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Dangerfield gives only a brief account of
the campaign leading to the first election in
January of . The overall Liberal majority
gained at the landslide election of  disap-
peared and ‘the Liberals were so reduced and
the Conservatives so swollen as to be almost
equal in numbers; the Irish and Labour parties
held the balance of power’. Thus in
Dangerfield’s opinion, Parliament was control-
led by ‘a handful of men to whom England
was an enemy’. It soon became clear that ‘in
order to keep himself in power [Mr Asquith]
had made a bargain with the Irish’, that they
would be given Home Rule in return for sup-
porting the Liberal government. The campaign
for the December election, again briefly cov-
ered by Dangerfield, produced an almost un-
changed result which he describes as ‘once

again an Irish-Labour majority’.

Dangerfield’s assessment has achieved wide-
spread currency. R. Shannon in The Crisis of
Imperialism writes that ‘after January the Irish
Nationalists could if they wished by voting
against the government turn them out’. He
comments that as the Liberals lost seats at sub-
sequent byelections their ‘dependence on La-
bour and Irish Nationalists was cruelly under-
lined’. R. Webb says in Modern England that
after January  ,‘the balance was held by
 Irish Nationalist and  Labour members’.

Numerous other examples might be cited but
one more from a recent number of the Journal
of Liberal Democrat History must suffice. In
Graham Lippiatt’s review of the recent new
edition of the Strange Death of Liberal England
he suggests that the passage of the Home Rule
bill was at least partly ‘a consequence of the
dependence of the Liberals in parliament on
the votes of the Irish Nationalists after the two
inconclusive general elections of ’.

The origin of Dangerfield’s view of the
political situation after  is easy to trace.
It is the Conservative and Unionist version
widespread at the time. In January and even
more in December numerous Unionist can-
didates warned that the government was now
enslaved to John Redmond, ‘the dollar dicta-
tor’, the Irish Nationalist leader who had just
returned from a successful fund-raising tour
of the United States. The fact that no Home
Rule bill had been introduced while the Lib-
erals had an overall majority, but appeared in
 when the majority had gone seemed to
prove the Unionist case, and the opposition
fulminated against the government tearing up
the constitution and destroying the United
Kingdom at the behest of Irishmen backed
by foreign gold.

This version is, however, a partisan one and
thus should be treated with caution. The real-
ity was rather different. There are two obvious

Liberal History and the
Balance of Power
How much influence do third parties holding the balance of power really
exert? John Howe analyses the Liberal record.

George Dangerfield’s study of the Strange Death of
Liberal England was published in . It is a lively,
readable and persuasive interpretation of the years
before  and it has provided the starting point
for almost all subsequent writing on the period. It
depicts the Liberal government fighting a losing
battle against a mounting tide of violence generated
by trades unionists, suffragettes and Irishmen, and
saved from a civil war only by the outbreak of the
European conflict. Of course this interpretation has
been challenged but it remains influential. It is the
purpose of this short essay to examine one of
Dangerfield’s hypotheses which has been very widely
accepted and which, though only part of his case
against the Liberal government, has important
implications for other periods in political history.
This is his evaluation of the effects of the results of
the two general elections of .
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reasons why the Liberals did not in-
troduce Home Rule between 
and . They had fought the 
election on a number of issues but
specifically not on Home Rule. Over
three-quarters of the Liberal candi-
dates did mention Home Rule in
their election address, but nearly all
did so in order to declare that it was
not an issue.

It is true that no less than % of
Unionist candidates did warn of the
danger of Home Rule, making this
their second most important cam-
paigning point, but this merely re-
inforces the second reason why
Home Rule was not introduced.
There was no prospect whatever that
it would get through the House of
Lords. Any Liberal or Irish Nation-
alist with any hopes quickly had
them destroyed by Balfour, the Un-
ionist leader, who, speaking in Not-
tingham in January , declared
that ‘the great Unionist Party should
still control whether in power or
whether in opposition, the destinies
of this great Empire’. The fate of
all the Liberal efforts to amend the
 Education Act, which were
thwarted by the Lords despite the
obvious mandate of the government,
was an added proof there was no
point in attempting Home Rule.

In , however, the issues were
different. The Lords’ rejection of the
budget caused the January election
and by December the proposal to
remove the veto of the House of
Lords was the main plank in the Lib-
eral platform. This, as most Unionist
candidates warned the electorate, was
bound to put Home Rule back on
the agenda. Peter Clarke has noted
that in January Liberal candidates in
Lancashire were returning to the
Home Rule issue. More generally,
as Blewett notes, Unionists empha-
sised the threat of Home Rule in
both January and December while
Liberals tended to stress the powers
of the Lords and Liberal social policy,
with Home Rule leas prominent.

The breakdown of the constitutional
conference in November on the
question of Home Rule brought
about the December election, so it
was manifest that a Liberal victory

would mean the end of the Lords’
veto and Home Rule could then be
expected.

If we turn now to the idea that
the Irish or Labour parties held the
balance of power we find that the
situation was very different from that
depicted by Unionist speakers at the
time and by Dangerfield in .
Indeed, R. C. K. Ensor gave a more
convincing interpretation in his vol-
ume of the Oxford History as long
ago as , but his careful judge-
ment has had less impact than
Dangerfield’s colourful drama! Ensor
writes that after the January election
the government did depend on the
minor parties for support but this
was a problem, not an opportunity,
for them. Indeed, ‘for the Labour
Party this was particularly embarrass-
ing’. Some Labour supporters
wanted to take a strong independ-
ent line to distinguish themselves
from the Liberals but the party could
not do this; ‘on the contrary it must
cast many reluctant votes in order to
avoid defeating the ministry’.

Similarly, the Irish Party now had
to support the budget which it had
hitherto opposed. Ensor recognised
that politics is not about numbers of
seats only, but also about issues and
policies. The minor parties really had
no choice. The Irish Party existed for
one reason – to get Home Rule.
There was no chance whatever that
the opposition, which was still for-
mally an alliance of Conservatives
and those Liberals who opposed
Home Rule, would ever give the
Irish what they wanted; it was thus
essential for them to keep the op-
position out and the Liberals in.

Labour too had no real choice.
A few dedicated socialists argued that
there was no difference between
Liberals and Unionists, who were all
capitalists exploiting the workers.
Parliamentary leaders like Mac-
Donald and Henderson responded
that Liberal measures were mostly in
the interests of the workers and
trades unions and took the Parlia-
mentary Labour Party into the gov-
ernment lobby time after time.
Trades union legislation provides an
interesting illustration of the fact that

the Labour Party had less influence
after , not more. In  the
government, with its huge overall
majority, reversed the Taff Vale deci-
sion and did so by adopting the La-
bour Party’s proposals lock, stock and
barrel. In contrast, it took the Labour
Party three years of nagging after
 before legislation to reverse the
Osborne judgement was proposed,
and even then the bill was not at all
what the unions or the Labour Party
wanted. Nevertheless, it supported
the bill in the lobbies because it had
to keep the Liberal government in
office and the Unionists out.

There are other examples which
show that third or fourth parties do
not have freedom to choose a part-
ner, and thus that the notion of a
balance of power is a myth. The most
obvious example is that of –,
when the Ir ish Party appeared
briefly to have a choice. Carnarvon,
the Irish viceroy of the minority
Conservative government then in
office pending the general election
of , showed some sympathy for
the idea of devolution, while
Gladstone’s previous Liberal govern-
ment had done much to placate the
Irish. The election produced a Lib-
eral majority of  over the Con-
servatives with  Irish ‘holding the
balance. But in December Gladstone’s
conversion to Home Rule was an-
nounced and the Conservatives im-
mediately abandoned Carnarvon to
become fervent defenders of the
Union. Thus the Irish had no choice.
They duly voted with the Liberals
to defeat the government and
Gladstone formed a Liberal admin-
istration to introduce Home Rule.
This split the Liberal Party.  MPs
voted with the Conservatives to de-
feat Home Rule and save the union
and they subsequently formed a
separate Liberal Unionist party. The
defeat of the bill meant another gen-
eral election, which in terms of seats
won by the two big parties appeared
to produce a balance of power. In
fact the Irish were bound to vote
with the Gladstonian Liberals, but
the Liberal Unionists had to vote
with the Conservatives, which gave
a secure majority to the Unionist
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side. At the  election the posi-
tion was reversed. The Liberals be-
came the largest party and Gladstone
formed a government which the
Irish had to support.

After  the Irish Party and
Home Rule disappeared from Brit-
ish politics, but there were still three
parties, Conservative, La-
bour and Liberal, and two
elections between the wars
produced no overall major-
ity. In October  Stanley
Baldwin, who had followed
Bonar Law as Conservative
Prime Minister in May, de-
cided to adopt a policy of
protective tariffs. Although
there was a secure Con-
servative majority in the
Commons he argued that
the new policy required a
mandate and asked the
King for a dissolution even
though it was only a year
since the previous general
election.

Thus the election in
December was fought
largely as a referendum on
the issue of protection ver-
sus free trade. This reunited
the Asquithian and Lloyd
George sections of the Lib-
eral Party in defence of the
trade, and Labour, too, vehemently
opposed protective tariffs. The results
left the Conservatives as the largest
party but without a majority, Labour
second and the reunited Liberals
third.

There was much anxious debate
about what to do, but in reality the
Liberal leaders had no choice. They
could not sustain a Conservative
government pledged to protection
and the alternative appeared to be a
minority Labour government which
would stick to free trade. When
Baldwin lost a confidence vote in the
new Commons in January  he
advised the King to send for
MacDonald, the Labour leader, who
duly formed a minority Labour gov-
ernment. The Liberals gave it gen-
eral support, perhaps expecting to
exert influence over its policies, but
MacDonald made no concessions

whatever. Indeed, he and the Labour
Party generally continued to attack
the Liberals, who found themselves
in the disastrous position of having
to vote for a government which ei-
ther ignored or condemned them.
Some on the right of the party re-
sponded by moving towards an

anti-socialist alliance with the Con-
servatives; others threw in their lot
with Labour. Since MacDonald
made no concessions, the govern-
ment lasted only nine months, but
the general election which followed
its defeat justified his approach and
showed the futile impotence of the
third party. Although Labour lost
some seats, it gained votes, while the
Liberal Party lost  of its  seats
and was eliminated as a major party.

The impotence of the third party
is more tragically shown by the elec-
tion of . Despite its weakness in
the Commons, the Liberal Party hod
set the agenda for the election with
its manifesto We Can Conquer Un-
employment, based on the Yellow
Book of . It proposed a
Keynesian programme of public in-
vestment to revive the economy and
create jobs. The party did win some

seats, but was still a long way behind
in third place and Labour, as the larg-
est party, formed another minority
government. It might seem that the
Liberals held ‘the balance of power’,
but they had no success whatever in
their efforts to persuade the govern-
ment to make any serious attempt

to tackle the mounting
economic crisis. Instead the
Labour ministers clung to
fiscal orthodoxy and were
finally overwhelmed by the
financial crisis of .

Both these inter-war ex-
amples show that the third
party had no power at all.
MacDonald ignored the
Liberals except when he
used them as an excuse
when the Labour left at-
tacked him for doing noth-
ing. In reality, of course, the
Liberals wanted more action,
not less, but they were as un-
successful as Mosley and the
Independent Labour Party
in getting MacDonald to do
anything. But if they did not
support him the result
would be a Conservative
government which might
be even worse!

