LABOUR VANGUARD, TORY BASTION, OR THE
TRIUMPH OF NEW LIBERALISM? MANCHESTER
POLITICS 1900 TO 1914 IN COMPARATIVE
PERSPECTIVE

Politics in the Manchester area before the First World War
had, it seems, something for everyone. Labour historians
have emphasised a rich socialist tradition and especially
effective local organisation which, arguably, placed Man-
chester at the forefront of Labour’s pre-1914 advance. Oth-
ers, such as Clarke and - to a lesser degree — Tanner, high-
light a dynamic Liberal Party, re-invigorated by- the
reforming policies of the New Liberalism, as the key force in
local politics. Still others note the continued strength of pop-
ular Conservatism in the area.' This article opens with a re-
assessment of Manchester’s pre-1914 political reputation. It
will be argued that popular support for Labour in Man-
chester was unexceptional when compared to other cities.
Labour’s strength was geographically and socially concen-
trated in a relatively small section of the city. There were
few signs in 1914 that, even if freed from the fetters of a
restrictive franchise, Labour in Manchester was on the
verge of significant electoral gains. Similarly, the much
vaunted ‘New Liberal’ revival, arguably, had only modest
popular appeal in Manchester. For Labour and Liberal,
much hung upon the fortunes of the ‘progressive alliance’
between these two parties. In Manchester the alliance
worked to the advantage of both partners and remained
robust up to the First World War. Manchester Conser-
vatism performed disastrously at the General Elections of
1906 and 1910. Nonetheless, it is suggested here that sup-
port for popular Conservatism remained buoyant and that
of all three main parties the Conservatives had least to fear
from the underlying political trends in Edwardian Man-
chester.

A second section examines relationships between the social
composition of Manchester communities and their electoral
behaviour, The influence of religion, ethnicity and social class
upon political choice are all explored. All were important,
although religion and social class appear to have had most
impact upon political outcomes. Clear patterns emerge con-
cerning the social characteristics of areas of, in particular,
Labour and Conservative strength. In keeping with the theme of
this special issue the main focus is on Labour. Some conclu-
sions are drawn about the social conditions in which Labour
thrived in Edwardian Manchester, and the limits this imposed
upon the Party’s prospects for further growth. These social fac-
tors are also explored in comparative perspective, in order to
better assess their significance, both for Manchester, and for
Labour more generally.

Tony Adams

Manchester Politics Compared

Manchester is often seen as an area of Labour success before
1914.7 Certainly, as Declan McHugh points out elsewhere in
this volume, Manchester Labour was far stronger than its coun-
terparts in neighbouring Salford and Stockport.' However,
when compared with a broader range of large urban centres
Manchester falls into the middle yank. Labour performed better
in Manchester than in Tory strongholds such as Liverpool and
Sheffield, but remained some distance behind the ‘vanguard’
cities of Leicester, Leeds and Bradford.

Labour’s performance in the last three-year cycle of City Coun-
cil elections before the outbreak of the First World War, high-
lights both Manchester’s standing and Labour’s variable per-
formance across the country. In the three elections from 1911 to
1913, Manchester returned fifteen Labour councillors - a
respectable total by the standards of the time. That said, Man-
chester was a very large authority, with a total of 105 seats
clected over that three-year cycle. In addition to Labour’s fif-
teen, 27 Liberal and 55 Conservative Councillors were
returned.’

Nonetheless, when compared to nearby Salford and Stockport,
Manchester Labour resembled a beacon of achievement (see
Table 1). In Manchester, Labour secured 14.3% of all the avail-
able Council seats between 1911 and 1913. In the same period
Labour in Stockport and Salford obtained only 4.2% and 2.3%
respectively.® Such figures serve to underline the region’s repu-
tation as a stronghold of ‘popular Conservatism’. Even in
Wolverhampton, established in the recent work of Jon
Lawrence as a centre of working-class Conservatism, Labour
acquired a slightly more respectable 8.3% of council seats over
the same three-year period.® Also in the mid-range, slightly
behind Manchester, lies Bristol with 10.1%.” At the top of this
particular table were Leeds and Leicester with 27.1% and
29.2% respectively.® Cities like these were the real centres of
Labour success in municipal politics before 1914. In Leicester,
Leeds and Bradford, Labour appeared close to challenging the
Liberal and Conservative parties on an equal footing.” In munic-
ipal politics Manchester Labour was still very much the third
party, more than the marginal force it remained in Stockport and
Salford, but not yet capable of posing a serious threat to the
main parties.




Table 1: Labour Councillors as a Percentage of All
Elected Councillors in Selected Municipalities 1911-13

Municipality Labour Percentage
1911-1913
Leicester _ 292
Leeds - 27.1
Manchester 14.3
Bristol 10.1
Wolverhampton 8.3
Stockport ) 4.2
Salford 2.3

It might be objected that, in the Manchester area municipal
results provide a false picture, and that Labour fared rather bet-
ter in parliamentary elections before 1914, The return of three
Labour MPs for Manchester constituencies, and one in the dou-
ble member Stockport seat, after 1906 suggests that the area
was, after all, one of some strength for Labour." Two points
should be made. First, all the successful Labour candidates ben-
efited greatly from Liberal support in straight fights against
Conservative opponents. These victories were then, rather more
evidence of support for the ‘progressive alliance’, than a popu-
lar endorsement of independent Labour politics." A point
underlined in Manchester South-West. Labour won the seat in
1906, with considerable Liberal assistance, in a straight fight
against the Conservatives. However, in January 1910 Labour
finished a poor third when faced by Liberal and Conservative
opposition.”” Secondly, in two of the three parliamentary seats
held continuously by Labour between 1906 and 1914, parlia

J.R. Clynes M.P. Labour Representative for Manchester North
East.

mentary success did not appear to be founded on broader sup-
port in the locality. In J. R, Clynes’ overwhelmingly working
class constituency, Manchester North-East, Labour remained
very much the third party in municipal politics. Between 1906
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and 1913 wards within Manchester North-East returned nine-
teen Conservative councillors to the Liberal’s six, while Labour
secured only four.” Again in Stockport, where Wardle repre-
sented the seat for Labour, the Tories dominated the municipal
elections between 1909 and 1913 taking 46 seats to the Liber-
als 29. Three Labour councillors were returned, only one of
whom actually won a contested election.” Gorton proved the
exception. Here Labour dominated both municipal and parlia-
mentary elections. Some of the factors which set Gorton apart
are discussed below.

