The emergence of political cooperation and coalition government during the First World War in Britain was the inevitable consequence of fighting ‘total war’. Discuss, while comparing the administrations of Herbert Asquith and David Lloyd George.
Throughout human history, political rivalry and infighting has almost always been set aside when faced with a looming exterior enemy and for the most part it was no different in World War One (WW1). In general, the governments of both Asquith and Lloyd George realised that they had to work with old political enemies and try to unify the house of Commons to avoid the seemingly huge threat that Germany posed to Britain’s sovereignty and security. The coalition governments under Lloyd George and Asquith are clear examples pointing to this innate ability to try and essentially ‘survive’ as an establishment and a nation. Of course, not everyone agreed with each other, what with the apparent failure of the Asquith government over the issue of national conscription and Asquith’s apparent lack of willingness to support the war. Thus, while it was clear that not all factions were exactly united, ultimately there is too much significant evidence that presents the inevitability of fighting ‘total war’ causing political cooperation.
Historian, Michael Fry, notes that Lloyd George’s Coalition government of 1916 was an incredibly peculiar time in British politics notably because for perhaps the first time since the government of national unity of William Pitt what one would normally deign to be political rivals actively worked together to completely change the shape of the House of Commons. Before the outbreak of WW1 not one political observer would have suggested that Liberals, Conservatives, and even Labour, could work together in a Government that was essentially Socialist in nature, as the Government themselves perpetuated the notion of all classes and politicians working together for the good of the Liberal nation of Great Britain.[footnoteRef:1] This reinforces the sentiment that the Government was by all means co-operating with one another and that this was because of the general threat posed to Britain by Germany.  [1:  M. Fry. Political change in Britain. (Colombia. University of South Carolina. 1988) p. 1] 

Adding even further to this idea, is the fact that revisionist historians have recently challenged the consensus that Asquith was a weak war leader and by extension a weak politician,[footnoteRef:2] citing the fact that Asquith was more or less an unfortunate victim of circumstance, what with media barons, such as Lord Northcliffe and Lord Beaverbrook, perpetuating the sentiment of Asquith being too inactive and essentially ‘lily-livered’, particularly on the issue of national conscription.[footnoteRef:3] Although in reality, Asquith was never really that responsible for his own downfall, as he was ultimately let down by those around him such as Lord Derby. In fact, Asquith kept the Liberal party alive far longer than it would have perhaps lasted,[footnoteRef:4] since it was fairly well known that David Lloyd George was working with the Conservatives to try and unite a government with him at its helm. Therefore, to delay this until 1916 was a fairly significant achievement, and revisionist historians have indeed noted that, up until things, perhaps inevitably, went wrong for Asquith’s government, his coalition government was no less united than that of David Lloyd George’s.[footnoteRef:5] With Lynch noting that in terms of actual economic policy Lloyd George and Asquith were not that different, [footnoteRef:6] as Lloyd George initially agreed with the policy of ‘Business as usual’ coined by Churchill until it became clear that more resources and labour  needed to by employed.[footnoteRef:7] [2:  J. Davis. A History of Britain, 1885-1939. (London. Macmillan Press LTD. 1999) p.123]  [3:  A. J. P. Taylor, Beaverbrook (New York: Simon and Schuster. 1972), p. I02.]  [4:  J. Davis. A History of Britain, 1885-1939. (London. Macmillan Press LTD. 1999) p.129]  [5:  Ibid. p. 129]  [6:  M. Lynch. Lloyd George and the Liberal Dilemma. (London. British Library Cataloguing. 1993) p. 42]  [7:  Ibid. p.74] 

However, the fact that there was quite a significant portion of political upheaval, particularly in 1916, clearly presents something of an oxymoron since clearly the population riled against the Asquith Liberal government which was deemed ineffectual (regardless of whether it was or not), which ultimately led to political upheaval. In addition, as noted by Fry, [footnoteRef:8] political chaos, in which there was a massive amount of factionalism between Lloyd George with Asquith being moderate and Lloyd George radical.[footnoteRef:9] This was entirely unique since this was clear a polarisation within a political the Liberal party. This is almost certainly what doomed it and led to the resurgence of the Conservative party and the rise of Labour. These are historic and pivotal moments in British politics, since they led to a complete overhaul of the political hierarchy. Such a movement clearly suggests that there was not so much political co-operation as originally thought, since clearly the Liberal party itself was not united. This is argued by the historian Lynch, who suggests that Lloyd George had something of a ‘Liberal Dilemma’ and that ultimately Lloyd George’s policies were more reactionary to events, rather than following a specific political belief.[footnoteRef:10] This was a clear polarisation between the two factions, as well as the systematic destruction of Asquith’s political reputation. Interestingly, this was despite the fact that Lloyd George initially supported the Asquith government, since he believed it to be capable of perpetuating the notion of centrist politics. However, Taylor[footnoteRef:11] suggests that Lloyd was seen by the general public as more of an extremist figure, in that his supporters were portrayed as more ‘grass roots’, in that they were not bankers or merchants and that this did wonders for Lloyd George’s image. This clearly emphasises the fact that there was a huge political polarisation within the Liberal party, one that was extremely reformist and was also seen to be conservative. This clearly shows a lack of unity and co-operation, and judging by this evidence, it is very difficult to suggest that the only real coalitions and governmental unity were by name only. [8:  M. Fry. Political change in Britain. (Colombia. University of South Carolina. 1988) p. 1]  [9:  M. Lynch. Lloyd George and the Liberal Dilemma. (London. British Library Cataloguing. 1993) p. 42]  [10:  M. Lynch. Lloyd George and the Liberal Dilemma. (London. British Library Cataloguing. 1993) p. 18]  [11:  A.J.P Taylor. Lloyd George twelve essays (London: Hamilton. 1971)] 

