems that even though the 
Progressive Alliance had broken down at the national level, there remained 
in Manchester a recognition that party interests were best served if the 
left-of-centre parties were given a free run in their attempts to capture the 
anti-Conservative vote in districts identified as their natural territory. The 
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Liberals no longer spun political fantasies around the concept of a 
Progressive Alliance and the Labour Party sought to reiterate its indepen-
dence. The result was the same however: six of the city’s ten seats saw no 
intra-left fight. In Manchester, the politics of the Progressive Alliance con-
tinued even if it was subconscious and unspoken; the parties continued to 
target seats selectively and thus avoided direct confrontation as far as was 
possible. The situation in the three constituencies where the Liberal and 
Labour parties did face each other was more complicated. Rusholme 
ought to have been considered a Liberal seat and the Liberals evidently 
viewed it this way; Platting was more of a Labour seat and both parties 
could logically lay claim to Blackley.30 Examination of three-cornered con-
tests in 1922 illustrates a great deal in relation to the positions adopted by 
the respective parties in terms of selectivity in contesting parliamentary 
constituencies.

The Conservatives had won Rusholme at the by-election three years 
earlier and that contest had involved a noticeably radical Liberal candidate. 
In 1922, the Liberals opted for a more moderate candidate, E.  F. 
M. Sutton, although Labour’s Albert Wood remained in the same radical 
vein as his predecessor. Like Dunstan at the earlier by-election, Wood was 
a successful barrister, tremendously adept at articulating his points. From 
the outset, he conducted a vigorous and intelligent campaign focusing on 
the late government’s inability to tackle effectively the economic crisis. 
His campaign slogan was ‘peace, security and humanity’ and he declared 
his wish was to eradicate the ‘ghost of insecurity’ by creating a ‘revolution 
in the minds of the people so they might see the justice of what the Labour 
Party advocated’.31 Wood was critical of the former prime minister who, 
he claimed, was responsible for the ‘present chaos’. He warned voters that 
the forces of privilege and monopoly would again unite; throughout the 
campaign he stressed the inequality of sacrifice made by the working 
classes during the war and how that sacrifice now appeared to have been 
in vain.32 Wood did not solely blame the government, however, so much 
as the wider community; in one powerful speech he told his audience that 
‘people’s emotions were generous when they thought Belgium was being 
wiped out … but they are slow to act now when eight million people are 
starving at home’.33 In relation to the Capital Levy, he claimed there was 
nothing confiscatory about it, asking voters to consider whether it would 
have been used if the war had necessitated it. He suggested that the pres-
ent economic emergency and its attendant suffering required it. In another 
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emotive speech he declared that ‘something radically different must occur 
if life is to be worth living’.34

Rusholme’s sitting member, John Thorpe, had been a strong supporter 
of the Coalition and, in stark contrast to his opponents throughout the 
1922 campaign, continued to reiterate his admiration for Lloyd George. 
Compared to his by-election campaign three years earlier, Thorpe adopted 
an aggressive anti-Labour stance. He told one audience they should sup-
port ‘anyone in order to defeat the Labour Party’ which was ‘the real 
enemy of the nation’.35 He was ferociously hostile to the Capital Levy, 
claiming the policy would destroy the national wealth and the empire and 
represented the ‘most fatal, unfair and unworkable proposition ever put 
forward in English political life’.36 For good measure, he added that were 
Labour to obtain power it would also mean the end of Christianity.37 He 
declared free trade to be simply a ‘business proposition’ and refused to 
outline his position any further.38 The Conservative campaign in Rusholme 
was highly negative and this antagonised the Liberal press. The Manchester 
Guardian, for example, described Thorpe as ‘the most naïve of the candi-
dates’ and concluded that ‘politics to him [was] just a jolly game … a thing 
of high spirits and laughing assurances’.39 E. F. M. Sutton was regarded as 
a particularly strong candidate for the Liberals; he was a well-known local 
businessman and had been a member of the city council for some time. 
Sutton dealt with a wider range of issues than most of the other Liberal 
candidates in 1922, although he was forced to focus attention upon fiscal 
policy, accusing the sitting member of ‘not daring to stand on a Manchester 
platform and advocate Protection’.40 Unusually for a Liberal candidate in 
1922, Sutton went to considerable lengths to condemn the Capital Levy, 
referring to it as ‘a mad idea’ which would inflict ‘more harm on the work-
ing man than on the man it taxed because the economy would be affected 
so adversely’.41 He claimed that a restoration of free trade and addressing 
reparations would alleviate problems such as the housing crisis and 
unemployment.

The contest in Platting attracted a significant amount of attention since 
it was widely believed that J. R. Clynes, now leader of the Labour Party, 
faced his most challenging contest to date and many thought he was at risk 
of losing his seat. Interest was heightened by the fact that the Liberal Party 
was contesting the seat for the first time since 1900. Clynes inevitably 
focused most attention upon the government’s record in respect of social 
reconstruction and the economic crisis. He told one meeting that ‘those 
who had sacrificed and suffered for the war’ had seen their position 
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worsen.42 He staunchly defended Labour’s policy of the Capital Levy, issu-
ing an array of literature examining the proposal. Clynes told his constitu-
ents that ‘those who had not £5,000 could breathe freedom … [it] was 
only intended to target excess’,43 fortunes made largely on the back of the 
war. He fiercely condemned the Coalition, telling voters that the country 
‘did not have government but a callous desertion of it’ and that the people 
were ‘entitled to more than just general talk about tranquillity’.44 Since 
Labour had grown in strength, Clynes believed that opponents were 
resorting to ‘desperate attempts’ to ‘scare electors’ by suggesting the party 
sought to spread ‘discontent’. This was erroneous because the Labour 
Party simply desired ‘justice for those who did most to help the country 
during the war [but who were presently] treated the worst’.45

The Liberal candidate in Platting, W. Ramage, had been adopted the 
previous year and had already undertaken a significant amount of constitu-
ency work. It was reported that he had canvassed in excess of 25,000 of 
the 35,000 electors in the division and that approximately 50,000 election 
addresses had been circulated.46 This suggests that the Liberal Association 
had determined to make a very serious bid for the seat. Ramage chose to 
focus attention principally upon the hardship endured by ex-servicemen; 
he told voters that ‘those crushed by the war should be the first charge 
upon the revenue’.47 Conservative candidate Frank Henry Holmes pro-
moted himself as a free trader and represented the moderate wing of his 
party. He argued that the army should be kept at as low a strength as was 
conducive to national safety, opposed reductions in war pensions and 
spoke at length about the need to protect trade union powers.48 Holmes 
repeatedly stated that he wished to see an end to class war and emphati-
cally avoided pursuing an aggressively anti-Labour position. Neither 
Holmes nor Ramage addressed the Capital Levy in detail.

The contest in Blackley featured the same three candidates as in 1918, 
when the Conservatives won the seat with a majority of nearly 2000. It 
was generally believed that the sitting member, W. J. H. Briggs, had been 
a conscientious representative. Like Holmes in Platting, Briggs was a 
moderate Conservative who referred to himself as a progressive 
Conservative and focused attention primarily upon former soldiers, pen-
sions and unemployment. He avoided becoming embroiled in a debate 
over the Capital Levy, despite the fact that his Labour opponent, A. E. 
Townend, had made it a central plank of his campaign. Townend asserted 
there was no better alternative but to accept the proposed Capital Levy if 
the necessary social reforms were to be financed. In response to what he 
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called ‘adverse press coverage’, he argued that if the country was ever 
going ‘to get out of the morass of financial stagnation’ it had to impose 
taxation on those who could still pay. Like most other Labour candidates 
in 1922, he linked the issue specifically to an inequality of sacrifice during 
the war and a disproportionate burden at present.49 He also argued that 
the housing crisis amounted to a ‘betrayal of the people’, telling voters this 
alone should ‘leave them with no alternative than to vote for the Labour 
Party’.50 More so than in other constituencies, both Conservative and 
Labour candidates in Blackley focused the greater part of their campaigns 
upon social policy; effectively there was very little to distinguish between 
them. Neither Townend nor Briggs paid any attention to the fiscal ques-
tion. The Liberal candidate, P. Oliver, argued that, in view of Liberal rep-
resentation in Lancashire remaining so low, the region had been practically 
forgotten and thus free trade, so vital to the trade of the district, had been 
severely undermined.51 He asserted that it was on the principle of free 
trade alone that voters should return Liberal candidates.52 He did, how-
ever, address other issues such as education, housing, medical services and 
pensions for ex-soldiers.

Three of Manchester’s constituencies saw straight fights between the 
Labour and Conservative Parties. In Clayton, John Sutton told voters 
Bonar Law’s policy of ‘tranquillity’ meant ‘sitting down in a comfortable 
chair, folding one’s arms and doing nothing at all’ whilst in the country 
‘the people were practically at starvation point’; he concluded that ‘the 
country must not trust these people again’.53 He argued that ‘a working 
man who voted for an employer against a candidate selected by his own 
class was a traitor to his own cause’.54 The opponent he had faced at the 
earlier by-election, W. H. Flanagan, proceeded in the same manner he had 
on that occasion. He had virtually no programme, although this time he 
adopted a more pronounced anti-Labour platform. In Gorton, John 
Hodge faced determined opposition, although he made a vigorous effort 
to fight for his seat. Unlike some of Manchester’s other Labour candi-
dates, Hodge concentrated almost exclusively upon the Capital Levy and 
the injustices of the war. He asked electors why ‘when manhood had been 
conscripted was capital allowed to escape?’55 Hodge urged voters not to be 
misled by ‘wild statements that Labour sought to destroy the country’ 
because its intention was, in fact, to ‘save it’.56 Unsurprisingly, he devoted 
considerable attention to pensions and the treatment of former soldiers, 
their dependents and the families of those who had not come back. He 
stated that he would oppose any attempt to abolish the Pensions Ministry 
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or cut down the pensions of ex-servicemen. Given that Hodge placed so 
much emphasis on the Capital Levy, it was inevitable that his Conservative 
opponent, W. Heap, based his campaign primarily around a strong con-
demnation of it; he told one meeting that, with the Capital Levy, the 
Labour Party had been brought to ‘the level of the Communist Party’.57

The remaining three constituencies, Exchange, Hulme and Withington, 
saw straight Conservative versus Liberal contests. Manchester’s most 
famous parliamentary constituency, Exchange (formerly North West), had 
a fluctuating electoral history and it was thought the contest here would 
be one of the closest across the city. The Conservatives had selected Sir 
Edwin Stockton, an extremely well-known local businessman and, cru-
cially, a leading advocate of free trade. The Liberals inevitably argued that 
their candidate, Sir A. W. Barton, would be a more effective free trader 
because the Conservatives would never be converted as a party to the 
principle of free trade.58 They also attempted to make capital out of the 
fact that Stockton had been a member of the Protectionist Board of the 
Manchester Chamber of Commerce after the free traders had been ousted; 
to Stockton, this merely demonstrated that the Liberals were clutching at 
straws.

The suburban constituency of Withington represented one of the 
Liberal Party’s strongest hopes of regaining a foothold in the city’s parlia-
mentary representation. The electoral history of the area was strongly 
Liberal and the party’s candidate in 1922, Ernest Simon, was a significant 
asset; one of the party’s leading lights in Manchester and as outgoing Lord 
Mayor he had a strong public profile. Simon focused upon two key issues, 
unemployment and housing. He argued that the whole community ‘must 
accept responsibility for ensuring every willing worker was given either 
work or proper maintenance’ and stated that ‘a larger policy was needed in 
respect of housing’;59 all the Conservatives had to say on the subject was 
that ‘they would see what they could do’.60 The new Conservative candi-
date, Watts, had been selected following the retirement of sitting member 
R.  A. D.  Carter. Much to the indignation of the Liberal press, Watts 
appears to have adopted a very simple appeal: cheap beer. Adding insult to 
injury, he also declared himself a strong supporter of free trade.

According to the Manchester Guardian, Hulme was unfertile territory 
for the Liberals: ‘the man who goes there to preach an enlightened 
Liberalism needs a good deal of courage because it was not easy to turn 
the eyes of people of such a neighbourhood from the immediate prospect 
of cakes and ale’.61 Beyond this, even the Manchester Guardian was forced 
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to concede that the sitting Conservative member, Major Joseph Nall, was 
one of the Conservatives’ most capable representatives in the city. Like 
Holmes and Briggs, Nall was on the left of his party and his campaign 
focused on an exceptionally wide array of issues. He spoke at length about 
the need to maintain ex-servicemen, the extension of the Rent Restrictions 
Act, appropriate maintenance for the unemployed, education and hous-
ing.62 Nall declared himself in favour of Imperial Preference although he 
did not dwell on the matter. A notable feature of his campaign was an 
evident distaste for what he termed the ‘mud-slinging’ style of politics that 
was ‘submerging the real issues’. He completely avoided anti-Labour sen-
timents throughout the campaign; as there was no Labour candidate in 
Hulme, the Conservatives might have been expected to make capital out 
of the general anti-left feeling, but the sitting member simply chose not to. 
He directed his anger instead towards the Liberal candidate Walter Davies, 
having taken offence at his opponent’s public statement that he had been 
elected in 1918 only because he was ‘in Khaki with his arm in a sling’.63 
Davies was a well-known local Liberal and treasurer of the MLF. His prin-
cipal focus throughout the campaign was the failure of the Coalition 
Government in relation to a variety of economic questions including 
Germany’s reparation payments, the decline in trade with Russia and the 
reduction in trade across the Lancashire district. Davies told voters his 
opponent’s policy of protection was itself largely responsible for the pres-
ent scale of unemployment in the region. As the Conservatives avoided 
the subject, however, Davies was never able to divert attention to the 
issue. An obvious problem for the Liberal Party in Hulme was that it was 
impossible to portray the sitting Conservative member as reactionary and 
uncaring because he clearly was not.

The 1922 general election saw the Liberal Party in Manchester seem-
ingly re-energised and expectations of a recovery were high, yet the major-
ity of Liberal candidates adopted noticeably conservative platforms. This 
contrasted sharply with the intensity of the Labour candidates’ campaigns. 
On top of this, the Liberals remained handicapped by weak national lead-
ership and the continuing national party split. The election resulted in no 
resurgence in terms of seats for the Liberals in Manchester, though the 
party was far from decimated. In straight fights against the Conservatives, 
the Liberals polled very well: the party managed to obtain 49, 43 and 42% 
of the vote in Withington, Hulme and Exchange respectively. Given the 
continuing difficulties the party faced at the national level, the Liberals’ 
performance in these constituencies was impressive, although Exchange 
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probably represented a significant disappointment. In the three-cornered 
contests the picture was mixed. Whilst the Liberals managed to outpoll 
Labour in three of these constituencies, the margins were extremely nar-
row. Even in Moss Side, where the unofficial Labour candidate had no 
organisation of any kind, the Liberals polled only 9% more votes. In 
Platting, the Liberal poll was disastrous, at only 6%. The 1922 general 
election suggested that party support continued to be geographic but, 
more significantly, where progressive cooperation broke down the results 
were catastrophic. Had the Liberals been allowed a free run in Rusholme 
and Blackley, it is possible they would have seen two MPs returned for 
Manchester; in Moss Side they would have come a close second. The col-
lapse of the Progressive Alliance meant that the political outlook for the 
Liberals in Manchester was uncertain, yet it did not look altogether secure 
for the Labour Party either.

