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The political map of Britain was transformed as a result of World War One. Discuss.

The First World War had a profound impact on British politics. The period immediate to before the war, the conflict time itself and the contiguous period after the war saw major changes to the political parties in Britain; the decline of the Liberal party (and never to recover), the division of Ireland and Irish independence from great Britain, and the changing nature and attitudes of common society towards politics, mostly as a result of the Representation of the Peoples act passed in 1918. Each of these changes also created differences in public behaviour as a society, an example would be the increased circulation of certain newspapers and the decrease in others, and how this affected the fate of the war time politicians and the views and opinions the general public held about the war and how the politicians were running the conflict. 
By the time the first world war started, the Liberal Party had been in power since 1905, and the 50 years previous had alternated with the Tories. Both these main parties formed the war time coalition government. It was not until the general election of 1918 that the Labour party gained any real support and success. The changing fortunes of the Liberal party had already begun before the war, David Lloyd George was involved in a cash for honours scandal. A practice that had been happening at least 20 years previous but was considered wrong by many of the politicians by the time the First World War stared.[footnoteRef:1] Lloyd George also used the money raised from selling honours to fund his own political campaigns; not to fund the Liberal party. It comes at little surprise that Herbert Asquith, the previous Liberal prime minister was against selling honours especially as the party both involved with were not benefiting, just Lloyd George. This selling honours scandal was one of the few tensions within the liberal party in 1914. By 1916 the Liberal party was divided; the true Liberal Asquith led side and the more Liberal - Conservative side led by Lloyd George. At the start of the war Asquith was prime minister, who favoured very little state intervention on the daily life of Britons but the nature of living in a country at war created problems that lead to the state needing to intervene.[footnoteRef:2] The war needed more men to fight for Great Britain than had volunteered, leading to talks of conscription. Asquithian Liberals were against forcing men into uniform, despite the first call to conscription of single men aged 18-41 being implemented in January 1916, and tighter conscription laws forcing married men aged 18-41 to enlist, whilst the Liberals solely were in power and Asquith was still prime minister despite being against the idea.[footnoteRef:3] Although by the end of the war, Lloyd George had raised the age of conscription from 18 up to 51, causing further disagreements between the prime minister and the rest of the Liberal party. It is also noted that the military conscription acts were not extended to affect those in Ireland, as neither Asquith nor Lloyd George wanted to worsen the high tensions forming between the British government and those in the Irish independence movement.[footnoteRef:4] The fact that the war time coalition government was the formed with the Liberals and the Conservatives also demonstrated the fact that the Liberals alone were not strong enough to run the country, let alone run Britain and aspects of its Empire for the duration of the war. The so called ‘Coupon Election’ (due to the coupon letter sent out to those running to form a coalition of conservatives and liberals) of 1918 happened after the passing of the Representation of the Peoples act, which allowed men over the age of 21 to vote, and some women over the age of 30 to vote, spelled the very end of the Liberals as the main opposition party; the new rival party became the newly successful Labour. The new class system that emerged out of the First World War also led to further disagreements with the Liberal party. During the election of 1918 it became clear that the middle classes would vote Conservative (and coalition Liberal) and that the lower classes would vote for the trade union favoured Labour, leaving the Liberals with no major class base for which they would receive votes from.[footnoteRef:5] There were also less Liberal newspapers being published during and after the war, mainly because so many of the local editions went bust during the first decade of the 20th century, meaning that the Conservatives still had a large circulation of the majority of national and local newspapers, the Labour party had more influence of a few newspapers such as the Guardian and its local affiliates, where as the Liberal party had very few supportive newspapers,[footnoteRef:6] which was also a problem due to the lack of party funds since Lloyd George pocketed most of the funds for himself from the cash for honours scandal.  The Liberal party had also lost support from Ireland, in particular from the Irish Nationalist MPs, whilst the Conservatives still had support from northern Irish unionist MPs.  [1:   H. J. Hanham, 'The Sale of Honours in Late Victorian England', Victorian Studies, 3.3, (1960), 277-289.]  [2:  Samuel J Hurwitz, State Intervention in Great Britain: Study of Economic Control and Social Response, 1914-1919 (Columbia: Columbia University Press / Oxford University Press, 1949).]  [3:  UK Parliament, Conscription: the First World War (unknown) <https://www.parliament.uk/about/living-heritage/transformingsociety/private-lives/yourcountry/overview/conscription/> [accessed 21 November 2019].]  [4:  William Murphy, How Ireland was lost in the 1918 conscription crisis (2016) <https://www.rte.ie/centuryireland/index.php/articles/how-ireland-was-lost-in-the-1918-conscription-crisis> [accessed 21 November 2019].]  [5:  Lowell G. Noonan, 'The Decline of the Liberal Party in British Politics', The Journal of Politics, 16.1, (1954), 24-38.]  [6:  Paul Gliddon, 'The Political Importance of Provincial Newspapers, 1903-1945; The Rowntrees and the Liberal Press', Twentieth Century British History, 14.1, (2003), 24-42.] 