Nevertheless, the fact still remains, that even though there undoubtedly was a large number of private political dealings in the coalition although this was not exactly indicative of anything that different from normality in politics. The coalition governments, particularly that of Lloyd George’s, were a venerable collection of various parties each with their own differing political aims, but who were united under a single goal; that being Britain’s victory in the First World War which clearly overshadowed all other objectives. To achieve this, Britain needed to have a strong political base on which to stand, so that its economic policy and industry could keep up with demands. The point being here that, because Britain was ultimately united in the Commons, it was fairly easy for industrial demand (for things such as ammunition and equipment) to be met.  This was because, during the War, Britain had a reformist Liberal government which allowed women to take up positions in Industry, which they otherwise never would have, and as result of this, it essentially kept Britain in the War, since demand was obviously incredulously high, and this workforce was able to meet these demands.[footnoteRef:12] As Sheffield notes, prior to 1914, Britain was not as scientifically or industrially advanced as France or Germany, but during the War, several key advancements were made, since the united government increased spending and greatly invested in industry;[footnoteRef:13] for example, by 1918 Britain had built the world’s first heavy bomber, and in 1919 had built an aircraft that was capable of transatlantic flight, as James notes.[footnoteRef:14] These technological and industrial advancements could simply not have been made had the Government not increased spending and investment in this sector, which furthermore could only have happened if the governments of both Asquith and Lloyd George realised the demand Britain needed and had taken steps to ensure that this demand was met. Had there not been a coalition government at the time, then it would have simply been impossible to pass the necessary legislation needed to meet the required demands. By far the most important point that can be garnered from this is that the coalition that passed the necessary legislation which greatly helped Britain’s industry and this, it could well be argued, helped win the war, but it would not have happened had there not been this sense of urgency to work in coalition with all sectors. Had the government not done this, then their policies would have been far more laissez-faire and not as effective but because the government realised the need for collusion this was avoided and clearly this shows that, because of industrial and economic need, this inevitably led to political cooperation and was a result of fighting ‘total war’. [12:  A. G. V Simmonds, Britain and World War One. (Abingdon: Routledge. 2012)  p.40]  [13:  G. Sheffield. A Short History of the First World War. (London. Oneworld Publications. 2014) p. 149]  [14:  R.R. James. The British Revolution. (London. Hamish Hamilton. 1977) p. 83] 

However, not all policy was exactly successful, especially David Lloyd George’s military policy, as there were suspicions that he was withholding troops, and that the British troops simply were not prepared, or even well enough equipped, to win the war.[footnoteRef:15] These fears were ignited when the German Kaiserschlaut offensive of 1918, initially made massive inroads into Allied territory. Historian Woodward expands on this by noting that even general Douglas Haig believed David Lloyd George to be ‘an organiser of defeat’ and he goes on to suggest that the only real reason the British won the war was because Germany’s economic and military situation was even worse than Britain’s,[footnoteRef:16] and also because of the advancing American forces. This odd lack of confidence in the coalition government during this time, was personified by the fact that the Liberal member Sir Godfrey Baring raised poignant questions as to how the British army positions could be essentially rolled over with relative ease and questioned whether Lloyd George was ‘starving’ the army of resources and manpower.[footnoteRef:17] This lack of faith in the coalition government was apparently exemplary of a lack of cohesion in the government, as these types of questions would simply not have happened in a government that was united. Therefore, despite the fact that it is true that coalition governments are often formed in times of crisis, this is a clear example of how if a coalition government looks as if it is losing then it will likely fall apart; as it so very nearly did for David Lloyd George.[footnoteRef:18] [15:  D. Woodward. Did Lloyd George starve the army? (Huntington. The Historical Journal. 1984) p. 241]  [16:  Ibid p. 241]  [17:  Ibid. 242]  [18:  D. French. The Strategy of the Lloyd George Coalition, 1916-1918. (Oxford. Oxford University Press) p. 139] 