Labour MPs were returned for two further Manchester seats for
part of the post-1906 period. In Manchester South-West Kelley
represented the seat for Labour between 1906 and 1910. Hav-
ing lost the seat in January 1910 Labour claims to the seat there-
after rested on weak foundations indeed. There was not a single
Labour councillor returned for the wards in this constituency
between 1906 and 1914. Labour had stronger claims in Man-
chester East, where the seat was held for Labour between 1910
and 1914 by James Sutton a miners’ Checkweighman and local
councilior. In municipal politics Labour strength depended
almost entirely on the miners in the Bradford ward, from where
seven of Labour’s nine councillors were returned. Elsewhere in
the constituency Labour fared poorly. Even in Ardwick with its
large numbers of rail workers — usually seen as strong Labour
supporters — the Tories dominated. Outside the atypical Brad-
ford ward the Tories took thirteen seats, to the Liberal’s five and
Labour’s two.

1t is often thought that one effect of the Lib-Lab pact in con-
stituencies where the Liberals stood aside to allow Labour a
free-run, was for an expansion of Labour’s influence, at the cost
of an increasingly moribund local Liberal party. Once local Lib-
eral associations lost the spur of parliamentary advancement
some contemporaries believed the field would be left clear for
Labour advance.” This does not appear to have happened in
Manchester. As suggested above, even where Labour’s profile
gained the boost of a sitting MP, the party struggled to extend
beyond pre-existing areas of strength. Moreover, the municipal
evidence offers little indication of Liberal decline in such seats.
Manchester East was held by the Liberals from 1906 to 1910
and by Labour from 1910 to 1914, Comparing the two periods
the Liberals fared considerably worse in municipal elections
when the sitting MP was Liberal than during the period after
1910, when the seat was held by Labour.’® Similarly, in Man-
chester South-West the Liberal Party actually performed
slightly better in municipal politics when there was a Labour
MP - 1906 to 1910 — than when under Liberal control between
1910 and the war. In Manchester North-East — held by Labour
from 1906 to the outbreak of wur — there was no deterioration
in the Liberal municipal performance over time (four candi-
dates were returned between 1906 and 1909 and four between
1910 and 1913). Gorton again proved the exception. Here, Lib-
eral municipal performance declined markedly whilst Labour
controlled the parliamentary seat.

To summarise, in the Manchester area Labour performance
before 1914 presents a mixed picture. Municipal performance
was very poor in most of Manchester itself and throughout
neighbouring Stockport and Salford. Only in the Gorton con-
stituency and the neighbouring Bradford ward did Labour sug-
gest it was capable of constructing strongholds in Manchester.
Yet Labour returned MPs from four Manchester seats and one
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of the double-member seats in Stockport before 1914. Thus
Labour strength varied both spatially and according to the
sphere of politics — parliamentary or municipal. The remainder
of this paper explores explanations for these variations. In so
doing, it is intended to shed some light on the factors making
for Labour’s strengths and limitations before 1914.

Municipal Failure — Parliamentary Success

Let us consider Labour’s contrasting performance in municipal
and parliamentary elections first. It is important to note the sim-
ilarities in the performance of Liberal and Labour, the two part-
ners in the ‘progressive alliance’. Like Labour, the Liberal Party
in the Manchester area fared far better in parliamentary than in
municipal politics. These two parties won every seat contested
in parliamentary elections in Manchester and Stockport
between 1906 and 1914 — with the single exception of the three
cornered contest in Manchester South-West in January 1910.
Even in Salford the Tories were the minority party.” In munic-
ipal contests, like Labour, the Liberals lagged well behind the
Tories in all three cities. Indeed by 1913 elected Conservative
Councillors outnumbered their Liberal counterparts by more
than two to one across Manchester, Salford and Stockport.'
This suggests that, both in the minds of the electorate, and in
terms of electoral support Labour and Liberal shared very sim-
ilar profiles.

Although there were differences in the franchise for parliamen-
tary and municipal elections before 1914 these are unlikely to
account for much, if any, of this sharp variation in the parties’
performance.” A more plausible explanation for the ‘progres-
sive’ parties” poor performance in municipal elections after
1906, was as a reaction against their role in Government. We
have become accustomed in recent decades to the party of gov-
ernment receiving short shrift from electors in municipal elec-
tions. Something similar appears to have been occurring during
Liberal and Conservative governments in the early twentieth
century. That said, this would not by itself explain the extent of
Conservative domination of municipal politics in the Manches-
ter area — something not reflected to this degree in many other
parts of the country. Moreover, a truly unpopular government
was unlikely to have performed so well at intervening General
and By-elections.®

It seems likely that there was something about the political
message of Manchester progressivism from 1906, which gained
greater purchase in parliamentary than in municipal politics.
The likeliest explanation surely lies with the popularity of Free
Trade. The Manchester region’s dependence upon international
trade in cotton rendered Conservative tarift policy especially
unpopular. Liberal and Labour, as stout defenders of Free
Trade, from 1906 suddenly found themselves almost unassail-
able at parliamentary elections in former Tory strongholds. The
controversy over trade policy, of course, had little purchase in
municipal politics, where the Tories — for the most part — con-
tinued to dominate the Manchester region.”

