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The relationship between the Liberal 
Party and empire during the high age 
of British imperialism was both deli-

cate and complex. While the schism of 1886 
over Irish home rule saw the departure of 
some of the party’s most imperialistically 
minded big beasts to the ranks of the Liberal 
Unionists (most notably Lord Hartington and 
Joseph Chamberlain), other ‘Liberal Imperi-
alists’ remained. Led by Lord Rosebery, H. H. 
Asquith, Richard Haldane, and Edward Grey, 
these MPs rose to prominence following the 
retirement of Gladstone in 1894, and sup-
ported the Second Boer War which began in 
1899. They were imperialists in the sense that 
they believed that, if colonies were adminis-
tered liberally and judiciously and territorial 
expansion directed in pursuit of an ethical 
foreign policy rather than towards expand-
ing the empire for its own sake, Liberals could 
be firm but pragmatic managers of imperial 
affairs whose judgement would be unclouded 
by the jingoistic bluster liable to seduce Con-
servatives. An ‘active’ imperial policy could 
also promote political and diplomatic stability 

worldwide, as well as improve the lives of colo-
nial subjects abroad and the working classes at 
home. In 1899, Rosebery christened this pol-
icy ‘sane Imperialism’.1 On the opposite side 
stood the party’s radical wing, led by William 
Harcourt, John Morley, Wilfrid Lawson, and 
others. Better understood as ‘imperial scep-
tics’ than avowed anti-imperialists, these 
men’s detestation of military action inclined 
them towards pacifism. They also believed 
that imperial expansion made little economic 
sense (representing a net loss to the excheq-
uer) and also levied a domestic political cost 
because its domination of the parliamentary 
agenda served to delay much-needed social 
reform. Due in part to this disagreement, the 
Liberal Party of the 1890s was intellectually 
confused and politically divided, and it fell to 
Henry Campbell-Bannerman to provide lead-
ership from the centre and a bridge between 
these two opposed camps.

Division in the parliamentary party rep-
resented only half of the Liberals’ ‘imperial 
problem’ however. The other lay in the realm 
of popular politics because it seemed that the 

Elections and Empire
What role did attitudes to Empire play in elections? Luke Blaxill examines the record.



Journal of Liberal History 122 Spring 2024 45

‘Sane Imperialism’: The Liberal Party and the issue of empire at elections, 1880–1914

Top: Liberal Party poster, c. 1905–1910. The Free Trade shop is full of customers due to its low prices, 
while the shop based on Protectionism suffers from high prices and a lack of custom.
Bottom: ‘The Only Hope is Tariff Reform’, Conservative Party election poster, 1906.



46 Journal of Liberal History 122 Spring 2024

Conservatives had turned empire into a pow-
erful and populist electoral weapon. Accord-
ing to H. C. G. Matthew, this had begun as 
early as 1872 with Disraeli’s Crystal Palace 
speech, which had ‘seized the wand of patri-
otism from the dead Palmerston’s hand, and 
captured the initiative from the Liberal Party 
on the dominant theme of late Victorian Brit-
ain- imperialism’.2 For Robert Mackenzie and 
Alan Silver, Disraeli’s oration had successfully 
‘picked up the banner of Imperialism’.3 This 
was symbolised by the popularity of the Great 
MacDermott’s music hall song ‘By Jingo!’ in 
1878 following Disraeli’s flashy triumph of 
gunboat diplomacy over Russia at the Con-
gress of Berlin. The song coined the term ‘jin-
goism’ and featured the memorable chorus 

‘We don’t want to fight but by jingo if we do, 
we’ve got the ships, we’ve got the men, and 
got the money too!’. Other historians place 
the advent of popular imperialism slightly 
later, citing the alliance between the Conser-
vatives and Liberal Unionists in 1886 as the 
key moment, which added what Ewen Green 
has called ‘the patriotic-imperial card’ to their 
electoral hand.4 By the 1890s, it certainly 
seemed to the Liberals that, on the issue of 
empire, the Conservatives had stumbled upon 
an endlessly exploitable rhetorical resource 
which could weave a spell over newly enfran-
chised working-class voters to make them 
forget their rational self-interest, and poll for 
the reactionary party which was least likely 
to pass reforms for their benefit. Accordingly, 

Figure 1: The Language of Imperialism, 1880–1910. Graph includes lemmas ‘imperial’, ‘empire’, ‘col-
ony’, ‘flag’ and ‘British’ combined in each bar. Liberal Unionist speakers are excluded from these 
readings.
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Liberals came to regard imperialism rather 
despondently as a vote loser, whose promi-
nence on the political agenda simply served to 
weaken the loyalty of their most reliable vot-
ing constituency.