The situation was the
same in . The Labour

and Irish parties were both tied to
the Liberals and it was inconceivable
that either would promote a Con-
servative and Unionist government.
Fortunately for the minor parties the
Liberals had long-established com-
mitments to Home Rule and to so-
cial reform policies, and these were
introduced, not to build a Commons
majority but because they were Lib-
eral policies. Of course Conservative
and Unionist propaganda produced
a different explanation. It was not
very successful at the time – it did
not win the  elections – but it
has been remarkably successful in
beguiling unwary historians.

John Howe is head of the school of his-
tory at the Cheltenham and Gloucester
College of Higher Education. His main
lecturing and research interest is modern
British political history. He is the author
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of various articles on early twentieth cen-
tury politics in Gloucestershire.

Notes:
. G. Dangerfield, The Strange Death of Lib-

eral England (first published , Gra-
nada edition, ). The quotations are
from pp. , , 

. R. Shannon, The Crisis of Imperialism
(), pp., .

. R. Webb, Modern England (), p. .
. Journal of Liberal Democrat History ,

–, p. .
. Cited by R. Jenkins in Mr Balfour’s Poo-

dle (), p. .
. In  the government did produce a

bill to set up an Irish Council. The Irish
Nationalists did not like the scheme be-
cause the Council would have only lim-
ited powers, and the government
dropped the proposals. The episode dem-
onstrates both Liberal sympathy for Irish
views and willingness to respond to them
even when there was an overall Liberal
majority.

. P. Clarke, Lancashire and the New Liberal-
ism (), Ch. , pt. , p. , pt. , p.
.

. N. Blewett, The Peers, the Parties and
the People (), Chs.  and .

. R. C. K. Ensor, England –
(), p. .

. C. Cook, The Age of Alignment (), Ch.
, pp. –.

. R. Skidelsky, Politicians and the Slump
(), pp. –.

The papers of Neville Sandelson, Member of Parlia-
ment for the Hayes & Harlington constituency –
 (Labour –, Social Democratic Party –
), have been fully catalogued and are now available
for consultation in the Archives Reading Room, Brit-
ish Library of Political & Economic Science,  Por-
tugal Street, London WCA HD.

Sandelson was born in , joined the Labour
Party in  and unsuccessfully contested eight elec-
tions as a Labour Party candidate in six different con-
stituencies before being elected in a byelection in .
He was a moderate Labour MP and opposed the ac-
tivities of extreme left-wing organisations inside and
outside the Labour Party. His relationship with
left-wing members of his Constituency Labour Party
was a stormy one, and he survived various attempts to
deselect him as MP. He was a founder member and
treasurer of the Labour Party Manifesto Group (–
). In  he was one of the founding members of

the SDP, and continued as an MP until losing his seat
in the  general election, standing as a Liberal-SDP
Alliance candidate. He campaigned in support of the
return of a Conservative government in the  gen-
eral election and rejoined the Labour Party in .

The collection includes a series of scrapbooks of
press cuttings covering Sandelson’s period as an MP,
files relating to the Hayes & Harlington constituency,
and papers on the Labour Party and the foundation
of the SDP. Sandelson took a keen interest in foreign
affairs, and there is material on the Middle East, Af-
ghanistan, Gibraltar and Northern Ireland. There is also
an extensive series of photographs documenting his
political life.

Mari Takayanagi is an Assistant Archivist at the British Li-
brary of Political and Economic Science, who recently sorted
and catalogued the collection of Sandelson papers.

Archive Guide
The Papers of Neville Sandelson; by Mari Takayanagi.

12 December 1963
A solicitor wrote to Mr Quintin Hogg
on Tuesday asking for compensation
and an apology for Roy Grundon, a
20-year old Lewisham Young Liberal.
Roy, a member of the ‘Votes at 18’
campaign, claims he was struck by Mr
Hogg, Minister of Science, after the
count at the St Marylebone byelection
last week. Mr Hogg has denied any
assault. He says that he was blinded
by a banner while leaving Marylebone
Town Hall after the count, and merely
pushed it aside.

17 December 1968
There is a vital urgency to create a
new and more stable monetary system
if the West (not just Britain) is to avoid
these recurring crises. The Labour
Government is doing a disservice to
the solution of this problem, by laying
the blame on the backs of the
speculators. Comment by Frank Byers.

13 December 1973
At a time when the number one
concern of the ordinary elector is the
rising cost of living, and particularly
the steeply rising price of food, the
party’s policy for the general election
should be based on withdrawal from
the Common Market, sound money
and free trade. Letter from R. C.
Grinham, Chingford.

19 December 1978
With Labour ranks in a state of
disarray following the resignation of
Agent Dick Hughes, the chances of a
Liberal victory in a parliamentary
byelection at Edge Hill, Liverpool, look
stronger than they have ever been ...
Liberal PPC David Alton, who came
second with 6,171 votes fewer than Sir
Arthur [Irvine] in the general election of
October 1974, is confident. He said:
‘if Liberals go all out to win this seat I
really think we can do it.’

In this Month ...
From Liberal News
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Significant new essays have been
contributed by senior academics on
some of Britain’s most important
histor ical figures, including
William Gladstone, David Lloyd
George and Jo Grimond. Liberal
thinkers, including Jeremy
Bentham, John Stuart Mill and
John Maynard Keynes; Victorian
statesmen, such as Lord Aberdeen
and Viscount Palmerston; and
post-war MPs, including Jeremy
Thorpe, Cyril Smith and David
Penhaligon, have also been criti-
cally profiled. All the Liberal
Democrat MPs elected in ,
including Paddy Ashdown, and
leading Liberal Democrat
peers, such as Shirley Williams
and Roy Jenkins, are also in-
cluded. Over  individuals,
both academics and party ac-
tivists, contributed. Appendi-
ces include details of party
leaders, leaders in the House
of Lords, chief whips, and
party presidents; cabinet

The Dictionary of
Liberal Biography
Ben Pimlott, Bill Rodgers and Graham Watson give their thoughts on the
History Group’s first major publication.

The Liberal Democrat History Group produced its
first book in September . Published by Politico’s
Publishing, and edited by Duncan Brack, with
Malcolm Baines, Katie Hall, Graham Lippiatt, Tony
Little, Mark Pack, Geoffrey Sell and Jen Tankard, the
Dictionary of Liberal Biography brings together in one
volume the biographies of over  individuals who
have made major contributions to the Liberal
Party, SDP or Liberal Democrats, or to the
development of British Liberalism.

ministers since ; and byelection winners
since .

The Dictionary was launched at the History
Group’s fringe meeting at the Liberal Demo-
crat conference in Brighton in September, and
in Politico’s Political Bookstore in Westmin-
ster in November. We reprint here Professor
Ben Pimlott’s foreword to the book, and a re-
port of the launch meeting in Brighton.
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Some regard biography as
anecdotage, others as propaganda. It
was E. H. Carr – to some extent re-
flecting a marxian view – who ad-
vanced what is still the negative or-
thodoxy, when he wrote in What Is
History? about ‘the Bad King John
theory of history’ – namely, ‘the view
that what matters in history is the
character and behaviour of individu-
als’, which he considered out of date.
‘The desire to postulate individual
genius as the creative force in his-

tory,’ he observed, ‘is characteristic of
the primitive stages of historical con-
sciousness’.

That biography is primitive can
scarcely be denied. It may even be
the oldest form of literature – it long
predates the novel (the Christian re-
ligion, it should be pointed out, is
based on four biographies). That in-
dividual genius is not a creative force
in history, however, is certainly open
to challenge, and thirty-seven years
after Carr wrote so dismissively on

Foreword
by Professor Ben Pimlott

There is a continuing debate about the validity of biography,
and how it should be categorised. Is it history? Is it politics?
Arguably, it is both or neither. Certainly there have been many
politicians and historians who have regarded it circumspectly.
Socialists have sometimes been wary of it, on the grounds
that it elevates star performers above the classes and movements
that really count. Aneurin Bevan once remarked that he
preferred his fiction straight: after his death, he got it – in the
form of a great, romantic, polemical biography of him, by his
Liberal-turned-socialist friend Michael Foot, which brilliantly
captured the mood and spirit of its subject, while treating
inconvenient facts with cheerfully Olympian abandon.

the topic, biographers have gained
ground against his position, rather
than lost it. The genre is still very
much with us, widely consumed,
ever-more serious and scholarly, and
constantly discussed. Whether or not
biography is identical with history
(and politics) it is often the best en-
try route into both – as well as an
essential building block. It is not just
that, as Thomas Carlyle put it, ‘his-
tory is the essence of innumerable
biographies’ (in the end, every move-
ment and idea rests on participation,
and frequently the inspiration and
leadership, of individuals). It is also
that historical understanding be-
comes arid and two-dimensional, if
people are left out of the picture.

It is no accident that one of the
finest traditions in British biographi-
cal writing should be associated with
liberalism and the Liberal Party, for
liberals have always placed particu-
lar emphasis on the uniqueness and
limitless potential of the individual.
If one of the great monuments of
the late nineteenth century bio-
graphical scholarship (and hagiogra-
phy) was Morley’s life of Gladstone,
it was Bloomsbury – playground and
cauldron of the liberal spirit – that
revolutionised biography in the
twentieth. Lytton Strachey’s Eminent
Victorians and Queen Victoria, in par-
ticular, poked disrespectful fun at
their subjects, tearing to shreds the
notion that biography was the art of
glorification, and showing how it
could be used to explore the human
soul in all its complexity. Biographi-
cal essays by Winston Churchill
(himself then a Liberal, of sorts) were
written in such a spirit. So are the
distinguished biographical writings
of Roy Jenkins (always a Liberal at
heart), which have always used bi-
ography as the most sensitive of dia-
lectical tools – from his early biog-
raphies of Attlee, Asquith and Dilke
through to his most recent collec-
tion, The Chancellors.

A dictionary of Liberal biogra-
phy, therefore, can claim to celebrate
many things. On the one hand, it is
part of a proud literary heritage. On
the other, it is a vital contribution
to history and to political thought,

The Dictionary of Liberal
Biography

is available for £20.00 (plus £2.50 postage and packing for postal or
telephone orders) from:

Monday – Friday 9.00am – 6.30pm
Saturday 10.00am – 6.00pm

Sunday 11.00am – 5.00pm

8 Artillery Row, Westminster, London SW1P 1RZ
Tel: 0171 828 0010  Fax: 0171 828 8111
Email: politico’s@artillery-row.demon.co.uk

Website: http://www.politicos.co.uk

Britain’s Premier Political
Bookstore
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and a recognition of the textured
nature of a liberal tradition that in-
cluded Keynes as well as Gladstone,
Mill and Lloyd George, and which
– out of office even more than in it
– had done so much to shape the
ideas and policies that exist in turn-
of-the-millennium Britain and the
wider world. This is a work of refer-
ence, of value to politicians, histori-
ans and journalists, who want to
check up on the facts. But it is also

considerably more than that. Taken
together, the essays by a range of
leading authors provide fascinating
jigsaw pieces for a rich and varied
history of the – ever developing –
liberal ideal.

Ben Pimlott is Warden of Goldsmith’s
College, London and author of biographies
of Hugh Dalton, Harold Wilson and the
Queen.

in the Dictionary and asked the speak-
ers to pick out their female heroes.
Graham Watson chose Nancy Seear
(who is in the book, pp. –) for
whom a great wave of affectionate
recollection came from the room.
He also remembered Lady Glen-
Coats who had been prospective
Liberal candidate for Orkney &
Shetland in the late s and early
’s and who recommended Jo
Grimond as her successor.