Some historians — most notably Peter Clarke — have sought to
play down the contiibution of Free Trade to Liberal and Labour
success. Emphasising instead the popularity, particularly
amongst the working class, of New Liberalism with its promise
of state welfare provision to tackle poverty.”? Significantly,
Clarke pays almost no attention to municipal politics. Arguably,

28

it was here that voters in the Manchester area displayed their
true colours. In the absence of Free Trade as a rallying cry, nei-
ther Labour nor Liberal made any very significant progress in
municipal politics across the area. Without the albatross of tar-
iff reform, Conservatives in municipal politics returned to the
ascendant. Had the parliamentary victories of the two ‘progres-
sive’ parties in and around Manchester been founded upon the
popularity of a New Liberal inspired programine of reforms,
then it would be reasonable 10 expect their fortunes to also rise
in municipal elections. Not least because both the Manchester
Liberal Federation and the local Labour Party, championed a
raft of progressive interventionist policies at municipal elec-
tions.* However, as we have seen, these policies found only
very limited support among the voters. Failure at the municipal
elections suggests that Labour and Liberal parliamentary suc-
cess from 1906 was rather more a function of popular support
for Free Trade than the result of any local working class con-
version to a programme of state intervention either at local or
national level.”

Manchester and the ‘Progressive Alliance’

There remains considerable debate over the contribution made
by the ‘progressive alliance” to Labour’s pre-1914 advance.
Some argue that conflict between Liberal and Labour — largely
generated by the latter’s growing self-confidence and increas-
ingly independent stance — was causing the breakdown of the
alliance.” This argument finds only limited support in Man-
chester. Certainly, it was true that Labour in Manchester repeat-
edly pressed the Liberals to increase the number of parliamen-
tary seats allocated to Labour under the pact. However,
Labour’s January 1910 defeat in the South-West Constituency
in Manchester’s only three-cornered contest in the period
proved salutary. An accommodation between Liberal and
Labour was reached with relative ease at the General Election
of December 1910, and, as Tanner has argued, there appeared
little prospect of conflict at the polls had there been a General
Election in 1915.* There was greater evidence of conflict in
municipal politics. Indeed in Bradford and Openshaw focal Lib-
erals allied themselves with Conservatives during 1908 in
opposition to Labour.” In these atypical areas, Labour, confi-
dent of victory, declined to share the representation of the ward
with the Liberals as part of the three-year rotation. In such cir-
cumstances local Liberal activists turned to the Conservatives
for support. However, there was little sign that either the Man-
chester Liberal Federation, or constituency organisations in
seats where the Liberals stood aside to allow Labour a free run,
seriousty wavered in their support for the ‘progressive alliance’
before 1914.%

In municipal contests between 1906 and 1913 Liberal and
Labour managed, for the most part, to minimise conflict
between themselves, while endeavouring to exert maximum
pressure on the Conservatives.” When Manchester’s municipal
wards are arranged by parliamentary constituency clear patterns
emerge. In municipal politics, Manchester constituencies fell
into one of three categories: first, those where the Liberal Party
was the principal challenger to Conservatisin; second, those
where Labour opposed the Conservatives: and third, seats
where, very largely, Labour and Liberal shared the burden. In
the first category was, Stretford, and the North-West, South and
South-West Manchester constituencies. Across these four con-
stituencies Labour only stood consistently in one ward,
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Longsight, where, having stood a candidate in each year, it
recorded a single success. Elsewhere in this first group of con-
stituencies, between 1906 and 1913 Labour stood on only threc
occasions out of a possible total of 152, none of these three took
place after 1908. The second category contains constituencies
where, in municipal politics, Labour was the principal chal-
lenger to Conservatism. Only the Gorton constituency comes
into this category. Here the Liberal Party stood on only five
occasions from a possible 30. Three of these were in St Mark’s
ward where they remained the principal anti-Tory force. The
only other Liberal candidacies in Gorton occurred before 1910,
offering no support for the view that conflict between the ‘pro-
gressive alliance’ partners was increasing as war approached.”
Three constituencies, Manchester East, North, and North-East
comprised a third category. Here Liberal and Labour largely
shared out the task ot opposing the Conservatives in municipal
elections. In these three seats, straight fights between either one
of the ‘progressive alliance’ partners and the Conservatives,
were nearly five times as frequent as contests involving Liberal
and Labour. Each constituency in this category contained a sin-
gle ward in which almost all contests between Liberal and
Labour were concentrated. In Manchester North-East, for
example, the existence of a double member ward — New Cross
—encouraged all three parties to run at least a single candidate.
Throughout the remainder of the North-East constiniency there
were no municipal contests involving Liberal and Labour after
1906.

Across the city as a whole — including all three of the categories
outlined above — we can identify a total of five wards which, for
want of a better term, might be called ‘battleground’ wards.
Here, local feeling led to the occasional failure of central party
efforts to avoid contests between Liberal and Labour. In the
remaining 29 wards of the city there appears to have been an
increasingly effective tacit agreement. In these 29 wards there
were 92 occasions between 1906 and 1913 when the Conserva-
tives were confronted by what Liberals continued to refer to as
the ‘Progressive Party’, but only seven when Liberal and
Labour stood against each other.” All seven occurred between
1906 and 1909. Thus across Manchester, if we exclude the five
‘battleground” wards, there were no municipal contests involv-
ing both Liberal and Labour after 1909. Indeed, across the
entire city — including the ‘battleground’ wards — the number of
contests between Liberal and Labour was falling — from an
average of 3.25 per year between 1906 and 1909, to 2.5
between 1910 and 1913.