In this article, I assess the issue of impe-
rialism at the nine general elections held 
between Gladstone’s Midlothian campaign 
and the advent of the First World War. In this 
era, public speeches (reported very thor-
oughly in the press) were the primary tool of 
political communication, and I am concerned 
with assessing just how far imperialism really 
was a key campaign issue, both for the Liber-
als and their Unionist opponents. Secondly, 
I zoom in on the 1890s for two specific case 
studies, expanding on why the Liberals suf-
fered so badly in the most imperial contest in 
the period: the ‘khaki election’ of 1900 held 
during the Second Boer War. Thirdly, I dis-
cuss how the Edwardian party learned from 
the failure of their late-Victorian predeces-
sors and managed for the first time to sepa-
rate imperialism and patriotism, crafting a 
strongly domestic-centred patriotic appeal 
which represented a repudiation of their 
opponents’ continued obsession with empire, 
especially Joseph Chamberlain’s politically 
disastrous policy of imperial preference.

Quantitative background analysis: 
the language of imperialism, 1880–
1910
A key challenge faced by historians of elec-
tions in this period is establishing what the 
campaigns that proceeded them were actu-
ally about. In particular, which issues were 
emphasised by candidates and parties in 
speeches across the country, and where, when, 
and how did imperialism fit into this matrix? 
Given that an estimated billion words of 
speech was uttered throughout the country in 
a given campaign (which was reported, gener-
ally faithfully, in newspapers) historians have 

naturally struggled to summarise historical 
sources so large that they would take several 
lifetimes to read. Looking at central cam-
paigns is also only of limited use: party man-
ifestos did not exist and, while national and 
central campaigning resources were assuming 
progressively greater importance, campaigns 
in the 650 constituencies remained highly 
localised in comparison to today. Histori-
ans have seldom been able to move beyond 
selected (often cherry-picked) quotations to 
characterise the huge variety of multifarious 
local campaigns. While not a perfect solution, 
I have developed a technique for quantify-
ing broad linguistic trends using three mul-
ti-million-word databanks (‘corpora’) of party 
speeches digitised from local and national 
newspapers.5 The first is centred on a specific 
case-study region (East Anglia); the second 
consists of a broader sample of constituencies 
throughout the country; and the third com-
prises the speeches of frontbenchers reported 
in The Times. Together, these three corpora 
contain around five million words of cam-
paign speech, and each is subdivided by party 
and by election year, with each sub-corpus 
weighted to be numerically equal. 

While the corpus could be used to assess 
the visibility of any topic in electoral politics 
(for example the leadership of Gladstone in 
the 1880, 1885, 1886, and 1892 contests),6 we 
use it here to measure the visibility of imperi-
alism throughout the period. We use a group 
of keywords (a ‘taxonomy’) which reliably 
correlates to occasions where party speakers 
talked about the empire. In this case, I have 
chosen ‘imperial’, ‘empire’, ‘colony’, ‘flag’ and 
‘British’. Figure 1 shows comparable like-for-
like readings for each of our three corpora 
at each of the nine elections, weighted to be 
equal to each other, with all words aggregated. 
There are four key findings. The first is the 
seeming validation of the Liberal belief that 
imperialism was a ‘Conservative issue’: their 
opponents, in East Anglia, in constituencies 
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outside it, and on the national campaign stage, 
led them in each equivalent subsample in all 
nine elections (twenty-seven separate com-
parisons). The Tory net score – between all 
three corpora across all elections – is 68 per 
cent higher. The second is that three elections 
– 1886, 1900, and 1906 – which were domi-
nated by Irish home rule, the Boer War, and 
imperial preference respectively, are far more 
empire-focused than the others in the period. 
Other contests in the period show imperialism 
looming far less large, most strikingly 1895, 
an election frequently seen as an archetype 
of Salisburyian imperial appeal, where the 
empire in fact saw less visibility than compar-
atively fringe issues such as local veto (local 
referenda on public house closing).7 This sug-
gests that imperialism was of intermittent, 
rather than continual, electoral significance in 
this period, meaning that even if it was a key 
trump card for the Liberals’ opponents, the 
Unionists only got to play it occasionally.

