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What will happen to your 
story?
Our main aim is to ensure 
that the party’s ‘folk 
memory’ is preserved. 
Your contributions will be 
archived and we aim to make 
them accessible for research-
ers through our website, the 
Journal of Liberal History and 
other publications.

Send contributions to:
Liberal Democrat His-
tory Group Liberal Archive 
project, at:

• biographies@liberalhisto
ry.org.uk; or

• 10 Beltinge Road, Herne 
Bay, Kent CT6 6DB

Contribute to 
Liberal Democrat 
history

The Liberal Democrat 
History Group is aiming 
to establish an archive 

of personal recollections of 
party history. 

We’d now like as many 
readers of the Journal as pos-
sible to send us your Liberal, 
SDP and Liberal Democrat 
anecdotes and recollections. 
Every story is vital, and 
will be of interest and use 
to researchers and students 
of Liberal history into the 
future.

What sort of information 
are we looking for?
We’re looking for personal 
recollections and information 
from people who have been 
active (or whose forebears 
were active) in the Liberal, 
Social Democrat or Liberal 
Democrat parties.  

What are our main areas 
of interest?
Our interest ranges across the 
whole history of the Liberal 
Democrats and its predeces-
sor parties, the Liberal Party 
and the SDP, from the nine-
teenth century to the present 
day. 

We would like to hear 
memories of party personali-
ties, elections, local constitu-
ency history, triumphs and 
disappointments. 

Whatever your experi-
ence, you are welcome to 
contribute. If you have or 
know of party records or 
other documentary material 
that might be of historical 
interest please give us details.  

Large or small
Maybe your story is a brief 
anecdote, or maybe it’s a 
lifetime memoir. Feel free 
to write your story whether 
it be 100 words or 10,000 
words long. 

Be honest 
This is the most important 
thing about any story on this 
site. We want it to be a accu-
rate and authentic. 
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Cover illustration

‘From triumph to triumph’ 
(Punch, 5 May 1920). (See 
page 4.)
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Richard S. 
Grayson 
introduces this 
special issue of 
the Journal of 
Liberal History, 
on Liberals and 
international 
policy

International policy 
is at the top of the 
political agenda. With 
the Liberal Democrats 
playing a central role 
in offering a distinctive 
vision of current issues, 
this special issue on 
the roots of liberal 
internationalism 
is well-timed. 
Understanding the basis 
of the Liberal approach 
can shed light on how 
the Liberal Democrats 
arrived where they 
are, and can also pose 
some challenges for the 
development of liberal 
internationalism in the 
future.

T
his special issue covers 
a broad chronological 
sweep, beginning with 
the heydays of both the 
British Empire and the 

Gladstonian Liberal Party. In deal-
ing with the Empire, Dr Andrew 
Thompson offers new thoughts 
on the relationship between 
imperialism and the development 
of both democracy and liberal-
ism in the UK. He argues that 
there was an important interplay 
between the issues, with UK per-
ceptions of the iniquities of the 
Empire helping to galvanise lib-
eral opinion in favour of defend-
ing and advancing democracy.

Eugenio Biagini analyses 
Gladstone’s approach to foreign 

affairs, which is so often cited as 
the root of contemporary liberal 
internationalism. Dr Biagini chal-
lenges those who characterise 
Gladstone as an idealist, arguing 
that he approached international 
policy from a more ‘realistic’ per-
spective, based on careful consid-
eration of British interests.

Two further articles move us 
into the 1920s and 1930s. With 
the Liberal Party falling apart 
electorally, Professor Martin 
Ceadel shows how, conversely, 
liberal internationalism had never 
been more influential. Similarly, 
Ian Hunter demonstrates how 
Archibald Sinclair, as Liberal leader, 
became one of the country’s fore-
most critics of appeasement.

LIBERALS AND INTERNATIONAL POLICY

‘From triumph to 
triumph’ (Punch, 
5 May 1920). ‘Mr 
Lloyd George: 
“I’ve made peace 
with Germany, 
with Austria, 
with Bulgaria, 
and now I’ve 
made peace with 
France, so there’s 
only Turkey, 
Ireland and Lord 
Northcliffe left”.’
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Malcolm Baines and Julie 
Smith then draw together some 
of the main themes and events in 
the development of liberal inter-
nationalism. Dr Baines shows 
how, out of the embers of a near-
dead Liberal Party, the case for 
European integration emerged 
– though not without tensions 
and debates. Dr Smith highlights 
the application of liberal interna-
tionalism to the development of a 
formal international body, namely, 
Liberal International.

Focusing on a specific event 
is the task of Michael McManus 
on the Suez crisis. This influenced 
the development of the Grimond 
Liberal Party and is still talked 
about by many party activists 
today. McManus highlights the 
effect that Suez had on the party’s 
public profile, which has interest-
ing parallels with the effect of the 
recent war in Iraq on the standing 
of the Liberal Democrats.

Aside from this broad range of 
articles, this special issue reprints a 
speech from Lloyd George. Made 
in September 1914, essentially as 
an encouragement to potential 
recruits to the army, it provides an 
insight into the Liberal mind at the 
outbreak of the Great War. Heavy 
on the language of sacrifice and 
patriotism, it had a major impact 
in terms of unifying the nation in 
pursuit of total war, and is a key 
example of how Liberal principles 
were applied to that concept.

Finally, this special issue 
includes two book reviews. 
Peter Truesdale’s review of Mar-
garet MacMillan’s Peacemak-
ers reminds us of the profound 
effect that Liberals had on the 
post-Great War settlement, espe-
cially in the person of that great 

Amer ican liberal, President 
Woodrow Wilson. This proc-
ess, of course, involved build-
ing nations out of the ruins of 
war, and the role of Liberals in 
nation-building is also tackled 
in Piers Hugill’s review of The 
Risorgimento and the Unification 
of Italy.

A number of key themes 
emerge from these articles. The 
consistency of approach is clear, 
from Gladstone’s time to the 
present: a belief in arbitration, 
international law, and building 
international institutions, based 
on a sense that nations can be 
made to behave like individuals 
if the right rules and procedures 
are in place. Meanwhile, Lloyd 
George’s text illustrates the place 
of war in liberal internationalism.

There is also a clear pattern of 
liberal internationalism reaching 
out to people outside the Liberal 
Party. This was perhaps most clear 
through the work of the League 
of Nations Union, but also at the 
time of Suez and during debates 
on appeasement. Liberal inter-
nationalism has been a trend in 
British politics that has sometimes 
wielded influence well above the 
numbers of Liberal MPs in Par-
liament at any given time.

