
Pre-U, Paper 1c: British History Outlines 

Section 7: Party Politics 1922-31 – Labour 1919-24 

The party politics of the inter-war period sees three related phenomena: 

 Conservative dominance 

 The rise of Labour 

 The decline of the Liberals 

 

This history of the Labour Party between the wars might be said to have three broad, related 

themes: 

 Labour’s rise to become the second party of British politics  

 Labour’s first two governments, and their collapse 

 The crisis of 1931, and Labour’s survival  after 

Two figures dominate: Arthur Henderson and, above all, Ramsay MacDonald. In particular, 

MacDonald’s reputation has much exercised historians and the Labour movement. 

We will study the reasons for Labour’s victory in 1929 when we look at the Conservative government 

of 1924-29 

WHY DID LABOUR OVERTAKE THE LIBERALS AS THE SECOND PARTY OF BRITISH POLITICS AFTER 

THE GREAT WAR? 

The how matters here: 

 Labour also did badly in the Coupon Election, but it did less badly than the ‘Squiffites. The 

fact that it had fielded 388 candidates was itself significant, it was now  a genuinely national 

party. Thus Labour became the official opposition and the de facto source of opposition to 

the coalition 

 The election of 1922 was vital. Labour won 29.5% of the popular vote, and 142 seats, most 

of which had previously been Liberal. This would provide Labour with its core vote and, 1931 

excepted, its parliamentary bedrock of around 150 seats 

 The election of 1923 was no less vital. A hastily reunified Liberal Party polled 29.6% of the 

vote to Labour’s 30.5%, but Labour won 191 seats to the Liberals 159. A revived Liberal party 

had failed to lay a glove on Labour. 

 The Labour government won credibility for Labour as a party of government.  

 1924 was a Conservative landslide, but one which saw the Liberals collapse, and Labour’s 

place as the second party secure (with 33% of the popular vote, & 151 MPs)  

 

Why did this happen? 

Read Flagship, Ch 8 

 In part, Labour made their own luck: 

o The party split at the start of the war was healed 

o The party was reformed in 1917/18 (see Unit 1) 

o The party grassroots grew, and the trade unions were pivotal  

o The party deliberately sought to win the support of Liberals and political independence 

form the Liberal Party 



 It may also have been helped the new franchise thanks to The Representation of the People 

Act, 1918 

o For Matthew, McKibbin & Kay the new franchise was pivotal 

o Tanner and Pugh disagree 

 Labour were also helped the unpopularity of some of Lloyd George’s policies with working 

class and left wing voters (see Unit 2a) 

 They were also helped by the continuing Liberal divide, then the uncertainty and fragility of 

the Liberal reunion in 1923/24(see Unit 2b) 

 

THE LABOUR GOVERNMENT OF 1924 

The Labour government might be said to have failed, but it also won Labour credibility as a party of 

government 

 After Baldwin lost a vote of confidence, as the largest of the two pro-free trade parties, 

Labour had the constitutional right to govern 

 MacDonald sought not to ‘ride for a fall’, but instead to demonstrate Labour’s  constitutional 

position, and its fitness to govern, to the frustration of the party’s left (Red Clydeside) 

 To survive, the government needed Liberal support: the Liberals were unreliable (see Unit 

2b) 

 Wheatley’s Housing Act  

 Other domestic policy: unemployment benefit, restoration of Geddes cuts to education, use 

of emergency powers against threatened strikes in the docks and on London Transport  

 Foreign policy: the Dawes Plan and the Geneva Protocol  

 Policy towards the Soviet Union 

 The Campbell Case & the fall of the government 

The Zinoviev Letter was published after the government fell. It may have had some impact on the 

1924 general election, in which the Tories ran on a stridently red scare ticket 

Answer Qs 1 & 2, p 146. Did the Labour fall because of:  

 bad leadership 

 events beyond its control 

 because it was a minority government 

 bad luck? 

How far could the first Labour government be called a success? Did the 1924 result give Labour the 

opportunity to be the largest party in 1929? 

 

FURTHER READING, LISTENING & VIEWING 

Sixth form history needs you to do reading of your own. Already, this guide had given you references 

to the Flagship textbook, and some other resources. You need to take steps beyond that both online 

and, of course, by resorting to another revolutionary technology, the book. For modern British 

history, there is a dizzying array of printed and online resources, of startlingly variable quality. If you 

do find something not on here that’s good, let the rest of us know through the Facebook page or 

email s.tilbrook@rgs.newcastle.sch.uk and we’ll add it. 

 

For each topic or area, we have colour coded each book or article:  

 Blue is essential 

mailto:s.tilbrook@rgs.newcastle.sch.uk


 Yellow means if you want to develop a deeper understanding you should re ad one or all of 

these 

 Green means this is a monograph, or a sophisticated or highly detailed account. Learn how 

to dip into real history books, a vital study skill; you might sometimes find full books actually 

become more engrossing 

 Pink is for choices that are more loosely related, and have grabbed someone’s interest at 

some point. Try one or two, they might be fun 

 

A WORD ABOUT ONLINE RESOURCES 

Three of the best resources are, of course, the History department’s very own Blog, Facebook page 

and Twitter feed. 

 

The Oxford Dictionary of National Biography (DNB)  

Beyond that, for the British history course, get used to using one of the best resources available, and 

for free; the DNB. Any local library card will get you in: anyone can join the City Library via this link 

https://eforms.newcastle.gov.uk/popup.aspx/RenderForm/?F.Name=JVpTDqdaf2o  

Once you have a library card number, got to http://www.oxforddnb.com/ and fill in your number. 