Nationally, the most significant feature of the 1922 general election was 
the advance made by the Labour Party. In Manchester, however, there was 
no Labour breakthrough and the results were somewhat disappointing: 
from seven candidates only three were returned, J. R. Clynes and John 
Hodge only just managing to hold on to their seats. Despite Thomas 
Lowth’s victory in Ardwick, the loss of Clayton, where John Sutton had 
won a landslide victory in February’s by-election, resulted in no improve-
ment in the party’s overall position. This was a particularly galling defeat, 
the Conservatives slipping in by just eleven votes. Platting was the only 
three-cornered contest in which Labour defeated the Liberals but given 
the margins (only 0.1% in Rusholme) and social complexion of these con-
stituencies, it could be said that they had polled well. Even so, the 1922 
general election saw the Labour Party in Manchester at a standstill. If 
anything, this election served to demonstrate the necessity of a progressive 
entente in Manchester although this appeared an unlikely prospect given 
the Labour Party’s new ambition and their determination to fight elec-
tions as an independent force.

Developments in Politics in Manchester 1918–1922: 
Summary

During the First World War, the Liberal left became both politically and 
ideologically weaker than ever before. Liberalism was thrown back to its 
traditional support base. As Labour now appeared a more practical alter-
native, the ‘New Liberal’ ideas that had made the party so successful before 
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the war were effectively redundant.64 As evaluation of the city of Manchester 
illustrates, despite some Liberal candidates articulating radical and pro-
gressive policy programmes, the majority were on the centre-right of 
British politics. With few exceptions, Liberal candidates appeared neither 
as dynamic nor as progressive as their Labour counterparts. Liberal candi-
dates overwhelmingly fell back on the traditional, though by now rather 
dated, policy of free trade at the expense of virtually all other issues. On 
occasions where progressive Liberal candidates did adopt a more dynamic 
and advanced programme they encountered resistance from the local 
organisation and this was very public. Manchester Liberalism was simply 
not as progressive as the Manchester Guardian liked to believe it was, or at 
least it was not progressive when it most needed to be, within the context 
of the parliamentary elections.

The war had a significant impact on the Liberal Party in Manchester. 
The party lost all of its parliamentary representation in the 1918 general 
election and saw its share of the vote plummet. Despite this, the Liberals 
in Manchester had not been destroyed by the experience of war and there 
was certainly no immediate transfer of allegiance from the Liberals to 
Labour; in two of the three triangular contests in 1918, the Liberals were 
able to outpoll their Labour opponents. Labour’s performance across the 
country was disappointing and their position had barely improved. Since 
the 1918 general election had taken place against the backdrop of chaotic 
and highly unusual circumstances, the extent to which the results reflected 
actual party support was questionable; subsequent elections would prove 
to be more illuminating.

Some historians have suggested that during the early 1920s the Labour 
Party did best where it was more concerned with practical working-class 
interests as opposed to industrial struggles.65 By-elections in two 
Manchester constituencies during 1919 and 1922 and the 1922 general 
election illustrate how Labour candidates at this time focused their atten-
tion upon questions such as greater justice in relation to the burden of 
war, education and housing alongside policy on unemployment and indus-
trial organisation. In many respects, Labour’s policy programme after 
1918 reflected traditional Liberal concerns. The Labour candidates’ 
impassioned advocacy of concrete proposals on issues such as a Capital 
Levy, education, housing and unemployment may have encouraged a 
growing proportion of electors to perceive Labour, rather than the 
Liberals, as representing the best vehicle for progress. The role of the can-
didates, their individual campaigns and party organisation were of critical 
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importance. Candidates such as John Sutton fought determined cam-
paigns and were highly capable speakers. Their overriding sentiment was 
that the war ought not to have been fought in vain and, as the Clayton 
by-election demonstrated, this helped to propel Labour forward. As 
Sutton himself soon discovered, however, the party’s electoral position 
was by no means assured.

Notes

1.	 Seven candidates stood as ‘progressives’ although these have not been cal-
culated into the Liberal total since it remains uncertain who most of these 
were. Examination of the records shows that only two (Walter Davies in 
Chorlton and E.F.M. Sutton in Rusholme), both of whom won, had in any 
way been connected to the Liberal Party in a significant capacity.

2.	 See Manchester City News, 1 November 1919. No investment had been 
directed to new building for years and four years of standstill during the 
war had made the situation critical.

3.	 The remaining seats were won by independents, progressives and one 
cooperative.

4.	 Manchester City News, 8 November 1919.
5.	 Ibid.
6.	 Newton Heath and Longsight were mixed wards while Medlock Street 

contained slum areas.
7.	 Manchester Guardian, 4 December 1919.
8.	 Ibid.
9.	 Ibid.

10.	 Ibid.
11.	 The Aldermanic bench was also influential in swinging the council against 

Labour resolutions on occasions.
12.	 Estimates suggested that about 10,000 of these were ex-servicemen; see 

Manchester Guardian, 6 March 1919.
13.	 Manchester Guardian, 6 March 1919.
14.	 Ibid.
15.	 Ibid.
16.	 See Manchester Guardian, 22 October 1921.
17.	 See Manchester Guardian, 2 July 1921.
18.	 See Manchester Guardian, 6 September 1921.
19.	 See Manchester Guardian, 6 October 1921.
20.	 See Manchester Guardian, 3 December 1921.
21.	 Ibid.
22.	 Manchester Guardian, 3 November 1922.
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23.	 Manchester Guardian, 2 November 1922.
24.	 Manchester Guardian, 4 November 1922.
25.	 In Exchange, Blackley and Platting.
26.	 Manchester Guardian, 2 November 1922.
27.	 Manchester City News, 8 November 1922.
28.	 Manchester Evening News, 9 November 1922.
29.	 Manchester Guardian, 3 November 1922.
30.	 Platting had never become a safe Labour seat and the strength of 

Conservatism remained high.
31.	 See Manchester Guardian, 5 November 1922.
32.	 Ibid.
33.	 Ibid.
34.	 Manchester Guardian, 7 November 1922.
35.	 Manchester City News, 5 November 1922.
36.	 Manchester Guardian, 8 November 1922.
37.	 Manchester Guardian, 13 November 1922.
38.	 The Manchester Guardian went so far as to write that Thorpe saw free 

trade as a ‘dull affair for the theorists of the Chamber of Commerce’. 
Locally, the Liberals were unimpressed with his stance on the subject.

39.	 Manchester Guardian, 13 November 1922.
40.	 Manchester Guardian, 8 November 1922.
41.	 Manchester Evening News, 8 November 1922.
42.	 Manchester Evening, 7 November 1922.
43.	 Manchester Guardian, 14 November 1922.
44.	 See Manchester Guardian, 7 November 1922.
45.	 Ibid.
46.	 Manchester Guardian, 10 November 1922 and The Times, 2 November 

1922.
47.	 See Manchester Guardian, 9 November 1922.
48.	 See Manchester City News, 7 November 1922 and Manchester Guardian, 5 

November 1922.
49.	 See Manchester Guardian, 10 November 1922.
50.	 See Manchester Guardian, 5 November 1922.
51.	 Manchester Guardian, 8 November 1922.
52.	 Ibid.
53.	 See Manchester Evening News, 7 November 1922.
54.	 Manchester Guardian, 9 November 1922.
55.	 See Manchester Evening News, 9 November 1922.
56.	 Ibid.
57.	 See Manchester City News, 9 November 1922.
58.	 Manchester Guardian, 5 November 1922.
59.	 See Manchester Guardian, 10 November 1922.
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60.	 Ibid.
61.	 Manchester Guardian, 15 November 1922.
62.	 See Manchester Guardian, 5 November 1922.
63.	 Manchester Guardian, 9 November 1922.
64.	 See D. Tanner, Political Change, pp. 383 and 377–380.
65.	 See, for example, M. Savage, Dynamics, pp. 194–199.
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CHAPTER 9

The Politics of Change: The End of Lib-
Labism in Stoke-on-Trent, 1918–1921

As a consequence of boundary changes in 1918, Stoke-on-Trent now had 
three seats in Parliament: Hanley, Burslem and Stoke. Stoke was uncon-
tested in 1918 since all parties agreed unanimously to nominate the sitting 
Liberal–Labour member John Ward, who remained on active service in 
Siberia. As evaluation of Manchester has already shown, the operation of 
the coupon saw the Asquithian Liberals and their political loyalties 
regarded with suspicion. Neither of the Liberal candidates in Stoke-on-
Trent received government endorsement. Four candidates contested the 
election in Hanley, but with no Unionist candidate it amounted to an 
intra-left contest. The radical Liberal Robert Outhwaite had been returned 
at the by-election six years earlier but his vocal criticism of various aspects 
of war policy had endeared him to neither the local Liberal Association nor 
the local press and he was, in effect, deselected. The Liberal Association 
requested that he stand down but he refused to do so. After some persua-
sion, one of the area’s prominent pottery manufacturers, Leonard 
Grimwade, was adopted as the officially sanctioned Liberal candidate. The 
Hanley Liberals had struggled to find a suitable candidate and it appears 
that the local Liberal Association was unprepared for an election at this 
time. Grimwade was adopted just days before the beginning of the cam-
paign. He later claimed that he had been urged to stand by an ‘array of 
local interests’ including the free churches, temperance organisations and 
manufacturers, as well as the Liberal Association. From the beginning of 
the contest, Grimwade asserted that he was an ‘enthusiastic supporter of 
Lloyd George’ and would support the Coalition, although he was anxious 
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to stress that he did not believe the next government would be a very long 
one.1 With the appearance of the coupon, however, he adopted a more 
combative approach and strongly criticised the Coalition, although he 
seemed anxious not to place the blame directly upon the Prime Minister.2

The most controversial candidate was the National Democratic Party 
(NDP)/Coalitionist James Seddon. With predominantly Conservative 
support, Seddon had an interesting background for a Coalitionist. Having 
been a trade union organiser, he sat as Labour member for the Newton 
constituency in Lancashire between 1906 and 1910. He had been 
President of the Trades Union Congress in 1915 and was a founding 
member of the Socialist National Defence Committee, later the British 
Workers League. It has been suggested that a number of NDP candidates 
were put forward with the primary aim of unseating Liberal or Labour 
MPs whose attitude towards the war had been viewed as unacceptable by 
the government.3 Given Outhwaite’s high profile role in condemning 
many aspects of the war, this may have constituted a key reason for 
Seddon’s candidacy in Hanley. The Labour Party candidate, Myles Harper 
Parker, was a well-known local trade union and Labour activist. He had 
been a miner, was Secretary to the National Organisation of Enginemen 
and Firemen and was a member of the local council.

The new constituency of Burslem saw a more conventional contest with 
three candidates, independent Liberal Sir Richard Walter Essex, Coalition 
Conservative Sampson Walker and Labour’s Samuel Finney. Essex 
described himself as a ‘Coalitionist with a Liberal bias’ and pledged ‘whole-
hearted support’ for the government. He advocated a policy of ‘fusion’ 
between the Liberal and Conservative parties and took an exceptionally 
strong line in respect to dealing with Germany, going as far as arguing for 
an immediate expulsion of all Germans living in Britain. Until January 
1910, Essex had been MP for Cirencester and had then represented 
Stafford until its reorganisation in 1918. Couponed Coalition Conservative 
Walker had hoped to stand in Hanley, but with the appearance of James 
Seddon had been adopted for Burslem. A partner in a successful oil refin-
ing business, Walker had been a councillor on Stoke-on-Trent Borough 
Council since 1910. Throughout the 1918 campaign, he assumed a dis-
tinctly anti-Labour stance. Samuel Finney was perceived to be a strong 
Labour candidate, the local press reporting that he came before electors 
with ‘tremendous personal esteem’.4 Finney had unsuccessfully contested 
Hanley at the 1912 by-election but later become MP for North West 
Staffordshire following the death of Albert Stanley. Finney was emblematic 
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of industrial North Staffordshire’s Lib-Lab tradition; tellingly, the 
Staffordshire Sentinel reported that he had been ‘brought up a Liberal and 
has been a life-long Liberal but is now a member of the Labour Party’.5

The 1912 Hanley by-election had exposed the Labour Party’s weakness 
in the area, prompting the national leadership to focus more vigorously 
upon these types of constituencies; the party had to improve its position in 
Britain’s industrial heartlands. The 1918 general election marked a signifi-
cant turning point for the Labour Party both nationally and locally in 
relation to organisation. It was reported at the time that Labour ‘threw 
more vigour’6 into the election than any other party; it was also recognised 
that the now substantially larger trade union movement strengthened 
Labour’s position considerably, especially in connection with organisa-
tion.7 The extent of the Labour Party’s ambitions in 1918 was clear: 
nationally the party put up 388 candidates compared to just fifty-six in 
December 1910. It also put forward a manifesto that demanded attention. 
For all these reasons, the junior partner in the pre-war Progressive Alliance 
now appeared a more serious political force. In Stoke-on-Trent, Labour 
entered the 1918 general election in a very different position from that of 
the by-election in 1912 and this was reflected in the outcome.

Like their counterparts in Manchester, all the independent Liberal and 
Labour candidates were united in their fervent opposition to the timing of 
the election, viewing it as something forced upon the country, not to 
mention undemocratic because of the inability of soldiers and sailors to 
participate.8 The general view, as one of the candidates put it, was that the 
government ought to have ‘waited for the lads to come back’.9 A striking 
feature of the 1918 general election in both the contested constituencies 
in Stoke-on-Trent was the restrained manner in which it was conducted; 
there appeared to be a marked absence of the intense patriotic fervour 
generally associated with this contest. The idea that voters were interested 
only in revenge and were overwhelmed with a sense of nationalism is not 
borne out by detailed analysis of the press coverage of the election cam-
paign in this area. The debate on the terms of the Peace Settlement 
appeared more restrained and rational than might have been expected. 
Excepting the Coalitionists, all other candidates were at pains to stress the 
need for a fair and just peace.10 As one Labour candidate proclaimed, 
‘obtaining a just peace does not mean imposing on the defeated enemy 
the payment of a large indemnity’.11 What was needed, he outlined, was a 
‘clean peace which would leave no germ of hatred, revenge or vindictive-
ness out of which could grow a future war’.12 The independent Liberals 
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were also anxious to express their desire for a rational settlement, suggest-
ing that only the establishment of a League of Nations could secure future 
peace. There was little to separate the Liberal and Labour parties on these 
issues. More importantly, it seems many electors supported them on this 
matter. There was certainly a percentage of voters in Hanley who sup-
ported a harsh settlement and, ultimately, went with the candidate who 
promised the most in this respect, but the fact remains that the majority 
were more supportive of the views of Outhwaite than the Staffordshire 
Sentinel cared to admit. The effects of the British electoral system dis-
torted electoral realities.