But perhaps the strongest 
theme to emerge is the central-
ity of international policy to Lib-
eral Party politics, and to politics 
more widely. Andrew Thomp-
son’s article sets the scene for this 
in his analysis of the discourse 
between imperial debates and 
events and the development of 
ideology on more domestic issues. 
Furthermore, a key part of Glad-
stone’s appeal to the nation was 
his enunciation of liberal interna-

tionalism, and later, a similar vision 
had the capacity to inspire people 
to political action, entirely free of 
party activity, through the League 
of Nations Union.

This centrality of international 
policy to the daily business of 
politics has, of course, never been 
more evident than in the late 
1930s and during the Suez cri-
sis. It is encouraging that then, as 
in 2004, the principles of liberal 
internationalism have provided 
Liberal politicians with a sound 
basis for a coherent policy posi-
tion on the issues of the day. That 
bodes well for the future.

However, liberal internation-
alists should be careful about 
resting on their laurels. Inevita-
bly, liberal internationalism looks 
forward to a time when there are 
international institutions and laws 
in place which are respected and 
used by all nations. Before such 
a time, there are two challenges. 
The first is to develop the policies 
that will allow collective inter-
national action against nations 
which flout international law, for 
example, by abusing human rights. 
That means significant reform of 
the United Nations. The second 
challenge for today is the more 
short-term problem of building 
the international political will to 
act against such violations when 
the existing structures and rela-
tionships have been through such 
difficult times.

Dr Richard S. Grayson is author of 
Liberals, International Relations 
and Appeasement and of Austen 
Chamberlain and the Commit-
ment to Europe. He has been 
Liberal Democrat Director of Policy 
since 1999.

LIBERALS AND INTERNATIONAL POLICY
The strong-
est theme 
to emerge 
is the 
centrality 
of inter-
national 
policy to 
Liberal 
Party poli-
tics.
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E. F. Biagini 
analyses 
Gladstone’s 
principles of 
foreign policy, 
challenging those 
who characterise 
him as an idealist.

When he set off on his 
pre-electoral tour in 
November 1879, the 
‘People’s William’ was 
ostensibly preparing to 
wrest the constituency 
of Midlothian from 
the sitting Tory MP, 
the Earl of Dalkeith. 
However, from the 
start many thought 
that the campaign 
had more ambitious 
aims, namely wresting 
the party leadership 
from the Marquis 
of Hartington and, 
indeed, the premiership 
from the Earl of 
Beaconsfield. Less 
evident at the time was 
the extent to which the 
Midlothian speeches 
would become a lasting 
monument to a certain 
liberal tradition in 
international relations.

L
ater generations would 
regard the Midlothian 
doctr ine on foreign 
policy as a precursor 
of Woodrow Wilson’s 

‘Fourteen Points’ or the Charter 
of the UN.1 Moreover, Glad-
stone’s emphasis on Europe’s 
cultural and moral unity and the 
supranational forms of legitimacy 

and authority emanating from 
that unity seemed to prefigure 
the modern process of European 
integration. 

More recently historians have 
grown rather sceptical about 
Gladstone’s motives and achieve-
ments. Richard Shannon has 
pointed out that, although his 
principles seem to stand like ‘a 

GLADSTONE’S MIDLOTHIAN CAMPAIGN OF 1879
THE REALPOLITIK OF CHRISTIAN HUMANITARIANISM

‘Reappearance 
of the Popular 
Favourite’ (Punch, 
7 November 
1885) – 
Gladstone returns 
to the scene of 
his Midlothian 
Campaign 
triumphs, with 
speeches in 
Edinburgh, West 
Calder and 
Dalkeith
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great historical monument of 
bronze and marble’, the latter, like 
all monuments, was held together 
by less noble ‘wires and strings’, 
including personal ambition and 
a degree of self-deception.2 Yet, 
in the end he seems to confirm 
the old ‘idealist’ interpretation, 
and, almost echoing Victorian 
Tories, criticises the GOM for his 
disregard for ‘the logic of impe-
rial argument’. ‘That logic had no 
bearing on Gladstone’s actions or 
intentions … He acted through-
out for Europe, within a Euro-
pean frame of assumptions and 
intentions.’3 

Of course, in Victorian Britain 
the Tories were not alone in fear-
ing that Gladstone would sacrifice 
national interest to abstract prin-
ciple. Within the Liberal Party 
many expressed similar concerns. 
As Jonathan Parry has writ-
ten, Hartington and other lead-
ing Whig landowners distrusted 
Gladstone for many reasons, 
including his ‘populist mode of 
leadership’, tendency to fall into 
‘states of morbid excitement’, and 
Christian fervour.4 Parry’s analysis 
is very accurate. Hartington and 
Gladstone differed in tempera-
ment, style and priorities. How-
ever, did these differences imply 
different foreign policy aims? 
Was Gladstone an irresponsible 
and impractical visionary who 
neglected national interest for the 
sake of abstract moral principle 
and ‘ethical’ foreign policy? 

A number of histor ians, 
including the present writer, 
disagree with this interpretation. 
They accept Shannon’s warning 
about the ‘wires and strings’, but 
draw different conclusions about 
Gladstone’s attitude to principles, 
his (often hypocritical) readiness 
to apply them selectively, and his 
handling of Britain’s interests. 
They feel that Gladstone’s con-
duct of international relations 
anticipated the late twentieth-
century democratic dilemma 
– so evident in recent U.S. for-
eign policy – between universal 
principles and national inter-
est.5 Although these historians 
disagree with one another as to 
how precisely Gladstone dealt 
with this dilemma, they fol-
low Colin Matthew in arguing 
that his foreign policy reflected 
a realistic assessment of Britain’s 
global interests and an effective 
– occasionally ruthless – pursuit 
of imperial stability within the 
constraints of the international 
context.6 His emphasis on the 
European Concert was generally 
based on a more realistic appre-
ciation of Britain’s long-term 
interests and vulnerability than 
the unilateralism of those who 
preached a strategy of ‘national 
assertion’. The present article 
applies this interpretation to the 
specific case of the Midlothian 
Principles, which Gladstone first 
presented in ten public speeches 
in 1879.

The six ‘right principles’
The British Empire was then a 
superpower – in the sense of being 
a power with global interests and 
the military and financial means 
to pursue them anywhere in the 
world. Gladstone was concerned 
that this position of power should 
not be misused or abused, par-
ticularly by adopting unilateralist 
policies abroad, or by fomenting 
chauvinism and warlike passions 
at home.7 He had long regarded 
both practices as morally wrong 
and politically misguided, indeed 
ultimately disastrous to British 
interests. 

