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ABSRACT

This 1s a study ol the transition of the political community of Paislev in the late nineteenth- and early
lwentieth-century, from one dominated by industrial paternalism and local Liberal Party hierarchies to
once 1n which deferential modes of electoral behaviour had broken down It guestions many
mistonographical conventions and orthodoxies regarding the rise of the Labour Party in Scotland and,
by tocussing on the language of political discourse, seeks to highlight an important historica
continutum (n the evolution of challenges to Liberal dominance from both 'left' and 'right' in the form of
a locally detined Radical Tradition.

Through the extensive use of the local press, company records and trade union and party

minutes, the study considers political change 1n its wider economic, industrial and cultural context

ng a theory of political change which reaches out to an appreciation of how '‘community' forms

hrough the use of national party archives, the collected papers of
htical leaders and parliamentanans and a wide vanety of secondary sources, a picture

r.f
develops of Paislev as a community which, whilst following manv national trends,
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nineteenth-century patterns of status politics far Jonger than comparable Scottish burghs and English

The analvsis of the evolution of political change, as presented in this study, moves bevond
conventional class-based models of party politics to an appreciation of the totality of the political
experntence as the product of the continual re-definition of popular political traditions, and in this case,

the emergence of new strands in a Radical thread.
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CHAPTER ONE
FROM DANGERFIELD TO DECONSTRUCTION: THE THEORY AND
HISTORIOGRAPHY OF LIBERAL DECLINE

Text and Subtext: The Fragments of Political Inquiry

Writing 1n 1978, E.P. Thompson reflected:

In the old days, vulgar Political Economy saw men's economic behaviour
as being lawed (although workers were obtuse and refractory in obeving
these laws), but allowed to the autonomous individual an area of freedom.
in his intellectual, aesthetic or moral choices. Todayv, structuralisms
engross this area from every side: we are structured bv social relations,
spoken by pre-given linguistic structures, thought by ideologies, drearned
bv myvths, gendered bv patnarchal sexual norms, bonded by affective
obligations, cultured by mentalites, and acted by history's script. None of
these 1deas 18, 1n ongin, absurd, and some rest upon some substantial
additions to knowledge. But all slip, at a certain point, from sense to
absurdity, and, 1n their sum, all arrive at a common terminus of

unfreedom.

Thompson's cniticism here of Althussenan structuralism and his tear of the alienation of the individual
in the writing of history are todav echoed in the fears of histortans who view with concern the
linguistic turn' which many social historians are taking through their adoption of linguistic and
anthropological methodologies and approaches, much influenced by Demda. = The new concern with
language and the text has caused many to fear that the 'logic' of a class based philosophy of economic
determinism and cultural materialism, will be replaced bv an equally uncompromising linguistic
determinism in which words will take the place of histonical agents. This will make intention and
responsibility meaningless concepts in the historical context as linguistic theory substitutes empincal

historical inquiry. In Scotland, our academic journals have been curtously silent on this theoretical

1 E.P. Thompson, The Poverty of Theory: Or an Orrery of Errors’, E.P. Thompson, The Poverty

of Theorv and Other Essays (1978), p345.

2 The recent debate in the journal Social History (SH) concerning the work of Gareth Stedman
Jones is characteristic of the issues being contested. See D. Mayvhield and S. Thorne, 'Social History
and its discontents: Gareth Stedman Jones and the politics of language' SH, 17 (1992); J. Lawrence
and M. Tavlor, ' The poverty of protest: Gareth Stedman Jones and the politics of language - a reply’,
SH. 18 (1993); P. Joyce, The imaginary discontents of soctal history: a note of responsc to Maytield
21-1’_1;1 Thorne, and Lawrence and Tavilor', SH, 18 (1993); D. Maytield and S. Thome, 'Reply to The
poverty of Protest' and The imaginary discontents”, SH. 18 (1993). Further important works, relevant
o the current debate include: Jovce, Visions of the People: J.W. Scott, Gender and the Politics of
Historv (Columbia, 1988); Bryan D. Palmer, Descent into Discourse (Philadelphia, 1990).



debate. Arc we to assume that we have been able to solve its many paradbxes and philosophical
challenges or rather, are we resting content in the academic cul de sac of narrative and self-satisfied
empiricism? The argument that Scottish history, a discipline 1n its infancy, should stay clear of such
controversy cannot hold for long if the discipline 1s to maintain tts position in the academic world and
1S surely damaging to the quality of our study, if worn conventions are not tested against new
mcthodologies.

[n this study of Paisley in the period 1885-1924, the writings of historians who have
experimented with new linguistic approaches have influenced the work by framing an approach
which establishes a theoretical context in which the historical 'building blocs' of ‘experience’,
'meaning’ and identity’ have been shown to have discursive rather than given historical qualities. At
1ts most basic, the approach follows much of post-modernist thought by questioning the apparently
unproblematic distinction between representation and the 'real’. Its consequences for historical inquiry
are to de-stabilise 'sacred categories' common to much social history - 'expernience', 'class’, 'society’,
1dentity’ - and to make such categornies themselves the focus of discussion.

Joan Wallach Scott, a leading proponent of 'discourse theory’, has questioned the theoretical

legitimacy of accepting experience as the foundation of historical explanation:

When expernence is taken as the ornigin of knowledge, the vision of the
individual subject (the person who had the experience or the histonan who
recounts it) becomes the bedrock of evidence on which explanation 1s
built. Questions about the constructed nature of experience, about how
subjects are constituted as difterent in the first place, about how one’s
vision is structured - about language (or discourse) in history - are left

aside.>

The evidence of experience therefore reproduces more than the experience itself. Expenence, once
articulated becomes, intentionally or otherwise, nfected’ with meaning. The experience 1s retracted

through a host of ideological systems both implicit and explicit in the evidence itself, 1n 1ts author and

in the histornian concerned. Scott concludes,

Experience in this definition then becomes not the origin of our
explanation, not the authoritative (because seen or felt) evidence that
grounds what is known, but rather that which we seek to explain, that

about which knowledge 1s produced.4

The woman, the worker, the bourgeoisie , the socialist (and so on) have, over the vears become the
essentialised identities of human agency in many historical narratives. Used as fixed 'subjects' of
inquiry, they make invisible the processes through which such categories emerged and mask the

characteristics thev seek to compose. [t is at this point that history touches language. As we seek the

(9

J. W. Scott, 'The Evidence of Experience', Cntical Inquiry (Summer, 1991), p777/.
ibid., pp779-780.
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history of each identity (or subject) we seek to histonicize the language through which it is or has been
articulated. Historical explanation cannot separate the two. >

Scott has clearly shown the [olly of accepting an unmediated linear refationship between
language and experience and indeed has gone one step further and suggested that 'subjects are
constituted discursively and experience 1s a linguistic event (it doesn't happen outside established
mcanings) but neither is confined to a fixed order of meaning.'® Yet what becomes of historical
explanation if the onginary status of experience is questioned and the reflective power of language

called into question? Gareth Stedman Jones has suggested a way forward:

Language disrupts any simple notion of the determination of
conscrousness by social being because it is itsell part of social being. We
cannot therefore decode political language to reach a primal and material
expression of interest since it is the discursive structure of political
language which conceives and defines interest in the first place. What we
must therefore do 1s to study the production of interest, identification,
grievance and aspiration within political languages themselves. We need
to map out these successive languages of radicalism, hiberalism, socialism
etc., both in relation to the political languages thev replace and laterally in

relation to nval political languages with which thev are in contlict. 7

[n terms ot the political changes under wayv 1n Paisley 1n the late Victonan period, an emphasis on
language proves enlightening. In a local setting the deconstruction of an emerging class awareness of
politics allows us to move bevond the economic determimism of traditional Marxist accounts of
political change to uncover the mechanisms of change itself. By making class that which needs to be
explained. rather than that which need only be described, the political changes of the late nineteenth
century and the Edwardian period are more readily understood as changes 1n the political identity of
the area and its classes, rather than functions of that identity. The pertod in question was one of
tremendous political upheaval when established party boundarnes were re-defined, party programmes
re-assessed and political allegiances questioned. Within this context, change altered that upon which
it acted (local political identity), and, as a corollary, local identity influenced the pace at which
change would occur. As Scott has made clear, changing one's focus to the language ot discourse

means

assuming that the appearance of a new identity 1s not inevitable or
determined, not something that was always there simply waiting to be
expressed, not something that will always exist in the form 1t was given In

a particular movement or at a particular historical moment. 3

Y et, should the class identity be abandoned so easily to its fragmented elements? Abstracted in

such a manner can class retain anv meaning, bevond the coded expression of its component

5  ibid., pp792-793.

6 ibid.. p793.

7 Jones, Languages of Class. as quoted in Palmer, Descent into Discourse, p130.
S Scott. 'The Evidence of Experience’, p792.



discourses? Are we discontented with class analysis because class in reality is 'less than' its theoretical
detinition? s class to be discarded as history fails to live up to its philosophical heritage? Both Jones
and Scott see 'class’ - in its pure sense - as existing outwith its textual expression and with it the 'truth’
of historical experience. The realm of material life is therefore closed to historical inquiry as it exists
bevond the text. In this manner we arrive at the reification of discourse.

Laura Lee Downs, 1n an article of 1993, voiced a common criticism. She wrote that

the fragmentation of both subject and knowledge, as well as the
concomitant collapse of social relations into textual ones, diverts our
attention from the operation of power in the social sphere and fixes our

gaze upon 1ts metaphorical manifestations 1n the text.”

Although Scott has qualified her commitment to discourse by emphasising that a focus on language
need not dismiss the effects of the identities it constructs, nor deny the potential of explaining
behaviour in terms of their operations, the danger inherent in the textualisation of political experience
1s that matenal action (expenience) will become lost in 'discursive sets of symbolic systems or codes'
and 'context’ will be meaningless if language 1n and of itself is prefigurative. 10

Thus, although discourse theory and linguistic methodologies have proved useful in this- study,
most especiallyv in deconstructing political identities such as 'Radical’, Liberal', "Working Class' and
'Unionist'; the ontological limitations of the approach 1n determining human agency have resulted in
only a qualified adoption of its wider philosophical implications. Clearly a close consideration of
language 1s critical in appreciating political change, and the questioning of its reflective properties
encourages a healthy scepticism, vet, to this extent the 'new' discourse theorists reveal nothing new.
whilst bevond this, they guide us to epistemological confusion.

In the revised introduction to Kevwords, Ravmond Williams noted:

New kinds of relationship, but also new ways ol seeing existing
relationships. appear in language in a vanety of ways: in the invention ot
new terms;... in the adaptation and alteration (1ndeed at times reversal) of
older terms... in extension... or transfer. But... such changes are not
alwayvs either simple or final. Earlier and later senses co-eXist, or become
actual alternatives in which problems of contemporary beliet and

affiliation are contested. 1 1
Qualifving this statement by emphasising the potential constructive power of language in addition to
its conventional representative role; in methodological terms, this ultimately encapsulates the

approach towards language adopted in this study of political change in Paisley.

4 . L. Downs, 'If 'Woman' is Just an Empty Category, Then Why Am I Afraid to Walk Alqne at
Night? Identity Politics Meets the Post-modern Subject’, Comparative Studies in Society and History

35(1993), p420.
10 [.. Stone, 'History and Post-Modernism', Past and Present 131 (1991), p218.

L1 R. Williams, Kevwords, A Vocabulary of Culture and Society (Rev. Ed., 1983), p22.




Yet, although this perspective deals adequately with the components of change, it reveals little
of our wider concerns - the grand theme of the decline of Liberalism - nor its place in the continuum

of the perpetual re-formation of political cultures.

Order and Organic Change

Any historical moment', wrote E.P. Thompson, 'is both a result of prior process and an index
towards the direction of future flow".!2 Thus, the elements of chan ge which we hope 1o deconstruct -
local identity’, ‘'class', 'politics', 'radicalism’ etc. - are part themscelves of a larger 'process’, a process of
continual metamorphosis, in which the identity of cach is relational to that of the others and is in a
perpetual process of ‘becoming'. In adopting such a perspective, the stasis which is inevitably reached
if discourse theory is taken to its ultimate bounds may be contained by placing textual analysis within
a wider concept of change over time. This has been attempted in this study through the adoption of
Gramscr's concepts of hegemony and organic change. In this wayv texts are re-invested with the
responsibility associated with human agencv within the context of social power relations, and political

change over time iIs seen as something more than the re-definition of established terminologies.

Gramsct acknowledged

A certain socio-historical moment is never homogenous. On the contrary,
it 1s rich with contradictions. It acquires 'personality', it is a 'moment' of
development because a certain {undamental activity of life predominates
over the others, represents an historical 'peak'. But this presupposes a

hierarchy, a contrast, a struggle. 13

Here 1t 1s useful to turn to just what is meant by Gramsci's concept of 'hegemony’, the
framework of 'struggle'. Although Gramsci never gives a precise definition of cultural hegemony,

Gwyn Willlams outlines a useful working model when he writes:

By 'hegemony’ Gramsci seems to mean a socio-political situation... in
which the philosophy and practice of a society fuse or are in equilibrium;
an order 1n which a certain way of life and thought i1s dominant, in which
one concept of reality 1s diffused throughout society 1n all its institutional
and private manifestations, informing with 1ts spint all taste, morality,
customs, religious and political pnnciples, and all social relations,

particularly in their intellectual and moral connotation. 14

Translated 1nto the political culture of Paisley during the period under consideration, this framework
provides a usecful context within which to place the dominance of the Liberal ethos in the town and

the ethico-political power of the small 'caucus’ of manufacturers who guided the party and indeed the

| 2

- Thompson, "The Poverty of Theory', p239.

13 A. Gramsci, Quaderni del carcere, as quoted in A.S. Sassoon, Gramsct's Politics (1987), p180.
(My 1talics.)

14 G. Willilams, "'The Concept of 'Egemonia’ in the Thought of Antonio Gramsci', Journal of the
History of Ideas, 21 (1960), pS87, as quoted 1n Sassoon, Gramsci's Politics, p232.



pohitical life of the burgh. It furthermore provides the means whereby onle may link the power
relations of the factory to those in the 'outside world'. According to this formulation, workplace
culture and liberal politics mesh into a 'world view' where economic power is legitimated and a liberal
morality 1s dominant and both are mutually supporting. In this way, the political can no longer be
separated from the economic and the cthical or cultural becomes an integral part of power relations.