The ‘progressive alliance’ in Manchester would, on these fig-
ures, appear to have been on firm ground. The Manchester Lib-
eral hierarchy had a firm commitment to its survival and were
prepared to make concessions to ensure its success. In Labour
circles there were considerably more doubters. The Manchester
party’s strong soctalist element sought to highlight the ideolog-
ical and poticy differences between Labour and Liberal. Some
argued there was little difference between the two older parties
and that an independent stance would improve Labour’s
prospects in the longer run.” However, Manchester Labour’s
successes before 1914, particularly in parliamentary elections,
were to a considerable degree attributable to the effectiveness
of the ‘progressive alliance’. So, although Labour activists
repeatedly proclaimed their party’s independence, in practice
the tacit electoral pact between Labour and Liberal in Man-
chester was, if anything, growing stronger as the wat

approached. Manchester’s ‘progressive alliance’ was a natural
reaction in a Conservative stronghold. Both Liberal and Labour
had much to gain and little to lose by collaboration.

A comparative perspective suggests that Manchester's ‘pro-
gressive alliance’ brought Labour some limited benefits. Within
the region Labour fared far better where it was able to construct
a working alliance with the Liberal Party than in municipalities
like Stockport and Salford where confrontation was the norm.
That said, in a wider perspective Labour’s municipal perfor-
mance was considerably stronger in Bradford and Leeds, where
any ‘progressive alliance’ had apparently completely col-
lapsed.” Moreover, although cooperation in Manchester proba-
bly secured more seats for both Labour and Liberal, they failed
to remove the Conservatives from power. In cities such as
Leicester and Wolverhampton Lib-Lab co-operation in munici-
pal politics checked the Tory advance.” Not so in Manchester,
where the Conservative Party retained control of the council
throughout our period. Explanations tor such Tory strength in
what was an overwhelmingly working class city are explored
below.

Manchester Politics — Some Social Dimensions

In recent years a number of historians have challenged the
notion that social change, and in particular the rise of class, was
central to increased Labour voting.” There are now few histori-
ans who find evidence for any inexorable march of class poli-
tics during the Edwardian period.™ It is widely accepted that the
majority of manual workers did not vote Labour, and voling
behaviour was largely determined by a range of social and
political factors unrelated to class. That said, although social
class did not predetermine party preference before 1914, it was
nonetheless a factor of considerable significance in large urban
centres such as Manchester. Some of the relationships between
social class and politics in Manchester are analysed below.

One of the greatest difficulties in exploring relationships
between class and voting in this period has been the lack of
accurate social data.” A problem compounded by historians’
concentration upon parliamentary elections. Parliamentary
boundaries typically encompassed a wide array of socially dif-
ferentiated communities. The smaller units associated with
municipal elections allow us to attach more accurate social
labels to a single electoral area, and explore with greater relia-
bility the relationships between voting and socio-economic
characteristics.” In the case of Manchester, T.R. Marrt’s exhaus-
tive and detailed 1904 housing survey, provides a valuable
guide to the social character of local communities.” Marr’s
social data and Manchester’s municipal election results from
1906 to 1913 form the basis of the discussion below.

Using Marr’s housing survey, Manchester’s municipal wards
have been placed into five categories (Table 2). The first of
these consists of ten ‘slum’ wards. Here, ‘slum’ and unmod-
ernised ‘back to back’ housing accounted for at least 50% of
housing. In a second category of seven wards, better quality
working class housing predominated. These are described
below as the ‘bye-law’ wards. Most housing in these wards was
governed by post-1875 Corporation regulations. Here were to
be found extensive areas of through terraced housing in the
‘Coronation Street’ style, so often associated with northern
urban towns in this period.® Third, a group of four ‘business’




wards formed the commercial heart of the city and were domi-
nated by offices, warchouses and shops." The eight wards
where suburban housing predominated comprise a fourth cate-
gory. And lastly, there were five wards in Manchester which
included a range of housing types and where no one housing
type was dominant. These wards are described below as
‘socially mixed’.

Table 2: Manchester's Pre-1914 Municipal Wards Arranged by
Principal Housing Type.
[Following T.R. Mair.]

SLUM BYE-LAW | BUSINESS | SUBURBAN |SOCIALLY
L ] MIXED

St George's | Blackley Exchange Didsbury Cheetham

| & Moston 1

Medlock Bradford St Ann’s Levenshulme |Longsight

| Street | ] | North |

All Saint’s [ Gorton Oxford Levenshulme [Newton
North ~South Heath

New Cross | Gorton St James’ Rusholme Moss Side
South I |East

St Clement’s | Harpurhey Withington |St Luke’s |

St Michael’s | Openshaw | Crumpsall |

Miles St Mark's | Chorlton

Plauing - ] |

Collegiate Moss Side

| Church ! West

|St John's ]

Ardwick |

Figure 1: Manchester Labour 1906-13. Number of Municipal
Election Wins in Each Category of Ward
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Labour - Strengths and Weaknesses

As illustrated in Fig. 1, the prospects of Labour success were
strongly related to social composition. Unsurprisingly, Labour
failed to win any seats in either the ‘suburban’ or the ‘business’
wards, and had only a single success in the ‘socially mixed’
wards. These three categories account for just over half Man-
chester’s municipal seats, all of which contained a strong mid-
dle-class presence. Labour secured only one of the 136 council
seats available between 1906 and 1913 in this half of the city.