Interested by this reference, I did
some reading about Lady Glen-
Coats after the meeting. Grimond
commented in his memoirs that
without her support he would prob-
ably never have become an MP at
all. She was also the patron of an-
other young Liberal in the late s.
John Junor, later editor of the less-
than-Liberal Sunday Express and an
ardent supporter of the even lesser-
than-liberal Mrs Thatcher, was in-
vited by Glen-Coats in , along
with the then President of Edin-
burgh University Liberal Club, Ivor
Davies, on a speaking and campaign-
ing tour of Orkney & Shetland.
When a byelection vacancy arose in
Kincardine & West Aberdeenshire in
March , Glen-Coats gave Junor
her support and he was adopted as
candidate. Despite his anti-appease-
ment stance at the time of Hitler’s
invasion of Czechoslovakia, Junor
lost. He fought the seat again in 
and failed to be elected by only 
votes. After the byelection Glen-
Coats asked Junor to become her
private secretary, a post he held be-
fore he went back up to university.
Over the summer of , as war
approached, they visited Poland and
Germany and had to make a hur-
ried exit from Europe, negotiating
troop movements and war prepara-
tions. They arrived home on  Sep-
tember, the very day of the German
invasion of Poland and just  hours
before Britain’s declaration of war.

In his choices of female heroes,
Bill Rodgers caused some wry
amusement by saying he was elimi-
nating the living. He too praised
Nancy Seear, recalling working with
her in the House of Lords where she
commanded great respect, attending

No More Heroes Any More?
Fringe meeting, 20 September,
with Bill Rodgers and Graham Watson
Report by Graham Lippiatt

It was definitely standing room only for those not arriving
early in the Osborne Room in the Metropole Hotel in
Brighton, with an interested and eclectic crowd gathering
to hear speakers Bill Rodgers (Lord Rodgers of Quarry
Bank) and Graham Watson MEP (former aide to David Steel
and one of the party’s first two Euro MPs).

The meeting, smoothly and
amusingly chaired by our Vice Presi-
dent Graham Tope (Lord Tope of
Cheam) marked the launch of the
newly published Dictionary of Liberal
Biography, and the speakers were in-
vited to consider what lessons today’s
Liberal Democrats have to learn
from liberal or social democrat he-
roes of the past. Who, we waited to
hear from our speakers, would they
select as their heroes? Who, in their
estimation, had contributed most to
the development of the party, or of
Liberalism? What were the common
themes that bound the famous fig-
ures of our parties’ past to the Lib-
eral Democrat supporters and activ-
ists of today?

No doubt it added to the charm
of the evening that a number of those
present, not just the platform party,
were the subject of entries in the Dic-
tionary. Was not that Tony Greaves (pp.
–) sprawled on the floor against
the wall at the front of the room? Was

not that Gordon Lishman (pp. –
) struggling to hear from the crowd
at the rear? Was not that Michael
Steed (pp. –) raising a point
from the floor? And how many shades
of Liberals past were hovering over
the copies of the Dictionary, straining
to read their own entries?

After the disappointment of Pro-
fessor Ben Pimlott’s not being able
to be present as advertised, and a lit-
tle technical difficulty resulting in the
proceedings from a neighbouring
room being piped through the
speaker system into our meeting was
overcome, Graham Tope got us un-
der way. He reminded us that, who-
ever the speakers chose, or those of
us in the audience picked as our per-
sonal heroes, in one sense, all mem-
bers (past and present) of the Lib-
eral Democrat family are heroes.

In the question and comment
session which followed the presen-
tations, one participant regretted the
small number of women represented
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at all hours, always speaking very
knowledgeably, usually without
notes. His other choice (also in the
Dictionary pp. –), was Laura
Grimond. It has been the fate of
some women to win a place in his-
tory as a result of their family con-
nections. Laura Grimond, notwith-
standing that Asquithian pedigree,
earned her entry in the Dictionary
fully in her own right.

To end the evening, Richard
Moore entertained us with a terrific
anecdote about another outstanding
but, by the time of the story ailing,
Liberal woman, Lady Violet
Bonham-Carter. Insisting on being
present in the House of Lords to

make an attack on the government
of the day, she refused to be told by
Richard that she was not really well
enough. Her son had flunked the job
of telling her, passing the buck to Ri-
chard, who was working in the
Whips’ Office. He too was unable
to resist the unstoppable object that
was Lady Violet, who demanded, if
the worst came to the worst, to be
carried to the Liberal benches by the
bewigged flunkeys in attendance on
members of the House.

Enjoy the text of Lord Rodgers’
and Graham Watson’s speeches –
those present at the meeting cer-
tainly did.

particular walks of life, celebrities in
their time – or heroes, as we would
all define heroes to be – what do they
do in their after years? So often, when
one reads obituaries, the subjects have
a short glorious period in their early
twenties and then they disappear, per-
haps to be a Lord Lieutenant of a
county or to do sheep farming some-
where in the Scottish Highlands. And
so my interest in this book, in respect
of many of the names in it, is as a
book of obituaries, though newly
written for this occasion.

But also I must confess, and I con-
fess on behalf of everybody who has
lived their lives in politics and who
has found their names in the news-
papers from time to time, that when
you get a book, a book which per-
haps is not a book of biography at
all, the first thing you look up is the
index. You do not look for the Lib-
eral Democrats, you do not look for
the Liberal Party, you do not look, in
my case, for the Gang of Four, you
look for your own name. And so, on
this occasion we can say, that again
about eighty people who are alive and
well to the best of our knowledge,
will be picking that book up and the
first name they will be looking for is
their own. (I have to say I have not
yet been able to do it but if Graham
were to open it at the right page I
might read it over his shoulder. In due
course I will look at the book and
see what it has to say.)

I think that we can say it is an
eclectic selection. It includes Adam
Smith and it also includes Horatio
Bottomley, two men more unalike,
one could not find. It also has a lot
of pre-Liberals. It has Charles James
Fox, for example, who would not
really fit into a definition of Liberal,
as I understand it. It has Palmerston,
a Whig rather than a Liberal, and a
lot of his instincts were very
unliberal by our measure. It has got
Bentham. It has got Tom Paine. It has
got David Ricardo. I should be very
interested to know how they can be
linked; of course their ideas were im-
portant, but how they can be linked
to the chain of Liberals and social
democrats we have today?

It also includes some black sheep.

Of Obituaries and Great Men
Bill Rodgers

Duncan Brack wrote to me in July asking me to speak at
this meeting, and although those who have lived their lives
in politics seldom ask themselves why, on this occasion I
did so. Many years ago I published a short book of
biographical essays, but I cannot claim to be a biographer as
Ben Pimlott certainly is and (I will say something about
this at the end) I do not find it easy to have heroes. For
these reasons it is perhaps a little unclear about why I am
here at all. But I can say that I am an avid reader of obituaries.
Whereas there are eighty people in this book who will buy
it because they are in it, there are many others who will not
buy because they can no longer do so. And so I shall be
turning less to my contemporaries, I think, than to those
who have had their obituaries in my time.

I think obituaries are most inter-
esting when they involve people I
have never met, have never heard of
and who have lived lives very differ-
ent from my own. I am particularly
fascinated by the obituar ies of
servicepeople found mainly in the
Daily Telegraph but also in The Times.
A very large number of them, par-
ticularly those who served with the
RAF, seem to have spent the inter-
war years bombing the Kurds in Iraq,

or Mesopotamia as it was then called.
Those in the army spent the inter-
war years on the North West Fron-
tier, dealing in a similar fashion with
the Afghans. Now I find that very in-
teresting because I have never had
anything to do with either Kurds or
Afghans. Equally I am always inter-
ested to know what happened when
these individuals stopped bombing
the Kurds and Afghans. Famous peo-
ple, people who make their names in
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I notice the name of Peter Bessell,
though possibly he is dead, and the
name also of Wallace Lawler, a fairly
notorious figure in his time and not
very liberal (with a small l) although
he fought under the Liberal banner
in Birmingham at that stage. There
are even one or two, and I ask this
slightly nervously in an audience like
this – where are they now? Twenty
or twenty-five years ago, when I was
not able to call myself a Liberal
Democrat, the name of Pratap Chitnis
always came up on behalf of the Lib-
eral Party. Now I am looking forward
to the book because the question I
asked about him – where is he now?
– this book will tell me.

But there are some interesting
omissions, in my view. There is
Charles Kennedy but not Ludovic
Kennedy; although Ludo has played
his part in the life of the Liberal
Party, fought a notable byelection
at Rochdale and has been loyal to
us today.

There is Sir Trevor Jones but not
Sir Sidney Jones, Lord Mayor of Liv-
erpool during the last war. So why
one Jones, Trevor – ‘Jones the vote’
– but not another Jones, Sir Sidney
Jones, a highly respected figure in the
city of Liverpool and perhaps the last
great Liberal before the revival? In-
deed I would be fascinated if it
would be possible in a future edi-
tion to look at some of those Liber-
als who made a distinctive contri-
bution in their own areas. I mention
Liverpool because I was born and
brought up there. So, I know a bit
more about Liverpool than some of
you. There were the Rathbones,
there were the Roscoes and they had
three interesting characteristics. They
were mostly in the shipping indus-
try. They were Unitarian in their re-
ligion and they were Liberal in their
politics. And they made an immense
contribution to the civic life of that
great city in the nineteenth century.
So, perhaps next time, if I might say
to Duncan, look at the Rathbones,
look at the Roscoes. They will not
be able to buy the book but they are
well remembered in the city where
they grew up and worked.

Here I am going to be very con-

troversial indeed. You are going to
shake in your shoes at my point.
There is Frank Owen – we all know
Frank Owen – but not David Owen.
Now you may say there are very
good reasons ... and yet, and yet, if
we think of the history of Liberal
Democracy we have to consider that
David, for good or for ill – perhaps,
not good – deserves a place in the
history of our times.

Now, what about the role of great
men? Some clearly greater than oth-
ers but all of them prominent in some
way or another. How far can history
be read through their lives? Or is his-
tory an inexorable process, as Marx
would have said, and, indeed the
Whig theory of history would main-
tain? The Victorians believed in
progress, they believed in change up-
ward and better all the time. How far
did the great political figures listed in
this book make a real difference? I
think it is a very difficult question to
answer, particularly difficult for those
whose names appear in the book,
because, of course, we all like to be-
lieve that history is at least a little bit
different for our having lived.

Now men of ideas, Bentham,
Paine, Hume, Ricardo, all influenced
thinking and did therefore influence
the political climate of their time. I
think we can say the same of
Gladstone, of Asquith, of Lloyd
George, of Churchill. All of you know,
of course, being well-informed about
these things, that Churchill was a Lib-
eral in his early days and yet he found
his way into the book – where David
Owen does not – although his later
career was in another party. Now I
think the answer for Gladstone, for
Asquith, for Lloyd George and for
Churchill is that they did have their
chance on a large enough scale. They
all became Prime Minister. They all
played, because of the circumstances
of their time, a major part in our lives.
And I have to say, it is more difficult
for those, who may have been distin-
guished in their ideas, in their inten-
tions, in their personal lives in one
way or another but, at the same time,
did not have the opportunities for
government.