While Figure 1’s word counts are 
extremely enlightening in allowing us to gage 
the general visibility of imperialism in cam-
paigns, it reveals nothing about what parties 
actually meant when they mentioned the 
empire, and how it was connected to political 
arguments. The corpus can once again pro-
vide invaluable assistance by illuminating 
key linguistic trends and broad vocabulary 
patterns. A computational analysis can list 
common collocates (words which appear in 
the same sentence or close to a given word) 
and rank them by ‘lexical attraction’, using a 
popular metric, the ‘mutual information’ (MI) 
score. This allows us to dig deeper into the 
underlying lexicography of party language in 
this thirty-year period. 

Figure 2 shows the top twenty strong-
est collocates of ‘empire’ (for Conservatives 
and Liberals respectively) in our corpora. The 
results suggest strongly that, when the empire 
was mentioned by either party, it was usu-
ally in the context of upholding its ‘unity’, 

‘stability’ and ‘integrity’. However, it reveals 
important differences between the Liber-
als and the Conservatives, with the latter far 
more inclined towards emotive political argu-
ments, for example ‘dismemberment’, ‘dis-
integration’, ‘disruption’, ‘glorious’, etc. Only 
four Conservative words might be judged as 
‘neutral’ at face value (‘within’, ‘parts’, ‘vast’ 
and ‘world’), whereas for the Liberals, thir-
teen (‘parts’, ‘part’, ‘whole’, ‘up’, ‘our’, ‘the’, 
‘is’, ‘are’, ‘than’, ‘about’, ‘this’, ‘of’ and ‘one’) fit 
this description. The party’s seemingly more 
diluted focus is also reflected by the fact that 
their MI score for their twentieth collocate 
(‘Ireland’) is 5.11, whereas the Conservatives’ 
twentieth (‘world’) stands at a considerably 
stronger 8.14. Indeed, we need to read down 
the Tory list to number ninety-one before they 
drop below an MI of 5.11. 

Figures 1 and 2 suggest that Conservative 
speakers did not just refer to the empire more 
often, but more persistently connected it to 
a smaller number of politically and emotion-
ally charged values and arguments, whereas 
Liberal mentions were more multifarious. 
Figures 1 and 2 thus suggest that imperial-
ism was a more consistently important part 
of the Conservative rhetorical armoury than 
the Liberals’, both quantitatively and qualita-
tively. That there was a rhetorical contest for 
empire is beyond doubt, but that should not 
stop us from concluding that it was rather one-
sided. While this finding seems at face value to 
reinforce the traditional reading that the Con-
servatives were unambiguously the party of 
empire, it also quantifies what this might actu-
ally have meant in practice, and from this, an 
important caveat emerges. Namely, the find-
ing that late-Victorian and Edwardian Con-
servatives talked about imperialism almost 
twice as often as their Liberal contemporaries 
must be contextualised by the parallel obser-
vation that empire was almost certainly a less 
consistently central election issue in these 
three decades than historians have assumed.8 

‘Sane Imperialism’: The Liberal Party and the issue of empire at elections, 1880–1914
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It was a Conservative issue but formed a cen-
tral pillar of election campaigns only when 
an imperial issue happened to be particu-
larly politically salient. Because that was only 
the case in three elections out of nine in this 
period, we can conclude that the audience 
most transfixed by the populist spectre of 
electoral jingoism was in fact the Liberal Party, 
who were more fearful of its political influence 
than perhaps they should have been.