The problems with the division of Ireland and the loss of Ireland from the United Kingdom reached boiling point during the First World War, the same time Britain was facing its enemies elsewhere. The war seemed to temporarily diminish some of the tensions with Ireland at the start due to the more prominent tensions forming with the Central Powers that needed to be extinguished to protect the British and French empires. Although it was thought at the time that there would be a parliament bill passed for home rule in Ireland[footnoteRef:7], the outbreak of the great war stopped any negations between the Irish nationalists and Asquith, and the official parliamentary debates for home rule were not started again until after the first world war had finished. When the then still cohesive United Kingdom of Great Britain and Ireland first entered the war, there was support from Ireland from both the unionists and the nationalists due to the fact that up to 140,000 volunteered to fight for Britain[footnoteRef:8], many of these enlisted into the British army during 1914/15. However, after the Easter rising in Ireland in April 1916, the number of recruits for the British army from Ireland dropped considerably. The incident of the Easter Rising also meant the Britain had to get involved, sending over some armed forces to control the violence, despite Britain needed as many men as possible to fight for the Entente powers at the Fronts of the First World War. The problems in Ireland were causing problems for David Lloyd George as prime minister from December 1916, the laws about conscription were not extended to include Ireland which did not help with lack of manpower. However, the Defence of the Realm Act 1914 did extend fully to Ireland, with harsher consequences of the Act being implemented after the Easter Rising in 1916, and remaining until 1921 when the Anglo-Irish treaty was signed[footnoteRef:9]. Also Britain was at war with international threats that created more imminent fear than what was happening in Ireland at the same time; indeed it was not until 1921, 3 years after the end of the Great War, Lloyd George laid down any sort of official legislation to hinder the violence in Ireland. 1921 saw the creation of the Anglo-Irish treaty, officially the Articles of Agreement for a Treaty between Great Britain and Ireland, which was created to settle Ireland with a degree of home rule, effectively a British dominions governed by a governor general, which was the situation with the more powerful and influential countries within the British empire. However the treaty created more problems between the nationalists and the unionists (anti-treaty and pro-treaty), eventually causing the Irish civil war of 1923, from which point Ireland was its own entity and Free State. As a result of the First World War, the 1918 Representation of the People Act was passed, allowing all men over the age of 21 to vote, which meant that a lot of young Irish men could vote in the 1918 election for the first time, creating more support for Sinn Fein, the Irish nationalist party. This election also created a clear map of where in Ireland the most support for Sinn Fein was coming from, the south west of the island was where almost 100% of people who voted, voted for Sinn Fein, making it the clearly dominant party in that region or Ireland, which contrasts to the north east of the island where less than 25% of people who voted in the 1918 general election voted for Sinn Fein.[footnoteRef:10] This can create a clear picture of a political map demonstrating voting habits in Ireland in the election of 1918 after the Representation of the Peoples Act was passed. [7:  Keith Jeffery, Ireland and World War One (2011) <http://www.bbc.co.uk/history/british/britain_wwone/ireland_wwone_01.shtml> [accessed 21 November 2019].]  [8:  Keith Jeffery, Ireland and World War One (2011) <http://www.bbc.co.uk/history/british/britain_wwone/ireland_wwone_01.shtml> [accessed 21 November 2019].]  [9:  Gregory Hynes, Defence of the Realm Act (2017) <https://encyclopedia.1914-1918-online.net/article/defence_of_the_realm_act_dora> [accessed 21 November 2019].]  [10:  Enda Hargaden, Alan Fernihough, Alan De Bromhead, 'Representation of the people: Franchise extension and the "Sinn Féin election" in Ireland, 1918', De Bromhead, Alan, 2018.8, (2018).] 