Few constituencies in 1918 had a sitting member as vocal in his opposi-
tion to the conduct of the war as did Hanley. Robert Outhwaite was not 
in a strict sense an out-and-out pacifist but had taken an increasingly criti-
cal stance on various issues associated with the conduct of war, notably 
conscription, soldiers’ pay, army punishments and the timing and nature 
of the Peace Settlement.13 Voting against the introduction of conscription 
in 1916, he had led a parliamentary agitation for an increase in service pay 
and had been extremely vocal on the barbarity of British army punish-
ments such as ‘crucifixion’. He had been particularly forceful in his 
questioning of the Secretary of State on the issue of a negotiated peace 
from early in the spring of 1918.14 Given the general climate in November 
1918, it was inevitable there would be some disquiet over his stance on the 
war. This came primarily from the local press which mounted a hostile 
counter-attack, arguing that he had brought shame and dishonour to the 
town and had made Hanley notorious across the country. The Staffordshire 
Sentinel refused to report his meetings, claiming that it was precluded 
from printing a large part of his speeches under the terms of the Defence 
of the Realm Act and stating that it had already ‘explained, discussed and 
refuted’ his views.15 The Sentinel claimed that Outhwaite was attempting 
to ‘camouflage his weird misreading of history’, that he was a ‘casual polit-
ical wanderer with no party behind him’ and concluded that his views 
were ‘hostile to the national interest’.16 Outhwaite responded by saying 
that he had been ‘misrepresented and slandered for four and a half years’. 
He claimed his supporters were being intimidated and, at one point, even 
threatened to sue the newspaper.17

Although the Staffordshire Sentinel reported only one of Outhwaite’s 
election meetings, this provides enough detail to allow us to appreciate the 
considerable forcefulness of his arguments. In an astonishingly powerful 
and brave speech to an audience of over 4000 at Hanley’s Victoria Hall, 
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Outhwaite mounted a robust attack on the government’s foreign policy. If 
the country ‘surrendered to everything that was basest’, he forecast, it 
would only lead to the ‘enslavement of the German people and a war of 
revenge in twenty years’.18 For him the choice was clear: ‘a peace of 
revenge’ or ‘a peace that would last’. He told his constituents that he 
believed the coming government would be the ‘most militaristic ever’. 
One point he made in particular was that British forces had never enlisted 
to be sent to Russia ‘to protect the property of the capitalists’. Referring 
to his own constituency, Outhwaite declared it ‘a mass of seething misery’ 
exacerbated by the ‘inhumanity of the state towards those who had served 
that state’. He concluded by warning that ‘whilst our men went to make 
the sacrifice of their lives for the extension of freedom and, as they thought, 
to support human rights … behind their backs you are creating conditions 
which mean they will not come back to greater liberty … [rather] you are 
permitting to be forged the chains of their enslavement and servitude’.19 
The Victoria Hall audience was reported to have ‘applauded very loudly’ 
and there was not a ‘single sign of dissent’; this was much to the disap-
pointment of the Staffordshire Sentinel who would without doubt have 
happily reported it in order to underpin its attitude to Hanley’s sitting 
member. It is worth noting that, in his 1917 book The Land or Revolution, 
Outhwaite had written at length about the future he envisaged for return-
ing soldiers. Their fate, he argued, would be ‘to take off the khaki to 
march in the ranks of the unemployed’ (Fig. 9.1).20

The Coalition candidate James Seddon was anxious to stress that, in 
contrast to his opponents, he was a recipient of ‘the letter’ from Lloyd 
George. This provoked Grimwade in particular, who contended that 
Seddon was posing under ‘false colours’ and should stand down. Seddon’s 
receipt of the coupon had been made public on 28 November. Grimwade 
claimed that prior to this he had received a letter from Lloyd George wish-
ing him success; clearly he assumed this amounted to official endorsement. 
Seddon, in response, claimed that rather than splitting the vote and allow-
ing Outhwaite in, Grimwade should retire from the contest altogether. 
The local Liberal Association viewed this as an outrageous proposition 
considering the fact that Seddon had appeared uninvited from nowhere.

Seddon was enormously critical of the Labour Party, arguing that social 
reform was ‘not the prerogative of Labour’ and that the organisation’s 
claim to represent the workers was wholly inaccurate. He argued that out 
of four and a half million trade unionists, just two million were nominally 
affiliated to the Labour Party and so, even based upon its own figures, the 
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party could not claim to be speaking for more than 50% of organised 
workers. He told voters that there would be revolution as in Russia if the 
Labour Party ever obtained power and further attacked his Labour oppo-
nent as a man backed by ‘conscientious objectors and pacifists’; if it were 
up to the Labour Party, he claimed, Germany would ‘get off scot-free’.21 
He spent much of the rest of the campaign eulogising Lloyd George, the 
‘greatest man in European politics’ and talking about hanging the Kaiser. 
In response to his critics’ accusations of opportunism, Seddon declared 
that ‘during the Armageddon old political distinctions had been sub-
merged in this great sea of blood’.22 He spent no time discussing actual 
policy but was forced to defend his own position and play the patriotic 
card. Besides the question of the coupon, Seddon faced regular taunts 

Fig. 9.1  Robert Leonard Outhwaite, MP for Hanley and vocal critic of the 
Coalition Government
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from the other candidates in relation to the party he represented; no one, 
they pointed out, had ever heard of the NDP. He was viewed as a ‘joke’ 
candidate throughout the campaign but both Liberals and Labour no 
doubt recognised that he was very likely to do considerable harm to their 
own chances since he possessed government endorsement.

The official Liberal candidate, Leonard Grimwade, conducted a focused 
campaign on the basis that he was ‘a potter for the potteries’, declaring 
that he would be a representative of local interests as opposed to party 
interests and that change was needed in order to ‘make Stoke-on-Trent a 
great commercial centre’. Grimwade adopted a traditional Liberal plat-
form advocating Irish Home Rule, land reform, education and issues 
affecting trade, particularly transport. Concerning the urgency of social 
reform, he said that as a recruiting officer he had ‘been struck by the num-
ber of low category men’.23 Ultimately, however, Grimwade aimed to 
capitalise from his position as a leading pottery manufacturer. In response, 
the Labour Party’s speakers stated that they too wanted a ‘potter for the 
potteries … but not from that class’.24

In Burslem too there was anger amongst Liberals that the coupon had 
been given to the Unionist candidate. Coalitionist Sampson Walker claimed 
that party politics had ‘had their day’ and what was needed now was ‘fusion 
of the best brains in the country’ and ‘mutual co-operation’ to enable ‘great 
social improvements’ to be made. He told voters that coalition offered a 
‘new conception of Government’25 although he made little attempt to out-
line in detail what these great improvements would entail. Most of the 
campaign was spent attempting to discredit the Liberal Association, claim-
ing it had selected Outhwaite in 1912 and was therefore responsible for 
him now. It is clear this tactic was not always well received by his audiences, 
some of whom shouted back to him: ‘talk about politics’.26 Like Seddon, 
Walker spent some time outlining his fears about the Labour Party; he 
argued that whilst he felt the local Labour candidates were ‘sincere and 
honest men’, he believed that pacifists within the Labour Party had tried to 
‘weaken resolve during the war, discredit the forces … and were making 
excuses for the enemy’.27 He also declared that he believed Labour’s policy 
programme to be one that ‘promoted war between the classes’.28

In contrast to the Coalition candidates’ vagueness in respect to policy, 
the Labour candidates in Hanley and Burslem articulated a practical pro-
gramme of reform and reconstruction, focusing attention upon issues of 
immediate concern such as demobilisation and adequate allowances for 
returned soldiers and their dependents (Fig.  9.2). Samuel Finney’s 
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programme also included housing improvements, the lowering of the pen-
sion age to sixty, complete equality for the sexes, total nationalisation of all 
key industries and abolition of the Defence of the Realm Act and conscrip-
tion.29 These things, he told voters, were ‘more important than hanging 
the Kaiser’.30 He also proposed Home Rule ‘all round’ and the establish-
ment of a league of nations.31 Finney asserted that he did not believe the 
government had ‘put forward anything of a definite character’.32 He 
fiercely condemned the government for the timing of the election, more 
so than any other candidate. At one meeting he told his audience that the 
government ‘wanted to blindfold folk and lead them to forget by holding 
a general election’.33 Finney was exceedingly critical of the coupon, telling 

Fig. 9.2  In a 1918 General Election poster, Labour shows its support for those 
involved in the war effort (Alamy)
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one meeting that whilst the ‘government could trust the people to fight 
and pay taxes, they could not be trusted to select their own candidates’.34 
He condemned continuing press censorship, arguing this represented 
another attempt to ‘exclude the masses’. The working classes, as he put it, 
‘were very important when something had to be done [i.e. the war] but 
they were not quite so important when they were no longer needed’.35 
Like most Labour candidates in 1918, Finney made a direct appeal to dis-
charged soldiers, not that there would have been that many in the con-
stituency.36 During and after the 1912 by-election he had been widely and 
publicly criticised, ridiculed even, as a weak and ineffective candidate who 
had been out of his depth in relation to policy; yet in 1918, with the 
exception of Outhwaite, he was Stoke-on-Trent’s leading critic of the 
Coalition and a powerful advocate of post-war reconstruction.

As in Hanley, the Liberal candidate Sir Richard Walter Essex defined 
himself as ‘a sturdy supporter of the Coalition’, although he added that he 
was ‘mortified to see more of it pass under Conservative domination’.37 
Whilst he believed there should be cross party cooperation until the peace 
was signed, he remained a fierce critic of the way the election was being 
conducted, saying that it ‘had been sprung in such a way that the soldier 
was disenfranchised’.38 He went so far as to say that the election was ‘an 
attempted invasion of the right of the people to free choice’.39 Interestingly, 
Essex was the only candidate to make a direct appeal to the newly enfran-
chised female electors.40 His meetings regularly included female platform 
speakers who urged women to ‘take an active part in the political life of the 
country’. As ‘shareholders in the governing of their native land’, women 
were told that ‘the home life of the nation and the health of the people’ 
depended upon them.41 The wife of the local Liberal Council’s chairman, 
Mrs A. Rowley Moody, addressed many of his meetings and was excep-
tionally vocal on the need for fair treatment of soldiers and allowances for 
wives and mothers. She was an extremely outspoken critic of Lloyd George 
and the Coalition, on one occasion asking her audience ‘what was the use 
in sending such dummies to parliament?’.42 The Liberal Association, how-
ever, recognised that organising the female vote was not going to be an 
easy task. As Mrs Rowley Moody noted, only about sixty of the party’s 
workers in the constituency were women; given the number of female vot-
ers and the limited time available, it was not easy to ‘enthuse’ the female 
electors.43 At the beginning of the contest the party managers did not 
expect women to vote in large numbers, perhaps explaining why few can-
didates made direct appeals to the new female electorate.44
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The results of the 1918 general election in Stoke-on-Trent are interest-
ing for many reasons. Inevitably, Hanley’s sitting member, Robert 
Outhwaite, was defeated although probably not as decisively as the local 
press might have wished.45 In securing nearly 3000 votes, Outhwaite dem-
onstrated that there existed a significant degree of dissatisfaction over vari-
ous aspects of the conduct of the war. The NDP/Coalitionist James 
Seddon, reflecting results across the rest of the country, captured Hanley 
on a minority vote.46 What surprised many was the substantial advance 
made by the Labour Party: polling nearly 38% of the popular vote, the 
Labour candidate was defeated by just 335 votes. Whilst Outhwaite came 
third, worse still was the disastrous performance of the official Liberal who 
managed to poll only 7.3% of the vote; the Liberal vote in the constituency 
had completely collapsed. It is likely that Outhwaite took votes away from 
Grimwade so a more accurate assessment of the total Liberal poll might be 
20.9%, comparable to results in other localities including Manchester. 
Nonetheless, the 1918 general election represented the near annihilation 
of the Liberals in a part of the country generally considered to be one of 
the party’s heartlands. Significantly, the total anti-Coalition poll amounted 
to nearly 60% of the vote. Ultimately, despite the election of James Seddon, 
the Potteries electorate remained predominantly left of centre and pro-
gressive in outlook.

The constituency of Burslem saw an even greater advance for Labour, 
the party capturing the seat with nearly 45% of the vote. This amounted to 
a majority of 7% over the second-placed couponed Coalition Conservative 
and made Labour’s victory in Burslem one of the party’s most spectacular 
results anywhere in the country. Nationally, the 1918 general election did 
not represent a tremendous step forward for Labour representation in 
parliament: just fifty-seven MPs were returned within the context of a 
greatly increased number of candidates. Labour’s success in Burslem 
might have been the exception to the rule, but the result changed the 
political landscape of the Potteries forever.