Case Study 1: Imperialism in the 
election of 1900
While the above analysis gives us interest-
ing macroscopic data, the subtleties of how 

imperialism was actually used in elections 
can be more sharply (and entertainingly) illus-
trated with references to actual campaigns, 
especially from the general election of 1900, 
held when British troops in southern Africa 
appeared to be closing in on victory against 
President Kruger and the Boers following the 
relief of Mafeking five months previously. 
The Conservatives, led by Lord Salisbury, 
undoubtedly felt confident that they would 
be re-elected with a landslide victory of sim-
ilar magnitude to the 152-seat majority they 
secured in 1895. The Liberals, now without 
Gladstone (who had retired in 1894, and died 
in 1898) faced a wartime ‘khaki’ election. 
Many were extremely pessimistic of their 

Rank Co. Collocate Freq. MI score Rank Co. Collocate Freq. MI score

1 dismemberment 33 12.2 1 integrity 27 10.82

2 disintegration 24 11.97 2 disintegration 10 10.7

3 integrity 49 11.69 3 unity 21 9.76

4 disruption 17 11.59 4 British 69 9.09

5 unity 60 11.34 5 parts 13 8.95

6 glorious 14 10.64 6 danger 12 8.71

7 Indian 12 10.48 7 part 23 7.63

8 safety 11 10.36 8 whole 18 6.6

9 British 109 9.75 9 great 48 6.59

10 maintain 24 9.7 10 up 18 6.21

11 united 41 9.57 11 our 29 6.17

12 union 18 9.42 12 the 536 6.16

13 within 19 9.06 13 is 19 5.89

14 vast 10 9.01 14 are 11 5.78

15 Kingdom 14 8.9 15 than 14 5.61

16 parts 12 8.83 16 about 14 5.58

17 danger 12 8.71 17 this 45 5.41

18 welfare 10 8.7 18 of 306 5.4

19 heart 19 8.54 19 our 25 5.17

20 world 31 8.14 20 Ireland 11 5.11

Figure 2: Top 20 collocates of ‘empire’ in grassroots electoral language, 1880–1910. Conservatives 
are displayed left, the Liberals right.
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prospects, and many campaigned explicitly 
on the ticket of strengthening the opposition 
benches rather than making a serious bid to 
take office.9 Morley lamented the plight of 
constituency workers and grassroots activists, 
writing that he did not ‘very well know what 
to say to our poor sheep wandering around in 
the wilderness’ and the party left a record 163 
constituencies uncontested.10

On the campaign trail, the Liberals 
swiftly discovered that their opponents were 

in no mood to draw a distinction between 
being an imperialist and being a patriot. W. L. 
Priorleau (East-Norfolk) ‘pleaded’ with his 
audience ‘to vote straight for the Unionist 
party, for in so doing they would be doing 
their share in upholding the glory of the 
greatest empire that ever existed in the world’ 
while H. S. Foster (Lowestoft) described the 
purpose of the election as to ‘decide whether 
the great British Empire was to be maintained 
or not … it was a battle between the Little Eng-
lander and the Big Englander’.11 In King’s Lynn, 
Thomas Gibson-Bowles pointed to a Union 
Jack pinned above his platform and asked his 
audience to:

Look at that flag … it has a great and glorious 
history. There are no standards of Europe … 
that have not gone down before that flag … 
do not forget its past. That flag floated at the 
mainmast of the Victory when Nelson sailed 
into action at Trafalgar; that flag waved over 
the British squares at Waterloo … God grant 
that this flag, which so many times has shaken 

out its folds and brought freedom to the slave, 
comfort to the oppressed, may once more 
honour the name of Victoria’.12