The First World War had a major role in politics of the general public, in that as a result of the war more people were given the vote. This was the Representation of the Peoples Act passed in 1918, mostly because of so many men who had actually fought in the war could not vote under the now seemingly very outdated 1884 Third Reform Act, which allowed only 40% of men to vote and no women[footnoteRef:11], hence why the new Act widened the enfranchised men to all those aged 21 or older, and also all women who were over 30 and owned land themselves or their husbands that had a value of at least £5, few women also could vote for a university constituency. Although it has been argued that only so few women got the vote and that they were encouraged to vote how their deceased children or husbands would vote, therefore acting more like a proxy vote, than an actual vote though for by themselves.[footnoteRef:12] There was also a clause to the Act that allowed men aged 19 and 20 to vote if they were in active military service, which created a confusion as the election happened after many of the surviving troops had been demobilised so many now ex- servicemen were unsure if they could legally vote in the 1918 general election. It was viewed as a way of saying thank you from the government to reward those involved with the war effort, and an act similar probably would not have been passed until quite a few years later if the Great War did not happen. Although it was not until 1928 when the Representation of the Peoples (Equal Franchise) Act was passed allowing all men and women over the age of 21 to vote, regardless of any land owning regulations. The implementation of the Representation of the Peoples Act was also a main factor in causing the decline of the Liberal party; due to the new classes differences the Liberals no longer stood for a type of mass voting class, and many of the new female electorate would vote for the Conservatives as they appealed more to married women due to their attitudes on family values.[footnoteRef:13] Also this Act extended to cover those in Ireland, as it was still part of the United Kingdom when it was passed, meaning that a new mass voting class of lower class men could vote for the radical party Sinn Fein, which returned a record number of MPs that did not show up to the British parliament instead pushing for Irish Independence, if the Act had not been passed until later, the Irish War of Independence would have been unlikely to happen just after the first world war had reached its final peace negotiations.[footnoteRef:14] Before the Act had been passed, during its preliminary discussion phase, on the table was the thought of introducing a parliamentary proportional representation system, instead of the then current First Past the Post system. This idea was considered only momentarily as those creating the Act pushed more for new suffrage rights as opposed to changing the voting system, however the Act did put a definitive stop to plural voting, in particular for landowners owning lad that falls into different constituencies so that they could only vote for one and that it would be their choice of where they chose to vote.[footnoteRef:15]  [11:  UK Parliament, Third Reform Act 1884 () <https://www.parliament.uk/about/living-heritage/evolutionofparliament/houseofcommons/reformacts/overview/one-man-one-vote/> [accessed 21 November 2019].]  [12:  Mary Hilson, 'Women voters and the rhetoric of patriotism in the British general election of 1918', Womens History Review, 10.2, (2001), 325-347.]  [13:  Mary Hilson, 'Women voters and the rhetoric of patriotism in the British general election of 1918', Womens History Review, 10.2, (2001), 325-347.]  [14:  Enda Hargaden, Alan Fernihough, Alan De Bromhead, 'Representation of the people: Franchise extension and the "Sinn Féin election" in Ireland, 1918', De Bromhead, Alan, 2018.8, (2018).]  [15:  Frederic A. Ogg, 'The British Representation of the People Act', The American Political Science Review, 12.3, (1918), 498-503.] 


In conclusion, the First World War had a profound impact of the British political system; it saw the complete decline of the Liberal Party, the loss of Ireland from the United Kingdom and created a more equal voting society for the first time and demonstrated an attempt to equal rights. All these changes bought about from the Great War had major repercussions that affected British political history from then on, indeed we are still living with the effects today. Overall the Representation of the Peoples Act created the most changes to the demographic makeup and map of Britain and set the foundations for equal enfranchisement for generations to come, as well as making the voting system more equal for abolishing plural votes and being one of the main factors in causing the decline of the liberal party, and the rise of Sinn Fein and the Irish independence movement. However, it was the loss of Ireland that changed the geographical maps of Britain and the world, as well as the creation of the commonwealth, making the First World War the last major period in history to show of the British Empire as a unified entity.
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