Yet, whilst through a concept of 'hegemony’ we can side-step simplistic Marxist models of a
dircct transference of power from base to superstructure, where economic power is translated
unproblematically into political might without recourse to cultural relations, we still need to engage
with the processes through which 'consent’ is given to the Liberal hegemony. Are we to assume that
power 1s maintained through an active commitment on the part of subordinates to the legitimacy of
elite rule? Does power or coercion maintain the hierarchy? Or do apathy and resignation counter the
impulse to resistance? Gramsci has framed the processes whereby the hegemony is maintained as a
duality - force married to consent, whilst acknowledging that a multitude of apparently private
initiatives and activities may tend to the same end. 12 Fundamentally, however, the hegemonic
relationship has its basis in economic activity. Thus, although Liberal manufacturers cannot establish
or maintain their hegemonic power through merely occupying their position in the capitalist power
chain, the origins of the relationship are firmly rooted 1n the economic sphere.

The overall picture which Gramsci presents to us is far from static, however, where capital, by
its very nature, will alwavs dominate. Rather, society i1s seen in constant process, where the creation
of counter-hegemonies remains a live option. L6 What impulses therefore influenced Paisley's working
classes to participate 1n this Liberal culture rather than adopting more radical alternatives? In their
commitment to a Liberal politic do we see in action the effects of 'false consciousness'?

Gramsci's concept of hegemony proves flexible enough here to accommodate the ‘difference’
which conventional Marxist approaches disregard as mistaken acts of deviant behaviour - in the
context of our study, for example, working classes voting for either of the 'capitalist' parties. Rather,
the hegemonic concept acknowledges that ‘subordinate groups may participate in maintaining a
symbolic universe, even if it serves to legitimate their domination'. As Lears has explained, 'they
share a kind of half-conscious complicity 1n their own victimisation'.! 7 This formulation does not
denv that subordinate groups may have a personal interest in maintaining the hegemonic base, but
rather, bv co-operating in its legitimation, they undermine their own power to establish an alternative
hegemony. However, contradictions and internal divisions in the producer ideology point
simultaneously to cooperation with and resistance to the dominant hegemony. Consciousness,

therefore, is 'divided' or 'contradictory' rather than 'false' and the line between dominant and

15 A. Gramsci, Selections from the Prison Notebooks, as quoted in Sassoon, Gramsct's Politics,

pll5.
16 T.J. Jackson Lears, 'The Concept of Cultural Hegemony: Problems and Possibilities’,

American Historical Review 90 (1985), p571.
17 ibid., pS73. '



subordinale cultures is seen more in sympathy with the perpetual processes 'of political change - a
pcrmeable membrane rather than an impenetrable barrier. 18 Change thus comes about as a form of
discourse through rather than across lines of difference. and as such continuity rather than dramatic
fracturing emerges as the key to explaining how change happens.

In the Prison Notebooks, Gramsci wrote that in studving 'a structure' - for our purposes this

structure’ 1s defined as the political identity of Paislcy -

It 1s necessary to distinguish organic movements (relatively permanent)
trom movements which may be termed 'conjunctural’ (and which appear
as occasional, immediate, almost accidental)... When an historical period
comes to be studied, the great importance of this distinction becomes
clear. A cnsis occurs, sometimes lasting for decades. This exceptional
duration means that incurable contradictions have revealed themselves
(reached matunty), and that, despite this, the political forces which are
struggling to conserve and defend the existing structure itself are making

every effort to curc them. within certain limits, and to overcome them. 1%

The distinction here outlined between organic and conjunctural movement is one which is both
pertinent and appropriate as a model of political change in Paisleyv during the period 1885 - 1924. In
these terms dunng this period we are looking at a series of conjunctural crises - when the conventions
and dominant principles of the Liberal hegemonv which reached prominence in the Gladstonian
period were called 1nto question by the 'oppositional forces' of the new Labour movement. As such
they are part of the 'organic' shift whereby Labour 'replaced’ Liberalism as the dominant political
force 1n Paisley, thus altering the identity of the community in a fundamental fashion.

Such a framework has proved necessarv as a keyv determinant in distinguishing between and
ordering the long-term and immediate causes of change. This formulation undermines approaches
which seek a 'turning point' when the fate of Liberalism was sealed, and likewise cautions against an
approach which seeks in the mists of time the imitial and inevitable steps in Liberalism’s decline. As
political parties are seen to form identities in opposttion to their opponents in a continually changing
political equilibrium where dominance is not unassailable nor power absolute, the approach forms an
appropriate context for the utilisation of new linguistic approaches which re-invest power 1n ideology.

Y et perhaps most important here is the concept of the unity of history as a continuousiy
developing process. 20 Taken on board, traditions and historical antecedents to contemporary political
change thus become effective phenomena. As a vestige of the power of the dominant elite and an
element of a history through which its power is validated, tradition becomes an active torce - that

which oppositional parties seek to re-form and possess as their own. Local identity and local history

thus prove critical influences on the timing and character of change.

I8 ibid., p574.
19 A. Gramsci, (trans. Q. Hoare and G.N. Smith), Selections from the Prison Notebooks (1971),

pl77.
20 ibid. p201.



[f wwe now have a 'name' and outline for the two states we seek to explain, we stand in need of a
tramework through which the process of change from one to the other may be considered. As
Stedman Jones has made clear,' a theorv', or in our case a ruling ideology, 'however ultimately
inappropriate, is more likely to be stretched and forced to take account of new phenomena than to be
abandoned'=! How then do identities change, and with them their ruling ideologies?

Gramsct, 1n considering class politics during a period of conjunctural crisis, noted:

At a certain point in their historical lives, social classes become detached
from their traditional parties. In other words, the traditional parties in that
particular organisational form, with the particular men who constitute,
represent and lead them, are no longer recognised by their class (or
fraction of a class) as its expression. ... (This) is the crisis of the ruling
class's hegemony, which occurs either because the ruling class has failed
In some major political undertaking for which it has requested, or forcibly
eXxtracted, the consent of the broad masses (war, for example) or, because
huge masses (especially of peasants and petit bourgeois intellectuals) have
passed suddenly trom a state of political passivity to a certain activity, and
put forward demands which taken together, albeit organically formulated,
add up to a revolution. A 'cnisis of authority' is spoken of: this is precisely
the crisis of hegemony, or general crisis of state.... The traditional ruling
class, which has numerous trained cadres, changes men and programmes -
and, with greater speed than 1s achieved by the subordinate classes,

reabsorbs the control that was slipping from its grasp. 22

In this formulation of crisis, our subject proves a ready, if minor, exemplar of the processes under
consideration. The decline of the Liberal elite in Paisley and 1ts attempts to maintain political power
over a changing electorate which was growing increasingly aware of its class composition and
identity follow, as we shall see, Gramsci's model of 'general crisis'. The attempted re-formulation of
policy and leadership 1n the Paisley scenano contained the Labour threat for many vears, vet
ultimately attempted reform proved insufficient in light of the altered political identity of the mass of
Paislev voters - the final organic transformation. As Gramsci has made clear, one of the most
important questions concerning political parties concerns their ' capacity to react against force of

habit, against the tendency to become mummified and anachronistic.' He continued:

Parties come into existence, and constitute themselves as organisations, in
order to influence the situation at moments which are histoncally vital for
their class; but they are not always capable of adapting themselves to new

l’
tasks and to new epochs...—3

21 G. S. Jones, New Left Review, CVI (1977), p104. As quoted in Lawrence and Taylor, The
poverty of protest’, po. |

22 Gramsci, Selections from the Prison Notebooks, p210.

23 Gramsci, (trans. Hoare and Smith), Selections from the Prison Notebooks. As cited in D.
Forgacs (ed.), A Gramsci Reader: Selected Writings, 1916 - 1935 (1988), p215.