Conservative praise for the empire was not 
simply confined to abstract jingoism, and 
many celebrated the expansion of imperial 
territory. Harry Bullard (Norwich) boasted 
that ‘Lord Salisbury had demonstrated the 
might of the empire by sending 200,000 men 
7,000 miles’, a military manoeuvre which, 

according to Captain Pre-
tyman (Woodbridge), ‘no 
other nation could hope 
to accomplish’.13 More 
worryingly still for the 
Liberals, the Conserv-
atives not only labelled 
them as weak and 
divided, but also ques-
tioned their national 

loyalty. Their pacifistic radical wing would, 
according to Ipswich candidate J. F. Rawlinson, 
make them ‘shrink from the dread responsi-
bility of war’.14 They would also give ‘opposi-
tion to everything connected to the defence 
of the nation’ (Samuel Hoare, Norwich) and 
make them ‘turn tail and ran away’ from the 
Boers (Priorleau).15 Even if a Liberal candidate 
was not a so-called ‘pro-Boer’ himself, he was 
still from the same party as sympathisers such 
as Ellis, Labouchere and Clark, who had been 
equivocal on the South African issue. This 
idea of ‘guilt by association’ was also extended 
more widely: to connect Liberals with the 
pro-Boer Irish Parliamentary Party, with the 
recently deceased Gladstone (who had mem-
orably abandoned General Gordon to his fate 
in Khartoum in 1885), and to the anti-British 
continental press, who apparently wanted a 
Liberal victory.16 The dichotomy between mil-
itaristic loyalist and anti-imperial traitor was 
stark, and was augmented by the Unionists’ 
decision to select a particularly high number 
of candidates who had served in the military, 

‘Sane Imperialism’: The Liberal Party and the issue of empire at elections, 1880–1914

While few Conservatives had qualms about calling 
themselves ‘imperialists’, many Liberals of 1900 outside 
the outspoken Liberal Imperialist contingent remained 
instinctively uncomfortable with the term, which had 

connotations of reckless territorial expansion, military 
adventurism, and authoritarian regimes such as Napoleon 

III’s France. 
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with eight of their twenty East Anglian candi-
dates having links to the forces.

While few Conservatives had qualms 
about calling themselves ‘imperialists’, 
many Liberals of 1900 outside the outspo-
ken Liberal Imperialist contingent remained 
instinctively uncomfortable with the term, 
which had connotations of reckless territo-
rial expansion, military adventurism, and 
authoritarian regimes such as Napoleon 
III’s France. However, they drew a firm line 
between the imperial and the patriotic, and 
actually mentioned ‘patriotism’ more often 
than their opponents in all corpora, echoing 
Edward Grey’s criticism of the Conservatives’ 
‘gigantic imposture’ to claim their party pos-
sessed a ‘monopoly of patriotism’.17 In East 
Anglia, a King’s Lynn Liberal declared, ‘true 
liberalism in politics’ as being ‘purely patri-
otic in national service and national life’ and 
Alderman Adams (Lowestoft) claimed ‘I am 
neither Liberal nor Conservative, I am patri-
otic’.18 George White (North-West Norfolk) 
questioned the notion that ‘every officer is 
a Tory’ or that ‘Tommy Atkins is a Unionist’, 
and Richard Winfrey (South-West Norfolk) 
remarked that ‘the Tory party might attempt 
to allocate themselves a monopoly on patri-
otism, but the Liberal Party were equally as 
patriotic as the Tories and equally proud of 
the British Empire’.19 The Liberals also devel-
oped their own version of patriotism in 
Rosebery’s ‘sane imperialism’ which, in the 
context of 1900, continually evaluated gener-
als’ military decisions to improve future mil-
itary efficiency, critiqued the government’s 
preparations for war, and refused to neglect 
social conditions at home. ‘Sane imperialists’ 
might oppose excessive force not just for pac-
ifistic reasons, but for diplomatic utility, with 
Winfrey, for example, arguing that the South 
African war ‘might have been avoided with 
wiser and more tactful diplomacy’, some-
thing that Colonial Secretary Joseph Cham-
berlain (who had called Kruger a ‘squeezed 

sponge’ and likened negotiating with Russia 
to ‘supping with the devil with a long spoon’) 
understood poorly.20