Also, another problem that the government faced was that the coalition government, led by Asquith, was rife with political drama and a lot of embarrassment which befell Asquith and his supporters,[footnoteRef:19] although this was certainly not helped by the intervention of media barons, such as Lord Northcliffe.[footnoteRef:20] However, the actions of Asquith and his subordinates definitely did not help matters, for example Asquith himself sent many love letters to socialite Venetia Stanley that made it all too easy for them to muddy his reputation. Thus, despite the fact that Asquith himself was not actually a bad political operator; as he successfully kept the Liberal Party united and strong for quite some time, despite its unenviable position during the war, the fact still remains that a lot of his policies were not exactly popular.  [19:  R.R James. The British Revolution. (London. Hamish Hamilton. 1977) p. 40]  [20:  Jenkins, R. Asquith. (London: Collins. 1964) p. 450] 

James mentions that the Liberal party was very much preoccupied by domestic affairs and that the reason they were not exactly popular is that they were seen as far too conservative.[footnoteRef:21] This would explain the sudden shift in popularity towards David Lloyd George. In addition, other failures took their toll on Asquith’s government, for example the Derby Scheme, [footnoteRef:22]  which was offered as an alternative to forced conscription was a complete failure, since by the time it was set up in 1916 the War had been going on for a couple of years and it was already fairly well known just how high the mortality rate was.[footnoteRef:23] Also, Asquith’s reaction to the Suffragette Movement was met with criticism, both at the time and by later historians for essentially ignoring it;[footnoteRef:24] this only furthered his image as that of a weak and inactive leader. Furthermore, from the memoirs of Asquith’s son, Herbert,[footnoteRef:25] it was clear that Asquith never really desired war and thought the whole thing pointless, so was not exactly motivated for politics especially when his eldest son Raymond died in the war. By this point, even Asquith himself remarked that his policies during the War were a mistake.[footnoteRef:26] It was perhaps this reason as to why Asquith’s government is viewed today as being nowhere near as successful as that of David Lloyd George’s. [21:  Ibid p. 19]  [22:  J. Grigg. Lloyd George: From Peace to War 1912-1916. (London: Meuthen. 1985.) p.330]  [23:  Z. Steiner. Britain and the First World War. (London. Macmillan Press LTD. 1977.) P. 183]  [24:  S. Koss. Asquith. (London. Hamish Hamilton. 1985) p.223]  [25:  H. Asquith. Moments of Memory. (London. Hamiliton. 1937) p. 194]  [26:  Jenkins, R. Asquith. (London: Collins. 1964) p. 415] 

However, perhaps the key reason why the Government of David Lloyd George is seen by most modern-day historians to be somewhat more successful in government is the fact that Lloyd George and the policies perpetrated by his coalition government ultimately won the war. With historians such as Woodward referring to the economic policies laid out by Lloyd George, such as greater state intervention and more expenditure on industry that led to the success of Britain in WW1.[footnoteRef:27] Because of this sheer fact alone the government of David Lloyd George is seen as far more successful than Herbert Asquith’s, although the reasons why Lloyd George’s government had far more success in the war was much more complicated, as in reality, Lloyd George was fortunate in that external factors beyond his control were the greatest contributors to his victory in WW1.  [27:  D. Woodward. Did Lloyd George starve the army? (Huntington. The Historical Journal. 1984) p. 241] 

For example, Germany’s faltering economy and political strife, as well the arrival of the Americans to the Western Front, meant that by 1916 onwards when Germany never achieved the decisive and quick victory it needed to expand, it was all but doomed.[footnoteRef:28] Therefore, one could argue with reasonable certainty that the government of Lloyd George was ultimately helped by sheer luck and by the fact that after Asquith’s fall, the necessity for at least some level of co-operation was necessary due to the political upheaval Lloyd George’s ascension caused. Furthermore, this point exemplifies the fact that during the transitional period between the governments of David Lloyd George and Herbert Asquith this was quite clearly not a period of political co-operation for fairly apparent reasons, since during this period in 1916, the focus was much more on how much of a positive shift Lloyd George would cause as it was believed and stated that he would be far more active and decisive than Asquith,[footnoteRef:29] which almost proved to be somewhat untrue since he was accused of withholding troops and supplies.[footnoteRef:30] But ultimately this lack of success and a surprising reliance on luck, as well as obvious political divides clearly reflect the lack of political co-operation in the coalition governments. [28:  G. Sheffield. A Short History of the First World War. (London. Oneworld Publications. 2014) p. 165]  [29:  J.M. McEwen. Northcliffe and Lloyd George at War, 1914-1918. (Cambridge. Cambridge University Press. 1981) p. 864]  [30:  D. Woodward. Did Lloyd George starve the army? (Huntington. The Historical Journal. 1984) p. 241] 