T'he Historiographv of Decline

I'he continuing debate on the decline of the Liberal Party in the vears 1886 to 1924 has moved
lrom allusions to a 'strange' inevitability to counter factual assertions positing various alternative
outcomes had war and the creation of a new democracy not transformed the character of the electoral
game’.Over one hundred vears after Gladstone opted for Home Rule, even the basic chronology of
decline 1s as much open to controversy as ever, and indeed is an integral part of the debate. When one
says decline began, it appears, remains as crucial as why. In this regard, what follows seeks to trace
the development of the debate rather than judge the respective cases.

Essentially, the history of the debate may be seen as having five elements, not necessanly
sequential in their evolution, yet together interacting to produce the current 'position' - one hesitates to
call it the orthodoxy - as represented in the works of G.R. Searle and Duncan Tanner.~% The first of
these elements - the appeal to inevitability - owed much to Dangerfield's work and the reminiscences
of gloomy Edwardians looking back after 1918 to the decay of a 'Golden Age'. From this position, the
concept of class invaded the debate, most notably in the works of P.F. Clarke, although this position
has recently been resurrected in the work of Belchem.=> As a counter attack on such determinism, Mc
Kibbin .Kay and Matthew may be seen as epitomising the third element in the on-going debate in
their article of 1976 which took a pragmatic look at the parameters within which political opinion was
expressed, most notably in terms of franchise restrictions before 1918.-0 Almost stmultaneously,
nowever, the debate at this stage was becoming fragmented. In the works of Thompson and Clarke
and later with Savage and Joyce in the early 1980s, the regional dimension was being stressed,

undermining eariier national generahsatlons =7 [ntegral to the arguments of these regional studies

>4 See: G.R. Searle, The Liberal Party: Triumph and Disintegration 1886-1929 (1992): D.

Tanner, Political Change and the Labour Party 1900-1918 (Cambndge, 1990).
25 See: P.Ir. Clarke, Lancashire and the New Liberalism (1971); 'Electoral Sociology of Modern

Bntain', History LVII (1972) and 'Liberals, Labour and the Franchise', English Historical Review
(1977). See also: J. Belchem, Class, Partv and the Political System 1n Britain 1867-1914 (1990).

26 See: J.P.D Dunbabin, 'Bnitish Elections 1n the nineteenth and twentieth centunes, A Regional
Approach’, English Historical Review (1980). Also, N. Blewett, The Franchise in the United
Kingdom, 1885-1918', Past & Present 32 (1965); H.C.G. Matthew, R. McKibbin and J.A. Kay, "The
Franchise Factor in the Rise of the Labour Party', English Historical Review XCI (1976).

=7 See Clarke, Lancashire. See also K. Lavbourn and J. Reynolds, Liberalism and the Rise of
Labour 1890-1918 (1984); M. Conevs, The Labour Movement and the Liberal Party in Rochdale
1890-1906', (M.A., Huddersfield, 1982); R. Hawarth, The Development ot the Bolton ILP 1885-
1895'. (M.A., Hudderstield, 1982); J. Hill 'Manchester and Salford Politics and the early development
of the Independent Labour Party', International Review of Social Historv 26 (1981); G. S. Jones,
[ anguages of Class: Studies in English Working Class History 1832-1982 (Cambndge, 1983),
Outcast London: A Studv in the Relationship between Classes in Victonnan Societv (Oxford, 1971);
P. Jovce, Work, Societv and Politics - The Culture of the Factorv in Later Victonan England (1980),
The -Ir:actory Politics of Lancashire in the Later Nineteenth Century’, Histonical Journal X VIII (1975),
Visions of the People: Industrial England and the Question of Class 1840-1914 (Cambridge, 1991);
A. McKinlay, Labour and Locality: Labour Politics on Clvdeside 1900-1939', Journal of Regional
and Local Studies Studies 10 (1990); A. McKinlay and R. J. Mormis (eds.), The [L.P on Clvdeside 1893-1932:

From Foundation to Disintegration (Manchester, 1991); I. McLean, The Legend of Red Clvdeside




were appcals to the political impact of the workplace, earlier highlighted by Burgess, Bulmer
Thomas, Porier and Cole, and, most importantly, the role of the Trade Unions. 28 Now, however,
organised Labour was being looked at 'from the bottom up' on a scale much reduced and thus more
attentive to divergent local phenomena. In these regional studies the concept of community was
stressed, both as a challenge and a qualification to the earlier class models. Throughout, secondarv
debates underlay the dominant narrative themes, forming something of a subplot, as historians
weighed up the relative importance of 'breaks' and 'turning points' in the overall political continuum.
Histonans seeming to adopt similar positions overall frequently took dif fering stances on such issues
as Gladstone's support for Home Rule in 1886, the Boer war, the Ulster question, the franchise.
industnal militancy, the reform of the Lords, the impact of World War One, thus preventing any easy
division of individuals into 'schools". By the end of the 1980s, however, the historical debate had been
divided 1nto two apparently distinct groupings: those arguing from a national position and those
working more specifically on regional issues, hesitating to derive from their work any overtly national
conclusions.

The fifth element in the debate has been recent attempts to bring these two spheres fogether,
arguing, as Tanner has argued for a review of the argument so far, acknowledging that 'the political
system was an elaborate jigsaw'.=? Differences of opinion, however, are hardly reconciled by a
simple acknowledgement that they exist, yet as the debate continues it is worthwhile to note that the
controversy has encouraged histonans to consider more variables and defend their positions from
attacks on many more [ronts, which must surely benefit our overall understanding of the complexity

of the problem being addressed.

In 1935, Dangertield saw 1n pre-1914 Bntain a society of rebels. The Tory Rebellion', 'The

Women's Rebellion', The Worker's Rebellion' are the chapter heading coffin nails which mark The

(Edinburgh, 1983); K. O. Morgan, "The New Liberalism and the Challenge of Labour: The Welsh
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an Emplover Strategy 1800-1960 (ESRC Pamphlet, 1989); A.W. Purdue, "The Liberal and Labour
Parties in North East Politics 1900-1914: The Struggle for Supremacy’, International Review of Social
Historv 26 (1981); M. Savage, 'Capitalist and Patriarchal Relations at Work: Preston Cotton Weaving,
1890-1940", L. Murgatrovd et al (eds.) Localities, Class and Gender (1985), The Dvnamics of
Working Class Politics: The Labour Movement in Preston, 1880-1940 (Cambndge, 1987); J. Smith,

'Commonsense Thought and Working Class Consciousness: Some Aspects of the Glasgow and
Liverpool Labour Movements in the Early Years of the Twentieth Century’, (PhD, Edinburgh, 1980),

'Labour Tradition in Glasgow and Liverpool, 1880-1914', Historv Workshop Journal 17 (15984),
'Class, Skill and Sectarianism 1n Glasgow and Liverpool 1880-1914', R.J. Moms (ed.) Class, Power

and Social Structure in British Nineteenth Century Towns, (Leicester, 1986); J.J. Smyth, 'Labour and

Socialism in Glasgow 1880-1914: The Electoral Challenge Prior to Democracy’, (PhD, Edinburgh,
1987): P. Thompson, 'Liberals, Radicals and Labour in London 1880-1914', Past and Present 27
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28 See: K. Burgess, The Challenge of Labour (1980); I. B. Thomas, The Growth of the British
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Strange Death of Liberal England'. Dangerfield saw in the militancy of the suffrage movement, the
violence of the Ulster crisis. the apparent 'Red Threat' of Syndicalism in the industrial unrest of 1911-
1914, and the unconstitutional leanings of the Tory Party, a society on the brink of collapse, a
government without sufficient power of control and a Liberal party dying 'from a poison administered
by its conservative foes, and from disillusion over the efficacy of the word 'Reform’.3Y The 'crises’ of
the pre-war vears were thus both cause and consequence of the Liberal decline.