While this ‘sane imperialism’ repre-
sented a determined attempt to challenge the 
resolutely imperial and militaristic Tory nar-
rative of patriotism, Liberals were gloomily 
aware that they were fighting an uphill bat-
tle. A febrile wartime atmosphere was not an 
auspicious environment to make nuanced 
arguments or constructively critique the tac-
tics and preparation of wildly popular mili-
tary leaders like Lord Roberts. Conservatives 
could simply point at the Union Jack to make 
their argument, while Liberal rebuttal – what 
Herbert Samuel called their ‘policy of rational 
patriotism’ – required lengthy exposition.21 
The election result – a second demoralis-
ing landslide defeat, this time by 134 seats 
– seemed to confirm these fears. Indeed, Lib-
eral defensiveness over their patriotic cre-
dentials perhaps revealed an underlying 
pessimism in the electorate’s political intel-
ligence and a growing fear of the psychology 
of the herd.22 White bemoaned that ‘the sal-
vation of the Tories is the short memory of 
voters … the curse of the military spirit which 
has been roused … means the neglect of all 
social questions’ and a depressed Harcourt 
reflected that the electorate had conceived of 
the war like ‘a savage tribe’.23 Much the same 
sentiment was echoed in the socialist journal 
Justice which complained that the electorate 
had treated the war issue with the civic con-
sciousness of ‘a howling, brutalised savage’.24 
Indeed, the radical organ of London working 
men’s clubs, Club Life, reacted to the defeat 
by complaining that ‘we are glad that man-
hood suffrage is not an acknowledged fact … 
many of the people … are too naturally igno-
rant to understand what an election really 
means … they have no time to read and think 
– they know nothing of the great problems 
of our time’.25 John Hobson, in his Psychol-
ogy of Jingoism published in 1901, pointed 
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to the music hall’s role in stoking up impe-
rialist fervour, and the Liberals’ pessimism 
at the electorate’s limited intelligence was 
also connected to other bugbears, particu-
larly the drink interest which they believed 
was insufficiently regulated by temperance 
legislation, and had, according to the Liberal 
Suffolk Chronicle, reduced the previous elec-
tion to ‘a battle of brains against beer’ which 
the latter had won.26 However, their analy-
sis of the 1900 defeat also seemed to consti-
tute an unstated admission that – while both 
parties advanced competing definitions of 
patriotism – the Unionist version was bet-
ter adapted to the modern election plat-
form precisely because it was so simple and 
intuitive. A rapidly expanding suffrage with 
many poorer men of limited political expe-
rience and education now wielding the fran-
chise was an unforgiving environment for a 
self-consciously intellectual party, and the 
particular circumstances of a febrile khaki 
election made it politically untenable to force 
a dichotomy between ‘sane’ and ‘insane’ 
imperialism, or to decouple imperialism 
from patriotism.

Case Study 2: Imperialism in the 
election of 1906
While the Conservatives had been able to 
make imperialism and patriotism synon-
ymous in the election of 1900, the circum-
stances changed markedly in 1906. In this 
campaign, Chamberlain’s policy of tariff 
reform (or ‘imperial preference’ as he orig-
inally christened it) was explicitly designed 
to bind the mother country closer to her col-
onies with commercial ties.27 His proposal 
was to place a series of tariffs on foodstuffs 
(including corn) imported from outside the 
British empire, creating a protected imperial 
free-trade zone and internal imperial mar-
ket. In East Anglia, ten Unionists explicitly 
endorsed all his proposals as ‘whole hoggers’ 

and praised his policy’s imperial credentials. 
Francis Hervey (Bury St. Edmunds) described 
himself as ‘a follower of that great colonial 
statesman, Mr. Chamberlain’ and Raymond 
Boileau (East-Norfolk) claimed simply that 
‘he was an imperialist and a big Englander 
and wanted to see the colonies bound more 
closely to their mother country’.28 Even 
amongst the remaining East Anglian can-
didates who sided with Arthur Balfour’s 
more equivocal ‘half hogger’ position, none 
openly questioned the imperialist credentials 
of Chamberlain’s manifesto, with even the 
sceptical Edward Wild (Norwich) declaring 
that a general measure of tariff reform was ‘a 
policy which would … consolidate the British 
Empire’.29 