We might expect Labour to fare better in wards where the elec-
torate consisted overwhelmingly of manual workers. However,
there was great unevenness here. Manchester’s ‘slum’ wards
elected 88 councillors between 1906 and 1913 — Labour was
returned only six times. Of these, two were in the double mem-
ber seat of New Cross, at elections where the Conservatives did
not stand a second candidate. Labour only out-polled a Tory
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candidate in New Cross once in our period, in 1911 when T.R.
Marr — a prominent campaigner against slum housing —
mobilised a considerable personal vote to finish second behind
the other Tory candidate. Elsewhere in stumdom, Labour also
won twice in Ardwick, probably with the support of many of the
wards numerous rail workers. But even here, in Manchester’s
principal ‘railway ward’, the Conservatives won three times as
many seats as Labour, gaining support via the politics of drink
and religious education.*

Figure 2: Number of Municipal Election Victories per Party in
‘Bye-Law’ Wards 1906-13

[l .ABOUR [l TORY

LIBERAL| |IND.

Labour’s great strength lay in the ‘bye-law’ wards where hous-
ing was of a better standard (see Fig. 2). It seems probable that
workers in these wards, were less likely to be engaged in the
casual trades associated with the city centre ‘slum’ wards. The
more modern housing — or at least modernised housing — which
characterised Labour’s strong wards typically commanded
higher rents.** Regularity of employment and possibly also
higher wages would have been important factors in enabling
manual workers to afford such rents. It seems then, that Labour
voters were to be found less among manual workers in general,
than among the more respectable sort, where insecurity was less
common. It is likely that in these areas trade union and cooper-
ative society membership was higher. Concentrations of highly
unionised workers lay at the core of Labour’s success in such
strongholds as Bradford, where miners were to the fore, as well
as Gorton and Openshaw with their extensive engineering
works.* Blackley and Moston, despite a semi-rural location,
also returned a number of Labour councillors almost certainly
with the votes of workers at the Moston Colliery and the nearby
Newton Heath carriage works.*

Within this group of ‘bye-law’ wards Labour was least success-
ful in Harpurhey and St Marks. Before 1914 Harpurhey ward
included some slum housing in Collyhurst. The combined pres-
ence of an Irish community with the city’s largest and most
active working class Orange Order, made Collyhurst a centre of
ethnic and sectarian conflict.” This may have given a Conserv-
ative Party pledged to defend Church and Monarchy greater
purchase among Protestant workers in the avea. For at least a
part of our period, the Conservatives were also able to garner
votes from Catholics attracted by the Tory commitment to pub-
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lic funding for Catholic — and Anglican — denominational
schools.” Nonetheless Labour won the ward on three occasions
between 1906 and 1913.

St Mark’s, which lay between West Gorton and Belle Vue Gar-
dens, was the only ward in this category where Labour failed to
win a seat. Local Liberals appear to have successfully retained
the ‘progressive’ mantle in the ward, which may have con-
tributed to Labour’s apparent difficulty in establishing an effec-
tive local presence. Conservative candidates found some suc-
cess with both religious schooling and the drink question.
Nonetheless, by 1913 Labour were clearly regarded as a con-
siderable threat to the Conservatives in St Mark’s, and duly reg-
istered a marked increase in its share of the vote.™

Figure 3: Number of Municipal Election Victories per Party in
‘Slum’ Wards 1906-13
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Just as striking as Labour’s strength in the ‘bye-law’ wards was
Tory domination of the slums (sec Fig. 3). Manchester’s exten-
sive slums were contained within a ring of wards adjoining
Manchester’s central business district. To the south and west lay
St John's, St George’s in Hulme, Medlock Street, and All
Saints. In the South East, Ardwick and then, further east and
north in and around Ancoats, were New Cross, St Clement’s, St
Michael’s and Miles Platting. Collegiate Church — which
included Victoria Station — completed the encirclement to the
north.” Not only did the Conservatives secure the lion’s share
of ‘slum’ seats, but, as Fig. 4 shows, the ‘stums’ were actually
the Tories strongest area. Thus, the Conservative Party averaged
5.5 councillors for the ten ‘slum’ wards between 1906 and
1913, but only 4.8 and 4.6 for the business and suburban wards.
Figure 4: Conservative wins in Municipal Elections 1906-13.
Average Number of Wins in Each Category.

It is often assumed that slum-dwellers were very largely
excluded from the Edwardian electoral register, and hence that
shopkeepers and other middle class occupants of these inner
city wards provided the bedrock of Tory support.” More recent
work has shown that even the poorest were able to vote under
the ‘householder’ franchise. That said, it remains probable that
slum-dwellers were under-represented amongst the electorate
as a result of the requirement for 12 months continuous resi

Figure 4: Conservative Wins in Municipal Elections 1906-13.

Average No. of Wins in Each Category
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dence. In Edwardian slum districts repeated moves i order to
stay one step ahead of the rent collector often proved a neces-
sity of life.”’ Nonetheless, the conduct of politics in these wards
strongly suggests that candidates were bidding for support from
a predominantly working class electorate. Candidates of all par-
ties — but especially Labour and Conservative — seemingly lost
no opportunity to inform electors that they were either of, or for,
the working class.™

Municipal Politics and the Manchester Irish

The Conservative grip on Manchester’s ‘slum’ wards was not
completely secure. The Liberal Party secured slightly under a
quarter of all ‘slum’ seats and Labour around seven per cent
(see Fig. 3). It is tempting to attribute these Conservative
defeats, at least in part, to Nationalist feeling among the well-
organised and flourishing ‘Irish” communities in inner city
Manchester.™ Among committed Irish Nationalists a vote for
the Tory champions of the Union was anathema. However, in
Manchester’s ‘Irish’ communities Nationalist appeals for a Lib-
eral or Labour vote were counteracted by the Catholic Church
which generally urged support for Conservative candidates in
defence of Church schools. 1t is usually argued that the Nation-
alists obtained the bulk of the ‘lrish’ vote for either Liberal or
Labour.™ Most conteniporary observers support this view for
Parliamentary contests, when Home Rule often figured promi-
nently. Municipal contests suggest a different pattern. The
smaller units used for Council elections provide a greater focus
on the political choices made by Manchester’s ‘Irish” commu-
nities. Perhaps surprisingly, Liberal and Labour actually per-
formed poorly in wards with a strong ‘lrish” presence. Min-
chester contained five wards where the ‘Irish’ community was
particularly active in local politics — St Michael’s, New Cross,
Miles Platting and Harpurhey, all in and around Ancoats, and St
George’s in Hulme. Of these, all except Harpurhey were pre-
dominantly slum areas.” Across all five ‘lrish” wards between
1906 and 1913 the Conservatives won 29 seats — 60% of the
total — to Labour’s seven and the Liberal’s twelve (see Fig. 5).