Dangertield described a society in 1910 'about to get rid of its Liberalism'. He emphasised,
"The war hastened everyvthing - in politics, in economics, in behaviour - but it started rn(;)thing..'?’1 [n
the faces of the ministers on the Liberal front bench Dangerfield detected 'a spirit dangerous and
indetinite, animula vagula blandula, the Spirit of Whimsy, which onlv afflicts Englishmen 1n their
weakness'.>~ Under such circumstances Dangerfield saw the death of Liberalism as an inevitable
consequence of the age. ('Sir Henry's political faith had been a noble one in its day, but that dav was
over.'33) As he concludes, Liberalism 'was killed, or killed itself in 1913134

In the 1940s and 1950s historians came to concentrate on specific elements of the so-called
‘crisis' in Liberalism, yet ultimately failed to abandon the idea that in the Edwardian era there were
distinct premonitions of impending doom or signs of rot, proving that decline had already set in.>>
The ontological validity of the argument from i1nevitability thus remained unchallenged. Although
significantly now focused on a level of the political culture below that of cabinet politics, no real
alternative to the 'Strange Death' scenano had been delineated. At this time, G.D.H. Cole and Philip
Potirier singled out the trade unions, as the representatives of the labouring classes, as prime movers in
the decline of the Liberal Partv. As Poiner noted 1n 1958, 'Above all it was the channelling of trade
union discontent into political action that paved the way for a Labour Part}".36 Both writers stressed
the importance of the legal wrangles surrounding the Taff Vale dispute and the Osborne Judgement as
crucial incentives which encouraged a move awayv from the Liberal fold. Yet, still no direct
alternative had been suggested to the concept of inevitable decline. Granted, the terms of the debate
were changing but essentially the task remained the same. Evidently, the overall agenda was to stack
more and more factors against the possibility of Liberal renewal or sunvival. These issues and others,
such as the importance of the Home Rule question, have since become the 'unit vanables' of the

debate. However, it was not until Clarke's work on Lancashire that a new overall theory would posit

30 G. Dangertield, The Strange Death of Liberal England (1935), p69.
31 ibid., p20, p14.

32 ibid., pp70-71.

33 ibid., p27.

34 ibid., pl4

35 For example, see: J. F. Glaser, 'English Nonconformity and the decline of Liberalism’,
American Historical Review LXIII (1958), p352.

36 Poirier, The Advent, pl0O, pl2.



an alternative framework of interpretation and a refutation of the standing orthodoxy of steady
irreversible Liberal decline.

In s study Lancashire and the New Liberalism of 1971, P.F. Clarke argued that:

for all the variations in party fortunes in the late nineteenth century,
popular attitudes as expressed in elections were rooted in a political
temperament which was fundamentally stable; whereas change in this
temperament itself was the most significant aspect of the Liberal revival

after 1906.3 7

No longer was the Liberal party cast in the role of the dying man of Edwardian politics, rather it was
seen as the manifestation of a popular view of society, both in moral and economic terms, and a
powertful electoral force.

In national terms Clarke's argument seems valid. The Liberal party on the eve of the war had
a sizeable electoral mandate.3® How then did Clarke explain the Liberal decline? Clarke focused on
what he saw as a 'qualitative change' in the character of party politics in the Edwardian period. From
the 'status-group' and 'value-orientated' character of the Victorian party system, Clarke identified a
change by 1910 which, although neither universal nor complete, involved a transformation to class-
based politics. Clarke argued that the Liberals initially gained from this process by winning working
class votes. Liberalism's decline is thus placed affer World War One. The dyvnamics of the change are
not investigated. Clarke's agenda was to emphasise that 'during the late nineteenth century the
struggle for power was institutionalised by the pre-existing parties’, and in this system Liberalism
proved strong..39 Clarke succeeded in pushing the 'time of death’ of the Liberal Party forward and, by
introducing the concept of class, added much to an increasingly stale historical debate. However, in
order to complete the picture, an account of the dynamics of war and post-war change would have had
to have been tackled. Without this Clarke's argument hangs uneasy at the edge of a more profound

dilemma. He has answered when without really tackling how or why.

Kenneth O. Morgan, writing in 1971, pointed to 'the obscene tragedy of the first world war,
which mocked at every moral value that Liberalism embodied’ and 1dentified as a resuit of the war
'the growing cohesion and class consciousness of Labour'. 4V A greeing with Clarke, Morgan stressed

that although 'it cannot be disputed that the Liberals were a struggling party in 1914... they were very

37 Clarke, Lancashire, pl4.
38 TABLE 1.A: GENERAL ELECTION RESULTS (1900-1910), MPs ELECTED

1900 1906 1910[J] 1910(D]
LIB 184 400 275 272
CON 402 157 773 272
LAB D 3() 40 42
IRISH NAT. 82 ]3 82 84

OTHER : : _ — -

39 Clarke, Lancashire, p402.
40 K. O. Morgan, The Age of Lloyd George: The Liberal Party and Bntish Politics, 1890-1929

(1971), p109, pp75-6.
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far {rom being a dead one.'#! The implication is that after 1918 the Liberals failed the test of a
politicised and truly class conscious electorate. Class politics according to this model worked against
Liberal survival after the war.

Wniting in the 1960s, however, Paul Thompson had timed the beginning of class conscious
politics much earlier - after 1885. He pointed to the Liberal revival in the vears after 1906 as an
tllusion’, and although his views coincide with Clarke and Morgan in that he places the eclipse’ of
Liberalism after 1918, he maintained that the battle had been all but lost before 1914.42 The ‘class
argument’ thus presents us with an ambiguous chronology of decline, rootless and thus of dubious
merit 1n suggesting a way forward other than that of chasing another 'time of death' made irreversible
by a sectional political consciousness.

Despite sociological works such as those of Richard Rose which have contested the theorv of
the class basis of the party system, the class argument lives on in many guises. 43 Recently, Belchem
has argued that tor the pertod 1867-1914, 'Religion and regionalism were reduced to the residual as

class emerged as the decisive variable' in voting patterns. 4 He claims:

[n adjusting to working class politics, Liberals still denied the very
validity of class; progressive Liberals hoped to prevent class polarisation,

to eradicate the contentious 1ssue of class itself. 45

However, he concludes, 'class politics eradicated the Liberal F’art}'..,..'.46 In denving the possibility of a
successtul Liberal populism, Belchem presents us with a Liberal Party which becomes the victim of
irresistible societal change.