Chamberlain’s renewed appeal to the 
imperialism that had carried the Unionists to 
a landslide victory in 1900 seemed to stem, at 
least in part, from his faith in it as a populist 
electoral weapon.30 But his attempt to once 
again use empire to claim the patriotic man-
tle misread the public’s exhaustion with the 
war, which had dragged on until 1902, and had 
seemingly already contributed to a string of 
by-election losses.31 This dampening of public 
enthusiasm did much to deflate the Unionists’ 
khaki patriotism, and reciprocally, to inflate 
aspects of the Liberals’ domestic-centred 
counter which had struggled to fire in 1900.32 
In 1904, Campbell-Bannerman reiterated the 
‘sane imperialism’ line, declaring that ‘true 
patriotism … seeks not aggrandisement of any 
particular class or interest … but the comfort, 
the improvement, and the best welfare of the 
people at large’.33 A key guarantor of that wel-
fare, of course, was cheap food, and adopting 
Chamberlain’s protectionist proposals would, 
the Liberals argued, caused prices to rise: 
especially of bread, the staple food of the poor. 
Campbell-Bannerman’s lead was followed 
at the grassroots in the election eighteen 
months later, and Liberals began to articu-
late a patriotism without its previous imperial 
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touchstone, with constituency speakers 
mentioning the word ‘patriot’ more than four 
times as often as Conservatives. Edward Beau-
champ (Lowestoft) believed that ‘they heard 
a lot, probably too much, of the word “impe-
rial”. He thought all in that room were in one 
sense imperialists, [but] he did not agree with 
Mr Chamberlain in his interpretation and 
application of the word … if our Empire was to 
be maintained, young people must be trained 
to temperance, thrift, manliness, and hones-
ty’.34 The Yarmouth clergyman, Reverend Gut-
tery, also took aim at ‘the man in Birmingham’ 
who ‘was once more attempting to hold aloft 
the tattered flag of prostituted patriotism, and 
was a mere echo of the madness which had 
once deluded the nation, madness that they 
would be very glad to forget’. He went on to 
describe:

Two types of patriotism. There was the patri-
otism such as their fathers knew … the patri-
otism that was willing to tell England, if need 
be, unpopular truths, the patriotism that was 
ready to work, suffer … to widen the bounds 
of liberty and to win the people a good life 
[Cheers]. And there was the patriotism of 
swagger, the boasting and blatancy, the pat-
riotism of the stock exchange, the patriot-
ism of Park Lane, the patriotism that … could 
not shout ‘rule Britannia’ except with a beery 
hick-up.35

Outside East Anglia, 
Liberals made similar 
criticisms of the Union-
ists’ misplaced imperi-
alism. George Lambert 
(Devon, South Molton) 
poured scorn over the 
‘new imperial gospel of Mr. Chamberlain’ and 
mocked his proposal to exclude imported 
maize from tariffs, arguing that ‘maize is the 
food of pigs … what imperial aspiration! Free 
food for an imperial race of pigs! [laughter]’.36 
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In Derby, a local Liberal – J. P. G. Shires – 
explained the changing zeitgeist, stating that 
‘the Tory party seemed to imagine that they 
enjoyed a monopoly on patriotism, and they 
delighted to dub their opponents Pro-Boers 
or Little Englanders; but the moral sentiments 
of the people were rising above such insults, 
and they were recognising that Jingoism and 
so-called Imperialism was not true patriot-
ism’.37 When the results were counted, the Lib-
erals had managed to transform landslide loss 
into landslide victory, winning a majority of 
128.

Perhaps Chamberlain’s mistake was to 
assume that a robust imperial appeal would 
automatically allow the Unionists to retain 
their pre-eminence as the patriotic party. 
Imperial preference did succeed in once again 
placing empire prominently on the 1906 elec-
tion agenda, but this time it clearly failed to 
trump the Liberals’ counter-appeal to ‘domes-
tic’ patriotism, suggesting that imperialism’s 
utility as a vote-winner was conditional, not 
universal. War weariness clearly helped tip 
the scales, but perhaps the decisive factor was 
simply that, however popular the imperial 
credentials of tariff reform might have been 
in isolation, they were poisoned by the spec-
tre of rising food prices. In East Anglia, vivid 
Liberal anecdotes of a return to ‘the hungry 
forties’ under the Corn Laws were combined 
with famous posters such as ‘save the children 

from Tariff Reform’ and ‘the big and the lit-
tle loaf’ to create a simple and pithy electoral 
appeal powerful enough to smite Chamber-
lain’s offering, whether wrapped in the Union 
Jack or not. These appeals were allied with 