I think, for example, of Jo

Grimond, whom I remember when
he was in the House. Now Jo played
a tremendous part in raising the
morale of the Liberal Party after old
Clem Davies. And I think – and I
notice that all Liberals old (and less
old) pay tribute to him, and I would
not for a moment take that away –
but I wonder whether if one looks
at it in a very hard-headed fashion,
whether Jo’s was not a silent, per-
sonal, pilgrimage, which in the end
achieved very little, for all his per-
sonal qualities. When Jo became
Leader of the Liberal Party it had six
members of Parliament. When Jo
ceased to be Leader of the Liberal
Party it had six members of Parlia-
ment. The proportion of votes won
by the Liberals in the election of
 was very much larger than in
 – but one has to ask, did Jo re-
ally achieve that much because of the
circumstances of his time?

I remember him well. It was a very
difficult process. He would not be
called to speak in the House. You
would have the main speakers in the
Commons, the government speaker,
the opposition speaker, but Jo would
not be called in the way that Paddy
Ashdown very often is; and as we in
the Lords always have the privilege
of being the next party to speak. Jo
might be called at half past five; the
press gallery was empty, and many
members of Parliament were having
their first drink of the evening, or as
they would prefer to put it, signing
letters to their constituents. Jo would
make his speech and then he would
leave the chamber in a slightly lonely
way and make his way down the cor-
ridor with his head held slightly to
one side; and I often felt I wanted to
say something to him which would
be a comfort and an encouragement
but I did not know what. And so, like
others, I passed by on the other side.
And so, when we look at Jo, and I
think he is a hero of many people and
I would not take that away, we have
to say: what changes did he make?

And then, if you consider, and
this is rather a different point, the
SDP and the Gang of Four, of whom
I was one. There is a very interest-
ing book by Patr icia Sykes, an
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American academic, called Losing
from the Inside. She came to this
country in about  and then
came back again for the  elec-
tion. She was meant to write a the-
sis about the deep-seated ideologi-
cal differences between members of
the Gang of Four. She could not find
any. She thought that if you took the
perspective of politics as a whole,
there was not much difference be-
tween us. And so, she felt, we lost
from the inside, for personal reasons
of one kind or another.

Now, it is true that the  gen-
eral election was a huge disappoint-
ment. So near for the Alliance, and
yet so far; .% against .% – a
very narrow gap. It is true that was
the case but I think, looking back, it
was most importantly the Falklands
War which changed the fate of the
Alliance. Thinking in particular of
the SDP – and nobody has really
thought hard about this, and perhaps
I should have the most to say about
it – was the failure to win the
Darlington byelection immediately
after the Bermondsey byelection, just
before the general election of .
So, for all the differences there were,
between the Jenkinsites and the
Owenites (the Jenkinsites did not
feel it but the Owenites did) I think
the reasons why we did not do bet-
ter, why we did not win that extra
.% of the vote in  cannot be
seen in terms of personality but of
events outside.

And so, what about the question
which Duncan asked us: no more
heroes any more? I think that very
few people in politics are heroes to
their contemporaries. They are re-
spected, they are admired, they are
even loved. They may be momen-
tary heroes, at the moment they win
an election or do something great.
But I do not think one can say more
than that. It needs the passage of time
and the verdict of history to really
decide. The living eighty of us do not
know our fate. Only subsequent edi-
tions will find them out. But because
I am required to, I will pick now
from the list four heroes. Only four
because I would perhaps pick some
more and go on too long.

First, of course, Asquith, because
of his great reforming government.
Secondly, Charles Bradlaugh, be-
cause of the way he fought to change
the oath. Thirdly, Sir Edward Grey,
for a phrase we all remember about
the lights going out all over Europe.
If it had not been for Sir Edward
Grey, we would not have had that
description; and I think it is a rather

good one. And finally, David Lloyd
George for reminding us of what
you could once get away with,
which President Clinton cannot get
away with today.

Bill Rodgers (Lord Rodgers of Qarry
Bank) was a member of the SDP ‘Gang
of Four’, and is now leader of the Lib-
eral Democrat peers.

It is a living history of our party.
It sets in context individual effort
and achievement. Uniting figures of
the past with those of the present, it
shows how ideology runs thicker
than blood. It traces what Lloyd
George called ‘the golden threads of
reason and altruism which weave
unbroken through the history of
mankind’s actions and aspirations’.
Yet it is not hagiography. It serves as
a needle to puncture the vanity of
the living and recognise even the
weaknesses of the deceased.

I am responsible for only one
entry in this Dictionary: that for Lord
Steel of Aikwood, the former leader
David Steel. I imagine when it was
mooted that I should speak here that
it was expected I should speak of
David Steel. As we languish in the
opinion polls at around %, there
must be some hankering after the
heady days of regular % poll rat-
ings and even, on one delusive oc-
casion, %. The boy David had a
youthful appeal up against Michael
Foot and Margaret Thatcher which
some might envy today. But I sus-
pect that our party is not quite ready
to evaluate the leading figures of our

Six Characters in Search of
an Author
Graham Watson

The Dictionary of Liberal Biography is the story of two great
families, Social Democrats and Liberals – one young and
vibrant, the other the scion of older stock; a marriage,
perhaps, of new money with old?

immediate predecessors. A decade
has barely passed. The bird of liberty
has soared, but a parrot left for dead
still occasionally flinches.

And so I have chosen today
three couples, each of which dem-
onstrate different characteristics of
our party, its present and its past. I
hope they will allow us some re-
flection on context.

My first couple is John
Bannerman and Mark Bonham-
Carter, both, alas, deceased, but both
succeeded, in daughters Ray Michie
MP and recent party press officer Jane
Bonham-Carter, by active Liberal
Democrats. Their standards, which
they bore most effectively in the most
difficult of times for Liberals, the
s, have been kept flying.

John Bannerman was a product
of Scotland’s establishment, just as
Mark Bonham-Carter represented
part of England’s. Mark was an
Asquith, with the self-confidence of
the English Victorian Liberal heyday
behind him. John was as near as
Scotland came to a Liberal tradition;
the sharp, enquiring mind of an En-
lightenment-inspired education.
Mark was a dab hand at tennis,



journal of liberal democrat history 21: winter 1998–99 13

though a trained amateur. Johnnie
was an accomplished rugby player, a
Scottish international and the great-
est Scottish forward of the s.
Though twenty years separated them
in age, both entered active politics
just before the second world war.
Both had been scholars at Balliol and
across the pond in New England.
Johnnie came within a whisker of
winning a byelection at Inverness in
; Mark was returned in
Torrington four years later. Each pre-
pared the political ground for an-
other Liberal to take and hold the
division soon after.

I have no idea whether they ever
met, but I have no doubt their com-
mon modesty would have resulted
in a quiet mutual respect, though
Johnnie may have grumbled into his
whisky glass about soft southern
ways. Both men served as lieuten-
ants to Jo Grimond in keeping alight
the flame of Liberalism, a task big-
ger even than a man of Jo’s stature.

Lord Bonham-Carter was, liter-
ally, a man of the world. He had a
perfect command of Italian, a coun-
try of which he was immensely
knowledgeable and where he spent
lengthy holidays, and chaired for
many years the Anglo-Polish round
tables. As Chairman of the Race
Relations Board, Governor of the
Royal Ballet and Vice Chairman of
the BBC he combined concern for
society with contempt for the Con-
servative establishment – I recall his
remark at a Liberal International
meeting in Oxford that while Mrs
Thatcher hated the BBC, most peo-
ple outside this country thought
rather more of the BBC than of Mrs
Thatcher. As a Member of both
houses of parliament he was active
and incisive. His intellect was colos-
sal and his energy none the less so.

A well travelled Englishman and
a stay-at-home Scot seem contrary
to popular mythology. Yet Lord
Bannerman, a sheep farmer, rarely
travelled outside his native Scotland.
Nonetheless, he presided over the
Scottish RFU, was Chairman of the
National Forest Parks and president
of An Comunn Gaidhealach. He
turned the government spotlight on

to the Highlands and the plight of
Highland communities from which
his own family had been driven dur-
ing the clearances. His enquiring
mind set a wider context for his poli-
tics than many of his SNP contem-
poraries; the failure of the self-gov-
ernment crusade in those years is
because there were so few like John
Bannerman. Professor Christopher
Harvie tells us that post-war Scot-
land produced no gods and precious
few heroes. Since he died at ,
barely eighteen months after his en-
noblement, I plead at least for sanc-
tification for Lord Bannerman of
Kildonan.

John Bannerman and Mark
Bonham-Carter were both, in their
way, individuals. If they never quite
figured as Leaders, they were
uncontestably leading figures. They
led by example rather than by en-
couragement. Their education had
bred them to govern their fellow
men and they did so with ease. Their
Liberalism, though unusual in their
generation, was instinctive and self-
confident. It was the product of a
confident age.

My next couple, Lord Russell-
Johnston and Lord Geraint, bring us
in to the present, if only just. Towards
the end of their careers, both have a
proud history of contribution to our
enterprise.

Geraint Howells came from mod-
est farming stock in Ceredigion,
Russell Johnston from a slightly less
modest rural hinterland on Skye. Bat-
tered by the squalls of the Atlantic on
the western reaches of our islands,
both brought the cadences of the
Gaelic tongue to their wider English-
speaking mission. Though not born
great, fate had sown in each the seeds
of greatness; both were to engage, to
inform, to inspire. Philosophers both,
they encapsulated and distilled, for
their audiences to savour, the essence
of Liberalism in their respective coun-
tries. If Russell relished the rostrum,
Geraint was the stronger at the other
art in which both were gifted – a
keen ability to listen.

Steeped in the cultures of their
respective countries, Russell and
Geraint were ardent devolutionists

and campaigned strongly for a ‘yes’
vote on st March . As so often
for Liberals, their efforts were not
immediately to bear fruit. And yet
they flinched not in their endeav-
ours. ‘A Liberal society’, as Russell
once said, ‘will not be built without
the bricks of effort and the mortar
of persistence’. Geraint was a bul-
wark against nationalism because of
his very Welshness. Russell was his
counterpart north of the border.

Perhaps more than John
Bannerman or Mark Bonham-
Carter, Russell and Geraint were re-
assuring figures. Genial, astute, safe
pairs of hands. Each coaxed, guided
and motivated a generation of
younger Liberals (myself among
them). Neither looked particularly
youthful, even at a young age: an
advantage in politics since it suggests
wisdom. Yet both reflected enduring
Liberal values and applied them in-
telligently to the present. Nor was
either man, despite his peaceful
Gaelic charm, a slacker. I doubt
whether Russell or Geraint, however
far-flung their constituencies, would
have failed to show up to vote on
the amendments to Northern Ire-
land Terrorism and Conspiracy Bill.

Scotland , Wales . Geraint
Howells’ years in the Commons are
no match for Russell’s. Yet the Welsh-
man showed in Parliament the same
unwavering commitment to the in-
terests of his farmers and small
businessesmen which he had main-
tained for almost twenty years as a
county councillor. And Lord Geraint,
a shrewd tactician, became Deputy
Speaker of the House of Lords. Lord
Russell-Johnston, with a similar cu-
rious desire to enter the upper house
on first-name terms, took to the
Lords his long-standing commit-
ment to international Liberalism. On
a wider canvass however, as the first
UK Liberal in the European Parlia-
ment, a quarter of a century ago, he
developed the taste for political tour-
ism which has made him the cur-
rent leader of the Liberal group on
the Council of Europe.