[n response to such class interpretations of Liberalism's decline, the main challenge has come
from those who see 1n the pre-1918 franchise the predominant obstacle to Labour's rise. This ought
not to be seen as incompatible with a class interpretation, and indeed has been used to enhance it 4/
However. stated as an alternative to it and one 1n which cabinet politics, 1deology or social change
have no necessarily determining impact, the 'franchise argument’ served to highlight the restrictions
on political freedom and the limits of previous approaches to Liberal decline.

In 1965, Neal Blewett drew attention to the limited parliamentary franchise in the United

Kingdom after the Franchise Act of 1884. In 1911, after the new franchise had been operational for

around twenty five vears, Blewett maintained that 40% of all adult males were not on the electoral

4l ibid., p51.
42 See P. Thompson, 'Liberals, Radicals and Labour' and Socialists, Liberals and Labour. In his
view on the Liberals' inability to adapt to class changes, Thompson is joined by Henry Pelling, Social

Geography of British Elections 1885-1910 (1967).

43 The role of class is crucial to the regional studies of Joyce, Jones and Savage. (See above.)
44 Belchem, Class, Party and the Political System, p16.

45 ibid., p45.

46 ibid., p88.

47 ibid., pp9-10.




register. ™ The combined restrictions of qualification and registration meant that for thirty three
vears, the 'will of the people' expressed itself through an 'intricate mesh'.4” Although pointing to the
greater etficiency of the Scottish system of registration, Blewett stressed the inadequacies and
bureaucratic fumblings in the administration of registration and provided a caution for historians who
sought 1n the election results of these vears, a true reflection of the nation's will.

J.P.D. Dunbabin in his 'Psephological Note' of 1966, however, used the voting patterns
revealed in the elections of the pre-1900 period and found in them 'many indications of the existence
of a considerable body of radical feeling' which if 'tapped' he felt might have tipped the balance
against the 'stagnant' Liberal share of the vote.”Y In 1976 the combined influences of Blewett's
cautton and Dunbabin's 'what might have been' found articulation in a study by McKibbin, Matthew
and Kay. In their article 'The franchise factor in the rise of the Labour Party', McKibbin et al
suggested that in explaining the 'mise and fall of the Liberal Party', 'changes in the structure of British
politics are at least as significant as chronological developments; in other words, that the changes in
the franchise are at least as sigmificant as the effects of the First World War.!

They further suggested that:

the Liberals were wedded to the forms of the 1867-1914 political
community as their opponents were not, that the ideologies of both the
Labour and Conservative parties made them better to exploit a fully
democratic franchise, and that these things were true before 1914 as well

as after the war. 52

Theyv argued that instead of Labour merelyv being the beneficiary of the Liberal break-up, Labour in
the post war vears drew on a 'latent source of support which had not been available to the other two
partics'. 53The}' continued to deduce that there was evidence of a Labour vote 1n the pre-war electorate
which could have been mobilised by more candidates and that the 'substantial post-war growth in
[Labour's relative strength must in large measure be attributable to the franchise extension and
registration reform of 1918’ >4 Aside from gross electorate numerical changes, McKibbin et al
claimed the 1918 Act transformed the character of the electorate by 'significantly lowering its political

awareness' making it - it is implied - even less likely than the pre-war voters to support sophisticated

New Liberal 1deas. 55

48 Blewett, The Franchise in the United Kingdom, 1885-1918', p27.
49 ibid., p56.
S0 J.P.D. Dunbabin, 'Parliamentary Elections in Great Britain, 1868-1900: A Psephological Note',
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52 ibid., p723.
33 ibid., p739.
4 ibid., p740, p/40.
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On first appraisal the argument is convincing. In 1906 the electorate numbered 7,264 608: in
1918 it stood at 21,392,322.°0 One would be surprised 1f such a dramatic change had no impact.
However, P.I. Clarke has challenged the authors' emphasis and assumptions. He stated in an article in

1977 that:

betore 1914 the Labour Party was the party of trade unionists; and these
were the one section of the working class who were overwhelmingly
likely to be already enfranchised. It is clearly necessary to make good the
implied claim that before 1914 the labour vote had a strongly working

class character but that the Liberal vote did not. >/

Amongst many criticisms of the position taken by McKibbin et al is that otfered by Michael Hart in
his article "The Liberals, the war and the Franchise', of 1982. Here he openlv contradicted the
McKibbin school and stated that 'the war was the most important single cause of the Liberal decline
and that this 1s true of the party both 1nside and outside parliament.'58 Hart illustrated the strength of
the Liberals until 1923, their decline progressing rapidly after this date. The franchise factor was held
to be of secondary importance. It was the Liberals' move to the right and their internal wranglings that
are held as being responstble for their loss of the progressive vote, essential for their survival. Hart
implies that the franchise reform of 1918 would have been worth much less to Labour, but for the
experience of the First World War, and that after 1918 Labour gained trom internal Liberal divisions
and the party's lack of a definite programme. Hart thus pushes the 'time of death' forward into the
1920s, the major cause being fatal injunes sustained during the war.>”

Addressing electoral shifts and changes, Dunbabin has questioned how far one can discuss
electoral change without looking at 1ts component elements - the results of regional and individual
constituency elections.®V By looking at election results in different regions over a length of time

Dunbabin has found local differences 'surprisingly durable'. Such a regional approach casts further

light on the limits of class-based approaches. Dunbabin states:

Class make-up entered into these regional ditferences - in some areas
working class (and especially mining) communities acquired an electoral
hegemony in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, and as they
went so went the seats: in other areas there was sufficient isolation,
diffusion or admixture of classes to prevent such automatic dentification
between working class and community, and to make the displacement of

Liberal by Labour a far more difficult process..61

56 D. Butler and J. Freeman, British Political Facts 1900-1968 (1969), p141.
57 P.E. Clarke, 'Electoral Sociology of Modern Britain', p382.

58 M. Hart. The Liberals, the War and the Franchise', English Historical Review XCVII (1982),
p&21. |
59 ibid., p832.

60 See Dunbabin, British Elections in the nineteenth and twentieth centuries'.
6l ibid.. p264.



The franchise and class arguments when based purely on national statistics thus fail to illustrate the
complexity of divergent regional experiences - the components and crucibles of change itself.

The Scottish Dimension

Scottish historians have contributed greatly to this historiography of 'difference’, and though
few attempts have been made to de-construct the region yet further, beyond a plethora of works on
Glasgow's experience, there has evolved a Scottish agenda with which any new local study must
engage.

