The emergence of political cooperation and coalition government during the First World War in Britain was the inevitable consequence of fighting “total war”. Discuss
On the very day that Britain declared war on Germany, Lloyd George, then Chancellor of the Exchequer, had a conference with Representatives of Bankers and Traders in which he [endnoteRef:1]reassured them that the Government had acted "to enable the traders of this country to carry on business as usual” (Deis, 2015). The phrase was seized upon by newspapers, reiterated by Winston Churchill and came to represent Britain's initial approach to the war. By May 1915, the Liberal Government had been replaced by the Asquith Coalition, which gave way to the Lloyd George Coalition of December 1916. In doing so, Britain had moved from a cabinet government to a prime ministerial government dedicated to the full mobilisation of the economy. Scally wrote that the Lloyd George Coalition "was, first of all, a war government, deriving its sanction and most of the public support for its executive powers from the commitment to an all-out war effort and unconditional victory" (Scally, 2015, p. 306). The route taken between the two forms of Government is littered with as many theories as there are undiscovered shells on the Western Front. [1: ] 

Two concepts have to be treated with caution: inevitability and total war. Historical inevitability is a dangerous term because it invites philosophers to enter the debate. However, some terms of reference they provide are useful. Stack argued that “What is implicit in such uses of the term “inevitable” is the notion that a causal sequence “made” a specific event inevitable” (Stack, 1973, p. 8). An event, therefore, "had to happen or was necessary given the known (or retrospectively knowable) sequence of events" (Stack, 1973, p. 9). An inevitable event, it therefore follows, is one that nobody can prevent (Stack, 1973, p. 10). 
Total war is a concept that has attracted a multitude of definitions. The phrase is often attributed to Von Clausewitz, who never actually used that term but instead wrote of absolute force. His statement that “The measure of this absolute force is determined by the government” (Clausewitz, 2010, p. 196) implies state direction but only in a very limited sense. Total war has been in existence almost since the advent of conflict. From the destruction of Carthage in the Third Punic War to the Mutually Assured Destruction of the nuclear age, it has evolved with the capabilities of technology. Marwick wrote that "Total war is not one all-encompassing phenomenon". He illustrated the point with the example of the Vietnam War, which was total war for the Vietnamese, but not, despite their casualties, for the Americans (Marwick, 2006, p. 4). More relevant to the Great War is Deleuze and Guattari’s definition as “not only a war of annihilation but arises when annihilation takes as its centre not only the enemy army, or the enemy State but the entire population and its economy” (Deleuze & Guattari, 1987, p. 421). For the purpose of this discussion, total war is, therefore, one that mobilises the entire productive capacity of a state with the singular aim of securing victory over another state.
To the modern observer, it seems obvious that in 1914 Britain became involved in a war of attrition and that success depended upon fielding more men and equipment on the Western Front than the Central Powers. Equally axiomatic was that to achieve this, it would be necessary to maximise the military and industrial output of the economy and that the best possible means of realising that goal was through efficient centralised direction. This constitutes total war. Turner acknowledged the link between the demands of the War and British political development when he wrote that “the Asquith Coalition was a serious attempt to grapple with the implications of an industrial war” (Turner, 1992, p. 56). Ironically, General Kitchener, one of the few to realise those implications, was not a politician and had no solutions to his own questions. However, it might be argued that Kitchener had created a total war economy by accident without the Government's realisation. By December 1914, his volunteer army, standing at over a million men, was a "competing strategy" to business as usual (French, 2014, p. 8). With one-third of British men either employed in war work or serving in the army by early 1915, there was a significant shortage of labour (French, 2014, p. 8). 
Whilst the requirements of total war were beginning to emerge, the governmental response was lagging behind. Munitions purchase was limited to approved suppliers who were over-ambitious in their estimates and were unable to complete orders (Turner, 1992, p. 58). Cassar highlighted the role of the press in creating pressure on the Liberal Government over its inability to adapt to total war. He believed that in “The Times” of 14 May 1915, there was a critical article about the failure of the  Aubers Ridge offensive, which it said was due to a lack of shells. This article "was of considerable political significance, quite apart from its trenchant criticism of the Asquith government's conduct of the war. It contradicted Asquith's assertion at Newcastle that the supply of ammunition was equal to the army's needs and gave the impression that he was guilty of criminal deception” (Cassar, 1994, p.93). Since most of the press was in the Unionist camp, failures and shortcomings were likely to be unfavourably presented, creating unwelcome pressure on the Government. 