This was exemplified by the 
Tory government in 1876: ‘[the] 
point upon which we quarrelled 
[with the other Powers] was this: 
Whether coercion was under any 
circumstances to be applied to 
Turkey to bring about the bet-
ter government of that country’.8 
By rejecting the 1876 Berlin 
Memorandum, with which the 
Continental powers proposed a 
concerted action to deal with civil 
unrest and the violation of human 
rights in the Ottoman Empire, 
Britain prevented the develop-
ment of a common European 
policy9 without proposing viable 
alternatives. Later, Beaconsfield’s 
decision to send the fleet to the 
Dardanelles and Indian troops to 
Cyprus without previous consul-
tation with the other European 
governments maximised the risk 
of a general war.

GLADSTONE’S MIDLOTHIAN CAMPAIGN OF 1879
THE REALPOLITIK OF CHRISTIAN HUMANITARIANISM

Glad-
stone’s 
conduct 
of inter-
national 
relations 
anticipated 
the late 
twentieth-
century 
democratic 
dilemma 
between 
universal 
princi-
ples and 
national 
interest.
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The second mistake that Glad-
stone denounced in Midlothian 
was Beaconsfield’s encourage-
ment of jingoism, which caused 
uneasiness and alarm abroad. 
Gladstone claimed that this had 
resulted in Britain’s international 
isolation and the unsettling of 
the stock markets, both of which 
were bound to sap British power. 
This is interesting for the light it 
throws on Gladstone’s view of the 
British Empire. The latter – he 
insisted – did not depend either 
on its military might (real or per-
ceived), or on its territorial extent, 
but only on the vitality of British 
industry, trade and finance. 

He saw the Empire as a Brit-
ish-dominated global economic 
system, which, through free trade, 
benefited both Britain and the 
rest of the western world, and 
simultaneously offered peace, law 
and order to colonies, protector-
ates and dependencies in Asia and 
Africa. However, in 1875-79 the 
stability of the imperial edifice as 
well as the future of this ‘benign’ 
form of globalisation had been 
undermined by Beaconsfield. 
His jingoism and unilateralism 
were more dangerous to British 
interest than Russia’s ambitions 
in the Balkans. Hence the need 
for patriotically-minded English-
men to denounce and oppose the 
government, despite the general 
principle that in foreign affairs 
‘[it] is most important to main-
tain our national unity in the face 
of the world.’10 To Gladstone it 
was a choice of evils: ‘I … have 
always admitted, and admit now, 
that our responsibility in oppos-
ing the Government has been 
immense, but their responsibility 
in refusing to do right has been 
still greater.’

Because the government con-
trolled a large majority that pre-
vented effective opposition in 
Parliament, Gladstone felt that 
it was his duty to bring the issue 
directly to the people, to the elec-
tors, to whom that majority was 
ultimately accountable. Here he 
introduced a distinction between 
legitimate and illegitimate uses of 
populist oratory. Appealing to the 

people was good, provided it was 
inspired by a desire to increase 
their civic awareness. A legitimate 
use of populist rhetoric depended 
on making the people fully aware 
of their moral and political, almost 
legal, responsibilities before the 
international community:

The great duty of a Government, 

especially in foreign affairs, is to 

sooth and tranquillise the minds 

of the people, not to set up false 

phantoms of glory which are to 

delude them into calamity, not to 

flatter their infirmities by lead-

ing them to believe that they are 

better than the rest of the world 

… but to proceed upon a prin-

ciple that recognises the sister-

hood and equality of nations, the 

absolute equality of public right 

among them.11

By contrast, populist rhetoric 
which was ‘calculated to excite, 
calculated to alarm, calculated 
to stir pride and passion, and 
calculated to divide the world’ 
was illegitimate. This was what 
the Tory government had been 
doing: ‘[t]heir business has been 
to appeal to pride and passion, to 
stir up those very feelings which 
every wise man ought to endeav-
our to allay.’12

It has frequently been pointed 
out that Gladstone was never pat-
ronising when addressing artisans 
and working men: he made ‘the 
most obscure man in the hall feel 
that he was contributing to the 
moral judgement of the world 
on great events.’13 But in Midlo-
thian he went beyond speaking 
to working men: remarkably, he 
devoted the final part of his sec-
ond speech to women: ‘I speak to 
you, ladies, as women’, he said, 
‘in virtue of the common nature 
which runs through us all’, as 
‘the present political crisis has to 
do not only with human inter-
ests at large, but especially with 
those interests which are most 
appropriate … to you. … “Peace, 
Retrenchment, and Reform”. 
All of these words, ladies, are 
connected with the promotion 
of human happiness.’14 It was to 

women that he addressed some of 
the most famous and frequently 
quoted passages of his 1879 
speeches, when his indictment 
of Tory imperialism among the 
Zulus and the Afghans culmi-
nated in an emotional proclama-
tion of rights – rights which were 
established by the Almighty and 
were shared by all human beings, 
irrespective of national, religious 
and race barriers:

Remember the rights of the sav-

age, as we call him. Remember 

that the happiness of his humble 

house, remember that the sanc-

tity of life in the hill villages of 

Afghanistan among the win-

ter snows, is as inviolable in the 

eye of Almighty God as can be 

your own. Remember that He 

who has united you together 

as human beings in the same 

flesh and blood, has bound you 

by the laws of mutual love; that 

that mutual love is not limited 

by the shores of this island, it is 

not limited by the boundaries 

of Christian civilisation; that it 

passes over the whole surface 

of the earth, and embraces the 

meanest along with the greatest 

in its unmeasured scope.15

Gladstone expected that this pol-
itics of crusading humanitarian-
ism would be as electorally viable 
as the equally emotional politics 
of jingoism. He thought that, 
unlike jingoism, humanitarianism 
spanned the gap between the gen-
ders’ ‘separate spheres’, evoking 
strong responses among women 
of different social classes. While 
he may have been wrong about 
women’s unresponsiveness to jin-
goism, he was certainly shrewd in 
identifying humanitarianism as 
one of the distinctive features of 
‘feminine’ liberalism.16

The Third Speech was deliv-
ered at West Calder to a gathering 
of electors and non-electors, in ‘a 
district which was partly agricul-
tural and partly mining’. Perhaps it 
was not the most influential audi-
ence in Scotland, but it was to this 
gathering that Gladstone chose 
to deliver the most important 