Imperial preference did succeed in once again placing 
empire prominently on the 1906 election agenda, but this 
time it clearly failed to trump the Liberals’ counter-appeal 

to ‘domestic’ patriotism, suggesting that imperialism’s 
utility as a vote-winner was conditional, not universal.
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popular exhibitionism (traditionally a Tory 
forte) featuring unappetising horseflesh sau-
sage displays, didactic circus acts in seaside 
towns such as Yarmouth and Lowestoft and 
free trade song parties.38 Chamberlain – the 
man Lloyd George described as ‘the raging 
bull from Birmingham … smash[ing] up the 
great shop of the world’ – was cast as the pan-
tomime villain.39 Balfour was his comically 
pathetic subordinate, whom Daniel Goddard 
(Ipswich) dismissed as ‘the alleged leader who 
was really a lady help to Mr. Joseph Cham-
berlain’.40 As Michael Bentley has put it, the 
full-bodied attack on protectionism ‘removed 
the need to think’.41 Such Liberal humour was 
widespread and, critically, one-sided; the cor-
pus shows that the traditionally more sober 
Liberals were noted by newspapers as evoking 
‘laughter’ from grassroots audiences in and 
outside East Anglia in 1906 more than twice as 
often as their opponents. 

It seemed that the Liberals had discov-
ered a simple populism that enabled them 
to exploit, rather than hide from, the mass 
electorate’s appetite for the politics of pas-
sion. By contrast, the Unionists were now 
lumbered with the more counter-intuitive 
appeal running against the zeitgeist. With 
the addition of free trade (with its impor-
tant implications of material well-being) the 
argument that had begun as ‘sane imperial-
ism’ in 1900 was transformed, and the Liber-
als found it much easier to cast themselves 
confidently as the patriotic defenders of Brit-
ish workmen. Although they developed a 
more punchy and dynamic popular appeal, 
the real Liberal success in 1906 arguably lay 
not in matching the Unionists as imperial-
ists, but in successfully differentiating love 
of country from love of empire. By doing so, 
the Liberals were able to cast the Unionists as 
a destabilising and dangerous political force 
precisely because they were so ideologically 
obsessed with imperialism through their 
crusade for imperial preference and were 

prepared to sacrifice cheap bread at home for 
a political project abroad.

~

The 1906 campaign perhaps demonstrated 
that the Liberals had been too afraid of pop-
ular imperialism. The issue was not consist-
ently central in late-Victorian and Edwardian 
elections, and, even if it did dominate a given 
campaign, this did not mean Liberals were 
condemned to lose. However, there is no 
doubt that the defeat in 1900 was extremely 
traumatic for the party, principally because it 
damaged their traditional faith in elections as 
exercises in public intellect. By repackaging 
the electoral albatross of ‘sane imperialism’ in 
patriotic wrapping in 1906, the Liberals were 
able to match the Conservatives as promoters 
of simple and populist electoral appeals, and 
thus leave behind the highbrow but incoher-
ent platform of the 1890s. In this sense, the 
traumatic loss not only helped propel the party 
towards a more electorally dynamic new Lib-
eralism, but also allowed it to slam the door on 
their sentimental mid-Victorian ideal of high-
minded electoral debate with a considered 
‘rational’ voter at its centre. Elections were 
becoming exceptionally partisan and ruthless, 
and the claim that the Unionists were sentenc-
ing the poor to starvation in 1906 was arguably 
no less of a smear than the Tory allegation that 
‘pro-Boer’ Liberals had been in traitors in 1900. 
The Liberals had now learned to ‘fight dirty’, 
something that would serve them well in elec-
tions in the years that followed as the political 
temperature reached boiling point over the 
‘Peers vs the People’ crisis. 
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