Fraser was convinced that a “realignment of political opinion was emerging over the issue of what later became known as ‘total war’ and the use of the state as its instrument” (Fraser, 1982, p. 7). Also, it was the issue of conscription that was crucial. In May 1915, there was a convergence of events symptomatic of the complexity of modern total war. An absence of progress in Gallipoli and France, Russian retreats, poison gas attacks, zeppelin raids and the sinking of the Lusitania all coincided to concentrate and legitimise Britain replicating the German total war ethos. “The unity of national will seemed to transcend the issue of voluntarism versus compulsion” (Fraser, 1982, p. 9). Conscription in isolation would not resolve the country’s problems but instead would ease the path towards the "rationalisation and disciplining of industrial manpower”(Fraser, 1982, p. 9).
Total war may have been instrumental in creating the Asquith coalition, but the progress towards economic compulsion was minimal. “In the short term, the coalition succeeded in enabling the anti-compulsionist Liberals to stave off the demand for national organisation” (Fraser, 1982, p.23). Was the same drive present in the birth of the Lloyd George Coalition? Fry detected a visible pathway between war and executive change. Highlighting the issues of "diplomacy, strategic policy, civil-military relations, Ireland, conscription, the regulation of economic life," he argued that  "Debate over them ultimately produced the demand for executive reconstruction and for a renewed commitment to victory in December 1916”  (Fry, 1988, p. 612). “The Liberal War Committee", a collection of Liberal MPs who were staunch advocates of a change to the existing policies on conscription and compulsion, provided a strong pressure group within Asquith's own ranks (Morgan, 2021, p. 10). Despite concessions from Asquith, such as the Military Service Acts of 1916, a further sequence of disasters, the Somme, Jutland and the failure of the Salonika expedition, led to a background of discontent in the country as well as the Government (Morgan, 2021, p. 10). Lloyd George himself wrote that “The ineffectiveness and irresolution of our leadership in those dark weeks bred something of this nightmare feeling” (George, 1933, p. 973).
However, it might be argued that it was not total war in itself that was responsible for the coalition in Britain but rather the changing strategic direction and emphasis of that total war. French said that the Liberal Party, in particular, was wedded to the concept of fighting a detached war through economic strangulation provided by the Royal Navy and the financial support of our allies (French, 2014, p. 8). “The burden of the argument was that there was simply no point in Britain paying the blood tax of a land war if the navy and the French and Russian armies, equipped with British-made supplies, could win the war alone” (French, 2014, p. 8). French contested that this form of total war allowed the continuation of business as usual upon which the entire laissez-faire philosophy of the Liberal Party was based (French, 2014, p. 8). Unfortunately, the strategy was not having the desired effect on Germany. There was understandable dissent from the  French and Russians, who resented the idea that they should do all the fighting. "By the Spring of 1915, it was becoming apparent that business as usual was not winning the war” (French, 2014, p. 8). What emerged as a consequence was a fracture within the Liberal Government fronted by Lloyd George. He became convinced of the need for a large continental army to gain victory on the Western front. For this to occur, conscription and compulsion of economic activity had to follow. These concepts were supported by Unionists such as Bonar Law and Curzon but viewed with horror by most liberals. H W Massingham commented that "one Germany in Europe was sufficient” (Fry, 1988, p.  619). Asquith, Cassar argues, “was cautious at waging all-out war because he wished to preserve, as much as possible, the pre-war social order and its values” (Cassar, 1994, p. 235). Whilst acknowledging the importance of total war, there was a fear that its implementation was a road to ruin. “There was concern over what was temporarily acceptable in wartime and reversible, and what might prove unpalatable but permanent in the long run" (Fry, 1988 p.609). Asquith sought to delay the process. A sensible intermediate tool was introduced before the advent of the Lloyd George Coalition in the form of the War Committee, "By November 1916, however, it was overburdened by unresolved problems, weighed down by personal differences, and unsure whether it could guide the nation to victory” (Fry, 1988, p. 626). 
The pressure imposed by the War, necessitating maximum effort from the economy to succeed, certainly placed pressure on the government. However, was this the main reason for the fall of the Liberal and Coalition Governments? Analysis is difficult because, as Cassar wrote, "The historian's task has been complicated by a paucity of records, conflicting accounts and deliberately distorted testimony” (Cassar, 1994, p. 98). Determining a political causality for the fall of either Government is severely handicapped by the unusual reluctance of the key players to reveal their real motives.