GLADSTONE’S MIDLOTHIAN CAMPAIGN OF 1879

He saw the 
Empire as 
a British-
dominated 
global eco-
nomic sys-
tem, which, 
through 
free trade, 
benefited 
both Brit-
ain and the 
rest of the 
western 
world, and 
simulta-
neously 
offered 
peace, law 
and order.
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and complete exposition of his 
views on foreign policy. It con-
tained the famous six ‘right prin-
ciples’. The cornerstone was ‘to 
foster the strength of the Empire 
by just legislation and economy 
at home, thereby producing two 
of the great elements of national 
power – namely, wealth, which is 
a physical element, and union and 
contentment, which are moral 
elements – and to reserve the 
strength of the Empire, to reserve 
the expenditure of that strength, 
for great and worthy occasions 
abroad.’17 However, imperial 
strength was better saved than 
spent, a consideration which led 
to Gladstone’s second principle, 
namely ‘to preserve to the nations 
of the world and especially … to 
the Christian nations of the world 
– the blessings of peace.’ The third 
principle was really a corollary 
of the second, because it indi-
cated the chief means whereby 
peace would be preserved among 
‘Christian nations’:

To strive to cultivate and main-

tain … what is called the Concert 

of Europe; to keep the powers of 

Europe in union together. And 

why? Because by keeping all in 

union together you neutralise 

and fetter and bind up the self-

ish aims of each. I am not here 

to flatter either England or any 

of them. They have selfish aims, 

as, unfortunately, we in late years 

have too sadly shown that we too 

have had selfish aims; but then 

common action is fatal to self-

ish aims. Common action means 

common objects; and the only 

objects for which you can unite 

together the Powers of Europe 

are objects connected with the 

common good of them all.18

The fourth principle was ‘to 
avoid needless and entangling 
engagements’, such as unnec-
essary annexations of territory 
which would overstretch the 
military and human resources 
of the Empire without adding 
to British strength. While this 
was consistent with the Concert 
of Europe – which required an 

undisturbed balance of power – it 
was also linked to the fifth prin-
ciple, which was ‘to acknowledge 
the equal rights of all nations’. To 
Disraeli’s Latin motto of Imperium 
et Libertas, Gladstone objected 
that Britain was not ‘the new 
Rome’ and had no special ‘impe-
rial mission’. What Beaconsfield 
meant, Gladstone argued in his 
Third Midlothian Speech, was 
simply this:

Liberty for ourselves, Empire 

over the rest of mankind … the 

policy of denying to others the 

rights that we claim ourselves 

… No doubt, gentlemen, Rome 

may have had its work to do, and 

Rome did its work. But modern 

times have brought a different 

state of things. Modern times 

have established a sisterhood 

of nations, equal, independent; 

each of them built up under that 

legitimate defence which pub-

lic law affords to every nation, 

living within its own borders, 

and seeking to perform its own 

affairs.19

This fully expressed Gladstone’s 
hostility to, and contempt for, jin-
goism: 

In point of right all [nations] are 

equal, and you have no right to 

set up a system under which one 

of them is to be placed under 

moral suspicion or espionage, or 

to be made the constant subject 

of invective … if you claim for 

yourself a superiority, a phari-

saical superiority over the whole 

of them, then … you are a mis-

judged friend of your country, 

and in undermining the basis of 

the esteem and respect of other 

people for your country you are 

in reality inflicting the severest 

injury upon it.

The sixth and final principle 
was that, ‘subject to all the limi-
tations that I have described, the 
foreign policy of England should 
always be inspired by the love of 
freedom’. He insisted that support 
for self-government and constitu-
tional movements abroad should 

be ‘founded not upon visionary 
ideas, but upon the long experi-
ence of many generations within 
the shores of this happy isle, that 
in freedom you lay the firmest 
foundations both of loyalty and 
order’.2

Context
In a sense it is correct to say that 
the six principles ‘form[ed] a 
landmark in the history of Liberal 
internationalism’.21 Yet, in Glad-
stone’s formulation, they were not 
supposed to have universal appli-
cation: on the whole they were 
limited, first, to ‘the Christian 
nations of the world’; and, second, 
to non-Christian nations with a 
stable government with which 
Britain could establish treaties and 
formal agreements, such as China, 
Japan, the Emir of Afghanistan or 
the Zulu king. By contrast, they 
did not apply either to coun-
tries which had ‘long forfeited’ 
their independence and were no 
longer ‘nations’ (e.g. Egypt), or to 
regions within which there was 
no established or recognised gov-
ernment and ‘anarchy’ reigned. 
Although the human rights of the 
people living in these areas ought 
to be respected, their countries as 
such had no ‘right’ to self-gov-
ernment, nor were they entitled 
to membership of the ‘sisterhood 
of nations’. 

Moreover, though Gladstone’s 
dislike for imperialism was genu-
ine, there was no hint of pacifism 
in his principles, but only a reso-
lute attempt to promote peace 
and regulate the use of force by 
subjecting it to international 
authority, i.e. to the Concert of 
Europe, which embodied ‘the 
best available institutional rep-
resentation of Christian moral-
ity in international affairs.’22 The 
fact that the Concert included 
only the Great Powers – those 
whose decisions actually ‘mat-
tered’ – added a strong dimension 
of Realpolitik to his vision.

His ‘realism’ was strengthened 
by his conviction that there was 
a strict interdependence between 
foreign and financial policy. In 
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1874 Gladstone had sought to 
impose a ‘fiscal constitution’ on 
the Foreign Office and the Colo-
nial and War departments in an 
attempt to prevent them from 
pursuing imperialist expansion in 
‘fits of absent-mindedness’ (such 
as the 1873 expedition to West 
Africa).23 

Earlier, in his days as Palmer-
ston’s Chancellor of the Excheq-
uer (1859–65) he had tried, with 
mixed success, to produce finan-
cial policies which would restrain 
expenditure on external affairs, 
a Cobdenite strategy which 
helped to improve his relation-
ship with the Radicals. Indeed 
Gladstone had drawn closer to 
Richard Cobden in the 1850s, 
when they had jointly opposed 
Palmerston’s gunboat diplomacy 
in Greece (the Don Pacifico 
case, in 1850) and in China (the 
so-called Arrow incident, leading 
to the second ‘Opium War’, in 
1856–60). It was then that Glad-
stone made appeal, for the first 
time, to the ‘sisterhood among 
nations’ and their rights irrespec-
tive of power and size. 