[bookmark: _GoBack]On the actual nature of 'total war' itself, 'total war' is a state where all resources are committed to fighting the war itself, and Britain, like so many other countries in the war, halted production of other industries in order to focus entirely on the war industry. This of course led to a reduction of production in areas such as food. This gives credence to the idea that the main reason for why the government of Herbert Asquith fell so quickly was that because the overall standard of living fell fairly dramatically and as a result because of the necessity for Britain to go to a state of 'total war', despite Asquith’s clear reluctance to do so.[footnoteRef:31] it then led to political unrest and rebellion because, as Davis explains, ‘it was essential to give civilians and soldiers a reason to keep fighting.’[footnoteRef:32] For Asquith ultimately to do that, this leads to something of an oxymoron, since instead of causing political co-operation and unity it very much caused the opposite effect to occur. This therefore is the evidence given by traditionalist historians, such as James, who argues that it was Asquith’s failure to commit to the notion of total war that was the key reason for his downfall,[footnoteRef:33] as exemplified by his refusal to commit to national conscription and his overall lack of support for the war, as shown by the memoirs of his son Herbert. [footnoteRef:34]Clearly then this gives credit to the traditionalist view of Asquith’s government, in that it was riddled by political infighting and virtually no co-operation. It also did not help matters that Asquith himself was also focused mainly on dealing with the troubles in Ireland and in his own words Ireland and its Nationalist movement was far more threatening than Germany ever was, Ferguson even goes further to suggest that the only real reason he declared war on Germany was that he was a ‘Germanophobe’.[footnoteRef:35] Therefore, this clearly highlights the fact that he was not an effective leader for Britain and as a result not prepared for total war. [31:  P. Clarke. Hope and Glory. (London. Penguin Books. 1996) p.73]  [32:  J. Davis. A History of Britain, 1885-1939. (London. Macmillan Press LTD. 1999) p. 136]  [33: Ibid.  p. 44]  [34:  H. Asquith. Moments of Memory. (London. Hamiliton. 1937) p. 194]  [35:  N. Ferguon. The Pity of War. (London. Penguin Books. 1998) p.58] 

However, revisionists such as Fry point out that Asquith was in fact well aware of what a war with Germany could mean, the memoirs of Herbert Asquith clearly show this.[footnoteRef:36] Therefore, by extension, if Asquith knew the consequences of what intervening in Belgium and France would mean, then he therefore must have known that WW1 would be a 'total war'. Indeed, Cassar refers to the fact that new advancements were made in the industrial sector and that this was the reason that Britain was ultimately able to win the war,[footnoteRef:37] on the back of its industry, and that these developments were made during the government of Asquith. It is fairly undeniable that David Lloyd George’s government had greater unity, since by this point the need for co-operation was obvious despite all the political disagreements that quite clearly did occur during the time. Therefore, if anything, the actual differences between the two are actually far smaller than originally thought, as both had their fair share of challenges and disagreements, but the reasons Asquith’s government is seen as a failure is that his government ultimately fell apart.[footnoteRef:38] Traditionalists would argue that this is because of his failure to adapt to 'total war', but in reality, Asquith knew full well what was necessary but was failed by other circumstances; such as the disastrous Gallipoli campaign and the failure of the Derby Scheme. As a result of this evidence, revisionist historians have reflected the fact that his rule was not so different than David Lloyd George’s,[footnoteRef:39] in that both were governments of national unity and both fit that description fairly well. [36:  H. Asquith. Moments of Memory. (London. Hamiliton. 1937) p. 196]  [37:  G. Cassar. Asquith as War Leader. (London: Hutchinson. 1994) p. 84]  [38:  Ibid, p. 44]  [39:  Ibid p. 85] 

In conclusion, based on the given evidence it is clear that the emergence of political cooperation and coalition government, during WW1 in Britain, was the inevitable consequence of fighting 'total war', based on facts such as the clear need for governmental stimulation of the industrial sector to meet demand. Thus, whilst there were clear disagreements between parties and internally, the apparent threat by German Imperialism clearly caused unity in the face of external opposition. Also, there is further evidence that Asquith and Lloyd George were not that different in terms of war-time policy, as initially Lloyd George was somewhat in agreement with the ‘Business as Usual’ strategy that Asquith employed, until it became obvious that more resources needed to be used. Therefore, one could suggest that Asquith had tried to avoid ‘total war’ but ultimately both men saw the need for political co-operation as it soon became clear that this was needed and both made significant attempts to unite their respective governments.
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