Figure 5: Number of Municipal Victories per Party in
Manchester ‘Irish” Wards 1906-13.
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How can we account for the scale ol Conservative success in
Manchester’s “Irish” wards? First, it should be remembered that
even where the ‘Irish’ were most heavily concentrated they only
accounted for roughly half the population. Thus, Conservative
strength in ‘Irish” Manchester may, in large part, reflect the host
majority’s hostility to the “Irish> community. These were, after
all, the areas in which conflicts over employment, housing and
religious expression were most acute.” Second, the issue of
denominational schools had its greatest impact in ‘Irish’
Catholic wards. It is noticcable that the Conservative grip on
the ‘Irish’ wards slipped slightly after 1910, when the threat to
denominational school funding had receded and the Catholic
Church curtailed its efforts to support Conservative candi-
dates.”” Conservative decline may also have been affected by
the renewed prominence of Home Rule for Ireland after 1910.%
Nonetheless, in this later period between 1910 and 1913, the
Conservatives remained the dominant party in the ‘Irish’ wards
with 54.2% of seats to Labour’s 20.8% and the Liberal’s 25%.

Third, and probably least significant, was the questionable
impact of Irish Nationalist interventions. Even in the ‘Irish’
wards endorsement by Irish Nationalist organisations, such as
the United Irish League (hereafter U.L.L.), often proved a mixed
blessing for both Labour and Liberal candidates. Thus, when
Labour received the support of the U.LL. in St George’s in 1910
they finished bottom of the poll.”” Similarly, in New Cross —
which included much of Ancoats — James French, described as
an ‘Irish Nationalist and Labour’ candidate, finished last in
1909, some 234 votes behind his ‘Labour’ running mate in this
double member seat.” The following year the Liberal candidate
in New Cross received U.LL. endorsement and, like his prede-
cessor, tinished bottom of the poll behind the Tory and Labour
candidates.”

The Irish presence in Manchester seems to have had a complex
and mixed impact upon the city’s municipal politics. Commu-
nity and Nationalist leaders gave strong support to the anti-Tory
parties — this usually meant the Liberals.®” On the other hand, a
strong ‘Irish” presence appears to have given Tory politics
greater purchase among host communities in ‘lrish’ areas.

When, in addition, the Catholic Church managed to secure a
section of the ‘Irish” vote for Conservatism over denomina-
tional schools, then the ‘Irish’ wards, paradoxically, became
Conservative strongholds. The Nationalist community leaders
appear to have delivered a strong vote for Labour or, more usu-
ally, Liberal from within the ‘Irish’ community — but this was
usually insufficient to win seats. Moreover, on some occasions
Nationalist endorsement appears to have driven away a number
of voters who otherwise supported the anti-Tory parties,

Before 1914 support rom Manchester’s ‘lrish® voters —
arguably the only section of the unskilled workers to turn its
back in significant numbers on Toryism — did not then act as a
the Trojan horse that transported Labour into the inner city.
Although younger, active Irish Nationalists were apparently
moving from Liberal to Labour, especially in the later part of
our period, Labour made only very limited progress among the
‘Irish’ electorate in municipal contests.”* Labour candidates
were slightly more successtul in the “Irish” wards between 1910
and 1913 than they had been during the four previous years.
However, even during this later period Labour remained very
much the third party in Irish Manchester.*

Labour claimed to be the political representative of the working
class in Manchester. In reality, before 1914 it represented only
a particular section of that class. Labour prospered where the
workers were relatively affluent, and relatively free from causal
employment. Manchester’s male Labour voters were most
likely to be employed in manufacturing industry or those sec-
tions of the transport industry, like rail, where employment had
become regularised. On the other hand, in the commercial heart
of Manchester — where housing was poor and overcrowded, and
causal employment characterised the transportation, storage
and selling of goods in and around the city’s many markets —
Labour was a marginal presence.

The Social Dimension in Comparative Perspective.

Comparison with other urban centres lends further support to
the view that Manchester’s social and economic geography was
closely related to the voting behaviour of its citizens. A number
of historians have argued that religion, in the form of a defen-
sive and relatively militant Protestantism was the key factor
underpinning the strength of Toryism across much of Lan-
cashire, including Manchester itself.” Arguably social and eco-
nomic factors also help explain why Labour in Manchester fell
behind its counterparts elsewhere.

The following section compares Manchester with Leicester and
Wolverhampton. Leicester is chosen as an example of Labour
municipal success. Wolverhampton, in contrast, is typically
viewed as an industrial city where Conservatism was particu-
larly strong (see Table 1).*

The first thing to note is that in both Leicester and Wolver-
hampton the slum area was far smaller than in Manchester. In
Manchester, over 30% of city councillors were returned by the
city’s ten ‘slum’ wairds. In contrast, slum housing predominated
in only one Wolverhampton ward and two in Leicester, these
‘slum’ wards returned only nine and thirteen per cent of their
respective Councils.” In one respect, politics in these slum dis-
tricts did reflect the Manchester expericnce. In both St John’s in
Wolverhampton and Leicester’s Wyggeston ward, Conservative
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candidates were more successful than in other predominantly
working class wards in their respective cities. In Wyggeston the
politics of drink formed the foundation of Conservative suc-
cess.® In St John’s, among the well-established Anglican and
Irish Catholic communities, defence of denominational schools
proved Conservatisn’s most effective appeal.” Conservatism
was however, less successful in Newton — Leicester’s other
slum ward. Here, close collaboration between the Liberal and
Labour parties, managed to almost totally exclude the Conserv-
atives. This was possibly due, at least in part, to the absence
from Newton’s municipal elections of Tory candidates
employed in the ‘drink trade’.”