Although many Cobdenite 
Radicals liked what they heard, 
as Matthew has written, ‘Glad-
stone was, outside free trade, no 
Cobdenite’. While Cobden had 
always supported non-interven-
tion, Gladstone ‘saw intervention 
as a natural part of the mainte-
nance of the civilised order of 
the world … Every Cabinet he 
had sat in since 1843 had dis-
patched a military expedition.’24 
His philosophy implied almost 
universal intervention – provided 
it was sanctioned by the Con-
cert of Europe – and was based 
on a version of inter-nationalism 
that ascribed to nation-states a 
leading role in human progress. 
Finally, while Cobden was a 
genuine critic of the Empire as 
well as imperialism, Gladstone 
was an unreconstructed advo-
cate of imperial power: he could 
be represented as ‘anti-imperi-
alist’ only in the fervidly jingo-
istic climate of the end of the 
century. Even his 1876 speeches 
to stop the Bulgarian atrocities 

– which so outraged imperial-
ist and ‘patriotic’ opinion – con-
tained the ‘implicit reaffirmation 
of Britain’s right to dictate events 
in the eastern Mediterranean’, a 
claim which was ‘delivered with 
the charisma of an Old Testament 
prophet’, but was ‘calculated to 
appeal to Britons, whatever their 
background’.25 

His foreign policy was not 
derived from Cobden, but from 
the 1841–46 government of Sir 
Robert Peel, whose Foreign 
Secretary, Lord Aberdeen, had 
been Gladstone’s mentor. Aber-
deen personified the connection 
between ‘Peace’, ‘Retrenchment’ 
and the preservation of the 
‘Concert of Europe’. The lat-
ter was, originally, a conservative 
system derived from the 1815 
Vienna settlement. Based on the 
notion of collective responsibil-
ity, its aim was the avoidance of 
full-scale conflicts by means of 
consultation among the big Pow-
ers, whose representatives would 
meet periodically at congresses 
and conferences. These powers 
– Britain, France, Austria, Prus-
sia and Russia – were prepared 
to apply diplomatic and military 
pressure on trouble-makers, for 
the preservation of the balance of 
powers and a Christian-inspired 
‘international law’. 

At first interpreted in con-
servative terms under the ‘Holy 
Alliance’, ‘international law’ 
gradually acquired a more liberal 
significance after 1830, when the 
establishment of a liberal regime 
in France allowed for the devel-
opment of an entente cordiale 
between London and Paris. This 
worked on behalf of liberal revo-
lutionaries in Belgium, Spain and 
Portugal without significantly 
altering the mechanism or the 
legitimacy of the ‘Concert.’ After 
1851 Napoleon III, though often 
unpredictable and generally dis-
trusted, remained loyal to the sys-
tem, which was reasserted during 
the Crimean War and the ensuing 
Paris Congress of 1856.

For these reasons the Crimean 
War weakened the Russian 
Empire, but did not undermine 

the European balance of power. 
The latter was more seriously 
threatened in1859–60, with Ital-
ian unification, which asserted 
the principle of nationality and 
destroyed the Vienna Treaty 
settlement. However, united 
Italy was not a real power, and 
Cavour, like other liberal diplo-
mats, valued the ‘moral consor-
tium’ among governments more 
than abstract theories of nation-
ality: he saw it as the counter-
part to his free-trade project of 
an ordered and rational progress, 
sustained by foreign as well as 
national investments. 

Thus, when we consider the 
extraordinary British enthusiasm 
for the Risorgimento (enthusi-
asm which Gladstone shared) we 
must bear in mind the liberal-
conservative nature of the new 
Italian state, which stabilised the 
internal affairs of the peninsula 
after decades of upheavals and 
rebellions. Indeed Palmerston had 
envisaged a settlement of the Ital-
ian question along similar lines as 
early as 1848, when British diplo-
macy was deployed to support 
the Piedmontese liberals against 
both Austrian reactionary inten-
tions in Lombardy and French 
Republican ambitions on Savoy 
and Nice. 

Although Palmerston favoured 
the creation of a north-Ital-
ian state under the Piedmontese 
constitutional monarchy – a sort 
of Italian Belgium – he was not 
originally favourable to unifi-
cation. Indeed in 1859 he tried 
unsuccessfully to avoid the out-
break of the Franco-Austrian 
war in northern Italy, which, he 
feared, could lead to the dismem-
berment of the Austrian empire. 
Eventually Italy was unified, but 
on terms uniquely favourable to 
British interests in the Mediter-
ranean.26 Palmerston played the 
international moralist on the 
cheap, and his government reaped 
where others had sown. Of course 
this strategy did not always work: 
in 1864 Palmerston committed 
British support to another consti-
tutional monarchy, Denmark, but 
when the latter was attacked by 
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Prussia and Austria his bluff was 
called. Britain was in no position 
to engage in a continental war: 
the Danes were defeated, and lost 
Schleswig-Holstein to the Ger-
man Confederation.

Was this combination of liber-
alism and pragmatism superseded 
by a more idealistic approach 
once Gladstone replaced Palmer-
ston as Liberal Party leader? Not 
really. Undoubtedly there were 
differences of style, outlook and 
especially rhetoric between the 
two statesmen, but in terms of 
actual policy and overall strategy 
the continuities and the com-
mon ground between them are 
striking. In 1859–65 Palmerston 
relied heavily on Gladstone, who, 
in turn, was genuinely apprecia-
tive of Palmerston’s liberalism. If 
Palmerston enjoyed bullying 
Greece and China, Gladstone was 
‘as ruthless a wielder of power 
as any contemporary when he 
saw a necessity or a benefit’ – as 
he would show in 1882, with 
the invasion of Egypt.27 Gener-
ally, however, he advocated an 
approach which allowed for the 
peaceful solution of international 
problems and the enforcement 
of international treaties. This was 
exemplified by his response to the 
three major international crises 
of 1870–71, when he was Prime 
Minister. 

These crises involved Britain’s 
relations with, respectively, Ger-
many, Russia, and the USA. At the 
beginning of the Franco-Prussian 
war, Gladstone took energetic 
steps to preserve the independ-
ence of Belgium: had its neutral-
ity been violated by either France 
or Germany, Britain – he said 
– would have fought for Brussels. 
This policy followed an estab-
lished tradition in British politics 
– a tradition which Palmerston 
had strongly endorsed through-
out his career. In particular, from 
the 1830s the British government 
had guaranteed Belgian neutral-
ity, and in 1848 Palmerston made 
it clear to the new republican 
government in Paris that an inva-
sion of Belgium would be a casus 
belli for Britain. Belgian neutrality 

was not violated either in 1848 
or 1870. However, in 1871 Glad-
stone was not able to prevent the 
Germans from annexing Alsace 
and Lorraine against the will 
of their inhabitants – a failure 
reminiscent of Palmerston’s Sch-
leswig-Holstein fiasco in 1864. 
More successful was Gladstone’s 
Russian policy, when he con-
vinced the St Petersburg govern-
ment to come to the negotiating 
table, rather than unilaterally to 
break the Black Sea Clauses of 
the 1856 Paris Treaty. 