You then have access to it all. They vary in quality from the good to absolutely excellent, and they 

are all written by leaders in the field. The best have a particularly good last section, dealing with how 

history has viewed these men and women, and their historiography. There are also some very good 

Themes, such as the one above on the Union of Democratic Control.  

History Today 

Beyond that, another invaluable resource is History Today. We have institutional access to the entire 

archive, here: http://www.historytoday.com/user/login 

Username: Tilbrook 

Password: historian 

You can search at your leisure, and find all sorts. These guides will flag some up for you.  

 

Philip Allan Resources 

Another good resources is Philip Allan Magazines Online, aimed very much at sixth-form students: 

here http://my.dynamic-learning.co.uk/default.aspx?ReturnUrl=%2farchive.aspx 

Username: j.richardson@rgs.newcastle.sch.uk 

Password: rgs1 

The archive is then searchable 

 

FURTHER READING: textbooks and student introductions 

There is a range of series aimed at sixth form history students. None make for exciting reading, and 

they vary in quality, but you should always aim to read at least one. The Rise of Labour is well 

covered: 

Derrick Murphy, The Decline of the Liberals and the Rise of Labour 

 Philip Allan: 20th Century History Review  |  Modern History Vol 8  |  4 April 1997 

Keith Laybourn, The Rise of the Labour Party (available in the shared area) 

 Very useful summary of the views of a Labour historian  

Philip Allan: 20th Century History Review  |  Modern History Vol 10  |  1 September 1998 

https://eforms.newcastle.gov.uk/popup.aspx/RenderForm/?F.Name=JVpTDqdaf2o
http://www.oxforddnb.com/
http://www.historytoday.com/user/login
http://my.dynamic-learning.co.uk/default.aspx?ReturnUrl=%2farchive.aspx


 http://my.dynamic-learning.co.uk/default.aspx?ReturnUrl=%2farchive.aspx 

Malcolm Pearce & Geoffrey Stewart, British Political History 1867-2001 (3rd ed, Lon 2002), ch 7 

Here are some other overviews: 

Paul Adelman, The Rise of the Labour Party 1880-1945 (3rd ed, Lon 1996) 

Gordon Philips, The Rise of the Labour Party 1893-1931 (Lancaster Pamphlets) (Lon 1992) 

Duncan Tanner, The Politics of the Labour Movement  1900-1939; in Chris Wrigley (ed), A  

Companion to 20th Century Britain (Oxford 2003), ch 3 

Martin Pugh, The Making of Modern British Politics 1867-1945 (3rd ed, 2002) 

Pugh is one of the best current writers on the history of Britain in the first half of the 20th 

century  

Two classic works: 

CL Mowatt, Britain Between the Wars (Lon 1955) 

AJP Taylor, English History 1914-45 (Oxford 1965) 

 

The first Labour government is well covered by: 

Michael Lynch, Britain 1900-51 (Access to History) (Lon 2008), pp 100-105 

Robert Pearce, Britain: Domestic Politics 1918-39 (Access to History) (Lon 1992), pp 44-51 

Stephen Lee, British Political History 1914-1995 (Lon 1996), ch 4 

 

The DNB entries on MacDonald, Henderson, Snowden and JH Thomas are essential. The one 

MacDonald, by his biographer, David Marquand (see below) is a model of its kind.  

There are some relevant articles too:  

 

There is a blog article on the early Labour Party: 

https://rgshistory.wordpress.com/2015/11/02/working-class-heroes-the-early-labour-party-

revisited/ 

 

There are blog articles on the chancellor, home secretary and foreign secretary: 

Snowden  https://rgshistory.wordpress.com/2018/01/23/the-chancellors-9-philip-snowden/ 

Henderson https://rgshistory.wordpress.com/2017/12/11/the-home-secretaries-9-henderson/ 

MacDonald https://rgshistory.wordpress.com/2018/01/25/the-foreign-secretaries-4-macdonald/ 

This blog article tells us something about JR Clynes: 

https://rgshistory.wordpress.com/2018/03/22/the-home-secretaries-11-jr-clynes/ 

 

John Shepherd, Ramsay MacDonald, the Lad from Lossiemouth (2007) 

 A reassessment  

History Today: 

http://www.historytoday.com/john-shepherd/ramsay-macdonald-lad-lossiemouth 

There is an excellent Spartacus entry on MacDonald, the excerpts of people’s view on him at the end 

are especially useful 

http://spartacus-educational.com/PRmacdonald.htm 

David Marquand, Ramsay MacDonald (Lon 1977) 

Until Marquand’s brilliant biography, MacDonald was all consigned to the rubbish heap of 

history. Marquand wrote his book at a time when the Wilson and Callaghan governments 
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https://rgshistory.wordpress.com/2018/01/25/the-foreign-secretaries-4-macdonald/
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were in constant crisis, and after which he became one of the founders of the SDP. His DNB 

entry on MacDonald further refines his views in the light of the rise of Tony Blair.  

There is also an old newsreel clip of Ramsay Macdonald and his daughter from 1924, looking every 

inch the reassuring Scottish gentleman: 

 https://youtu.be/pbeFr87iN9Y 

And MacDonald at the British Empire Exhibition in 1924: 

 https://youtu.be/HZz2v857Ufg 

 

Martin Daunton, The Labour Party and Clause Four 1918-1995 (1995) 

 Written just at the time in which Tony Blair was ditching Clause IV  

 History Today:  

http://www.historytoday.com/martin-daunton/labour-party-and-clause-four-1918-1995 

Rodney Lowe, The Challenge of Labour: Class Conflict in inter-war Britain 

 Philip Allan 20th Century History Review  |  Modern History Vol 6  |  1 September 1994 

http://my.dynamic-learning.co.uk/default.aspx?ReturnUrl=%2farchive.aspx 
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