The Asquithian Liberals fared as badly in Burslem as in Hanley, finishing 
bottom of the poll with 18% of the vote. The total anti-Coalition vote was 
again extremely high at 62%. Comparisons with previous elections are diffi-
cult given the reconstitution of constituencies and the low turnout in 1918, 
but taking the two constituencies together it is clear that the Labour Party 
had experienced a remarkable reversal in fortune. In 1912, the party had 
been unable to make any significant inroads in Hanley at all, had no perma-
nent organisation and had suffered a humiliating defeat at the by-election. 
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The town appeared staunchly Liberal in both politics and culture. In 1918, 
however, the Labour Party had very nearly won the seat. Combined with a 
sensational victory in neighbouring Burslem, Labour’s advance in Stoke-on-
Trent compared to other industrial regions was striking. The political situa-
tion was extremely confused in 1918: political events and the national 
position of the parties influenced voters’ perceptions of the parties in the 
constituencies. It is arguable that there was a considerably higher degree of 
dissatisfaction with the government’s war policies in 1918 than has generally 
been recognised, especially in relation to the slowness of demobilisation, 
conscription itself and the timing of the general election. This was almost 
certainly the case in Hanley and Burslem when one considers that more elec-
tors voted against the Coalition than for it. The anti-Coalition vote amounted 
to 59.6 and 62.7% respectively.47

In assessing the 1918 general election, Arthur Nicholson (secretary of 
the Midland Liberal Federation) concluded that there were some very 
clear reasons why usually loyal Liberals switched to Labour and he identi-
fied two factors in particular: first, large numbers of Liberals were ‘so 
fiercely anti-Coalition and anti-conscription that they voted Labour as the 
most marked way of expressing that sentiment’, and second, Labour’s 
manifesto in relation to policy ‘commanded the general assent of 
Liberals’.48 This implies a significant shift to the left among Liberal sup-
porters as confirmed by the experiences of Hanley and Burslem. Other 
factors that may have contributed include the national situation which, as 
one historian has suggested, destroyed the Liberal Party’s ability to fight 
the 1918 general election effectively.49 Asquith’s failure to provide direc-
tion greatly affected the party in the constituencies. Interestingly, neither 
Liberal candidate made any mention of their leader by name during the 
campaign in Stoke-on-Trent which suggests that they may have been 
attempting to disassociate themselves from the national political situation. 
In an age of mass communication when electors would have been well 
aware of what was happening nationally, this was virtually impossible. The 
party split and the routine local organisation of the party was disrupted by 
the war.50 This was, in part, connected to the party truce. As Nicholson 
was anxious to stress in his post-election report, he had throughout the 
war repeatedly urged the associations to observe the truce and not do any 
party work or carry on with party propaganda. The loss of party agents 
and activists, of course, also placed considerable pressure on the local asso-
ciations. Alongside the party split, the Liberals were ill-placed to fight an 
effective campaign in December 1918. This was the same for all parties, 
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however, and the extent to which it disproportionately disadvantaged the 
Liberals should perhaps not be over-stated. The Liberals, after all, had 
perfected a highly sophisticated organisation after 1900. While it does not 
seem that Liberal organisation was weak to the point of being a disaster, 
there were clearly problems. Moreover, it is clear that Labour’s organisa-
tion had improved considerably and the party was prepared for the contest 
in a way that the Liberal Party was not.51 The extent of trade union organ-
isation in a particular constituency contributed to Labour’s organisational 
capabilities and candidates received considerable financial assistance in the 
mining districts.52 This needs to be borne in mind when assessing Labour’s 
advance in 1918 in North Staffordshire. Continuity of local leadership and 
the forcefulness of Labour’s evangelicalism, principally connected to pol-
icy on post-war reconstruction, were also crucial to the party’s challenge 
in 1918. In areas such as Stoke-on-Trent Labour remained, as it always 
had been, evangelical and propagandist but it possessed a new focus on 
advanced and relevant policy. This amounted to a powerful appeal.

Besides the national political situation, other factors contributed to the 
poor Liberal poll in 1918. Liberal party managers believed a great many of 
those who had abstained were Liberals who did not wish to vote for the 
Coalition but would not vote against their party. Both the contested con-
stituencies in Stoke-on-Trent saw exceptionally low turnouts in 1918, 
56.5% in Burslem and 58.9% in Hanley. In addition, it was understood 
that the women’s vote went heavily against the Liberals. As Arthur 
Nicholson observed, ‘it is perhaps not too much to say that whatever class 
they belonged they gave in bulk an anti-German vote’ and that ‘Lloyd 
George’s declarations against Germany appealed to a by no means unnatu-
ral sentiment in the breasts of mothers, wives and daughters smarting 
under a sense of bereavement, loss and suffering’.53 Locally, other factors 
need to be borne in mind when considering political change after 1918. 
The period of the First World War was critical in relation to the politics of 
the pottery workers, the largest sector in the area. The early stages of the 
war had witnessed a number of strikes after which various unions took the 
momentous step in voting to establish a political fund. An equally signifi-
cant development occurred in 1917 when, for the first time, the pottery 
unions combined to form a single organisation, the Ceramic and Allied 
Trade Union. By the end of the war, the potters’ union claimed a total 
membership of 40,000, a fivefold increase compared to 1914; it is likely 
that this benefited the Labour Party.54 Whilst the 1918 general election 
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had been a disaster for the Liberals across the country, the party believed 
it would live to fight another day.

After 1918, Labour advanced most markedly in wards dominated by 
the pottery industry, in Burslem, Tunstall and Hanley. A major factor 
underpinning the party’s immediate post-war municipal expansion was 
that the trade unions had become more firmly committed to the concept 
of independent labour representation. In Stoke-on-Trent, the attitude of 
the pottery unions was of critical importance and, in contrast to the period 
before 1914, the National Society of Pottery Workers threw its full weight 
behind Labour’s candidates; a number of the union’s leaders also stood as 
candidates. Arthur Hollins, financial secretary of the union, stood in 
Hanley in 1919 on a platform of municipalisation and won with a substan-
tial majority.55 Hollins’s opponent was a well-known councillor who had 
been so sure of victory that he did not even hold any public meetings, 
claiming that the electors’ ‘knowledge of his public work’ would be 
enough to ensure his return. As it transpired, Hollins was returned with 
60.5% of the vote and a 21% majority.

The 1919 municipal elections, the first contested after the war, marked 
a watershed in the position of the Labour Party in local government. As in 
Manchester and many other parts of the country, the principal feature of 
the results in Stoke-on-Trent was the significant number of seats captured 
by the party.56 From twenty-one candidates Labour was successful in thir-
teen wards, winning nine new seats. The main issues of the 1919 contests 
in Stoke-on-Trent were housing, health, revision of the Poor Law and, in 
particular, the proposed municipal purchase of the local tramways. The 
Labour candidates claimed that they were ‘not merely pledged as individu-
als’ to pursue improvements but ‘as a party … to work for their accom-
plishment’.57 After the contest, the Staffordshire Sentinel claimed that 
Labour had ‘gained access to the council chamber … upon the flowing 
tide that has swept the country generally’, which ‘had nothing to do’ with 
local issues; given that these had been central to the campaigns, this 
appears unlikely.58 The 1919 contests saw Labour’s representation on the 
council increase to 38 out of 104, a net gain of twelve.59 The party itself 
believed it ‘would now have a powerful influence’ on the council.60

The extent of Labour’s ambitions was apparent the following year when 
the party put up sixteen candidates for seventeen contested seats. The 
central planks of Labour’s campaigns were again social and economic 
issues, the atrocious state of housing, health and conditions across pottery 
towns. The party launched a ferocious assault upon the failure to address 
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the appalling living conditions in the district. Referring to conditions in 
his own ward of Longton, one Labour councillor told voters that ‘children 
in such places [were] not born into the world but damned into it’. Another 
told voters that ‘if the authority did not attempt to prevent the death of a 
child it was guilty of manslaughter’ and promised that the Labour group 
would be prepared to ‘challenge anyone who advocated the cutting-down 
of essential services in the borough’.61

As in other areas, a feature of the 1920 contests in Stoke-on-Trent was 
the active role played by the recently formed Ratepayers’ Association 
(RPA), which had emerged as a determined attempt to oppose Labour’s 
proposals to increase the role of the municipal authority.62 The RPA 
warned municipal voters against candidates who advocated ‘grandiose and 
experimental schemes’.63 Across the country, accusations of ‘municipal 
extravagance’ and demands for ‘municipal economy’ became a pro-
nounced feature of local politics from the early 1920s. Labour’s oppo-
nents warned that if it were to gain overall control, it would ‘put such mad 
schemes into practice’.64 The issue of ‘economy’ more than anything else 
polarised municipal politics in the immediate post-war period. The results 
of the 1920 municipal elections saw Labour successful in five of the sixteen 
seats contested, a net loss of just one seat. This represented a check on the 
party’s progress but it was by no means a serious setback.

Labour’s opponents adopted an even more vigorous assault upon the 
party’s municipal policies in 1921. One told electors that ‘the anti-Labour 
party is the only party which has the interests of the whole electorate at 
heart’, while another claimed that Labour councillors lacked indepen-
dence because they were ‘paid for their services by a clique and have an axe 
to grind’.65 Labour’s opponents placed the need for municipal economy at 
the forefront of their campaigns. The Labour candidates, by contrast, 
focused their entire campaigns upon the rating and taxation of land values 
as a means of raising capital to meet municipal expenditure.66 They claimed 
that changes in the rating and taxation of land values would meet the cost 
of essential services and have the added advantage of forcing vacant land 
into use, thus helping to alleviate the housing crisis.67 The results of the 
1921 elections saw the Labour Party capture six seats out of thirteen 
which, including unopposed returns, represented a net gain of four seats.68 
The pottery union now had three representatives on the town council, 
Financial Secretary Arthur Hollins, its President, William Aucock, and 
General Secretary Samuel Clowes. Aucock obtained the largest majority in 
the elections winning 75% of the vote. Clowes was particularly significant: 

  S. WOLSTENCROFT



  205

as General Secretary of the Society of Pottery Workers, he had been instru-
mental in the amalgamation of all of the various unions associated with the 
industry. Under his leadership, membership had increased substantially, 
the union had won increases in wages and employers had been encouraged 
to introduce a number of critical reforms in relation to conditions across 
the trade. Of enormous importance was the union’s success in the aboli-
tion of the policy known as ‘good from the oven’, the practice whereby 
pottery workers would receive pay only if a product emerged after the 
whole process in perfect condition. Clowes would go on to become the 
first potter ever to sit in Parliament when he won the Hanley constituency 
in 1924; upon his death four years later he was succeeded by Hollins.

In relation to ‘municipal economy’, the Labour candidates stood their 
ground. As one of the party’s candidates made clear, ‘whilst conscious of 
the need for economy we are not prepared to sacrifice the health of the 
people and the lives of the children in the name of economy’. Another sug-
gested that ‘there is plenty of money [but it] is just not directed to the 
right things’.69 The Labour view was that ‘true economy consisted of the 
wise spending of money not in the cutting down of expenditure’,70 a senti-
ment consistently reiterated. The economic context was of considerable 
importance to the Labour Party’s immediate post-war municipal perfor-
mance in areas such as Stoke-on-Trent. By 1922 over 16,000 of the local 
population were unemployed and another 1000 on short-time work.71 As 
in Manchester, the question of the municipal authority’s role in attempts 
to alleviate unemployment became a central feature of debates during the 
early 1920s. Crucially, the Labour group appeared to be the most attentive 
to the problem. In Stoke-on-Trent, the council became noticeably proac-
tive in its policy on unemployment relief and proceeded to establish a wide 
range of relief schemes.72 Overwhelmingly, this was the result of Labour 
interventions. Given the current economic climate, the council’s Finance 
Committee urged restraint in expenditure on such schemes, but Labour-
led opposition to abandoning them regularly won the argument.73

Historians have shown that councils across the country with a signifi-
cant Labour group developed the most extensive schemes of public works, 
which contrasted greatly with the ‘growing parsimony imposed by the 
government’.74 This was the case in Stoke-on-Trent, where strategies to 
address the problem of unemployment were largely a consequence of 
Labour intervention. Labour’s record on the promotion of unemploy-
ment relief schemes almost certainly worked to the party’s advantage, 
especially in wards where unemployment was high and rising.
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CHAPTER 10

The Rise of Labour: The 1922 General 
Election in Stoke-on-Trent

The political parties in Stoke-on-Trent appear to have been taken by sur-
prise at the prospect of an election in 1922 and consequently the constitu-
ency organisations were slow in their preparation for the contest.1 After 
the last general election, the political situation was complex: Hanley was 
represented by an independent Coalitionist, Burslem by Labour and Stoke 
by a member who had been unopposed in 1918 and described himself as 
Independent Labour. Samuel Finney, who had won Burslem for Labour in 
1918, was retiring, having apparently fallen out with the party.

The 1922 general election saw a triangular contest in Hanley between 
Labour candidate Myles Harper Parker, an Asquithian Liberal, John 
Whitehouse, and the sitting member, James Seddon, who now stood as an 
independent.2 In Stoke, the sitting member John Ward, now promoting 
himself as independent Labour, was challenged by prominent local trade 
unionist and official Labour candidate John Watts. Burslem also saw a 
straight fight between Labour’s Andrew Maclaren and a National Liberal, 
Sydney Malkin. None of the Stoke-on-Trent constituencies saw a 
Conservative candidate, suggesting that the local party was either unable 
to mount a serious challenge or that they did not perceive defeating 
Labour to be their key priority. It is significant that a week after the elec-
tion had been declared, the Burslem Conservative and Unionist Association 
confirmed that they would continue to assist the adopted Coalition Liberal 
candidate.3 Malkin was one of the district’s most prominent pottery 
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manufacturers, was president of the local Chamber of Commerce during 
the war and had a distinguished background in the municipal politics of 
the town having served as alderman and mayor.4 Like the majority of 
North Staffordshire Liberals, he was also a well-known and active 
Methodist. Given Malkin’s local prestige, it is perhaps unsurprising that 
the local Conservative organisation had decided not to oppose him. The 
Chairman of the Conservatives told the local press that, whilst Malkin 
‘had always been progressive and a firm believer in trade unionism’, he was 
reassuringly ‘opposed to anything that would destroy the best interests of 
the country by revolutionary, Communist or Socialist methods’.5 For his 
part, Malkin stated that he ‘wholeheartedly supported’ Bonar Law because 
the country presently ‘faced a great danger in the Labour Party’; they, the 
Liberals and Conservatives, were ‘forced to put their shoulders together’.6 
Conservative assistance did not go so far as contributing to Malkin’s funds 
however, and he had to pay his own election expenses although he let it be 
known that he was doing so in order to ‘preserve [his] independence from 
any wire-pullers’.7 Throughout the campaign, Malkin received valuable 
support from many prominent local Conservatives and the press even 
began to label him the ‘Liberal and Unionist’ candidate although he never 
used this term himself.

Malkin’s Labour opponent in Burslem was Andrew Maclaren. At thirty-
nine years of age, Maclaren was far younger than any previous Labour 
candidate in the district and represented a very different type of Labour 
man. He was fiercely radical compared to his predecessors. Born in 
Glasgow, Maclaren had been educated at the Glasgow School of Art and 
had become an engineer. He had initially been a Liberal8 but had then 
joined the ILP and the Union of Democratic Control during the early 
stages of the war.9 An associate of Hanley’s former member Robert 
Outhwaite, the two had much in common; they were both highly critical 
of the war and keen land reformers. From the outset of the campaign, 
Labour’s opponents attempted to play the ‘red menace’ card in an attempt 
to drum up right-wing misconceptions of Labour’s nationalisation pro-
gramme. The only candidate in Stoke-on-Trent not to employ this strat-
egy was the Asquithian Liberal, John Whitehouse, in Hanley.