Finally, Gladstone managed to 
settle by international arbitration 
the Anglo-American dispute over 
the losses inflicted to US ship-
ping by British-built Confeder-
ate cruisers during the American 
Civil War. This was the famous 
Alabama case, after the name of 
one of the privateering warships. 
Eventually a specially convened 
international court of arbitration 
ruled that the British government 
owed reparations to Washington, 
and Gladstone accepted to pay. 

It is questionable whether 
Palmerston would have relished 
this ‘surrender’ to foreign judges, 
but it is likely that he would have 
grudgingly acknowledged that 
the peaceful settlement of this 
question was a great success for 
the British Empire. Conscious 
of Britain’s vulnerability, he had 
always been careful to combine 
assertive rhetoric with the reso-
lute avoidance of conflicts with 
major powers, including the USA 
in 1861–65.

 
In 1871–72 Glad-

stone’s decision to submit to arbi-
tration averted an escalation of 
tension which was likely to cause 
long-term problems in Anglo-
American relations, and, in the 
worst scenario, might have led 
to an armed conflict. And it was 
evident that, in case of a war, the 
minuscule Crown forces – thinly 
spread along the Canadian fron-
tier – would have been no match 
for the US Army and its Civil War 
veterans. Furthermore, the cost 
of a full-scale war, not to men-
tion the difficulty of protecting 
other British dependencies over-
seas against American naval raids, 

simply bore no comparison with 
the settlement paid by the Liberal 
government after arbitration. 

However, Gladstone was not 
primarily concerned about the 
material advantages of arbitration, 
but about the general principle it 
involved – namely, that interna-
tional conflicts between Christian 
powers should be settled without 
recourse to force. Commitment to 
this overarching philosophy was 
perhaps the single most important 
difference between his approach 
and Palmerston’s, and represents 
the area in which he was closer 
to Cobden and Bright. Yet, in 
practice if not in theory, Palm-
erston reluctantly accepted what 
Gladstone fervently preached, i.e. 
that the pursuit of British inter-
ests required ‘the concurrence 
of other and jealous powers’.28 
Against this background it is 
easier to see why in 1879 Glad-
stone argued that unilateralism 
was both immoral and impolitic. 
His sense of the unity of Europe 
bred what has appropriately been 
described as ‘cosmopolitan patri-
otism’ – or, in other words, the 
Realpolitik of Christian humani-
tarianism. Palmerston would have 
put it differently: ‘[t]here was no 
cheap war to be had in Europe or 
North America’.29 
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Lib-Labs
Roy Douglas

Andrew Hudson’s inter-
esting article on the 
Lib-Labs (Journal 41) 

raises a few points which call 
for comment.

The National Agent 
Francis (not Henry) Schnad-
horst and the Chief Whip 
Herbert (later Viscount) 
Gladstone were both inter-
ested in securing the elec-
tion of more working-class 
MPs, but at different periods. 
Schnadhorst retired from 
the post of Secretary of the 
National Liberal Federation 
in 1893 and from Chair-
manship a year later. His 
health collapsed about that 
time, and he died early in 
1900. Herbert Gladstone was 
Chief Whip from 1899 until 
he joined Campbell-Ban-
nerman’s government late in 
1905.

The Hanley by-election of 
13 July 1912 did not result in 
a Tory victory (though many 
people, including the Punch 
cartoonist, anticipated other-
wise), but in a victory by the 
Liberal land-taxing enthusiast 
R. L. Outhwaite. The result 
was: Outhwaite 6647; Rittner 
(Tory) 5993; Finney (Labour) 
1694.

The author is right in 
stating that the affiliation of 
the Miners’ Federation to 
the Labour Party ‘was not 
universally welcomed’. In the 
general election of January 
1910, the Lib-Lab miners’ 
MPs who defected to the 
Labour Party were only able 
to hold their seats where 
they had no Liberal against 
them. The only one of their 
number who encountered 
Liberal opposition was John 
Johnson in Gateshead. The 
feeling of the local miners 
was indicated on polling day 
when eight thousand of them 

demonstrated against him in 
the streets of the town. The 
Liberal won the seat; Johnson 
ran a poor third.

Archie Macdonald
Michael Meadowcroft

Excellent issue (Journal 
41) just arrived!

On Jaime Reynolds’ 
and Robert Ingham’s biog-
raphy of Archie Macdonald, 
I knew Francis Boyd very 
well. He was the Lobby Cor-
respondent for the Guardian 
for very many years and he 
told me that when Archie 
Macdonald appeared at the 
Commons in 1950 he, Fran-
cis, sought Archie out, basi-
cally to introduce himself as 
just about the only Liberal 
journalist around the place. 
He duly met Archie and con-
gratulated him warmly on 

LETTERS

p. 198. In 1879 Gladstone 
thought that Disraeli’s purchase 
of the Khedive’s shares in the 
Suez Canal had amounted to 
assuming ‘the virtual govern-
ment of Egypt’, in so far as Brit-
ain, jointly with France, was now 
in control of Egyptian revenue 
and responsible for the servicing 
of her national debt (Midlothian 
Speeches, First Speech, p. 49). His 
understanding was that Britain 
had accepted a virtual ‘Protec-
torate’ on the Nile – with all 
the political and moral obliga-
tions that a protectorate entailed. 
This helps to explain why he was 
so readily persuaded to invade 
Egypt in 1882.

28  E. D. Steele, Palmerston and Lib-
eralism 1855–1865 (Cambridge, 
1991), p. 246.

29  Ibid., p. 275.

his election. Archie’s response 
was the comment, ‘Ah, yes 
– now there’s three things 
wrong with the Manchester 
Guardian …’!

The novelist Ernest 
Raymond was the conduit 
for the 1962 victory in 
the Town Ward of Hamp-
stead Borough which put 
Archie Macdonald on 
to that council. There’s a 
hilarious account of it in 
Ernest’s autobiography, 
Please You, Draw Near, pub-
lished by Cassell in 1969, 
pages 115–19. It’s particu-
larly about persuading his 
friend and fellow author, 
Pamela Frankau, to stand 
with him and Archie in the 
three-member ward on the 
guarantee that she wouldn’t 
win! All three of them came 
to my Liberal councillors’ 
training sessions that year 
and I recall Archie putting 
on an air of some superiority 
as an ex-MP.
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T
he relationship between 
the Liberal Party and 
liberal ideology is com-
plex. A striking illustra-
tion of this is that, just 

at the moment when the former 
went into steep decline, the lat-
ter’s international vision achieved 
a pinnacle of popularity in Brit-
ain. In the aftermath of the First 
World War, as the Liberal Party 
split and was overtaken elector-
ally by Labour, liberal interna-
tionalism began to capture the 
public imagination. This was 
largely because of the creation, as 
part of the post-war settlement, 
of the League of Nations, ‘the 
supreme creative effort of liberal-
ism to save its maimed civilisation 
from another war’, as the socialist 
journalist H. N. Brailsford later 
described it.1 By the end of the 
1920s the League had become 
the focus of many Britons’ 
hopes, though confidence in it 
fell sharply away after 1936. The 
Liberal Party as an institution was 
largely irrelevant to this ideologi-
cal rise and fall.