Russell, the university graduate,
has left more of his thoughts on pa-
per, whether in printed form or in a
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flowing hand in friends’ letterboxes,
than his Welsh hill-farming colleague.
Just as he preached from the podium,
so has he prodded with the pen, and
we are the wealthier for it. But if the
pen for Geraint was more a place to
keep a welcome for sheep – he was,
after all, President of the Royal Welsh
Show and a member of the Wool
Marketing Board – he nonetheless
inspired through regular cultivation
a generation of Welsh Liberal activ-
ists. Liberalism would not be the same
in either country without them.

My third and final pair were de-
scribed by one of those I consulted
as ‘the odd couple’. Ronnie Fearn
and Brian Cotter, my correspond-
ent thought, were from a different
mould. I disagree. Neither man is any
less representative of Liberalism in his
age and his constituency than any of
the aforementioned.

True, both came to Parliament
late in their careers. In territory not
traditionally ours, each had to wait
until their electors were prepared to
honour their effort. Ronnie Fearn
was elected in  after forty years
in the wilderness, Brian Cotter a
decade later after fourteen. But both
had served previously (and Ronnie
does still) in local government.

With their education interrupted
by the war, neither grammar school
boy Ronnie Fearn nor privately
educated Brian Cotter attended uni-
versity, but both have first class hon-
ours from the university of life. Af-
ter two years’ National Service, Cot-
ter spent twenty years distributing
merchandise to shops and another
twenty running a small plastics com-
pany. His experience is of people, in
their daily lives at work and at play.
Fearn worked as a bank clerk dur-
ing the day and as a Liberal or a thes-
pian in every free waking moment.
Each brings to Parliament a feeling
for the people of England, bent on
the anvil of experience, which evades
most modern politicians.

‘Smile at us, pay us, pass us, but
do not quite forget; for we are the
people of England, who have not
spoken yet’, wrote that great poet
and Liberal MP G. K. Chesterton. As
the experienced helmsman prefers a

sextant even in the age of Global
Positioning by Satellite, so neither of
these MPs needs a pollster or a spin
doctor to guide him through the
shoals of public opinion.

Coming from commerce,
Ronnie and Brian believe in a busi-
nesslike approach to politics: an ef-
ficient operation with an emphasis
on service quality for the customer.
Self-made men, they are self-made
Members of Parliament. Each is
motivated by an appreciation of and
respect for others that has made him
a local celebrity. Loyal and likeable,
they have stuck with the party in
good times and bad, reaching out to
those whose turn is yet to come.

If Brian returned from London
to Bristol’s seaside resort, so Ronnie
was born and bred in commuter land
for that other great port, Liverpool.
Both represent those first liberated
from the cities by the great car
economy. Typical of our eight Eng-
lish seaside-town constituency MPs,
both know the problems of decay-
ing Victorian splendour and post-
modern squalor. Both are local as
well as national politicians, intimately
concerned with Liberal Democrat
action in local government.

So Liberalism has spread from the
bonnie brae to the bed-and-break-
fast. It’s a sign we’ve come a long way.
Middle England now stretches out
ahead: row upon redbrick row of
terraced houses, where leaflets can
be left in an instant and residents’
surveys rapidly recovered.

If these six characters were in
search of an author, they have found
one in this book. As a reference
work, as a bedtime dipper, the reader
gains access to them here. It helps
us to look backwards with pride as
we look forwards with imagination.
I think it’s a good book despite what
it says about me.

I am painfully aware that in this
short exercise I have chosen only
men. It is a sad fact that this biogra-
phy contains entries for ten times as
many men as women. But it is a bi-
ography of the nineteenth and barely
three-quarters of the twentieth cen-
tury. Let us strive to ensure that the
current and future generations of our
great party throw up a more equal
gender balance to grace future such
biographies.

I may have erred too in focusing
too much on members of Parliament.
Much of history is really made by
those around them. If too few of
those are recognised in this biogra-
phy, it is on account of their modesty
in not seeking the spotlight. (I have
searched in vain, for example, for an
entry for Mr Duncan Brack.) Those
and such as those are often nonethe-
less the real heroes of our history.

Finally, let me enjoin you to re-
joice. This book is a celebration. So
as we would say in Scotland: ‘Here’s
tae us; and wha’s like us!?’

Graham Watson was aide to David Steel
when leader of the Liberal Party, and is
now MEP for Somerset & Devon North.

History Group Publications
The History Group will be publishing more books in association with Politico’s
– and readers of the Journal of Liberal Democrat History are invited to help.

The Dictionary of Liberal Quotations is scheduled for autumn 1999, part of a
set of three political quotations books. Quotations from, or about, any famous
(or obscure) Liberal, Social Democrat or Liberal Democrat are very welcome;
please include full details of the source.

The second edition of the Dictionary of Liberal Biography is provisionally
scheduled for 2002 or 2003 – but we would like to hear ideas now for the
inclusion of major figures omitted from the first edition. Please also tell us
about any mistakes you spot in the current edition; errata will be included in
the History Group’s web site, and corrections made in the second edition.

Please write with ideas to Duncan Brack, Flat 9, 6 Hopton Road, London
SW16 2EQ; ldhg@dbrack.dircon.co.uk.
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green: being genuinely (or ostensibly) concerned
about the protection of the natural and man-
made environment, and of other species and
their habitats, and about the conservation of
natural resources. This subsumes conservationism
and environmentalism, and requires no funda-
mental change in philosophical beliefs.

Green: believing that modern societies and
economies need to be comprehensively re-
structured. According to this view, industrial
capitalism is coming to the end of the road;
instead of desperately trying to achieve ever
greater material output, trade, and sales, we
should be seeking a ‘soft landing’ for the sys-
tem. A shift of emphasis, in fact, from consum-
erism to conservationism, from competition to co-
operation and from global to local. It could be
summarised as a shift from quantitative to quali-
tative criteria in decision-making – a position
which is, of course, quite incompatible with
the faith in generalised economic expansion-
ism held by most Western peoples and their
governments.

Greens in this sense are also concerned that
the world’s population is too large, and feel that
any proposal to deal with current social, eco-
nomic and ecological problems must take this
into account.

Andrew Dobson, in his book Green Politi-
cal Thought, writes: ‘If we confuse Green poli-
tics (capital ‘G’) with either Conservationism
or Environmentalism (these being green with
a small ‘g’) then we severely distort and mis-
understand the nature of the Green challenge
to the political, social, economic and scientific
consensus that dominates the late twentieth

century. We are, indeed, in danger of losing sight
of the fact that it is a challenge at all.’ In prac-
tice, the press and most politicians, even when
they are aware of the Green, or ecological, ar-
guments, do manage to confuse these two quite
different philosophical stances; the radical im-
plications of the (dark) Green case are only
appreciated by a small (but growing) minority
of people, many of whom now either look to
self-defined Green parties for their political rep-
resentation, or – more commonly – have given
up on the political process altogether.

For the Victorians, ‘progress’ (what we
would now call ‘economic growth’) was essen-
tial, desirable and in normal times achievable,
allowing for hiccups when the free market
failed to do its job properly. However, it is pos-
sible to discern in J. S. Mill’s writings signs that
he was actually one of the first Greens; for ex-
ample, he wrote: ‘It must always have been seen
… by political economists, that the increase in
wealth is not boundless: that at the end of what
they term the progressive state lies the station-
ary state, that all progress in wealth is but a post-
ponement of this, and that each step in advance
is an approach to it.’

But this view, like its modern equivalent
(derisively called ‘no-growth’, with the implied
corollary ‘no-good’) was ignored; far from ‘al-
ways having been seen by political economists’,
it was hardly considered at all. However, other
nineteenth century thinkers (not economists)
also had reservations about industrialism.
William Morris was famous for his stand against
it. John Ruskin, too, expressed some green
ideas. He wrote, for example: ‘Private enter-
prise should never be interfered with … so long
as it is indeed “enterprise” … and so long as it
is indeed “private”, paying its own way at its
own cost, and in no wise harmfully affecting
public comforts or interests. But “private en-
terprise” which poisons its neighbourhood, or
speculates for individual gain at common risk,
is very sharply to be interfered with.’

Such sentiments were not appreciated by
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The adjective ‘Green’ is capable (in a political
context) of several interpretations. For present
purposes it is only necessary to point up the
difference between what may be called (light) green,
with a small ‘g’, and (dark) Green with a capital ‘G’:
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society at large, nor by the nascent
Liberal Party, simply because the
nineteenth century was not a green
century, let alone a Green one. Peo-
ple and parties were fixated with
‘progress’; social and even moral ad-
vances were seen as the natural con-
comitants of economic growth. For
a hundred years both greenness and
Greenness were to be considered (if
they were considered at all) to be
idealistic and ‘woolly’. The Liberal
Party went with the flow; ‘economic
liberalism’ was the name of the game.
Laissez-faire and the competitive
spirit could justifiably be constrained
by governmental intervention only
on grounds of justice, equity, or what
are now called human rights. The
environment was there to provide
the wherewithal for wealth creation,
and there was plenty of environment
available. That was what life was all
about; the spirit of the age simply
was not green, and the Liberals could
not be blamed for something out-
side their world view.

Even so, some of the great social
and economic reforms of the nine-
teenth century, introduced by the
Liberals, had an element of environ-
mental justification; but these re-
forms were not in any sense Green;
the idea that ‘modern society …
needed to be comprehensively re-
structured’ would have been ridi-
culed. Green ideas, in fact, were not
part of the philosophy of the public
at large or of any political party un-
til well after the second world war.
However, it is worth noting that, al-
though it contained nothing which
would be thought of as Green nowa-
days, the famous ‘Yellow Book’ of
 did include a strong defence of
the countryside and advocated the
idea of National Parks.

An important part of the expan-
sionary world view was the notion
of free trade. The great economic
debates of the nineteenth century
were very largely to do with the rela-
tive merits of free trade, which was,
of course, one of the founding prin-
ciples of Liberalism, and of its per-
ceived antithesis, protectionism. But
Maynard Keynes, the Liberal who
did more to revolutionise economic

thinking than anyone since Marx –
and who, it must be added, changed
his ideas from time to time – wrote:
‘Ideas, knowledge, science, hospital-
ity, travel – these are things which
should of their nature be interna-
tional. But let goods be homespun wher-
ever it is reasonably and conveniently
possible; and, above all, let finance be
primarily national. We do not wish,
therefore, to be at the mercy of
world forces working out, or trying
to work out, some uniform equilib-
rium according to the ideal princi-
ples, if they can be called such, of
laissez-faire capitalism. We wish …
to be as free as we can make our-
selves from the interference of the
outside world … [I] sympathise with
those who would minimise, rather
than … maximise, economic entan-
glement among nations.’

Keynes was one of the architects
of the post-second war settlement
which, in the foundation of the
GATT, acknowledged the need to
build up the international economy;
but the International Trade Organi-
sation he wanted, with the power to
regulate and control international
trade, never materialised. (The WTO
which was set up a few years ago
puts increases in trade above all other
considerations, environmental or so-
cial, and it is a bold government
which argues against it.)