For the first time in the history of the constituency, the 1922 general 
election saw Labour contesting Stoke as an independent force. This caused 
considerable apprehension amongst Stoke’s Liberals and Conservatives 
who had already agreed to cooperate in their support of the sitting mem-
ber’s candidature. It is difficult to establish whether their joint endorse-
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ment of John Ward resulted from anticipation of Labour intervention. 
Ward had been elected in 1906 as a Liberal–Labour member and the 
Liberals had always claimed him as one of their own, which was unsurpris-
ing given that he had accepted the Liberal whip in Parliament. By 1922, 
however, he had become increasingly right wing and during the campaign 
went to considerable lengths to attack his Labour opponents who, he 
claimed, were extremists and revolutionaries. Ward sought desperately to 
disassociate himself from the Labour Party, arguing that it was too narrow 
and not representative of the whole working class and declaring that he 
did not intend to ‘sign away his liberty’.10 For him, Ward argued, the war 
had ‘killed party [politics]’ and he was ‘prepared to help any reasonable 
combination which may evolve to carry out the internal government of 
the country’.11 He believed that opposition to him had been ‘engineered 
by an extremist section of the Labour Party’.12 It was more likely, however, 
that the local Labour Party had grown weary of Ward’s Lib-Labism, 
believing that since they had the complete support of trade unions across 
the area they had as much right as anyone to contest the seat. In the con-
text of economic depression and with the effects of the miners’ strikes of 
1920 and 1921, as disruptive for the pottery workers as for the miners, 
there now emerged a more definable sense of union solidarity in the area 
and recognition of the need for combined political activity. It is also argu-
able that, because of industrial hardship, the disparity between employer 
and worker became even clearer. This undoubtedly facilitated a political 
identity very distinct from former Liberal–Labour sentiments.

The Labour Party officially launched its campaign on 24 October with 
a large demonstration at Hanley’s Victoria Hall, during which their key 
objectives for the forthcoming contest were outlined. The national mani-
festo, Labour’s Call to the People, was issued two days later and received 
considerable attention from both the national and local press. From the 
beginning of the campaign, Labour remained anxious to present itself as a 
constitutional and moderate organisation. The party’s opening meeting 
saw platform speakers reiterate that they had always ‘fought the battle of 
constitutionalism and had fought extremism in their own ranks … They 
were neither communists nor revolutionaries and [were] committed to 
upholding the authority of the House of Commons’.13 Harper Parker 
claimed that ‘to achieve social and economic emancipation workers must 
look to a party of their own creation’.14 The Labour Party represented a 
‘new idea in politics’ he declared, because it was ‘determined to secure a 
more humanised economic and industrial system’. He added that Labour 
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was often accused of living ‘in a world of idle dreams’ but ‘many policies 
the party had stood for over the past twenty-five years were now accepted 
planks of the other parties’ platforms today [so] what was in the land of 
dreams today could clearly come into the realm of practical politics 
tomorrow’.15

The national Labour Party manifesto generated a considerable degree 
of discussion. In it, Labour advocated an extensive programme of social, 
industrial and economic reform and a progressive foreign policy.16 The 
manifesto’s economic proposals were likely to be the most controversial. 
Briefly, the programme made the argument that the national debt was a 
‘dead weight burden’ and proposed the creation of a war debt redemption 
fund by way of a special graduated levy on fortunes exceeding £5600. The 
manifesto stated that the party desired a ‘degree of restitution from the 
fortunes made during the war’. Labour’s economic policy involved a sys-
tem of taxation in which the burden would fall according to a person’s 
ability to pay. In the context of 1922, this represented radical economic 
thinking and selling it to certain sections of society would prove difficult. 
Other aspects of economic policy included a proposed super tax on 
incomes above £850 and the imposition of death duties on large estates. 
In relation to unemployment, Labour promised ‘work or maintenance’, 
the provision of employment or adequate support. This would entail the 
establishment of a ‘large number of programmes of necessary and useful 
public works’. The manifesto advocated significant industrial reorganisa-
tion including the complete nationalisation of the nation’s key industries: 
coal, railways, transport, iron and steel. In terms of social policy, Labour 
emphasised the urgent needs of the nation in relation to health and hous-
ing. Greater provision of old age pensions was proposed, alongside the 
complete abolition of the poor law and an extensive programme of house 
building. Another important element was the party’s declared resistance 
to any attempt to ‘cut off or cut down’ ex-servicemen’s pensions.

Reflecting the temper of the national manifesto, the central issue for 
Labour’s candidates in Stoke-on-Trent in 1922 concerned the record of 
the Coalition Government. Although it had categorically ‘failed the peo-
ple’, Bonar Law’s new administration did not appear to possess any con-
crete solutions to contemporary problems. In Stoke-on-Trent, Labour’s 
candidates focused upon a variety of issues outlined in the national mani-
festo but made a point of applying them directly to local conditions. An 
issue of increasing concern for pottery workers was industrial disease and 
the extent of poor health in the city. As Andrew Maclaren observed, death 
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rates in Stoke-on-Trent were appalling. Tunstall possessed the second 
worst death rate in the country and had the highest infant mortality rate 
in the United Kingdom. In one powerful speech, Maclaren argued that, 
despite the potter ‘being an eminent craftsman, [he] lived under conditions 
that the royal family wouldn’t keep dogs under’.17 Another repeated 
theme during the contest was the inequality of the burdens of war. Myles 
Harper Parker in Hanley reminded one audience that ‘Britain had lost 
746,000 men, one million had been wounded and yet 340,000 men had 
made £2,846,000’; the poorer classes were now facing grinding poverty as 
well as being asked to carry a disproportionate burden.18 Throughout the 
campaign, the Labour candidates stressed the ‘just and equitable’ charac-
ter of their party’s economic proposals, insisting that there was nothing 
confiscatory about the Capital Levy.19 They repeatedly asked their audi-
ences how many of those present had more than £5000, and inevitably the 
response was always in the negative. John Watts in Stoke compared his 
Labour politics to his religion, emphasising that the principles of eco-
nomic justice were contained within the New Testament.20 He told one 
audience that ‘a man’s politics should be his religion and his religion his 
politics’ and claimed that the attainment of a just distribution of wealth 
would lead to the ‘realisation of the kingdom of God on Earth’.21 In an 
area so heavily religious in outlook, this approach was potentially persua-
sive. A significant amount of the Labour candidates’ time was taken up 
with refuting their opponents’ accusations of Communist tendencies. The 
candidates were quick to assert their feelings on such accusations: Watts 
was typical in declaring them ‘not just unfair, but below the belt’. He told 
voters that he had never ‘confiscated anyone’s property or inflicted pain 
on anyone’, but he asked his audience to consider British policy towards 
Russia, which had been a disaster.22

Andrew Maclaren made explicit efforts to appeal directly to Liberal 
supporters in the constituency of Burslem. A former Liberal, he argued 
that now only Labour existed as a viable party of progressive politics; it was 
taking the place of the old Liberal Party.23 Maclaren asked voters whether 
they were going to vote for Bonar Law and his colleagues or for a party 
that actually had a programme. As the campaign progressed, it was 
reported that interest in Maclaren’s meetings had become so great that 
‘people were paying large sums of money to hear him speak’. Interestingly, 
it was also reported that a significant proportion of his audiences were very 
young.24
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The two Liberal candidates who stood in Stoke-on-Trent in 1922 came 
from opposing wings of their ‘party’ and there were, unsurprisingly, 
marked political and ideological differences between them. John 
Whitehouse in Hanley represented the radical wing of the Liberal Party 
and was a noted social reformer with a strong political background.25 
From the outset of the 1922 general election campaign, Whitehouse 
attacked the government’s record in respect of social reform and ‘had no 
hesitation in regarding himself as a labour candidate [because] all [his] 
public life [he had] represented the labouring classes’.26 His stance on the 
majority of issues was not dissimilar to the Labour position: whilst he 
opposed Labour’s Capital Levy, he believed in a graduated income tax and 
in the taxation of land values. The land question, Whitehouse argued, was 
the root of the social problem and he advocated nationalisation of all key 
industries, particularly the mines and railways.27 Unemployment, he 
stated, was a scandal and, while he had ‘no scientific solution to it’, he 
objected to an ‘inadequate dole’ as the answer, especially since there was 
tremendous work to be done in housing, agriculture and public works. In 
particular, Whitehouse sought to emphasise the government’s broken 
promises and betrayal in relation to ex-servicemen who were ‘tramping 
the streets trying to get employment’.28 He stated that he would like to 
see the total abolition of the House of Lords and free secondary and 
higher education for all.29 In Hanley, therefore, the Liberal and Labour 
candidates both offered radical programmes.

Before 1914, the Labour Party had been unable to distinguish itself 
from the Liberals in relation to issues and policy. By 1922, the situation 
was reversed and the radical wing of the Liberal Party now found it increas-
ingly difficult to articulate anything that Labour was not already advocat-
ing. Wilson has suggested that many Liberals sought to handle ‘the Labour 
problem’ by ‘making criticisms [that] did not amount to outright denun-
ciation’,30 yet this simply served to reinforce the fact that Labour had ‘sto-
len their thunder’.31 Despite the efforts of radical Liberals such as John 
Whitehouse, the Liberal Party nationally did not present the appearance of 
an active force for social reform; there were simply too few candidates like 
Whitehouse. In addition, the Capital Levy and nationalisation gave 
Labour’s radicalism a specific and practical economic focus which was dif-
ferent from anything on offer from the left of the Liberal Party. In this 
respect, the Liberal and Labour platforms were clearly distinguishable 
although some candidates such as W. M. Pringle in Manchester in 1919 
had made Capital Levy a key plank of their campaigns. Ultimately, however, 
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the Labour Party’s economic programme struck a greater chord with 
working-class voters than did continued Liberal emphasis on free trade 
and land reform.

In Burslem, Sydney Malkin focused more or less exclusively on his 
objections to Labour’s programme, which aimed to ‘abolish capitalism’ 
and ‘surrender liberty to bureaucratic control’.32 Labour’s programme 
amounted to ‘total confiscation’ which, if enacted, would eradicate private 
enterprise and thrift. He constantly reiterated his belief that employers and 
workers ‘should be friends’ and voiced his strong objection to ‘disastrous 
class struggles’. He believed ‘wholeheartedly’ in Bonar Law’s programme 
although he was never able to elaborate on what that actually involved. 
The few issues Malkin did address included war pensions, which he 
thought ought to be simplified, and the problem of unemployment, which 
he believed could be alleviated by means of schemes of productive work 
and an extension of unemployment insurance. The National Liberal cam-
paign in Burslem was negative and offered little discussion of policy. This 
contrasted greatly with the Asquithian Liberal campaign in neighbouring 
Hanley, where Whitehouse advocated a radical programme whilst avoid-
ing any form of ‘red scare’ tactics. These differences epitomised Liberal 
divisions at the time. Whilst independent Liberals more often than not 
remained at least in some way progressively minded, the National Liberals 
appeared virtually indistinguishable from the Conservatives. In Burslem, 
Malkin could easily have been a Conservative candidate and this is, no 
doubt, why he was assured of local Conservative support. However, this 
swing to the right amongst the National Liberals represented a major 
obstacle to the reunification of the Liberal Party in an immediate sense, 
and may subsequently have precipitated and then underpinned the anti-
Labour cleavage during the 1920s within the reunited Liberal Party.

Hanley’s sitting member, James Seddon, who had captured the seat as 
a Coalitionist in 1918 and now contested it as an independent, adopted a 
similar approach to Malkin, focusing on the ‘Labour menace’. He told 
voters that the 1922 general election was ‘about systems [and] Labour’s 
system [was] the road to destruction [and] if they started with nationalisa-
tion they would end with Communism and anarchy’.33 Seddon claimed 
they were ‘threatened with revolution and faced the threat of confisca-
tion’.34 Few in Hanley possessed much to ‘confiscate’ and red scare tactics 
were unlikely to persuade voters that the road to ruin was nigh. Seddon 
endured the frequent sabotage of his election posters35 and considerable 
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heckling at his meetings, which he believed was an organised attempt to 
break them up.36

In Stoke, the sitting member John Ward also fought the contest largely 
on the question of a perceived socialist threat, claiming he was ‘aston-
ished’ that he was being opposed by ‘a combination of extremists’ and 
explaining that in the ‘present abnormal conditions’ he would support 
‘any group capable of carrying on government’.37 He was keen to stress 
that he could have had the official ‘Labour tag’ if he had wished but this 
would have necessitated joining the party and obeying the party whip 
which he was not prepared to do. Throughout the contest, Ward cited his 
experiences in Russia and argued that, if Labour’s programme was enacted 
in Britain, the country would face the same ‘anarchy and ruin’ as that 
country.38 His organisation appears to have been weak in comparison to 
his official Labour Party opponent.39 Admitting he had no money for 
huge posters such as those of Watts, he did not seem unduly worried 
because he did not think ‘anyone took any notice of them anyway’.40 This 
was a significant miscalculation. The 1922 contest was one of the first truly 
modern general election campaigns in British history; never before had so 
much advertising been used during an election. Nineteen million leaflets 
were distributed across the country, the Conservative Party alone had put 
up over 300,000 posters and it was estimated that the other parties com-
bined had equalled this.41 Liberal headquarters had spent nearly £127,000 
on the campaign and most of this was allocated to assisting candidates, 
even those standing in less hopeful regions in order ‘to keep the party 
fighting along a national front’.42 As one historian has suggested, although 
the Liberals were not expecting to win office, they made a determined 
effort to re-establish themselves as a major political party.43

The central issue throughout the 1922 general election in all three 
Stoke-on-Trent constituencies was the debate surrounding the pro-
gramme and policies advocated by the Labour Party. For Labour this 
meant arguing for the urgency to enact its programme; for the party’s 
opponents, it meant mounting the strongest possible objection to it. From 
the outset, the Labour Party dissociated itself from extreme socialism, pre-
senting itself as a constitutional and reformist political organisation. It did 
this by emphasising the continuity of its ideology. Consequently, the ‘red 
scare’ failed to make a significant impact in the minds of electors in the 
area. Furthermore, Labour’s candidates hardly appeared to be ‘frighten-
ing’. A man such as Myles Harper Parker had been known for many years 
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and was perceived to be a respectable pillar of the community, recognised 
for his political, trade union and religious work.

The outcome of the 1922 general election was one that contemporary 
observers found extremely difficult to predict. The Manchester Guardian 
went so far as to depict it as ‘the most baffling of modern times’ and as ‘the 
don’t-know-where-we-are election’.44 Polling day saw intense press specu-
lation in respect of this most ‘baffling’ of elections. It was generally consid-
ered that the sitting member for Stoke, John Ward, would win comfortably, 
although even here the impact of a Labour candidate remained an uncer-
tain factor. Capturing Hanley would represent a major advance for the 
Labour Party in the area. The party had been humiliated at the 1912 by-
election, having obtained less than 12% of the vote, but confidence was no 
doubt strengthened by the fact that the miners’ and potters’ trade unions 
had decided to support independent Labour. In his report on the election, 
the Secretary of the Midland Liberal Federation pinpointed this factor as 
being of critical importance in determining the results in many areas in the 
region. He concluded that the election had ‘strikingly illustrated the power 
of the trade unions’.45 The Miners’ Federation was identified as having been 
enormously influential. It was widely believed that a last-moment circular 
urging members to vote for the Labour Party changed the course of the 
campaign in some constituencies. The Midland Liberal Federation believed 
that Labour ‘secured victory at the last minute’ in areas where they appeared 
to have no chance at all; even where Labour did not win, it propelled them 
into second place at the expense of Liberal candidates. This was, of course, 
entirely speculative though the fact that the union had urged members to 
vote for Labour candidates was no doubt a significant factor.