During the nineteenth century 
liberals had pinned their hopes 
for the eventual abolition of war 
mainly on free trade and arbitra-
tion.2 Only a handful of them 
had thought that an international 
organisation was required to assist 
with the resolution of disputes 
between countries or the enforce-
ment of arbitral awards. The out-
break of war among the great 
powers in August 1914 caused 
them to think again; and the need 
for a league of nations with dis-
pute-resolution and law-enforce-
ment powers soon became an 
article of faith among progressive 
opinion generally. Following an 
initiative by a Liberal MP, Aneu-
rin Williams, a League of Nations 
Society was established as early as 
May 1915. Its ideas crossed the 
Atlantic and found favour with 
President Woodrow Wilson, which 
meant that, after the United States 
entered the war, some of Britain’s 
self-styled realists accepted that 
a league had become inevitable, 
and sought to ensure that it pro-
moted British national interests. A 

second society, the League of Free 
Nations Association, was therefore 
created in the summer of 1918 to 
campaign for the immediate for-
mation of a league based on the 
wartime alliance against Germany. 
When it became apparent that the 
war was ending, the two socie-
ties merged in October 1918, as 
the League of Nations Union (or 
LNU for short).

Predictably, the international 
organisation that emerged from 
the Paris peace conference disap-
pointed most progressives. Those 
on the radical wing of the Liber-
als, many of whom had opposed 
the war on isolationist grounds 
and had for that reason left the 
party for Labour, condemned it 
as a league of victors rather than 
a true league of nations. Many 
socialists complained that it was 
a league of capitalist states rather 
than of peoples, their ideological 
disapproval being summed up by 
the delegate who told the Labour 
Party Conference in 1925: ‘The 
policy of the League of Nations 
was the policy of Liberalism and 
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not of Socialism.’3  And the LNU, 
though ideologically comfortable 
with a policy of liberalism, was 
worried that the League had been 
granted too few powers.  

However, Lord Robert Cecil, 
the former Foreign Office min-
ister who had been one of the 
architects of the League Covenant, 
took over the leadership of the 
LNU and persuaded it to conceal 
its doubts and instead promote the 
League enthusiastically as a break-
through in international relations. 
Though a Conservative – indeed, 
the son of a Tory prime minister 
– Cecil took an essentially liberal 
approach to international relations: 
he later privately admitted feel-
ing intellectually ‘more at home 
with the Liberals’ than with any 
other party.4 During the war he 
had been minister in charge of the 
blockade of Germany, his belief in 
the efficacy of economic pressure 
being one reason why he believed 
that the League of Nations could 
be effective. 

As the international situation 
improved in the aftermath of the 
Dawes Plan and Locarno Treaties, 
the League came to be seen, poten-
tially at least, as an effective organi-
sation. Working in close partnership 
with Gilbert Murray, a committed 
Liberal who held the chair of clas-
sics at Oxford, Cecil was there-
fore able to build the LNU into 
a highly respectable association 
with all-party support. It had suf-
ficient Conservative members for 

Noel Buxton, a convert from Lib-
eralism to Labour who frequently 
spoke at peace meetings, to claim 
in 1928 that LNU branches con-
sisted ‘mainly of the [Baldwin] 
government’s supporters’.5 And 
although many in the Labour Party, 
including Ramsay MacDonald and 
Philip Snowden, remained suspi-
cious of both the League and the 
LNU, Arthur Henderson, helped 
by Hugh Dalton and Philip Noel 
Baker, persuaded a majority of 
their Labour colleagues during 
the second half of the 1920s that 
both were forces for good. By the 
1929 general election, therefore, 
the party was prepared to claim that 
its foreign policy was based ‘firmly 
on the foundation of the League of 
Nations’.6 To overcome the con-
tinuing complaint from the left of 
the party that the League was a lib-
eral not a socialist idea, Henderson 
defended it as ‘a revolutionary break 
with the traditions of international 
anarchy’ and an expression of ‘the 
socialist principle of cooperation’.7 

By 1931 the LNU had 3,040 
local branches and collected 
406,868 annual subscriptions. 
It had become a byword for 
respectability and moral earnest-
ness. Its branches were, in Hugh 
Dalton’s words, ‘decorated by 
Elder Statesmen, Peers of the 
Realm, Bishops, retired Admirals 
and Generals and philanthropic 
ladies of the middle class. To be a 
“supporter of the League”, espe-
cially when it is doing nothing in 

particular, has become a sign of 
respectability.’8 Indeed, when the 
LNU’s Hampshire Federation was 
formed in the headmaster’s study 
at Winchester College, its organ-
ising committee comprised four 
knights, two colonels, a canon, 
and a titled lady.9 The novelist 
Evelyn Waugh was to make his 
dissipated 1920s undergraduate 
Sebastian Flyte, facing repeated 
injunctions to improve his behav-
iour, ask himself: ‘How does 
one mend one’s ways? I suppose 
one joins the League of Nations 
Union …’10 The LNU provided 
a partial substitute for not only a 
declining Liberal Party but also 
a waning protestant noncon-
formity: the future Conservative 
Foreign Secretary Samuel Hoare 
noted how the LNU’s disarma-
ment meetings in the late 1920s 
‘became semi-religious services 
… They began and ended with 
prayers and hymns, and were 
throughout inspired by a spirit of 
emotional revivalism.’11 

From September 1931, when 
the Japanese seized Manchu-
ria, the international situation 
began deteriorating. Isolation-
ist sentiment revived in Britain 
– particularly after Hitler came 
to power and withdrew Germany 
from the League of Nations and 
the World Disarmament Con-
ference in October 1933; and a 
book published at that time iden-
tified ‘Keep Britain out of war’ as 
‘the one rallying cry which seems 
to unite all shades of opinion’.12 
On the left, isolationism took the 
form of pacifism and war resist-
ance: for example, the Labour 
Party’s 1933 conference passed 
by acclamation a motion ‘to take 
no part in war’. (This had been 
proposed by Sir Charles Trev-
elyan, a former Liberal who, hav-
ing resigned from the Asquith 
government when it went to war 
in 1914 and joined Labour, was 
now on his new party’s left wing.) 
On the right, isolationism took 
the form of armed neutralism. 
Even Winston Churchill went 
through a phase of justifying the 
rearmament for which he was 
calling with the argument that it 
would enable Britain ‘to maintain 

THE HEYDAY OF LIBERAL INTERNATIONALISM
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our neutrality effectively’.13 The 
Beaverbrook and Rothermere 
newspapers did the same, and also 
published newspaper polls claim-
ing that the public was turning 
against the League of Nations as 
an institution because it risked 
entangling Britain in other 
nations’ quarrels. 