By the early s, when it was
possible for Macmillan to claim that
‘we had never had it so good’, soci-
ety at large, including the Liberal
Party, was locked into the unGreen,
materialistic view that production,
trade and consumption were all
‘good things’. Not only should in-
creases in them be encouraged, but
attempts to limit them, for any rea-
son, were deplored as ‘protectionism’.
At about the same time, however,
Rachel Carson’s Silent Spring ap-
peared, the first of many
‘doomwatch’ books pointing out
one or other hitherto unremarked
disadvantages of indiscriminate eco-
nomic and technological ‘progress’.
In effect, the grounds of the great
right/left division between con-
servatives and radicals (which will,
of course, always be with us) have

now been extended. In the nine-
teenth century the term political
economy was commonly used, and
in the twentieth politicians have
taken for granted the over-riding
importance of economics. But peo-
ple are now beginning to realise not
only that ‘the economy’ forms just a
part – Greens would say ‘too great a
part’ – of the world’s ecosystem, but
also that economic considerations
are playing too big a part in our pol-
ity. Consequently, it is time to start
thinking and talking about political
ecology.

When the Club of Rome’s re-
port Limits to Growth was published
in , a serious case for Green eco-
nomics (and therefore politics) was
made. With Schumacher’s Small Is
Beautiful and The Ecologist’s Blueprint
for Survival, it made a substantial im-
pact on the thinking of many peo-
ple. So it was in the early s that
the Liberal Party, like some sections
of the public, began to face up to
the challenge of green – and even
Green – ideas. In , a commit-
tee under the chairmanship of Stina
Robson produced a Report on the
Environment, marking the real begin-
ning of the greening – and the
Greening – of the party. In its intro-
duction, the ‘over-riding problems’
were summarised as:
 . Population growth.
 . Pollution.
 . Economic growth as measured

in terms of GNP.
 . The finite resources of the world.
These problems are well displayed in
the body of the document, which
was certainly responsible for substan-
tial advances in the party’s thinking,
except for point  – always a prob-
lem for Liberals!

A few milestones will give the
picture:

The  election manifesto
contained almost nothing on any
subject which might be classed as
green, but there was a brief refer-
ence to ‘the dangers of pollution and
the damage we have done to the
environment.’ The Young Liberals’ list
of speakers did not include any peo-
ple (inside or outside the party)
claiming to speak on environment/



journal of liberal democrat history 21: winter 1998–99 17

conservation/ecological topics.
Although the  (February)

manifesto contained sections on
quality of life, the energy crisis, ‘the
environment’ and transport, the es-
tablishment omitted them from the
 (October) manifesto. They
were, however, prominent in the
Young Liberals’ manifesto, and the
YLs’ list also contained many speak-
ers on green topics.

 saw the foundation of the
Liberal Ecology Group, and David
Steel said it was ‘cheaper to save a
barrel of oil than to produce an ex-
tra one’. The  booklet Your Fu-
ture with the Liberals, by
Desmond Banks, in-
cluded Assembly reso-
lutions on the envi-
ronment, transport
and energy from the
late s. Also in
 the Margate As-
sembly passed the fa-
mous resolution de-
claring that ‘economic
growth, as measured
by GDP, is neither de-
sirable nor achievable’
– it must be noted,
against some opposi-
tion!

In  Michael
Meadowcroft, in Lib-
eral Values for a New
Decade, wrote: ‘It is es-
sential for Liberals to
emphasise the urgent
need to adapt lifestyles,
living standards and
future consumption patterns … de-
clining resources [are] being used up
at a rate which cannot be sustained’;
and Tim Beaumont wrote in The Yel-
low Brick Road: ‘To be a liberal in the
next hundred years will be pro-
foundly difficult. It will involve es-
sentially the ability to resist pressure
from two sides, both of which will
be largely right. One side will insist
with more and more evidence that
the continuation of human civilised
life needs draconian measures, that
the production of more children or
the wastage of more resources can-
not under any circumstances be al-
lowed. The other side will insist, with

desperate intensity, that it is a betrayal
of everything liberals stand for to
increase … limitations on human
freedom … We are moving in the
right direction. The only question is
whether we will achieve our aims
within a Democratic society or not.
It is the job of Liberals to see that
we do.’

 saw the arrival of the SDP
on the political scene, and its alliance
with the Liberal Party. This had very
little to do with the rise of green po-
litical thinking in general, but it is
possible that the negotiations which
led to the final merger in 

helped to clarify the thinking of
many Liberals. The Liberal Ecology
Group addressed an open letter
(concerning the new party’s consti-
tution) to the Liberal negotiating
team, pointing out that the SDP’s
political philosophy was based on the
old ‘grey’ economistic view, while
that of the Liberals incorporated
some ‘green’ elements. Whether in
response to this or not, the new par-
ty’s constitution was even ‘greener’
than the old Liberal one.

During the Thatcher years the
‘grey–green’ debate (within the party
as in society at large) developed in a
curiously one-sided way. While

NGOs and charities such as Friends
of the Earth and Oxfam, and their
political proxies like the YLs and
LEG, were realising that many of the
obvious failings of the industrialised
world were directly due to the pre-
vailing economistic attitude, the po-
litical and media establishments (in-
cluding the Lib Dem establishment)
continued to treat the green argu-
ments as peripheral. But numerous
articles in New Outlook and Radical
Quarterly, and many pamphlets, dem-
onstrated the growing awareness of
Liberals of the need for ‘sustainable
development’ – the new term which

gained currency in the
Brundtland Report.

It is worth pointing
out the distinction be-
tween ‘development’
and ‘growth’, two
terms which are often
thought to be inter-
changeable. Briefly,
‘development’ can be
thought of as qualita-
tive change, and
‘growth’ as quantita-
tive; it is easy to con-
ceive of a cancerous
‘growth’ or of an en-
tity which ‘develops’
into something smaller
– but that is not to
deny that the two of-
ten go together! Un-
fortunately, the
Brundtland term was
often distorted (not
only by Liberals) into

‘sustainable growth’; and that, non-
sensically, was interpreted as ‘growth
which can be sustained indefinitely’.
This, of course, negated the whole
point of the phrase.

During this period, Green activ-
ists felt that the establishment (and
many local activists) were very pale
‘green’ or even ‘anti-green’. There
was even some friction between
them and ‘communitarian radicals’.
One point the two sorts of radicals
did agree on, however, was that all
nuclear activity, both civil and mili-
tary, should be halted as soon as pos-
sible. (There was, of course, a sub-
stantial ‘non-radical’ rump who disa-

Paddy Ashdown defends Liberal Democrat green credentials against
Mrs Thatcher’s ‘conversion’ in 1988 (Guardian, 30 September 1988).
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greed, and still disagree, with this
view.) The establishment continued
to plug the old line of ‘rebuilding the
economy’; in  the Liberal Treas-
ury Affairs Panel published a docu-
ment (Managing the Economy) which
showed little awareness of the eco-
logical crisis. When the YLs pro-
duced an Assembly motion attack-
ing the party’s economic policy
(largely on ecological grounds) they
were accused by David Steel of be-
ing Marxists! And at a one-day con-
ference on ‘People, Prosperity and
Politics’ in , organised by LINk,
only one main speaker stressed a
green approach, and the few refer-
ences to it from participants were
shrugged off.

It is hard to see just why the
‘thinking’ elements in the party were
so slow to adopt a green stance; I
believe that the prospect of improv-
ing our public image and of attract-
ing more votes, which was a plausi-
ble idea in the s, was thought
to depend on a radical stance in non-
economic matters, but a conven-
tional one as far as economics was
concerned. We stressed a ‘middle
way’ between high capitalism
(‘Thatcherism’) and centralised state
control of the economy (‘socialism’).
What we did not take on board was
that, while the great majority of the
public agreed with us, Labour was
already seen as ‘the middle way’ by
the majority. What is more, our ‘non-
economic’ radicalism had limited
voter appeal and Labour was a far
more plausible non-Tory alternative.
The environment was not perceived
by the party as an economic issue –
as it was not by the public itself –
and, what was worse, we did not link
the need for green policies with our
other non-economic principles such
as localism, freedom of speech and
information, or civil liberties.

In fact, public opinion during the
s and s has shifted very sub-
stantially. It was the European elec-
tions in  which made the party
really take notice of this shift; only
in Cornwall did the Social & Lib-
eral Democrats attract more votes
than the Green Party. The first-past-
the-post electoral system hit both the

SLD and the Green Party, of course;
but the old jibe of ‘only a protest
vote’, so often aimed at the Liberals,
showed that the public thought the
Green case was worth more of a pro-
test than ours.

The realisation in the party that
green issues had public resonance led
to a lot of rethinking of detailed
policy dur ing the s;
communitarian issues (such as traf-
fic congestion, health, and fuel pov-
erty) were seen to be clearly linked
to green concerns, and new ideas
like resource taxation (especially a
carbon tax) were taken on board.
The party now regards growth of
GDP as only a partial, and rather
unsatisfactory, measure of socioeco-
nomic well-being, and is looking at
the Index of Sustainable Welfare to
supplement it.

These shifts in the policy stance
of the party were not, of course,
merely a populist response to the
shift in public perceptions; there had
been a lot of thinking and debate
within the party. MPs such as Simon
Hughes, Matthew Taylor, and Paul
Tyler, and many candidates, were
quick to see the voter appeal and the
essential rightness of ideas which had
been, politically speaking, the prop-
erty of the Green Party for years, and
were not afraid to advocate them. At
the local level, many Lib Dem coun-
cils have now taken up such ideas as
recycling or integrated local traffic
and transport schemes; but there
seems to be a prevalent idea that
that’s as far as we need to go. But at
least the terms of the debate within
some council groups (and, I believe,
in the higher echelons of the party)
have shifted. It is now a matter of
pride that we are the only effective
green party.

But just how Green are we? As
one of the original Greens I can see
some signs of movement, but note
that there are many in the party who
argue, in effect, that we have gone
quite far enough towards an envi-
ronmental stance, and some of my
attempts to recruit more members
for the Green Liberal Democrats
have been quite rudely rebuffed.

Tim Beaumont said at the 

spring conference in Cardiff: ‘We
have completed the first part of the
task, which is to become a green
party; we now have to face up to the
much bigger challenge, which is to
become a Green party, with a capi-
tal “G”.’ This, in my opinion, is
where we have to talk in terms of
the end of an era. The underlying
theme of the Industrial Age is ex-
pansion; the necessary theme of the
post-industrial age we are now en-
tering is conservation. These two
themes are, as I suggested in my first
paragraph, quite incompatible, unless
they are interpreted and adopted
with great care. As Sidney Smith said,
hearing two women shouting at
each other from the top windows of
houses on opposite sides of the street:
‘Those two women will never agree;
they are arguing from different
premises.’ We are in danger of join-
ing those women; the trouble is that
the arguments of the conventional
expansionists are so insistent – and
so much in tune with what the con-
sumer wants to hear – that the radi-
cal conserver is unheard.

How far is the party’s reaction to
green/Green ideas part of the gen-
eral culture of our time, and how far
is it specifically Liberal? There is lit-
tle doubt that at the level of green
ideas we are in the lead; we are in
step with many of the green pres-
sure groups and have been praised
by many of the leading green com-
mentators. But when it comes to the
adoption of a truly Green philoso-
phy, I regret that for many of us our
Liberalism prevents us from seeing
the wood for the trees. We are so
locked into the idea that freedom is
what matters that we regard any sug-
gestion that things will have to be
different from now on as a gross in-
terference with individual liberties,
and a denial of our long-standing
faith in technological progress.

This is not just a matter of rural
MPs objecting to an increase in pet-
rol duty, or gut resistance to the idea
of any kind of protectionism; it is
much more fundamental. The indus-
trial ethos has developed into a frame
of mind which puts immediate grati-
fication before long-term stability;
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and politicians are notoriously prone
to think in terms of one, perhaps
two, parliaments. What is more, we
are conditioned to believing in the
‘technical fix’. C. S. Lewis, in ,
asked: ‘How has it come about that
we use the highly emotive word stag-
nation, with all its malodorous and
malarial overtones, for what other
ages would have called permanence?
Our assumption that everything is
provisional and soon to be super-
seded, that the attainment of goods
we have never yet had, rather than
the defence and conservation of
those we have already, is the cardi-
nal business of life, would most shock
and bewilder [our ancestors].’