In 1918 the Labour Party had failed to capture Hanley despite polling 
well, obtaining 38.7% of the vote, just 1.7% less than the winning Coalitionist. 
This had been within the context of a four-way contest in a highly unusual 
election on a low turnout. Labour had made substantial inroads in munici-
pal politics since 1918 and entered the general election in 1922 with an 
unprecedented confidence, ambition and optimism. The scale of the victory, 
however, was remarkable, suggesting a major realignment had taken place in 
the politics of the town. Labour’s major ‘push’ had paid off.46 Harper Parker 
was returned on 48.8% of the vote with a margin of 20.1% over sitting mem-
ber James Seddon. For Hanley’s new Member of Parliament, the result 
demonstrated voters’ ‘confidence in the honesty and intentions of the 
Labour Party’.47 There seems little reason to doubt this interpretation but it 
needs to be set against the backdrop of severe disappointment over the 
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Coalition Government’s failure to deliver on their promised ‘land fit for 
heroes to live in’. The Labour Party was also advantaged in Hanley in that 
its candidate was a well-known local figure with an impressive background 
in local trade unionism, municipal politics and the religious life of the com-
munity. Another factor reported to have reinforced the swing to Labour was 
the voting of ex-servicemen, whom the local press believed voted on bloc 
for the party.48

The Labour Party’s success in Burslem was equally impressive. Despite 
an extremely narrow victory, just 0.8% of the vote, the result was signifi-
cant because it suggests that Labour had consolidated its position in the 
division and was now less reliant upon the local personality factor. Andrew 
MacLaren represented a new kind of Labour candidate in this area. 
Throughout the campaign, he had never been afraid to express his radi-
calism, had denounced war and militarism and ferociously attacked the 
outgoing government’s record, particularly its failure to honour its prom-
ise of a ‘land fit for heroes to live in’. The Staffordshire Sentinel believed 
it was ‘a general desire on the part of the working classes for a better 
economic position’49 rather than MacLaren’s stance on the war that led to 
his victory. The local press was clearly unimpressed with Burslem’s new 
member, bemoaning the loss of Finney, ‘a Labour man with a fine old 
Liberal flavour’ unfortunately ‘jockeyed out by extremists’.50 As in Hanley, 
attention was given to Labour’s well-organised campaign when compared 
to the apparent weakness of the National Liberals. It should be remem-
bered that Malkin received significant electoral assistance from the local 
Conservative organisation and, although he never defined himself as such, 
he was perceived to be a National Liberal/Conservative candidate. 
Although a combined National Liberal/Conservative effort clearly posed 
a considerable challenge to Labour’s claim on Burslem, such an alliance 
failed when it came to capturing the seat. Given Malkin’s position, it was 
probable, if not certain, that MacLaren would have captured the radical, 
or at least non-National, Liberal vote; his approach would have appeared 
very attractive to that section of the party. Considering the previous 
member’s ‘Liberal’ politics and local status, Andrew MacLaren’s victory 
in 1922 represented a significant break from the town’s Lib-Lab past. 
Before 1914, popular working-class Liberalism had remained strong and 
this had retarded Labour’s development as an independent entity. By 
1922, the experience of war, continued unemployment, fragmenting rela-
tions with employers and a perceived weakness of present day Liberalism 
all contributed to a very different approach to politics. That said, given 
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the small margin between Labour and the National Liberal in Burslem, 
the Labour Party could not afford to be complacent.

In Stoke, John Ward’s personal appeal was expected to ensure his 
return, yet at nearly 40% of the vote the size of his Labour opponent’s poll 
surprised many. Ward argued that his return represented a ‘victory for sane 
democracy and constitutional government’51 but the figures suggested 
that many of Stoke’s electors had become dissatisfied with his style of 
labour representation and appeared willing to support a party with a more 
definite programme of economic, industrial and social reform. Given the 
relatively limited organisation, the Labour Party in Stoke had performed 
impressively.52 After the poll, Watts claimed that it had ‘had to fight several 
forces, Tory, Liberal and the Staffordshire Sentinel’. He argued that Ward 
had been ‘misleadingly reported as a Labour candidate’ throughout the 
election and the newspaper’s coverage of his own campaign had been 
extremely prejudiced.53 Indeed, careful reading of the Sentinel’s reporting 
lends support to this assertion. Nonetheless, Watts believed the election 
had been extremely useful because it at least ‘laid the foundations of a 
working Labour Party in the constituency’.54 With more time and better 
organisation in the future, the party could and would do better. Indeed, 
analysis of the 1922 general election in Stoke-on-Trent illustrates effec-
tively that when the Labour Party was properly established in an area such 
as Burslem, the old-style Lib-Labism of the pre-war period was severely 
challenged, facilitating a significant realignment in party loyalties.

Economic conditions were an important dimension of political change 
in the aftermath of the First World War. Immediately after the end of 
hostilities, trade in the pottery industry was buoyant but this was followed 
by a sharp decline. As Burchill and Ross’s work illustrates, the pottery 
workers suffered severely during the early 1920s, primarily because of sub-
stantial wage reductions,55 and from 1922 unemployment within the 
industry was running at around 13.5%.56 From this point onwards, unem-
ployment within the pottery industry increased well above the national 
average and by 1926 it reached nearly 40%.57 It is possible that North 
Staffordshire felt the impact of depression more deeply because the area 
had been relatively stable beforehand, though pre-war economic prosper-
ity should not be exaggerated.58

The years immediately after 1918 had seen unemployment leap to two 
million and the Coalition was increasingly perceived as conspiring with 
employers against the working classes; the Sankey Report could have 
been interpreted in this way.59 By 1922, the political impact of this was a 
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defensiveness across the labour movement unsurpassed in recent history. 
It is not hard to understand why the working classes in areas such as 
Stoke-on-Trent would have felt a sense of betrayal in the immediate 
aftermath of the First World War. The 1922 general election has to be set 
against the backdrop of working-class disappointment and anger at the 
perceived failure of social reform, housing, education, the treatment of 
ex-servicemen, stagnation of industry and the increasingly precarious 
position of the trade unions, particularly after the experience of ‘black 
Friday’ and the miners’ lock-out of the previous year. By the end of 1922, 
Labour appeared to be the only party with a sincere commitment to 
addressing these critical issues. The party had dramatically improved its 
organisation, was aided by significant union assistance and its candidates 
proved to be extremely capable advocates of policy on the platform. By 
contrast, the Liberal organisation in Stoke-on-Trent was virtually non-
existent and the party remained split.60 Even where the Liberals pos-
sessed a gifted radical candidate such as Whitehouse in Hanley, it probably 
seemed to electors that the party had ‘stolen’ the Labour Party’s ideas 
since that party was articulating the same policy on a united and national 
front.61 These factors contributed to the declining strength of the Liberal 
Party in Britain’s industrial heartlands such as Stoke-on-Trent. The real 
point of breakthrough for Labour in parliamentary politics was 1922, not 
1918 or during the war itself, and was inextricably linked to mounting 
economic crisis and the question of trust as to the current political 
situation.

The impact of war upon the political attitudes of both combatants and 
civilian voters is an issue of critical importance, although it is not some-
thing that can be easily defined.62 A number of historians have shown that 
provision for ex-servicemen, their wives and dependents was far from gen-
erous and this in itself may have served to generate considerable dissatis-
faction with government and the established parties.63 The evidence from 
Stoke-on-Trent supports the contention that such discontent remained 
high after the war. Throughout the 1922 general election, all parties paid 
attention to the concerns of ex-servicemen, yet it was Labour candidates 
who campaigned most vigorously on the issue. The key question was who 
the ex-service voters would trust most; the available evidence suggests that 
it was the Labour Party.

It has been suggested that age became a key determinant in voter alle-
giance after the First World War. This appears to be supported by evidence 
from Stoke-on-Trent, where reports suggest that a significant proportion 
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of Labour supporters were younger men and women. Studies have con-
cluded that men who had not yet come of political age prior to the war 
were likely to display low levels of identification with the established par-
ties.64 This generational factor has been overshadowed by discussions of 
the emergence of class as the principal determinant of voter allegiance. In 
1922 the newly enfranchised, other older voters and a large proportion of 
younger voters formed 60% of the total electorate and were perceived by 
party managers and journalists to be volatile because they were ‘unat-
tached to any of the great parties’.65 The established parties, particularly 
the Conservatives and in 1922 the National Liberals, were mindful of 
Labour’s potential to make gains and it was therefore not only an ideo-
logical factor which prompted them to resort to ‘red scare’ tactics. Analysis 
of Stoke-on-Trent shows that this strategy backfired spectacularly. Much 
of Labour’s new strength was derived from the newly enfranchised; those 
voting for the first time in 1922 had had a traumatic early political educa-
tion. The experience of war, the failure of the Coalition to fulfil the prom-
ises of 1918 and mounting economic insecurity had a significant impact. 
Whilst some older Liberal voters may have remained loyal in their tradi-
tional allegiance, younger voters perceived the Labour Party as the only 
serious opposition to an established politics that had failed them; continu-
ing divisions within the Liberal Party aided this process.

Given the predominance of religious Nonconformity in North 
Staffordshire, it is also relevant to consider possible changes of allegiance 
within this group. Nonconformity was exceptionally important in 
cementing popular working-class Liberalism and historians have illus-
trated how the Liberal Party’s resurgence after 1900 was underpinned 
by the revival of political nonconformity. This, however, was a short-
lived phenomenon that did not survive the war and some have gone so 
far as to suggest that Nonconformity ceased to count at all in politics 
after 1918.66 Koss and Catterall, for example, have suggested that the 
Free Church leadership became less exclusively Liberal after 1918 and 
this had the effect of lessening the political profile of Nonconformity.67 
The influence of Nonconformity in the evolution of the Labour Party 
has been well documented. From its inception, the parliamentary party 
had drawn the greater majority of its membership from the Free Churches 
and ideologically drew a great deal of its inspiration from radical 
Nonconformity.68 Many Nonconformists were keen social reformers and 
their religious outlook underpinned their politics. As Smith suggests, 
the socialism of many early Labour activists was a peculiarly ‘ethical kind 
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and owed little to Marxist theory’.69 Before 1914, religious identity was 
central to both Liberal and Labour activists in Stoke-on-Trent. Whilst 
there was no immediate collapse of Nonconformity during the First 
World War, there was an identifiable political realignment of 
Nonconformists, many of whom were keen social reformers and had 
been opposed to the war; this worked to Labour’s advantage. Crucially, 
the most significant shift from Liberal to Labour amongst Nonconformists 
was within the working classes.70 Thus in an area such as Stoke-on-Trent, 
both largely working class and predominantly Nonconformist, this shift 
is likely to have been substantial. It is interesting to note that all four 
Labour candidates who contested seats in 1918 and 1922 were 
Nonconformists and one of them, John Watts in 1922, went so far as to 
express his politics almost exclusively within the context of his religious 
conscience. One might suggest that the Labour candidates came to 
embody the political spirit of the Nonconformist conscience most explic-
itly. It was in producing radical candidates that Nonconformity was most 
significant in the rise of Labour. Additionally, as one historian has sug-
gested, ‘socialism found greatest acceptance in areas where its ethic was 
reinforced by prevailing religious tradition’.71 Stoke-on-Trent supports 
this assertion; the overwhelming majority of Labour activists continued 
to come from Methodist backgrounds and interspersed their politics 
with their religion, applying both to the present state of the nation. 
Historians recognise that religion was significant in party political affili-
ations in Britain before 1914. In areas such as industrial North 
Staffordshire, religious affiliation continued to play a critical role in party 
choice amongst voters.

Electoral politics in post-war Stoke-on-Trent reveal that the Labour 
Party continued to espouse past traditions, progressive Liberalism within 
the context of the Nonconformist conscience, while at the same time 
promising a new social and economic order, based to some extent upon 
socialist doctrine. This, and the forcefulness of its delivery, gave it a pow-
erful appeal. The candidates’ advocacy of national policy at the constitu-
ency level and the application of policy to local circumstances were of 
critical importance in ensuring that Labour no longer existed as an 
adjunct of Liberalism, but was now a truly independent entity, a national 
party with a positive forward-looking programme and one aim: govern-
ment itself.
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Developments in Politics in Stoke-on-Trent 
1918–1922: Summary

Before the outbreak of war, industrial North Staffordshire was an area 
deeply impregnated with popular working-class Liberalism and there 
appeared little prospect of an imminent Labour breakthrough. After 1918, 
both the political situation and the salient issues changed. Questions such 
as unemployment, the organisation of industry, housing, health and pen-
sions became central to the political debate. In the process, they replaced 
the more traditional issues on which the Edwardian Liberal revival had 
largely been based. These issues became increasingly relevant to the now 
expanded electorate, but the Liberal Party no longer existed in a form vot-
ers perceived capable of carrying through such reforms. In predominantly 
working-class areas such as Stoke-on-Trent, there existed significant 
potential for a major Labour advance based on issues and policy alone. 
Even within the unusual circumstances of the 1918 general election, 
Labour made a significant advance in Stoke-on-Trent by winning one of 
the parliamentary seats. The real breakthrough, however, came in 1922 
when it won Hanley, the seat so controversially denied it a decade earlier. 
This represented a major departure in the politics of the Staffordshire 
Potteries; few areas saw such absolute destruction of the Liberals between 
1918 and 1922. Not everything changed. In Stoke, John Ward could still 
attract enough support to retain his seat until 1929, but even he was in 
danger when faced with official Labour opposition. The effect of war on 
the Liberal Party in Stoke-on-Trent was crushing. Strikingly, one of the 
party’s greatest triumphs there, the Hanley by-election which returned the 
rising radical Robert Outhwaite, proved also to be its last.72

Wilson suggests that the Liberals in 1922 were ‘in no position to cap-
ture attention by the forcefulness or novelty of their programme’.73 The 
evidence of Stoke-on-Trent supports this to an extent. In Burslem, the 
National Liberal appeared old-fashioned and out of touch, although in 
Hanley the Asquithian Liberal was radical and dynamic. Yet both failed to 
compete with the Labour candidates’ economic and social reform pro-
gramme. ‘Red scare’ tactics dominated the political debate during the 
1922 general election but Labour’s candidates remained focused on their 
own programme and rose above accusations of Bolshevism. In 1919 the 
Manchester Guardian had suggested that the ‘socialist menace [was a] 
political bogey by which we decline to be terrified’.74 It appears that the 
greater proportion of Stoke-on-Trent’s electors were of the same mind in 
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1922. Ultimately, the Coalition Government was perceived to have failed 
the British people in its promise to provide ‘a land fit for heroes to live in’. 
The Labour Party’s focus upon this point was decisive in securing its 
breakthrough at both the parliamentary and municipal level after 1918. 
Analysis of electoral campaigns in Stoke-on-Trent from 1918 shows the 
importance of issues to Labour’s post-war advance and how candidates’ 
abilities in advocating policy were so significant. Political events helped the 
Labour Party expand but political allegiances had to be harnessed and 
built upon. Emotive issues such as a perceived inequality of sacrifice both 
during and after the First World War could be used to mobilise political 
support and, as this analysis of Stoke-on-Trent testifies, the Labour Party 
did this particularly effectively after 1918.