Between 1832 and 1918, the Liberals gained a majority of seats in Scotland in every general
election with the sole exception of 1900, and even then they held the majority of votes cast.02 Of this
era theretore it would be very hard to prove the case for a dying party. However, for some historians,
the ingredients of disaster were apparent by the 1880s. In the 1960s, in the works of Kellas and
Urwin, the emphasis was on a decaving Liberal Party organisation, debilitated by internal dissension
and split on the Home Rule question after 1886.93 As Urwin noted in 1965, 'the general theme of the
history of the Liberal Party during this period is that of an unwieldy alliance undergoing a process of
secession and disintegration, following internal dissension'. 64

However, since the 1960s, historians of the Scottish experience have generally tended to
focus on the early twentieth century as the period of perceivable Liberal decline and the rise of the
[Labour challenge, splitting into two schools over whether decay had taken root betore or after the
First World War, and showing varving degrees of commitment to a class model of political change. In
No Gods and Precious Few Heroes, Christopher Harvie, in 1981, noted that in Scotland 'the idea of
politics as social drama was... deeply entrenched’, more so, he claims, than in England. 'Parliamentary
politics were about status, citizenship, religious equality and less sublimely, patronage'.65 Stmilarly,
the point made by Howell, that: 'Scottish Liberal candidates tended to be men of local standing rather
than iconoclast critics' emphasises the status- rather than class-based character of nineteenth century
Scottish politics.66 Yet, though most agree that status politics eventually gave way to class
determined voting patterns, no consensus has emerged on the time of death of the old political model.

In his 1982 studv of Clvdeside industrialists duning the First World War, Joseph Melling

noted that:

During the two decades before the war, there was a clear drift of
previously Liberal families such as the Dennys of Dumbarton from

62 J. G. Kellas, Modemn Scotland (1980) p130.
63 J. G. Kellas, The Liberal Party in Scotland 1876-1895', Scottish Historical Review XVIV
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1012". Scottish Historical Review XXX VIII (1965).
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63 C. Harvie, No Gods and Precious Few Heroes: Scotland 1914-1980 (1981), p6.

66 D. Howell, British Workers and the Independent Labour Party 1888-1906 (Manchester, 1983),
pl137.
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Radicalism to Conservatism. At the same time a significant number of
protessionals... lett the ranks of Liberalism and joined with lower middle
class and artisan voters in support of the cause of Labour at a local

level 67

In this atmosphere of 'shifting class relations', the Liberal party fell between two stools in the pre-War

years, losing support {rom both left and right as politics took on a more secular character.68

Accounts ot both the English and Scottish experience share in a concern with the influence
of reformist religion. Emphasised by Kellas and Urwin in the 1960s, Keating and Bleiman reiterated
the Liberals' debts to the Free Church in Scotland in their study of nationalism in 1979. Although
since then the Disestablishment question has taken a back seat to considerations of the political
impact ot the Irish Catholic community, it is now widely accepted that Liberalism in the late
nineteenth century owed much to the religious fervour for disestablishment and presbyvterian
democracy, although at times this proved a causc for division.®”. Kellas has made clear that the
passion tor democracy and freedom of conscience characteristic of manv Presbvterian churches was
paralleled in the traditions of Gladstonian democracy.m Yet how and whether this element of
political religiosity lost the Liberals support in the pre-War society, increasingly ignoring the call to
worship, 18 a question much in need of serious consideration.

Nevertheless, religious concems were clearly only one element mitigating against a Liberal
accommodation of new societal changes. In 1992, Chnistopher Harvie commented that ‘Scottish
Libcralism did not handle the transition to welfare and interest group politics well'/1 though he
avoided anv overt reterences to class politics, locating the ultimate 'death’ ot the 'tndividualist
moralism' of the Liberals after the 1914-18 war. /=

By wav of contrast however, [ain Hutchison has emphasised the relevance and power of the
Liberals in Scotland in the pre-1914 vears in accommodating new progressive and interventionist

sentiments. According to Hutchison, far from being regressive 1n their involvement in new weltare
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politics, Scottish Liberals were committed to the emerging social ideals of the new century. He

concludes:

[t seems likely, then, that most of the rank and file Liberals were not
reluctant followers of the new social radical policies enacted by the
Liberal movement, implying that the adjustment to twentieth century

politics had been achieved before 1914 without breaking up the party. 73

Hutchison's position has not been shared by everyone, however. Harvie noted in 1981 that in
Scotland 'the New Liberalism seemed distant' and in his essay of 1989, 'Before the Breakthrough', he
develops this 1dea, stating that: "The 'New Liberalism' appears to have made little impact in the north.
Party activity was himited, doctnine stagnant, and the electorate seemingly uninterested in positive
legislation.' /4

More local studies need to be tackled to clanfy these national impressions. Nevertheless, it
seems clear that in Scotland one needs to look beyond the barometer of 'progressivism' and
interventionist Liberalism to gauge the potency for survival of the Liberal vote in the vears of an
emerging class-based politic. Gordon Brown has suggested an alternative perspective on Liberal

decline bv stressing the perpetuation of the concerns of Victornan politics in the Edwardian period. He

writes:

There can be no doubt that the Labour Party suffered from the apparent
radicalism of local Liberal candidates and the fact that the traditional
issues of 'classical Liberalism' remained at the centre of the political
stage... the kev issues remained those of constitutional reform, free trade

and land. 75

[n this context, the de-stabilising impact of the war i1s a cntical feature of many histornical
narratives of this period which seek the causal factors of Labour's success, and one which often unites
historians who otherwise disagree on the legacy of the progressivism of the Edwardian years.

Hutchison comments of the post-1918 Liberal Party:

The party had been badly split during the war, 1ts ideals and policies were
outmoded in the post war world, its organisation had become hopelessly
dilapidated. In sum, it represented a past political tradition which had little
appeal to voung people. Its eclipse was therefore steady, as politics

naturally polarised between the other two par’[ies.76

73 Hutchison, A Political History of Scotland, p238.
74 Harvie, 'Scottish Politics', p8; Harvie, 'Before the Breakthrough', p11.
75 G. Brown, The Labour Party and Political Change in Scotland, 1918-1929' (PhD, Edinburgh,

1981), p43.
76 Hutchison, A Political History of Scotland, p309
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A similar viewpoint has been taken by other historians who have commented on the 'disenchantment’
with the Liberals after the First World War. 77 Michacl Fry attributes to the cffects of the war the
undermining of the 'national consensus' on which Liberalism had nourished itself. /8 At the 'advent of
class politics' he describes a Liberal Partv losing the support of the bourgeoisie as the working classes
2o 1t alone'. Yet Fry concentrates more on the consequences of Liberal decline that on the causes

when he wntes:

People and politicians alike found Liberal ethics impossible of application
to the 1immense social and economic problems of the post-war period.
Reduced to a tiny faction at Westminster, the Liberals could offer no hope

ot tulfilling anvone's moral imperatives or political aSpirations.79

Here the lacilitating elements which made war a truly social phenomenon are lost and the
mechanisms of change surrendered to the drama of the consequences. Here, most importantlv, the
true 1mpact of the 1918 franchise legislation is lost to the rhetoric of disillusion.

McKibbin's hyvpothesis regarding the necessary impact of the 1918 Franchise Act has,
however, caused much debate in Scotland. In his thesis of 1987, Smyvth outlined the restrictive powers
of the pre-1918 franchise, and warned against 'taking the 1918 Reform Act for granted or simplv
giving a cursory nod 1n 1ts direction'.80 Although he further makes clear the importance of
considering both war and reform as parts of the same whole, Liberalism, he claims, 'could only have
survived under the nineteenth century franchisc system'.®! lan Wood, however, has approached the

1918 Act more cautiously, stating:

Important though electoral reform was, it cannot be viewed in 1solation
from overall trends like the break-up of the historic working class, or at
any rate a vital element within 1t, who turned away from the Liberals in

the belief that thev were 'no longer the party of the working class’, but that
: : : . 2
in some perceived if undefinable way, the Labour party was.5-

If on any point, consensus seems to exist on the timing of eventual ureversible decline in the
inter-war vears. Evidence from the late Victorian and Edwardian periods of dissension in party ranks
or unpopularity at the polls may be acknowledged, but most hesitate in awarding them causal - as
opposed to contextual - status, even as a long term influence. The choice of date - 1918, 1922, 1924 -

in a wav is irrelevant, as historians trace the same features at varous stages of debilitating maturnty.

