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Asquith’s return to parliament at the 1920 Paisley by-election

Letters to the EditorLetters to the Editor
The Birmingham caucus
I read with great pleasure Ian 
Cawood’s article in Journal of Liberal 
History 105 (winter 2019–20) on the role 
of the Liberal ‘caucus’ in the 1868 gen-
eral election in Birmingham. I have a 
personal interest in the subject, as the 
strategist William Harris was, in addi-
tion to being the ‘father of the caucus’, 
my own great-great-grandfather. 

I have just one heirloom that has 
come down to me, but it may be of 

The focus of my PhD thesis is on 
New Liberalism and the period of 
1886–1930 but my broader research 
brings me to look at groups such as the 
Young Liberals in the 1960s and 1970s 
and anything else that crops up. 

Generally I look at anarchist influ-
ences on liberal approaches to specific 
policy areas such as land reform, anti-
imperialism, pacifism, progressive evo-
lutionary arguments and more broadly 
within the social sciences of sociology, 
town planning and anthropology. 

I was wondering if you could pub-
lish this to see if anyone would like to 
write to me with their personal expe-
riences in this regard, or relevant his-
torical information they might have. 
While I am particularly interested in 
Kropotkin, I am also quite interested 
in the influence and distribution of 
all anarchist writers into Liberal net-
works. I have done a lot of the basic 
reading but I am approaching this topic 
as a historian of anarchism, so there are 
always a few gaps in my knowledge of 
liberalism.

Please could anyone who is inter-
ested email me at shaunjpitt@gmail.
com.

Shaun Pitt

again high, at 78%, and Asquith’s major-
ity reduced to 316. In 1923 there were 
four candidates, turnout 77.1%, Asquith 
9,723 votes and majority 1,746 over Biggar 
(7,977) with Conservative Shaw respect-
able third only 119 votes further back 
(7,758) while second Socialist (Cormack 
for ILP) polled 3,685. In 1924 on a turnout 
of 84.1% (highest since Dec 1906) E. R. 
Mitchell won the seat for Lab (17,057) with 
majority of 2,228 over Asquith, the only 
other candidate (14,829).
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interest to some of your readers. It is 
a gold pocket-watch, inscribed: ‘Pre-
sented to Mr William Harris in appre-
ciation of his services as Honorary 
Secretary of the Liberal Committee in 
the Birmingham Election. 1867.’  

The Birmingham Liberal Asso-
ciation had been founded early in 
1865, on the initiative of Harris, 
George Dixon and John Jaffray. One 
of its achievements was to see Dixon 
elected to Parliament in a by-election 
in July 1867 – a success in which Har-
ris was clearly perceived as having 
played a significant backstage role. 
Following his election, Dixon stood 
down as secretary of the BLA, to be 
replaced by Harris, who therefore 
took prime responsibility for devis-
ing the new party machinery, after-
wards known as the caucus, which 
– as Dr Cawood explains – brought 
the Birmingham Liberals a resound-
ing victory in the general election of 
November 1868.

Oliver Harris

Anarchism and Liberalism
I am in the process of studying the 
influence of anarchism (particularly 
the anarchist philosophy of Piotr Kro-
potkin) on liberalism, both in and out 
of the party, since the 1880s. 