Notes

1.	 The Labour Party stands out, however, as having undertaken a significant 
amount of work in both Hanley and Burslem, having held regular indoor 
and outdoor demonstrations for some time. Little had been done in Stoke 
since the party had not decided to contest the seat. See Staffordshire 
Sentinel, 23 October 1922.

2.	 At the relatively young age of forty-nine, John Whitehouse represented a 
significant coup for the Hanley Liberals. He had been elected for mid-
Lanarkshire in January 1910 and had been a member of many departmen-
tal committees relating to education or children’s legislation. He went on 
to become Parliamentary Private Secretary to Lloyd George from 1913 to 
1915.

3.	 At the time of his adoption in December 1921, the local Conservatives 
pledged their support and agreed not to oppose him. Once the national 
position changed, it was unclear whether this assurance would remain. The 
Burslem Conservatives waited a week before making their intentions 
known.

4.	 In economic policy, Malkin was a committed free trader and was unlikely 
to waver on this. Given that this was no longer the issue for the Conservatives 
that it had been historically, it did not pose a problem for cooperation.

5.	 Staffordshire Sentinel, 30 October 1922.
6.	 See ibid.
7.	 Staffordshire Sentinel, 7 November 1922.
8.	 Maclaren continued to espouse Liberal doctrines, notably the single tax. 

He saw little incompatibility of Labour’s programme with more Liberal-
based ideology such as land reform.
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9.	 Details from M.  Stenton and S.  Lees, Who’s Who of British Members of 
Parliament, Volume 3 (Sussex and New Jersey, 1979) p. 227.

10.	 See Staffordshire Sentinel, 6 November 1922.
11.	 Staffordshire Sentinel, 30 October 1922.
12.	 Staffordshire Sentinel, 7 November 1922.
13.	 Staffordshire Sentinel, 25 October 1922.
14.	 Ibid.
15.	 Ibid.
16.	 The Labour Party manifesto was printed in full in the Staffordshire Sentinel, 

26 October 1922.
17.	 Staffordshire Sentinel, 8 November 1922.
18.	 Staffordshire Sentinel, 7 November 1922.
19.	 See Harper-Parker on Capital Levy, Staffordshire Sentinel, 7 November 

1922.
20.	 See Staffordshire Sentinel, 4 November 1922.
21.	 Ibid.
22.	 Ibid.
23.	 See Staffordshire Sentinel, 5 November 1922.
24.	 Staffordshire Advertiser, 7 November 1922.
25.	 Whitehouse had been a member of the Home Office Departmental 

Committee during the implementation of the Employment of Children 
Act in 1909 and had led a successful parliamentary agitation for the 
improvement of housing in mining districts, leading to a Royal Commission 
on the issue.

26.	 Staffordshire Sentinel, 1 November 1922.
27.	 Staffordshire Sentinel, 31 October 1922.
28.	 Ibid.
29.	 Staffordshire Sentinel, 1 November 1922.
30.	 T. Wilson, Downfall, p. 232.
31.	 Liberal Magazine, November 1922.
32.	 Staffordshire Sentinel, 30 October 1922.
33.	 Staffordshire Sentinel, 2 November 1922.
34.	 Staffordshire Sentinel, 6 November 1922.
35.	 Seddon’s election slogan was ‘Peace, Economy and Progress’ which 

appeared on most of his election posters. This was replaced with graffiti 
reading ‘Party Exchanged Periodically’, alluding to the fact that Seddon 
had changed party affiliation on a number of occasions.

36.	 Many Coalition Liberals across the country suffered the same fate; Wilson 
cites one candidate in Sheffield forced to take out a newspaper advert 
declaring he would ‘attempt to address electors’. It is curious that Coalition 
Conservatives did not appear to suffer in the same way.

37.	 Staffordshire Sentinel, 31 October 1922.
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38.	 Staffordshire Sentinel, 4 November 1922.
39.	 Ward remained unhappy at the amount of money the Labour Party was 

spending and even made this an issue on his election platforms, highlight-
ing that each candidate had almost £1000 at their disposal. See Staffordshire 
Sentinel, 4 November 1922.

40.	 Ibid.
41.	 See T. Wilson, Downfall, p. 237.
42.	 Wilson notes that of the 325 independent Liberal candidates, nearly 200 

received financial assistance from party headquarters. See T.  Wilson, 
Downfall, p. 237.

43.	 Ibid.
44.	 See Manchester Guardian, 15 November 1922.
45.	 Midland Liberal Federation Minutes, 8 December 1922.
46.	 Nationally, Coalition losses were heaviest to Labour possibly because a 

large proportion of Coalition Liberal seats had been in industrial districts.
47.	 Staffordshire Sentinel, 15 November 1922.
48.	 Ibid.
49.	 Ibid.
50.	 Ibid.
51.	 During his post-declaration speech, Ward was booed and was reported to 

have received a lukewarm reception. Whether some of the protestors were 
Labour Party activists remains an open question.

52.	 Labour organisation was weaker in Stoke mainly because the party had 
never contested the seat before and had undertaken less work in the con-
stituency prior to the election.

53.	 Watts quoted in the Staffordshire Sentinel, 15 November 1922.
54.	 Ibid.
55.	 See F. Burchill and R. Ross, History of the Potters’ Union, p. 171. Another 

factor relevant to the attitude of male pottery workers is that female 
employment had expanded dramatically during the war. See Whipp, 
Patterns of Labour, pp.  110–16. This may have prompted male pottery 
workers to view their position as less secure.

56.	 See R. Whipp, Patterns of Labour, p. 171.
57.	 F. Burchill and R. Ross, History of the Potters’ Union, p. 171.
58.	 See F. Burchill and R. Ross, History of the Potters’ Union, pp. 43 and 46. 

Whipp also makes the point that it was only because so many women and 
children worked that families in the Potteries were able to overcome pov-
erty; Stoke-on-Trent had the second largest child employment rate in the 
country after Lancashire. See R. Whipp, Patterns of Labour, pp. 76–77.

59.	 18% of the insured workforce were unemployed.
60.	 Whitehouse admitted that he had ‘lacked proper organisation’ and he 

noted that this contrasted with his Labour opponent.
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61.	 Wilson suggests that dissension within the Liberal Party hindered it from 
putting forward a consistent social, economic and industrial programme. 
See T. Wilson, Downfall, p. 217.

62.	 Given difficulties in reaching voters on active service and the subsequent 
low turnout in 1918, it is likely that the significance of changed political 
allegiance amongst this group only became clear in 1922.

63.	 See for example J.  Winter, The War and the People (New Haven and 
London, 1992), pp. 285–304 and D. Englander and J. Osborne, ‘Jack, 
Tommy and Henry Dubb: The Armed Forces and the Working Class’, 
Historical Journal, 21, 2 (1978), pp. 594–601.

64.	 See D. Butler and D. Stokes Political Change in Britain (London, 1981), 
p. 77.

65.	 See Staffordshire Sentinel, 15 November 1922.
66.	 See S.  E. Koss, Nonconformity in Modern British Politics (Connecticut, 

1975).
67.	 See ibid., p. 324 and P. Catterall, ‘Nonconformity and the Labour Party’, 

Historical Journal, 36, 3 (1993), pp. 668–676. For a good assessment of 
how the social networks of Nonconformity increasingly ‘withdrew from 
active political Liberalism’ after the war see R.  McKibbin, Classes and 
Cultures, England 1918–1951 (Oxford, 1998), pp. 90–92.

68.	 See D.W. Bebbington, The Nonconformist Conscience: Chapel and Politics 
1870–1914 (London, 1982); S.E. Koss, Nonconformity in Modern British 
Politics (Connecticut, 1975); L.  Smith, Religion and the Rise of Labour 
(Keele, 1993) and P. Catterall, ‘Nonconformity and the Labour Party’, 
Historical Journal, 36, 3 (1993).

69.	 L. Smith, Religion and the Rise of Labour, p. 164.
70.	 See S.E. Koss, Nonconformity in Modern British Politics, p. 234.
71.	 See S.E. Koss, Nonconformity in Modern British Politics, p. 148.
72.	 The Liberals won Burslem on an exceedingly narrow majority of 0.2% at 

the 1923 general election but subsequently lost the seat in 1924. The 
Liberals were never again to win a seat in Stoke-on-Trent.

73.	 T. Wilson, Downfall, p. 226.
74.	 Manchester Guardian, 8 December, 1919.
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CHAPTER 11

Conclusion: The Rise and Fall 
of the Progressive Alliance

A number of historians have suggested that the seeds of future Labour 
growth were in place before 1914, making the rise of the party inevitable 
at the expense of the Liberals. Heightened class consciousness amongst 
the industrial working class, trade union expansion and extension of the 
parliamentary franchise ensured Labour’s ‘onward march’. Factors such as 
an expanding organisation, continuity of leadership and personnel together 
with an attractive policy programme underpinned their advance. Others 
have contended that prior to 1914 the Liberal Party remained strong in 
terms of ideology, organisation and electoral appeal. One of the most 
forceful advocates of the strength of the Edwardian Liberal revival argued 
that the party had become the most important vehicle for political change.1 
The period saw the emergence of a progressive policy agenda, the party’s 
organisation was successfully modernised and, perhaps most significantly, 
Labour was contained. There is something to be said for both these prop-
ositions, but the evidence of Manchester and Stoke-on-Trent appears to 
support the view that a Labour advance was not assured before 1914; the 
new party’s prospects appeared uncertain at best. In Manchester, Labour 
held two of the city’s six parliamentary constituencies but assessments of 
its progress must be qualified. First, Labour’s electoral progress at the 
parliamentary level in Manchester was a consequence of considerable 
Liberal assistance. Not only had Labour been given a free run in these 
seats, but the fledgling party was elected with Liberal votes. The character 
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of Labour’s representatives was also relevant in this respect; neither they 
nor their policies on the platform were likely to alienate Liberal support-
ers. The Labour Party had achieved its parliamentary breakthrough in 
Manchester within the framework of the Progressive Alliance. As the 
three-cornered contest in the South West constituency and a number of 
confrontations in municipal elections demonstrated, it is indisputable that 
the Progressive Alliance in Manchester came under pressure after 1906. 
When the Labour Party did challenge the Liberals it tended to fare badly 
and its position was precarious, even in the seats that it held. This was 
largely the result of a deeply embedded popular Conservatism in parts of 
the city and the fact that some of the issues that had aided Labour in 1906, 
as they had the Liberals, began to decline in significance. Weak organisa-
tion was also a hindrance. At the municipal level, the Labour group on the 
council did assert its distinctiveness and Labour members articulated a 
more distinctly ‘labour’ agenda. In terms of electoral politics, however, 
despite there being a very slight increase in the number of three-cornered 
contests in the years just before 1914, they remained the exception to the 
rule. At this level, Labour’s ability to contest seats appeared to be 
limited.

The Labour Party’s early progress was concentrated in areas with high 
trade union membership, but even within these areas there was no uni-
form swing to Labour before 1914. Electoral developments in Manchester 
before 1914 demonstrate how Labour’s support within a given city could 
be highly localised. In the solidly working-class districts, where trade 
union membership was high, the party made good progress but elsewhere, 
as consideration of municipal elections vividly shows, the fledgling party 
made little identifiable progress. Electoral development in Manchester 
reveals that all three parties had developed spatially: Labour’s support was 
strongest in the ‘better’ working-class districts while the socially mixed, 
middle-class and business areas remained predominantly Liberal; the poor-
est ‘slum’ areas of the city continued to be dominated by popular 
Conservatism. There was little sign of an imminent reconfiguration of this 
distribution of party support. The key point, however, is that before 1914 
Labour only did well in agreement with the Liberals.

The experience of Stoke-on-Trent before the First World War also 
shows that the rise of Labour was by no means inevitable in the near 
future, in fact, the Labour Party was very weak in the area before 1914. 
Stoke-on-Trent was an area where Lib-Labism endured. Even after the 
miners’ union had affiliated to the national Labour Party, traditional 
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loyalties remained strong. There was relatively little enthusiasm for the 
idea of independent Labour representation in the Potteries. During the 
Hanley by-election campaign of 1912, the Labour candidate’s sole plank 
had been that he was better placed to represent the area because he was a 
miner and a local man, but he failed to convince electors on these points 
and Hanley voters rejected one of their ‘own kind’. This no doubt came as 
a shock to the fledgling Labour Party as well as to the miners’ leadership 
and it left them in a quandary as to where to go from there. It is possible 
that over-concentration on the concept of class representation was not 
effective in an area that perceived Liberalism as the principal vehicle of 
working-class interests. Ultimately, Lib-Labism, usually dismissed by his-
torians as a kind of transitional politics, still had vigour. Clearly, this would 
be a powerful impediment to independent Labour representation, espe-
cially if the Liberals in some areas encouraged it more actively.

In Stoke-on-Trent, the relationship between trade unionism and the 
expansion of Labour was complicated. Certainly, trade union growth 
could aid the development of the Labour Party, but the extent and speed 
of political realignment across a particular union’s membership was unpre-
dictable. While union leaders increasingly adopted a more explicit stance 
on independence, there was no guarantee that the wider membership 
would follow and in the process abandon long-held party loyalties. In 
Stoke-on-Trent, evaluation of policy over the longer term shows how the 
candidates adopted a more pronounced ‘Labour’ appeal, but the majority 
of the workforce remained unconvinced. Before 1914, Lib-Labism 
remained deeply embedded within the political culture of the area and 
existed as an impediment to the viability of a truly independent Labour 
Party.

Outwardly, it might seem that the Liberals were well positioned in both 
Manchester and Stoke-on-Trent. In Manchester, they had rarely been in 
such a good electoral position, but whether this implied a successful future 
based upon the tenets of the New Liberalism is more problematic. 
Parliamentary election campaigns show that the impact of the New 
Liberalism in Manchester ought not to be exaggerated. With very few 
exceptions, Liberal candidates stood on distinctly conservative platforms, 
focusing almost exclusively on the issue of free trade at the expense of 
virtually all other policies. Stoke-on-Trent saw a more pronounced radi-
calism on the election platform, on the part of both left-of-centre parties. 
Much of this came down to individual candidates. The situation might 
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have changed but, as it was, Liberalism in Manchester remained electorally 
strong, if not ideologically vibrant, in the years leading up to 1914.

