The New Liberals
Who were the main new Liberals

Asquith
Asquith


-
Chancellor of the Exchequer to 1908 ….. then Prime Minister

Lloyd George

-
President of the Board of Trade to 1908 ….. then Chancellor

Winston Churchill

-
President of the Board of Trade from 1908

Herbert Gladstone
- 
The Home Office
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The Liberal Party regained power in 1906 and held it until 1915, when a wartime coalition was formed. Its leaders gave high priority to social reform. This government was first led by Sir Henry Campbell-Bannerman from 1905 to 1908 and then by Herbert Asquith from 1908 to 1915. It was one of the most gifted and effective of the twentieth century. It included David Lloyd George and Winston Churchill, who together  proved a dynamic partnership pushing forward progressive social reforms. Under their guidance, a new approach was drawn up by radical Liberals and presented as the way forward.  

This “New Liberalism” had been greatly influenced by the philosopher T. H. Green, the writer J. A. Hobson and the sociologist L.T. Hobhouse. Hobhouse believed the problems of poverty which Booth and Rowntree had described could only be reduced by State action. He argued working-class poverty was the result of wealth being unfairly distributed. His solution was a new type of liberalism, known as collectivism, which stated that governments should take action to distribute wealth more fairly throughout society for the collective benefits of that society.  Consequently, New Liberals proposed that governments should use taxes to benefit the poorer sections of society through social reforms.

Politically, New Liberalism describes the changing attitude of a group of politicians in the Liberal Party from laissez-faire to limited state intervention for humanitarian reasons and to keep and gain working class votes. They felt that social justice ought to be done, that it was simply not right for a third of the population to be living in such misery.

These New Liberals emerged as a direct response to the evidence of poverty, bad diet, poor housing and lack of education that had been revealed by the surveys of people like Booth and Rowntree and which showed 30% of the population to be in living in poverty. These “New Liberals” were small in number but their influence was eventually to prove decisive in committing the party to a programme of social reform. They saw a change in attitude towards the state and how the state should operate in relation to its citizens. New Liberal politicians were willing to use the power of the state to intervene in society and they wanted to bring about economic improvements in peoples’ standard of living which would eradicate the worst effects of poverty for the deserving poor. 
They also argued that, in the past, Liberals had been too concerned with individual liberty. This had led them to ignore the needs of those who lived and worked in appalling conditions. New Liberals argued that the state had to intervene to help the most vulnerable in society because to live in poverty, hardship and uncertainty meant they were denied individual liberty. 
Traditional Liberals started out with a belief that state intervention in the working of the market was both futile and wrong. This particularly applied to projects of social reform which would involve public expenditure. They had believed in low taxation and a minimal, laissez-faire role for the state where people were allowed the greatest amount of freedom to live their lives as they thought best. If people found themselves in difficulty, it would be wrong for the state to intervene because those people would have no motive to improve themselves. New Liberals whose, ranks now contained men like Charles Masterman and Charles Trevelyan, believed social reforms were urgently needed because they were the right thing to do. They believed that self help had not worked and wished to abandon laissez-faire and to use the power of the state. They thought a greater degree of compulsion to help the poor was needed.

They also stood for increased taxes on the rich in order to finance this state intervention for the poor. Prominent among such men were the surprising allies, David Lloyd George and Winston Churchill. Like Lloyd George, Churchill favoured some intervention to alleviate poverty. Churchill declared, “the cause of Liberalism is the cause of the left-out millions.” and rather bleakly: “I see little glory in an Empire which can rule the waves and is unable to flush its own sewers”
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The humanitarian aspect must be seen as one of the most powerful motives of social welfare reforms undertaken by the Liberal government between 1906 and 1914. The genuine concern for the less well off was probably stronger in Lloyd George, the only member of the Liberal Government without private means to rely on. Lloyd George came from a poor background. He approached social reform with tremendous enthusiasm. He saw it as a moral crusade, to improve the lot of the poor at the expense of the English Upper Class, whom he mockingly termed the “Dukes”.  Lloyd George was determined to introduce meaningful social reforms.

Politicians like Lloyd George and Churchill astutely realized that it was vital to the Liberal survival to prevent the Labour Party gaining a greater hold on the working-class vote. For them, New Liberal thinking helped them design programmes of social reform which would appeal to working people, and win the support of the working class which would soon be fully enfranchised. Lloyd George was confident that Labour would only oust the Liberals if they failed “to cope seriously with the social condition of the people, to remove the national degradation of slums and widespread poverty in a land glittering with wealth”.
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Winston Churchill was also keenly aware of the challenge from Labour. He saw social reform as a means of halting socialism. In 1908 he stated, “Socialism wants to pull down wealth, Liberalism seeks to raise up poverty”. In 1908 Churchill was appointed to the Board of Trade where he had two main achievements. The first was the setting-up of labour exchanges (1908). These were places where men out of work and employers could register their requirements. This was a sensible measure which central government could do more efficiently than any other body. The second was the creation of Trade Boards (1909). These Boards investigated the so-called “sweated industries” where wages were very low and the workers unprotected by a union. They had powers to prosecute any employer who was found to be paying his workers at a level below that laid down by the Board of Trade.

Liberal theorists and politicians were developing their case for intervention long before the formation of the Labour Party in 1900.  There were disagreements over the extent of reform. There were, of course, a large number of Liberals who were wary about reform, and some who were willing to swallow their doubts because of the party’s evident need to capture more working class votes - the party had, after all, been in the electoral wilderness for much of the period since 1886. The Liberal Party was moving towards a reforming programme, but it had not been dramatically converted to the New Liberals’ radical vision.

A Checklist

· New Liberalism emerged in the 1890s

· The New Liberals stood for state intervention on behalf of the poor to try to end poverty and to secure a minimum standard of living for all citizens.
· New Liberalism became the dominant force in Liberal politics at the beginning of the 20thC 

· New Liberalism was given a powerful impetus by the findings of Booth and Rowntree which led to a growing awareness of the different causes of poverty.

· The New Liberals believed the state had to play a more active role in supporting its citizens.  They argued if the Liberal government did not tackle the problem of poverty they would lose working-class votes to the emerging Labour Party.

· Many Liberals feared that Labour might replace them as the main alternative to the Conservatives.


· A Liberal programme of social reform could out-trump Labour and stop the working-class vote defecting to them.
· New Liberals argued that Old Liberalism was out of date and could not cope with the present social problems.
· Only with the advent of Asquith as Prime Minister in 1908 and the appointments of Lloyd George and Winston Churchill to the Cabinet did the mood begin to change.

· Both Lloyd George and Churchill were strongly committed to social reform. They were largely responsible for the reputation that the pre-1914 Liberal government gained as a great reforming ministry. By modern standards these reforms are limited.  But in the context of their own time the achievements of the Liberal government (1906-14) were quite substantial. 