In other respects Labour fortunes in the slums of Leicester and
Wolverhampton contrasted sharply with their counterparts in
Manchester. As just outlined, in these areas Conservatism fared
better than in other working class wards in Leicester and
Wolverhampton. Nonetheless, unlike Manchester, Labour can-
didates were also returned in significant numbers for St John’s,
Newton and Wyggeston. In Wyggeston Labour was the domi-
nant party.” The ward was apparently “densely populated with
shoemakers™, a trade which provided the backbone of Leices-
ter’s union and Labour movement. Here it seems, despite the
presence of slum conditions, the composition of the workforce
allowed trade union and Labour organisation to flourish.” The
highly casualised trades of central Manchester proved far more
resistant to trade unionism, without which Labour politics made
little headway.”

The Labour Party’s own efforts appear to have been significant
in the, more modest, advances made in Wolverhampton’s St
John’s ward. Despite sharing sympathy for temiperance and sec-
ular education, Labour distanced itself from both, developing
an independent position on drink and denominational schools.™
This approach was designed in part to avoid alienating local
Tory working class sentiment. An apparently successful strat-
egy, no doubt contributing to Labour’s five unopposed candida-
cies in the ward between 1902 and 1909.” In Manchester,
Labour found greater difficulty in steering a middle course over
drink and education. In Ardwick and elsewhere, electoral defeat
was the price paid by Labour for identification with temper-
ance.”™

Labour success in the ‘slum’ wards of Leicester and Wolver-
hampton warns against over-generalisation. It is tempting to
accept at face value those Labour voices which depicted slums
as no-go areas for Labour. Among these were Ramsay Mac-
Donald who argued in 1912 that: “Socialism is not to be found
in the slummy and most miserable quarters of towns, but in
those quarters upon which the sun of prosperity manages to
shine.” Similarly, Labour’s Leicester Pioneer observed:
“Labour representation does not thrive in slamdom, where pub-
lic house influence is at its strongest and Toryism is cheap and
popular.”” These were reasonable assessments of the position
in Manchester, but rather more debatable for Wolverhampton,
and, in Leicester’s case, largely inaccurate. Context, however,
was all. The Leicester Pioneer’s attack upon slumdom followed
a bruising Labour defeat in Wyggeston at the 1911 municipal
elections. Interestingly, Labour’s defeat occurred at the hands
of a Liberal — so much for “cheap and popular” Toryism. The
following year Labour triumphed in both Leicester’s ‘slum’
wards and nothing more was heard of Labour’s difficulty in the
slums. Contemporary political assessments should be treated

34

with caution. Labour could, as in Manchester, face great diffi-
culty in the slums. The evidence from Leicester and Wolver-
hampton suggests that, despite some Labour discomfiture, elec-
toral success in the poorest parts of the city could be achieved.”

‘Irish’> Communities in Comparative Perspective

In St John’s, Labour appeared to form a more productive
alliance with the ‘Irish” community, than had their Mancunian
counterparts. Walsh, the locally prominent Irish Nationalist fig-
ure, gave public support to both Labour and Liberal. Both Par-
ties appear to have largely respected Walsh’s stance as an Inde-
pendent Councillor, lending support to his successful
campaigns against the common Tory foe in St John’s.”

In Leicester the ‘Irish’ community was, unusually, not centred
within either of the city’s slum wards. Here the ‘Irish’ vote was
most heavily concentrated in St Margaret’s ward, where
Corah’s hosiery factory was the main employer. The ward was-
closely contested and the Tories regularly played the religious
card — pledging to “Train the children in the faith of their
fathers” — thereby securing the public support of the local
Catholic priest. Nonetheless, Labour remained confident of
winning the majority of the Catholic vote, and more Labour
candidates were returned for St Margaret’s than any other ward
in the city — nine between 1903 and 1913.%

The ‘Bye-Law’ Wards

It was argued above that Labour strength in Manchester was
overwhelmingly concentrated in wards away from the city cen-
tre, which enjoyed high proportions of ‘bye-law’ housing and
the availability of more regular work. Were these patterns
reflected in Leicester and Wolverhampton? Of Labour’s five
strongest wards in Leicester, four included extensive areas of
newer terraced housing and little, or none, of the older over-
crowded city centre stock.*” Within all five wards casual work
was a much less prominent feature than in central Manchester.
While there were no factories on the same scale as in east Man-
chester, relatively regular employment in small factory or work-
shop units and relatively high levels of trade union membership
were features of these areas of Labour strength in Leicester.