77 W.W. Knox, 'Whatever Happened to Radical Scotland?: The Economic and Social Ongins of
the Mid-Victorian Political Consensus in Scotland', R. Mason and N. Macdougall (eds.), People and

Power in Scotland: Essavs in Honour of T.C. Smout (Edinburgh, 1992), p234.

78 M. Frv, Patronage and Principle: A Political History of Modern Scotland (Aberdeen, 1991
ed.), pl19.

79 ibid., p148

30 Smyth, 'Labour and Socialism in Glasgow 1880-1914", p336.

81 ibid., p343, p341.

82 I. S.Wood, 'Hope deferred: Labour in Scotland in the 1920s', I. Donnachie, C. Harvie and [.S.
Wood (eds.) Forward! Labour Politics in Scotland, 1888-1988, (Edinburgh, 1989), p32.




However, Michael Lynch has sounded a cautionary note by stressing the strength of Liberal resilience

even in these vears:

The continuing abtlity of Liberalism - 1n 1ts vartous disguises - to attract
Scottish voters, despite 1ts own organisational disorders and with little
new 1n the way of policy except a growing nostalgia for the pre-1914
world, blunted the new politics of class. 33

A legacy of the Scottish Edwardian scene which took a long time in succumbing to the
tmperatives of a class based politic was the Irish Catholic vote.34 The impact and determining
influence of the Irish Catholic vote has been seen as a fundamental factor in the timing, and to a lesser
extent, the character, of the nse of the Labour movement and the death of popular Liberalism in
Scotland.®> Labour's capture of the Irish Catholic vote from the Liberals in the 1920s has been seen
by some as evidence of the point at which the Irish in Scotland finally began voting on class as
opposed to ethnic lines. However, others see in this late transition from the Liberal fold the ultimate
bankruptcy of Liberalism once the Irish 'mission' had been accomplished. Ultimately, as a
monocausal explanation for the final success of Labour, the Insh factor 1s 1nadequate. By treating the
[nsh community too much in 1solation, Scottish histonography has placed too much weight on flimsv
ethnic arguments, instead of incorporating this factor in a wider analysis of the mechanics of
change.86

The historiographyv of Liberal decline in Scotland has thus shared many ot the national
concerns which have framed the English debate and has similarly failed to reach any overall
consensus on either the timing or character of decline itself. Yet the Scottish debate has been
handicapped in recent vears by a lack of local studies through which national concerns may be viewed
from the grass-roots level. The exception to this rule is the coverage of Glasgow's experience during
this period, vet on occasion this focus on Clyvdeside has hampered rather than encouraged innovative

analvses of other regions, as Glasgow has become the core testing ground of national generalisations

and thus the apparent exemplar of political Scotland in mimature.

83 M. Lynch, Scotland: A New History (1992), p432.

34 S. Gilley, 'Catholics and Socialists in Glasgow, 1906-1912', K. Lunn (ed.), Hosts, Immigrants
and Minorities: Historical Responses to Newcomers in British Society 1870-1914 (1980). On p166,

Gilley notes: 'Catholics thought of themselves as Catholics first, not as members of the wider working
class. and their sense of need for local community was fulfilled by the parish church.’

835 See: D. Howell. British Workers and the Independent Labour Party 1888-1906 (Manchester,
1983), p163-167. Also Kellas, Modern Scotland, p140; Harvie, 'Betore the Breakthrough', p21; LS.

Wood, 'Irish Immigrants and Scottish Radicalism 1880-1906/, 1. MacDougall (ed.) Essayvs in Scotti*;h
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86 Brown, 'The Labour Party and Political Change in Scotland, 1918-1929', p40. Here Brown
contests the emphasis placed on the Irish vote as a determining factor by disputing 1ts size, the extent
of Irish enfranchisement and 1ts poor organisation.



As a feature of the Glasgow experience, the evolution of class politics has been a kev
determinant of many ol the theories regarding Liberal decline. In his article on Glasgow Working

Class Politics'. Hutchison noted:

Here the First World War and the post 1918 developments, particularly in
Ireland, paved the way for the fusing of that powertul working class
solidarity and class-consciousness which were to be the prevailing feature
of Glasgow politics in the next phase. 87

In recent years, however, labour historians have come 1o question the importance of the First World
War as a decisive 'turning point' in Glasgow's political profile. Joan Smith has focused on the
economic slump of 1908 as the key period when the ‘internal contradictions' in the Liberal Party
undermined its electoral potential. Denying the impact of New Liberalism in Glasgow, she sees in
1908, evidence to prove that at this point 'Old Liberalism' 'could not lead a progressive movement
against unemplovment and povert}".88 In addition, for Smith, it was the years before 1914 which
were crucial in establishing the Independent Labour Party (ILP) as a potent political alternative to
Liberalism through the medium of 'ethical socialism'.3 In this concern, Smith's perspective has been
echoed in the writing of Alan McKinlay. Along with Smith, McKinlay has stressed the importance of

socto-political networking in the labour ranks in Glasgow before 1914. He writes:

Before 1914 the ILP had become the organisational intersection of a series
of progressive social networks, the hub of radical activity from the shop
tloor, the teeming tenements of the Glasgow communities, to the Council

Chambers.?0

Admirably, both authors have attempted to refocus the debate on Liberal decline on the minutiae of
local change, seeking in Jocal parties the kev determinants of the chronology of decline. Yet the
plethora of Glasgow studies, by addressing political change in a self-referential manner. have ftailed

lo tap the potential of local studies as a means of re-constructing the Scottish experience as the sum of

its, often contradictory, parts.91
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Regrettably, little work has been carried out on the political changes of these years in
individual constituencies outwith Glasgow and its immediate environs. Yet although little attention
has been paid to the small body of work which does exist, such works have already thrown up some

interesting questions as well as parallels with national concerns.

In his study of 1973 of the 'Politics of Kincardineshire', M.C. Dyer illustrated an
independent political culture' in this area, one which was 'in marked contrast to the party politics with
which most people (n Britain are familiar’.®2 Here, where the Labour Party proved a significant
electoral property onlyv atter 1945, a Liberal dominance was achieved in the late nineteenth century
through skiltul alliances of 'tenant farmers, fishermen, the urban population...., sections of the small
town businessmen and ... the backing of the Free Church.3 For Dyer, 1t was the imperatives of
twentieth century politics which 'undermined' this alliance and the Liberal dominance which rested on
its strength. National generalities regarding the instrumental power of the Labour party in the process
of Liberal decline are thus seen as significant, though non-essential, factors in Liberalism's decline 1n
this area. Similarly, in his article of 1982 on <ns1:XMLFault xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat"><ns1:faultstring xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat">java.lang.OutOfMemoryError: Java heap space</ns1:faultstring></ns1:XMLFault>