The establishment of the Asquith Coalition has been interpreted as the exclusive product of political manoeuver. Beaverbrook, for example, dismissed the idea that the Shell scandal was responsible for the first step towards compulsion and direction. "To put the truth boldly, it had nothing to do with the Shell scandal and was produced solely and entirely by the dissensions at the Admiralty between Mr Churchill and Lord Fisher, which culminated in Fisher's resignation” (Beaverbrook, 1928  p. 100). According to Beaverbrook, Asquith was forced into coalition because Bonar Law had threatened a full scale and therefore hostile debate on the matter in Parliament. Pugh was not convinced by this argument. According to him, it was unlikely that a government would fall on the strength of a single adverse debate, especially in wartime and given the disproportionate number of Unionist members away on war duty (Pugh, 1974, p. 815). Furthermore, Bonar Law is unlikely to have been the initiator of the process. Writing to Balfour, he declared that "there are only two real alternatives open to us: one is to go on as we are doing, without responsibility and with a very limited amount of criticism.. or to face coalition. The latter proposal I am certainly against.” (Pugh, 1974, p. 823). Instead, Pugh suggests that it was a deliberate strategy on Asquith's part. The motive was fear of the general election he would be obliged to call between December 1915 and January 1916 due to the 1910 Parliament Act (Pugh, 1974, p. 815). Apparently, his main concern was a repeat of the 1900 Khaki election where adverse war news would drive the political agenda. The total war pressure provided by the Shell Scandal, together with the Fisher resignation, was used merely as an excuse to initiate the process (Pugh, 1974, p. 820). Evidence of planning by Asquith is revealed in the composition of his coalition. There were some minor sacrifices such as Haldane and Churchill, but overall, Asquith had "a strategy of neutralising opposition by absorbing the moderate opposition leaders into offices peripheral to the war effort, while subject to a cabinet still dominated by the liberals" (Fraser, 1982, p. 22-23).
Political aspects can also be seen as the point of origin of the Lloyd George Coalition. "Lloyd George’s succession to the office of Prime minister in December 1916 was far from preordained” (Morgan, 2021, p. 10). The cause was political rather than the direct effects of the War. In the end, "Asquith's intransigence made his own departure from office almost inevitable: he left a vacuum that Lloyd George alone could fill” (Morgan, 2021, p. 10). Despite the controversies and political struggle surrounding conscription in the Spring and Summer of 1916, the Asquith Coalition may have survived had some military success been achieved on the Somme (Adams, 2013, p. 271). Instead, there was an increased sense of frustration within Parliament and in particular on the part of Lloyd George. As early as January 1916, Lloyd George had expressed his doubts over Asquith's general strategy in a letter to Austen Chamberlain. "We must win even though we win in rags. The notion of keeping up our trade as if there were no war is fatal” (Fry, 1988, p. 617). The number of committees dedicated to running the war was inversely proportional to the success they achieved. At the heart of the faltering mechanism was the War Committee, which by November 1916 "was overburdened by unresolved problems, weighed down by personal differences and unsure whether it could guide the nation to victory” (Fry, 1988, p. 626). The disagreement over Lloyd George's proposal to reform the War Committee led to the final,  complicated and conclusive showdown between himself and Asquith as Prime Minister and, in turn, to his fall from power. Asquith clearly sensed the danger of him being "dissociated" with the reduced committee although retaining a veto. He gambled that he was more irreplaceable than Lloyd George without realising that his political capital was largely exhausted. Lord Crewe concluded, "A survey of these quickly succeeding events compels the conclusion that the issue depended more upon a clash of personalities than any basic contradiction of principles” (Asquith, 1928, p. 135). 
In political terms, the first two years of the Great War marked the passing of the last Liberal Government and its succession by two Coalitions. Both of these Coalitions were imperfect in their composition. The significant appointments in the Asquith version were almost entirely Liberal, whilst within the Lloyd George incarnation, they were mostly Unionist. Coalition, of course, does not necessarily imply cooperation. In fact, they are likely to be mutually exclusive. " From the start Asquith's new coalition was plagued by intrigue and dissension” (Morgan, 2021, p. 10). Whilst some form of cooperation was restored under Asquith's Opposition; this was more due to his patriotic loyalty and lack of purpose. Within the Lloyd George cabinet, only one voice counted, and that was the Prime Ministers. The total war environment within which these three governments had to operate created a demand for conscription and industrial direction. An inevitable link between these forces and the advent of coalition is only visible in hindsight. For inevitability to be proven implies that coalition is something that could not be prevented. Whilst total war created the background for division and reform, it was the realities of politics and the self-interest of politicians that decided when and in what form action was taken. It was, therefore, something that could have been prevented and consequently was not inevitable. The only total war with an inevitable result was that between Lloyd George and Asquith. At some point, one of them would be displaced.
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