Labour was considerably weaker in Wolverhampton than either
Leicester or Manchester. Here Labour only-defeated the Con-
servatives on six occasions between 1903 and 1913. Five of the
six wins were concentrated in the two ‘east end’ iron industry
wards of St George’s and St Matthews.™ These two wards con-
tained a great deal of poverty. However, there was little city
centre slum housing and casual work probably featured less
prominently than elsewhere. Despite the presence of heavy
industry and a number of large factories, levels of trade union
membership were reportedly low in the Wolverhampton iron
trades.” This may in part account for the strength of the Liberal
Party in these wards. Here it was the pro-Liberal East End Pro-
gressive Association, which did most to provide political lead-
ership in the absence of strong labour organisation.*

Conservatism Marginalised?
There is one further noteworthy common feature of the Edwar-

dian municipal politics in these three centres. In working class
wards that lay outside the slum districts, the Conservative Party
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was becoming a marginal force. In Leicester only a single Con-
servative was elected in the four predominantly working class
wards in the seven annual municipal elections before 1914.%
This success was largely the result of close cooperation
between Liberal and Labour in these wards aimed at avoiding
any division of the ‘progressive vote.” Seats in these four wards
were shared in a ratio of two to one between Labour and Lib-
eral. A similar alliance proved effective in Wolverhampton,
although here the Liberals were the dominant partner. In the
two ‘east end’ wards of St George’s and St Matthew’s, Liberal
and Labour enjoyed a close collaboration — each allowed the
other a free-run against the Tory in every election from 1897 to
1913. After 1904 the Conservatives won only a single election
in these two ‘east end” wards. This Conservative win occurred
in 1912, a year in which the Conservatives won every contested
seat in the city. The successful Tory candidate was a local
employer and Director of Wolverhampton Wanderers.™

Close collaboration between Liberal and Labour was a less
prominent feature of politics in Manchester’s respectable work-
ing class wards. Indeed, as suggested earlier, in some instances
local Liberal and Conservative activists collaborated in an
attempt to reverse Labour gains.¥ The fractured relations
between Liberal and Labour in the Bradford and Openshaw
wards may have contributed to the Conservative’s ability to
secure seats in these solidly working class wards as late as 1911
and 1912. Nonetheless, overall the trend towards Conservative
exclusion from the wards where the ‘respectable’ working class
predominated was as strong in Manchester as elsewhere. In six
such wards in Manchester the Conservatives returned only
seven councillors from a possible 46 between 1906 and 1913.%

How does this comparative study help us understand the condi-
tions in which Labour flourished? Extensive concentrations of
terraced housing were a common feature of areas of Labour
strength in each of our three centres.” In Manchester and
Wolverhampton, Labour’s strongest wards were to be found to
the east, in heavy industrial areas relatively remote from the
city centre. That geographical distance from the centre may
have contributed to Labour’s success. Labour markets differed
from those of the city centre — casual work was less prevalent.
1t is also possible that spatial distance contributed to a social
separateness in which the urban elite and their concerns were
less influential. The development of a distinctively working
class neighbourhood was also more likely in such locations.

Of greatest significance for Labour in these localities appears (o
have been the scale and effectiveness of local trade union
organisation. This was particularly true where a significant
number of workers from a single trade were concentrated
within a political unit such as a ward, or, less commonly, a par-
liamentary constituency. The prominence of a particular trade
or industry — and its associated trade union organisers — was
much less likely in the economically diverse city centre. Effec-
tive trade union organisation alfowed labour activists to demon-
strate their worth to local communities. This provided a foun-
dation upon which a subsequent political reputation was later
built. That said, before 1914 by no means all local trade union
activists were committed to Labour. Where they were not,
Labour struggled. Union organisation in the light metal trades
of Wolverhampton and among the carters of central Manchester
illustrates the point.” Here local activists often associated with
Toryism. Where effective local trade union organisation was

clearly associated with Labour politics — as amongst engineers
in Gorton, and Openshaw, miners in Bradford and the boot and
shoe and hosiery workers in Leicester — then the Party could
build its local strongholds. Such areas were untypical before
1914, which suggests that Labour was not destined to expand
inexorably in existing social and economic conditions.

Conclusion

Manchester was not among Labour’s vanguard cities. The usual
explanation for both Tory strength, and Labour weakness, has
stressed Lancashire’s particularly acute religious and ethnic
tensions. To this should be added the sheer scale of ‘slumdom’
in Manchester, which increased the scope for popular Toryism
and restricted the purchase of Labour across a majority of the
city’s working class districts. In comparison with other inland
urban centres, slum housing and casual employment affected an
unusually high proportion of Manchester’s working class com-
munities. In these conditions popular Conservatism flourished.

Labour in Manchester, on the other hand, prospered in very dif-
ferent circumstances. Labour found its best response among the
terraced streets away from the city centre, where work was
more regular, and crucially where labour organisations of all
types could demonstrate their worth as defenders of working
class welfare. Unsurprisingly perhaps, whether in Leicester,
Wolverhampton or Manchester, Labour was at its strongest in
the most proletarian — but not the poorest — parts of the city.”
Trade union activists were central to the success of the Labour
Party in many localities. From this perspective the unions’ most
important contribution to the early Labour party lay, less in the
provision of finance and candidates for the parliamentary party,
and more in building a local politics in which the concerns of
certain types of working class communities could be repre-
sented by Labour.

Of the three cities examined here, the relationship between
social conditions and political behaviour was strongest in Man-
chester. It is important to stress that while certain social charac-
teristics were commonly found in Labour wards, their presence
was certainly no guarantee of success. Nevertheless, Labour
found it considerably more difficult to establish itself as a seri-
ous political force in the absence of such social characteristics.
This renewed emphasis on the significance of social and eco-
nomic factors does not suggest that Labour’s rise was somehow
inevitable. Firstly, social fuctors were only one, permissive fac-
tor, among many in Labour’s early rise. Secondly, the First
World War transformed Labour’s prospects at a number of lev-
els. State intervention regularised the markets for both labour
and housing, and most importantly it created a relationship
between working class economic life and formal party politics
which had not existed hitherto. Among other things, wartime
inflation, food shortages and alleged profiteering, created a
sense of grievance shared by slumdwellers and the more
respectable working class alike. Wartime state intervention dra-
matically increased the purchase of Labour politics in inner-city
communities where it had often seemed remote and irrelevant
before 1914.”
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