At this time of new changes in
attitudes, when we are beginning to
question the ‘assumption’ just
quoted, the party seems to be reluc-

tant to come out in the open and
argue that, if we as a species are to
survive, the peoples of the advanced
countries are going to have to learn
to make themselves happy while us-
ing fewer of the world’s resources,
instead of always seeking to use
more. Since I am here on the edge
of a completely different article (a
piece about the economics of the
future rather than the Greening of
the Liberals) I will end by suggest-
ing that the politics of the future will
be about the end of the industrial
age one way or another: will it be
possible to achieve a ‘soft landing’ or
is catastrophe inevitable? To argue
that the existing industrial-growth
ethos must be retained, with its in-
ordinate demands on the natural
world and on society, is to argue for
a crash.
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There are some interesting quirks
of detail in Alan Leaman’s article
(‘Ending Equidistance’, Journal of
Liberal Democrat History ). For ex-
ample, his description of Labour in
– could easily make one for-
get the substantial lead over the To-
ries which Labour quickly opened
up both in opinion polls and local
election results (in marked contrast
to the period after ). Similarly,
his description of the ending of
equidistance makes no mention of
Paddy Ashdown’s extensive tour
around the country listening to lo-
cal party activists. The absence of
any mention of this from such a key
player in the events as Leaman will
doubtless reinforce the views of the
sceptics who at the time saw the
tour as more for show than a sub-
stantive consultation exercise.

However, the real problem with
Leaman’s analysis is that, as with
many other commentators, he refers
to a strategy of ‘replacing’ the Labour
Party, without making clear what this
really means. At first sight, the word
‘replacing’ is unambiguous. However,
particularly because of Britain’s use
of first-past-the-post, there is a big
difference between taking votes and
taking seats from another party.

Consider the parliamentary con-
stituency of Newbury. In , the
Tories polled %, Labour % and
the Liberals %. In , the Tories
polled %, the now Liberal Demo-
crats % and Labour just %. In
terms of votes, the Liberal Demo-
crats had replaced Labour, although
the effect in Parliament was to make

no difference. Even when the par-
liamentary seat changed hand – at
the subsequent byelection – the ef-
fect was to reduce the number of
Tory MPs by one. So Labour had
been replaced in terms of votes, be-
coming the small third party rather
than the main anti-Tory challenger,
yet the end effect was to reduce the
Tory party’s parliamentary strength.
Indeed, replacing Labour in many
ways strengthened Labour’s position
by altering the difference between
the number of Labour and Tory MPs
in Labour’s favour.

On this measure of replacing La-
bour, the Alliance and then the Lib-
eral Democrats had many successes,
although the Labour recovery, par-
ticularly in , in southern England
has undermined many of them. It is
only if you take ‘replacing’ Labour to
mean taking votes and seats off La-
bour in their traditional heartlands
that the strategy has been a clear fail-
ure. However, even here it is often the
case that similar patterns to Newbury
are found, though with Tories and La-
bour reversed. In many (ex-)indus-
trial cities, the Lib Dems have re-
placed the Tories in terms of votes,
though without any real impact on
the number of Labour MPs.

Depending on your use of the
term, the idea of replacing Labour
has either been a success (in some
constituencies), an aim towards
which progress has been made (with
the replacement of the Tories as the
opposition to Labour in many areas)
or a failure (as measured by total
numbers of MPs and votes). It is per-

haps a measure of how limited the
Liberal Democrats’ strategic think-
ing has been in some quarters that
these issues have not – if Leaman’s
article is accurate – been addressed
by many of those wishing to set the
party’s strategy.

Mark Pack

Alan Leaman’s interesting and com-
prehensive article on ending equi-
distance (Journal of Liberal Democrat
History ) misses what in retrospect
has proven the most significant fea-
ture: the implicit deal with Labour.
When Paddy announced the end-
ing of equidistance in May  it
was a full two years before the gen-
eral election. Labour were riding
high in the polls, but no-one – at
least no-one I knew – believed that
the scale of Labour’s lead would last.
We all expected the Tories to recover,
perhaps significantly. The govern-
ment’s fiscal position was improving
rapidly (as Gordon Brown has dis-
covered to his delight), interest rates
and mortgages were low, and unem-
ployment was falling steadily, month
in, month out. In  it seemed at
least possible that the Labour Party
would need Liberal Democrat sup-
port to govern in a coherent, effec-
tive and – importantly – in a non-
socialist way for the full five years.

The implicit deal was this: we
would abandon equidistance, even
though this risked the soft Tory vote
we were garnering, in order to lower
the level of support that Tony Blair
needed to enter No , and to free
himself from potentially troublesome
socialist backbenchers. In exchange,
New Labour promised to stand by
its constitutional reforms, even if it
did not need our parliamentary sup-
port after the election. Both sides
have delivered on their promises, and
in doing so, both sides have proved
themselves capable of lifting their
behaviour above partisan politics, in
order to all but guarantee a period
of non-Conservative, generally re-
formist government. As a result of
the deal, we see the Labour Party,
with its massive majority of coun-
cillors, MPs and MEPs, seriously

Letters to the
Editor
Equidistance arguments
Mark Pack and Tim Leunig



journal of liberal democrat history 21: winter 1998–99 21

contemplating changing the voting
system at all levels. It is also clear that
our behaviour has strengthened
those within the Labour Party who
see us as reliable and principled po-
tential partners over those who per-
ceive us to be inconsistent, oppor-
tunist and partisan. Correspondingly,
I suspect that many sceptical Liberal
Democrats, including myself, have
been impressed about how seriously
and rapidly Labour have imple-
mented our constitutional agenda.

Looking to the future, Alan
Leaman argues that ‘New Labour
now seeks reassurances that the Lib-
eral Democrats will not jump ship if
the going gets tough and the Con-
servatives recover; the Liberal Demo-
crats are probing for confirmation
that Labour understands that multi-

party politics is here to stay’. Given
that this is exactly the (implicit) deal
that underpinned our ending of equi-
distance, it seems likely that both sides
will be able to offer such reassurances,
and, further, that both sides will be
believed. A decent period of non-
Conservative government, guaranteed
by a change in the voting system,
seems in prospect. The resulting coa-
lition, whether explicit or implicit,
will not see our party disappear. On
the contrary, as we move towards
playing a more effective part in na-
tional government, people will real-
ise that, just as at local level, Liberal
Democrats are fit to govern, offering
effective policies and a distinctive, in-
clusive reforming agenda.

Tim Leunig

raised many problems. Before 
the House of Lords could and did
stop legislation to end plural voting,
since plural voters were widely be-
lieved to be Conservative. Conversely,
the government did not support the
compromise Conciliation Bill on
women’s suffrage promoted by pri-
vate members in  and defeated
in March  (on a free vote with
most Liberal MPs voting for it) be-
cause the overwhelming advice from
constituencies was that the limited
female franchise proposed would
benefit the Conservatives.

After the  Parliament Act the
House of Lords could be overrid-
den, so a franchise bill could be
forced through. In deference to the
minority in the cabinet who op-
posed parliamentary votes for
women, the government proposed a
manhood suffrage bill, indicating that
amendment by the Commons to
admit women on equal terms would
be accepted. This promising plan was
thwarted by the Speaker of the
Commons who in January  gave
a tendentious, and perhaps politically
biased, ruling that such an amend-
ment was out of order. This meant
that the bill had to be dropped and
the rest of the parliamentary session
was so crowded that a replacement
could not be fitted in. This, in turn,
meant there was not time to push a
bill through the Lords under the Par-
liament Act before the next general
election, due in .

It is, thus, entirely wrong to casti-
gate the pre-war Liberal Party and its
leaders for their approach to wom-
en’s suffrage. A majority of the party
and the cabinet, including Lloyd
George, Churchill and Grey, sup-
ported votes for women. Naturally,
they did not like legislation which
would give votes mostly to Conserva-
tives but the government’s sensible
plans to tackle the problem were
thwarted by the Speaker, the crowded
parliamentary timetable and the
House of Lords, not by anti-feminism.
And it was, after all, the parliament
elected in  which finally did pass
the Franchise Act of  to give
women the parliamentary vote.

John Howe

Justine McGuiness’ review of the
history group fringe meeting of
March  on women’s rights (Jour-
nal of Liberal Democrat History ) un-
derstates the complexities of the
franchise question before  and
consequently does a serious injustice
to the Liberal Party and its leaders.
The party had been committed to
‘one man, one vote’ since , and
by  most of the Liberal MPs and
the cabinet favoured parliamentary
votes for women too, but there was
no legislation until .

Partly this was because the Lib-
eral Party did not share the view of
the WSPU that ‘votes for women’ was
the only or even the overriding po-
litical issue. In , for example, the
government tried to tackle the issues
on which it had won the election –
trades union rights and the education
question. It then turned to social wel-
fare legislation which was particularly
beneficial for women. Old age pen-
sions, starting in , naturally went
to more women than men, since
women lived longer. The Act was an

instant success and the numbers of old
people driven to the humiliation of
the Poor Law dramatically reduced.
The Trades Boards Act of  be-
gan the process of setting minimum
wages in the sweated trades where
most workers were women. Of the
, workers covered in ,
% were women, and the Act was
so successful in raising their wages that
it was extended to further trades be-
fore . The National Insurance Act
of  protected some female as well
as male workers, and began maternity
payments. More important perhaps,
this programme marks the start of se-
rious efforts to tackle poverty and ease
significantly the burdens for ordinary
working women, on whom, contem-
poraries knew, the worst effects of
poverty usually fell.

Of course, all this positive activity
had no effect on the lives of the com-
fortable middle class supporters of
votes for women, whose attacks on
the government grew more vocal.
However, legislation to alter the fran-
chise to cover more men or women

Wrong about women’s rights?
John Howe
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Before becoming one of Britain’s
great satir ists, John Wells was a
schoolteacher and this perfectly se-
rious book draws more on his skills
as a pedant than a comic. It breaks
up the chronology with a series of
anecdotes, drawn mostly from the
present day, designed to shown that
the Lords functions despite a series
of eccentricities unlikely to be found
anywhere else and unlikely to be
tolerated in any rational system. But
it would be wrong to underestimate
how much strength the Lords draws
from its irrationality.

The shining ladder
Wells argues that throughout its his-
tory there have been two visions of
the British political environment –
the shining ladder and the bright ho-
rizon. The early views of the Lords

were dominated by the Shining Lad-
der. Each and every one of us has
his rung, with the knights above the
peasants but looking up to the peers
who in their turn are responsible to
the king. At the beginning, the king
in turn was subordinate to the pope
who was at the top of the ladder
leading to god in heaven. The very
terminology of an upper house rec-
ognises this sense of hierarchy. The
Eurosceptics of the sixteenth century
displaced the pope to leave the king
at the top as god’s representative on
earth. But even the monarch most
inclined to assert the divine right of
kings, Charles I, recognised that the
peers played an important part in the
realm, not just as major landowners
with a vested interest in the preser-
vation of order and property rights,
but also as ‘an excellent screen be-
tween the Prince and people, to as-

sist each against any encroachment
of the other, and by just judgements
to preserve the law.’