Specific issues had facilitated the 1906 electoral landslide but, once 
these began to lose their political appeal, the Liberals’ overall position 
could become less secure if the local party failed to maintain ideological 
momentum. On the surface, this was the case in Manchester. The Liberals’ 
policy position may have been tactical. It may have been thought that a 
more radical stance would be electorally damaging and could alienate the 
party’s traditional supporters, the financial implications of which could 
have been detrimental to the local organisation. Given that some candi-
dates did adopt a more radical approach, however, it seems unlikely that a 
uniform party line on policy existed. It seems that candidates were left to 
determine for themselves the key issues upon which they would base their 
campaigns. Overall, the fact remains that Liberalism in Manchester 
remained noticeably traditional. This presents some difficulty for the idea 
that the post-1906 Liberal revival, and long-term viability of the Liberal 
Party, was intrinsically linked to the successful permeation and appeal of 
New Liberalism.

The four by-elections that took place in Manchester and Stoke-on-
Trent between 1908 and 1912 suggest the need for caution in making 
judgements on statistics alone. Poor Liberal performances were deter-
mined by adverse public reaction to policy and legislation. The two by-
elections in Manchester during 1912 illustrate this point, National 
Insurance critical to the outcome of both. The loss of two parliamentary 
seats in the city was unfortunate for the Liberal Party but not necessarily 
evidence of long-term decline. The Conservatives gained a significant 
electoral advantage from the widespread unpopularity of the Act and built 
on this by conducting an aggressive propaganda campaign against the 
measure. The Home Rule question also played some part. In Manchester 
North West especially, the Unionist candidate argued that Home Rule for 
Ireland would lead to the disintegration of the nation, weaken the empire 
and have a devastating impact upon trade. In neither by-election did the 
Unionist candidate make Tariff Reform a key plank of the campaign; both, 
in fact, largely avoided it. For the Unionists, the experience of by-elections 
like these must have served to reinforce the wisdom of a low-key approach 
to the issue. This may also have been significant for the Liberals as it was 
primarily on the issue of Tariff Reform that the party had managed to 
secure seats such as Manchester North West in 1906.
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In spite of adverse public reaction to the Insurance Act and the inevi-
table impact of the Home Rule question, the Liberal vote held together 
fairly well. In Manchester South, the Liberals polled just 4% less than the 
winning Conservative while in the North West division this figure was 8%, 
suggesting that the commercial sector was more hostile to recent legisla-
tion than other groups. Both these constituencies had an erratic electoral 
history and party loyalty could never be taken for granted. The Liberal 
Party understood this and did not appear unduly concerned by the by-
election losses, believing the outcomes to be the result of widespread pub-
lic misunderstanding of recent legislation. The by-elections in Manchester 
demonstrate the fine line the Liberal Party was treading in its introduction 
of advanced policy, but poor performance during the period was not nec-
essarily indicative of a serious deterioration in Liberal fortunes. By-election 
losses represented ‘temporary trouble’2 as opposed to anything more seri-
ous and the Liberals redoubled their efforts to recapture these seats. 
Understanding the specific reasons for the by-election losses, the Liberals 
were in no sense complacent about future prospects and recognised that 
the party had to work hard to improve its position in marginal 
constituencies.

It has been suggested that the Progressive Alliance was bound to fail if 
the Labour Party insisted on encroaching further than the Liberals were 
willing to concede. Both Manchester and Stoke-on-Trent illustrate this 
point very effectively. The electoral agreement did not always run smoothly 
and appears to have been fragile in both areas. One can suggest, however, 
that there was always an inherent problem with the Progressive Alliance in 
that Labour’s long-term acceptance of remaining a junior partner was 
always open to question. Equally, for the Liberals, alliance with Labour 
was meant to reinforce their position; if it failed to do so, the whole idea 
of an electoral entente might appear much less appealing. The evidence in 
Manchester appears to be especially problematic insofar as, whilst the 
Progressive Alliance appeared to be just about holding together, the 
Liberal Party itself remained noticeably conservative in connection to ide-
ology and policy. The campaigns show how the Liberals were dependent 
on traditional policies. One can only conclude that Liberal acceptance of 
an alliance was primarily strategic, that is in an attempt to secure the 
Liberal Party’s position in the city.

In Hanley, the Liberal–Labour alliance had broken down in a particu-
larly explosive manner and with immediate recrimination on both sides, 
yet the results could have served to strengthen the Progressive Alliance in 
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the longer term as they emphasised to Labour that independent politics 
offered little, if any, prospect of success in the foreseeable future. Although 
the Labour Party was inevitably disappointed by their ‘treatment’ at the 
hands of the Liberals, the result provided the party with little option other 
than to cooperate with them in the future if they wished to secure the elec-
tion of parliamentary representatives. Furthermore, given that electors 
appeared to favour progressive candidates, the Labour ranks perhaps 
needed to accept the electoral reality that an appeal based exclusively upon 
the notion of independent Labour politics, that is class representation, had 
very limited popular support. In industrial North Staffordshire, it appears 
that Labour needed Liberal support more than the reverse.

The politics of Manchester and Stoke-on-Trent before the First World 
War reflects a pattern illustrated by other regional studies; where Liberalism 
was electorally strong and deeply embedded within the political culture, 
the party appeared reluctant to ‘hand over’ seats to Labour. This posed 
obvious problems for the viability of the Progressive Alliance. Had there 
been a general election in either 1914 or 1915 it is likely that the Labour 
Party would have contested a greater number of seats, some of which were 
bound to have been in constituencies held by the Liberals. This would 
potentially have led to a major reconfiguration of British politics. On the 
other hand, as it was in neither party’s interest to see a split progressive 
vote, the respective organisers might have resolved matters by amicable 
agreement, that is by re-establishing an alliance.

As across the country as a whole, the First World War had a significant 
impact on the Liberal Party in Manchester and Stoke-on-Trent. In both 
localities, it lost all of its parliamentary representation in the 1918 general 
election, its share of the vote falling dramatically. In Manchester, the gen-
eral election saw a significant swing to the Conservative Party. The results 
cannot be attributed solely to the operation of the ‘coupon’ since Liberal 
candidates performed badly whether their opponents possessed this or 
not. The campaign in Manchester illustrates the general attitude of the 
Liberal candidates in relation to the Coalition and the terms of the forth-
coming Peace Settlement and it is not hard to see why they would have 
been severely disadvantaged in the climate of anger, bitterness and consid-
erable confusion just four weeks after the cessation of hostilities. This was 
the essential context of the 1918 general election. Although some Liberals 
did discuss issues of domestic and foreign policy and appeared generally 
progressive, they continued to be embroiled in debate surrounding the 
election itself. The fact that they adopted distinctly anti-conscription 

  S. WOLSTENCROFT



  237

platforms may have run counter to the current climate of public opinion. 
In Stoke-on-Trent, the Labour candidates, and one Liberal, adopted fero-
ciously anti-government, anti-war platforms and polled very well. 
Evidently, such a stance did not necessarily alienate voters. The Labour 
Party’s campaign in Manchester in 1918, whilst still focused on the ethics 
of the election itself, paid greater attention to practical issues surrounding 
post-war reconstruction. As the Manchester Guardian saw it, Labour 
stood out as the party with an ‘entirely independent standpoint … focused 
in its future aims’.3 Moreover, as one Liberal organiser put it, ‘the Labour 
manifesto commanded the attention of Liberal supporters’.4 In a way, the 
Liberals satisfied no one because they were perceived as either too ‘left-of-
centre’ for some, that is soft on Germany and questionable in their views 
on issues such as conscription, or not radical enough for others. The 
Liberal campaign fell between two stools and there was the added burden 
of a lack of party uniformity in relation to the Coalition and its policy.

Before 1914, the Progressive Alliance had been a critical component of 
the political system; its collapse heralded a new era in British politics. In 
Manchester, there were three three-cornered contests in 1918 and this did 
not bode well for its re-establishment, yet Labour’s position had improved 
only marginally in terms of the total vote polled. The local party appreci-
ated this, bemoaning that ‘the working classes had failed to be radicalised 
by the experience of war’.5 This was a little premature given the political 
and electoral context of the 1918 general election; it was simply too early 
to make predictions about future prospects. Despite the fact that the 
Liberals lost all their parliamentary representation in Manchester in 1918, 
the party’s electoral base had not collapsed completely and the poll was 
entirely explicable within the context of the current political situation. The 
Liberals in Manchester knew the party would face monumental difficulties 
in the coming years but they did not believe the damage inflicted at the 
general election would be permanent.

In contrast to Manchester where the Labour Party did not do so well on 
its own, the striking feature of the 1918 general election in Stoke-on-Trent 
was the rapid advance made by Labour. Stoke-on-Trent saw a significant 
swing to the Labour Party. Given the electoral history of the area, the results 
amounted to a near annihilation of the Liberal Party. In the two contested 
seats in Stoke-on-Trent, Labour was returned in Burslem and came 
extremely close to capturing Hanley where it was just 1.7% behind the win-
ning couponed Coalitionist. The Liberal vote plummeted, the party coming 
bottom of the poll in both constituencies. Many factors disadvantaged the 
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Liberals in 1918 and these need little reiteration, but the key question is: 
Which of these factors in particular facilitated such a reversal in fortune for 
Labour in Stoke-on-Trent? Policy and issues were of critical importance, as 
was the forcefulness of the candidates’ campaigns. The Labour candidates 
were fiercely anti-Coalition and they were vehemently opposed to a vindic-
tive Peace Settlement, but they also campaigned on a forward-looking, con-
structive, emotive and relevant policy platform. Both candidates were 
well-established Labour trade union officials, but that alone is insufficient to 
explain their success; policy had to be important.

Before the 1922 general election, voters in Manchester had two oppor-
tunities to express a verdict on the performance of the Coalition 
Government, one just nine months after the 1918 general election, the 
other during the later stages of the Coalition’s life in February 1922. The 
1919 by-election in Rusholme provided a striking reminder that the 
Labour Party had repudiated the Progressive Alliance. A noticeable fea-
ture of the by-election was the remarkable similarity of the Liberal and 
Labour campaigns, both candidates coming from the radical wings of their 
parties and articulating advanced policy. Both focused attention upon a 
wide array of issues including the need for a capital levy, nationalisation, 
the government’s flawed foreign policy, profiteering, conscription, land 
reform and housing. The combined progressive vote at the Rusholme by-
election amounted to 50.3% of the total. The Liberals believed that Labour 
intervention had ‘gifted’ the seat to the Conservatives, whilst for Labour 
the result vindicated the party’s decision to stand. The by-election con-
firmed Labour’s ambition and demonstrated how far the party had come 
in terms of policy.6 More significantly, it highlighted the continuing diffi-
culties facing the Liberal Party in Manchester and indeed nationally.

The 1922 by-election in Clayton saw a straight fight between Labour 
and the Conservatives and represented a key test for the Labour Party. The 
Labour candidate conducted a determined campaign on a very Liberal 
programme. His speeches reminded voters how the Coalition Government 
had betrayed the ‘uncounted war dead’. Having captured the seat with a 
majority of nearly 4000 on 57.1% of the total vote, the by-election repre-
sented a significant victory for the Labour Party; it had virtually doubled 
its vote since the general election. After 1918, political events helped 
Labour expand but political allegiances were not simply constructed from 
above. Electoral change was more complex than that. Labour’s break-
through had to be built upon and turned into a solid political platform; 
political activists in the constituencies contributed greatly to building that 
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platform. The role of policy and political activists’ advocacy of the party 
programmes was of central importance to electoral politics and political 
change.

The 1922 general election saw the Liberals in Manchester re-energised 
and expectations of a recovery were high. With few exceptions, Liberal 
candidates continued to adopt conservative platforms and the majority 
still placed free trade at the forefront of their campaigns. Despite being 
lumbered with weak national leadership and division, the party performed 
well across the seven constituencies contested in Manchester. The Liberal 
vote had increased significantly since 1918. Of the four three-cornered 
contests, the Liberals managed to outpoll Labour in three, although a split 
progressive vote allowed the Conservatives to win. The results in 1922 
were disappointing and the party’s overall representation in the city did 
not change. While candidates had campaigned on the same issues as their 
counterparts in Stoke-on-Trent, the electoral results were markedly 
poorer. The immediate post-war period proved equally frustrating for the 
Labour Party in Manchester’s municipal politics. While the party here rap-
idly expanded in 1919, it found great difficulty in making progress there-
after. This contrasted greatly with Stoke-on-Trent, where Labour was able 
to consolidate its expansion at both the municipal and parliamentary level.

In Stoke-on-Trent the 1922 general election further cemented the rise 
of Labour. The party held Burslem, captured Hanley and performed 
exceptionally well in Stoke. Throughout the campaign, Labour’s oppo-
nents, with the exception of one Liberal, launched a most vitriolic assault 
upon the party’s ‘dangerous socialism’. The candidates held their nerve, 
however, and staunchly defended the party’s position. The Liberal Party 
in Stoke-on-Trent emerged from the 1922 general election no better than 
it had been four years earlier.

The experience of Manchester and Stoke-on-Trent suggests that the 
Liberal Party remained relatively strong before the outbreak of war in 
1914 although it would be wise not to overstate the case. It seems unlikely 
there would be an imminent Labour breakthrough. Much depended on 
the future of the Progressive Alliance, or rather, how the two left-of-centre 
parties conducted their electoral arrangements. There were clearly uncer-
tainties as to whether such an agreement could remain a permanent fea-
ture on the political landscape. Even so, in Stoke-on-Trent it certainly 
appears that Lib-Labism still had vigour in terms of local political culture. 
The intervention of total war destroyed Lib-Labism and the Progressive 
Alliance. War so altered conditions that Lib-Labism could no longer be a 
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viable alternative to the post-1918 Labour Party and, consequently, British 
politics was changed forever. Arguably, political change in Britain after 
1900 was defined by the rise and fall of the Progressive Alliance.

Notes

1.	 See P. Clarke, Lancashire and the New Liberalism (Cambridge, 1971).
2.	 This was a term used by the Manchester Evening News in its post-results 

assessment of the 1912 Manchester North-West by-election. See Manchester 
Evening News, 9 August 1912.

3.	 Manchester Guardian, 14 December 1918.
4.	 See the secretary’s report evaluating the 1918 general election, Midland 

Liberal Federation Minutes, 21 March 1919.
5.	 See Manchester Labour Party Annual Report, 1918.
6.	 Nationally, between 1919 and 1922 there were eighty-one by-elections and 

forty-seven of these saw Labour candidates. Many of those that were uncon-
tested were in rural constituencies; see R. McKibbin, Evolution, p. 113.
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