Over the bright
horizon
The seventeenth century saw the
defeat of the divine right, but the
functions of the Lords remain as
Charles defined them. In the eight-
eenth century and for the early part
of the nineteenth, the aristocracy cir-
cumvented the supremacy of the
Commons by exploiting the
unreformed electoral system, pack-
ing the lower house with relatives,
friends and dependants. However a
vision, described by Wells as the
Bright Horizon, gradually took over
– a democratic paradise, waiting just
over the skyline. The Horizonists
have won the battle to establish a
fully democratic Commons, though
Liberal Democrats will not see the
voting system as adequate. In the
struggle with the Lords over Lloyd
George’s budget, a major blow was
struck against the Lords. The 
Parliament Act removed the power
of veto exercised by the upper house,
leaving only a power of delay which
has been progressively whittled away.
It was intended that further reforms
of the Lords would follow. Yet nearly
a century later, we are still debating
what such reforms will look like.

There are good reasons for this
and bad. The most significant is that
with no power of veto and a reluc-
tance to use its ability to delay legis-
lation, the Lords is a dragon with its
fire damped down, a harmless if awk-
ward pet. The problem for the
Horizonists is that beyond abolishing
hereditary peerages, they have not
generated any consensus on what a
reformed Lords would look like or
what its functions would be – as Wells
makes clear in his analysis of both
Conservative and left wing propos-
als. The outcome of the last serious
attempt was to unite Enoch Powell
and Michael Foot in a common cause
to frustrate Lords reform, the one
because he was satisfied with the sta-
tus quo and the other because the

Reviews
The Peers and the People
John Wells:
The House of Lords: An Anecdotal History
  (Hodder & Stoughton, 1998)
Reviewed by Tony Little

The history of the Lords can be traced back beyond that of
the Commons into Saxon times but, even in the medieval
period, it was thought worthwhile to gain the participation
of the Commons in the setting of taxes. As is well known,
effective management of taxation and government
expenditure eluded the Stuarts and the assertion of rights
by Parliament or, more especially, the Commons, resulted
in the abolition of the monarchy for a short period. It is less
well known that the Cromwellian revolutionaries also
eliminated the Lords. Both were restored in  and the
upper house has clung tenaciously to life since. How will
Tony Blair and Lord Irvine carry out their aim of a
fundamental reform of the composition of the peerage? What
work do they see the Lords performing?
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reforms were not advanced enough.
One of the joys of the British

constitution is its adaptability and
flexibility, but the pace of reform is
often imperceptible. Palmerston
would have been happy with life
peerages – how long did that take?
Lloyd George would not find any-
thing surprising in today’s debate. So
far the Labour Government has not
proposed an alternative franchise for
a democratic second chamber and
has not given any very clear indica-
tion of the functions the Lords
should fulfil. They only seem to
know what they do not like. Would
we be right to trust Tony Blair or
any other premier with exclusive

rights of nomination in a House of
Lords without the ballast of the
hereditaries – the world’s most pres-
tigious quango? Liberal Democrats
see the various parts of constitutional
reform in a context of renewing
British society; Labour are not
equipped with this vision. Unless
they are prepared to learn from us
or from history they are likely to find
that their reform of the Lords im-
pales itself on the same barbed wire
as previous frustrated efforts.

Anyone reading Wells’ book will
be better placed to enter the debate,
to understand its complexities and to
see how little progress we have made
since the time of Lloyd George.

incumbent MP, Sir Leicester
Harmsworth, a disaffected Lloyd
George follower re-emerging after
a long absence, as the epitome of
‘landlordism, feudalism and reaction.’
Sinclair was indeed the last great Lib-
eral landlord, compassionate, pater-
nal and radical rather than feudal and
reactionary. Successful at his first at-
tempt, Sinclair was returned at five
general elections, unopposed or in
straight fights with a Conservative.
Despite the hostility of the local
press, farmers and landlords, he built
up a personal following through
service to his constituency which
enabled him to survive while the
Liberal Party disintegrated.

Sinclair never spelt out his po-
litical philosophy in any extended
writing of his own, though he con-
tributed freely to policy studies such
as Land and the Nation. His beliefs,
founded upon classical Liberal prin-
ciples of individual freedom and free
trade, steadily became unfashionable
as the decades passed, while his po-
sition as a radical laird in an essen-
tially conservative constituency grew
increasingly anomalous. The temp-
tation to leave the Liberals must have
been great in the early s. He
showed his abilities on his appoint-
ment as Chief Whip in –,
striving valiantly to hold the party
together during a particularly trying
period. His twelve months at the
Scottish Office, in –, as a min-
ister in MacDonald’s National Gov-
ernment, underlined his talent for
administration and commitment to
Scotland. After the  general elec-
tion, with the Liberals reduced to
just twenty-one MPs, Sinclair was
elected Leader to replace Sir Herbert
Samuel who had lost his seat, Lloyd
George apparently having shown no
interest in the succession.

De Groot’s best chapters cover
the ensuing period of Sinclair’s ca-
reer, commencing with his coura-
geous efforts in the final four years
of peace to uphold the authority of
the League of Nations. By attacking
appeasement, he sought to stiffen the
resolve of Baldwin and Chamberlain
against Hitler and Mussolini. More
consistent than his mentor, Church-

Of Scottish-American parentage,
orphaned at five, young Archie be-
came the ward of his eccentric
grandfather, a gloomy uncle who
was a canon of St Pauls, and a
worldly aunt who introduced him
into society. Inheriting vast estates in
Caithness and his mother’s fortune,
Sinclair went to Sandhurst after
Eton, entering Liberal circles during
the Asquith premiership and meet-
ing Winston Churchill, who shared
his passion for flying. Their friend-
ship deepened during World War
One. Though a cavalry officer, he
served in the trenches for twenty

The Last Liberal Landlord
Gerard J. De Groot:
Liberal Crusader: The Life of Sir Archibald
Sinclair (Hurst & Co.,1993)
Reviewed by Lionel King

months, part of the time as Church-
ill’s adjutant, developing a loathing
of the futility of war, an esteem for
the common soldier and contempt
for the military establishment. In
 he married Marigold Forbes, a
volunteer in a field canteen, after a
whirlwind courtship.

After the Armistice, he held posts
on the staff of his influential friend
who encouraged him to look for a
seat in Parliament. Standing for
Caithness & Sutherland as a National
(Lloyd George) Liberal in the con-
fused politics of the  general
election, Sinclair was attacked by the

An American lecturing at the University of St Andrews, De
Groot began work knowing ‘absolutely nothing about
Archibald Sinclair and shockingly little about British politics’.
Readers will still find gaps in his knowledge, though he
provides much biographical information which fleshes out a
man who has been a ‘non-person’ to historians and a shadowy
figure to Liberals, despite a ten-year term as Party Leader.
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ill, and more willing to risk offend-
ing public opinion than more
prominent anti-appeasers, he out-
shone the unremarkable Attlee,
leader of the Opposition.

A tall, attractive figure, of im-
maculate, formal dress, his oratory
was hailed in the press as second only
to that of Churchill. Eden’s rival as
the rising star of the House, he might
have become the pivotal figure in an
often muted ‘popular front.’ He was
unwilling, however, to commit the
Liberals to further potentially dam-
aging electoral alliances. He was con-
vinced that a Liberal revival was in-
evitable. In the prevailing mood of
public opinion he made few friends
and acquired powerful foes for his
opposition to the Munich Agree-
ment. Even within Liberal ranks,
notables, including Samuel and
Crewe in the Lords, considered his
stance unpatriotic.

On the outbreak of hostilities,
Sinclair advocated a more vigorous
prosecution of the war. The vindic-
tive Chamberlain declared Caithness
a prohibited zone and had Sinclair’s
phone tapped. In the Commons de-
bate that toppled Chamberlain in
May , Sinclair’s measured con-
tribution, which he hoped might help
spark off a minor cabinet reshuffle,
was arguably more significant in per-
suading wavering Tories into the op-
position lobby than the hyperbole of
Amery and Lloyd George. In his coa-
lition government, Churchill ap-
pointed Sinclair Secretary of State for
Air, though without a seat in the War
Cabinet. He was destined to be the
only minister to occupy the same of-
fice throughout the administration.

De Groot chronicles Sinclair’s five
years at the Ministry, where the work
was an administrative grind. He was
no puppet of Churchill and with-
stood his constant bullying better than
most. Within weeks of his assuming
office, the Battle of Britain opened.
Sinclair did not empathise with Air
Chief Marshal Dowding – few did –
though he gave him unstinting sup-
port. Initially much of Sinclair’s en-
ergy was dissipated countering mis-
chief perpetrated by the megaloma-
niac Beaverbrook, Minister of Aircraft

Production, who was determined to
bring air warfare totally under his
control.

When air strategy moved towards
a bomber offensive on industrial tar-
gets, Sinclair diligently stuck to his
task. On the entry of the US into
the war, Sinclair oversaw the devel-
opment of an Anglo-American strat-
egy for the joint air assault on the
Reich. Unlike Churchill, he made
no attempt to evade responsibility
for tactics culminating in the de-
struction of Dresden in February
. Sinclair was by this time
obsessional in his ministerial duties,
the strain of office making him
short-tempered and impatient. There
was little time for Liberal Party af-
fairs, save an annual address to the
Assembly. Nor was he able to visit
his constituency, the most northerly
on the mainland of Great Britain.
His beloved Marigold, who bore
him four children, bravely attempted
to cope with constituency duties. VE
Day found Sinclair utterly exhausted,
though for the moment he favoured
the idea of maintaining the coalition
government. When it finally broke
up, a general election followed only
six weeks later.

The Liberal Party did well to
field  candidates, double the
number in . The result was a dis-
aster, ‘liberal’ opinion swinging de-
cisively over to Labour. Sinclair,
who campaigned gallantly nation-
wide, lost Caithness by sixty-one
votes, finishing third behind Labour.

De Groot attributes his defeat to
long absences from the constituency,
not campaigning on domestic issues
such as the promised welfare state
and his oddball Conservative oppo-
nent’s emphasis upon Churchill’s war
record. More important factors,
surely, were the novelty of a Labour
candidate and the anachronistic fig-
ure of Sinclair himself.

Sinclair made a determined ef-
fort to regain his seat, failing by just
 votes to defeat Sir David
Robertson, the new Conservative
candidate, in . In  he was
raised to the peerage as Viscount
Thurso. A promising career in the
Lords, where he was expected to suc-
ceed Samuel as Liberal leader, was
ended by a series of strokes which
left him bed-ridden after . He
died in , a forgotten figure in
another year of Liberal disaster.

This is the only biography of
Sinclair to date, published nearly
twenty-five years after his death. The
family made private papers available,
assisting, encouraging and providing
some funding, though making no
attempt to influence the author. The
result is a highly readable Sinclair
primer, written in a lucid, unadorned
style. The definitive biography of a
great Liberal, who maintained his
party as a separate entity during the
most troubled decade in modem his-
tory, while at the same time, mak-
ing a contribution surpassed by few
ministers in the wartime govern-
ment, has still to be written.

A Liberal Democrat History Group Evening
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Did the Yellow Book spell the end
of Asquithian Liberalism?

Britain's Industrial Future, Lloyd George’s ‘Yellow Book’, was
far in advance of any comparable contribution to political
debate when it appeared in February 1928. Discuss its
impact on Liberal politics (speakers to be confirmed).
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