In 1934 Cecil persuaded the 
LNU to fight back with the 
‘Peace Ballot’, arguably the most 
ambitious action ever undertaken 
by a British pressure group. This 
was a pro-League propaganda 
campaign disguised as a private 
referendum. Between Novem-
ber 1934 and June 1935,14 38 per 
cent of the adult population were 
canvassed, of whom 95 per cent 
declared themselves in favour of 
the League. There was also major-
ity support for what was starting 
to be called ‘collective security’: 
87 per cent favoured the imposi-
tion of economic sanctions by the 
League against an aggressor, and 
54 per cent military sanctions. 
The Peace Ballot was thus a great 
success, undermining the claims 
of the isolationist press about the 
state of British public opinion 
and also influencing the Baldwin 
government’s decision to sup-
port (albeit mild) economic sanc-
tions against Italy after Mussolini 
attacked Abyssinia in October 
1935. However, as was indicated 
by the marked difference in the 
degrees of support for economic 
and military sanctions, a third of 
those taking part in the Peace 
Ballot favoured collective secu-
rity on the assumption that it was 
a way of checking aggression by 
using economic pressure alone. 

This assumption was soon dis-
proved by the triple crisis which 
occurred in the spring of 1936, 
when Hitler’s remilitarisation of 
the Rhineland, Mussolini’s con-
quest of Abyssinia, and Franco’s 
rebellion in Spain woke Britain 
up to the fact that collective secu-
rity required rearmament and a 
willingness to intervene militarily. 
The LNU accepted this fact, but 
went into rapid decline as many 
former supporters of the League 
became appeasers or pacifists 
instead. In his inaugural lecture 

as professor of international rela-
tions at Aberystwyth, E. H. Carr, 
an appeaser, criticised sanctions 
and called for ‘peaceful change’, 
thereby scandalising the benefac-
tor of his chair, who had created 
it to promote the League and 
collective security.15 Carr devel-
oped his ideas into the pioneer-
ing text of ‘realist’ international 
relations theory, The Twenty Years’ 
Crisis, which laid the blame for 
the ‘utopianism’ of British hopes 
for the League squarely on the 
liberal tradition as mediated by 
Woodrow Wilson: ‘Nearly all 
popular theories of international 
politics between the two world 
wars were reflexions, seen in an 
American mirror, of nineteenth-
century liberal thought.’16 

The short-term impact of 
Carr’s book was spoiled by the 
fact that it was published just after 
the outbreak of the Second World 
War had demonstrated the failure 
of the policy of appeasement. One 
of those who reviewed it criti-
cally was Sir Norman Angell. Ini-
tially famous as the author of the 
neo-Cobdenite best-seller The 
Great Illusion, which had appeared 
before the First World War, Angell 
had gone through isolationist and 
near-pacifist phases, but from the 
mid-1930s had been a resolute 
supporter of collective security. 
Indeed, despite having joined the 
Labour Party and represented it 
in the House of Commons, Ang-
ell had realised he was ideologi-
cally a liberal, informing Gilbert 
Murray in 1940 that ‘having tried 
to make the best of all the Social-
ist slogans and Marxist incanta-
tions, I have been pushed more 
and more to the conviction that it 
is your type of Liberalism which 
alone can save us.’17 

Angell’s review of The Twenty 
Years’ Crisis for the LNU’s jour-
nal observed: ‘If Chamberlainite 
“appeasement” had succeeded 
and we had maintained peace, 
there would have been a certain 
plausibility in many of the theo-
ries Professor Carr expounds’. 
But as things had turned out, 
Angell insisted, it was the policy 
of collective security favoured by 
many supposed ‘utopians’ which 

had proved more realistic.18 Yet, in 
the long term, Carr’s criticism of 
the doctrine of the harmony of 
interests among states carried the 
day. Liberal internationalism never 
fully recovered from the real-
ist onslaught, as is evidenced by 
the fact that the United Nations 
Association never approached the 
popularity of the LNU.
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tics at the University of Oxford and a 
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(Oxford University Press, 2000).
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Andrew S. 
Thompson 
looks at three 
case studies 
to examine 
the impact of 
imperialism on 
democracy and 
liberalism in 
Britain between 
1865 and 
1920.1

For a century or 
more, the empire 
has been blamed 
for debasing 
British politics. 
The experience 
of governing the 
colonies is said 
to have imported 
attitudes and values 
into Britain that 
were inimical to the 
growth of a modern 
democracy. Liberals 
have been at the 
forefront of such 
criticisms. 

A
t the start of the twen-
tieth century, the 
New Liberal intel-
lectual, J. A. Hobson, 
railed against the fact 

that the south of England was 
‘richly sprinkled’ with a class of 
retired colonial soldiers and offi-
cials, ‘men openly contemptuous 
of democracy, devoted to mate-
rial luxury, social display, and the 
shallower arts of intellectual life 
… the wealthier among them 
discover political ambitions, 

introducing into our Houses of 
Parliament the coarsest and most 
selfish spirit of “Imperialism”’.2 

Thirty or so years later, yet in 
a similar vein, the New Zealand-
born political cartoonist, David 
Low (1891–1963), took great 
delight in deriding the xenopho-
bic and racist, if by then ultimately 
irrelevant and futile, attitudes of 
that archetypal imperialist, Colonel 
Blimp.3 Jose Harris’s study of later-
Victorian and Edwardian political 
culture ploughs a similar furrow: 

HOW DID THE EMPIRE STRIKE BACK?

The cartoonist 
David Low created 
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reactionary and 
ultranationalistic 
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originally for the 
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HOW DID THE EMPIRE STRIKE BACK?
Imperial visions injected a 

powerful strain of hierarchy, 

militarism, ‘frontier mental-

ity’, administrative rational-

ity, and masculine civic virtue 

into British political culture, at 

a time when domestic political 

forces were running in quite the 

opposite direction towards egali-

tarianism, ‘progressivism’, con-

sumerism, popular democracy, 

feminism and women’s rights.4 

Is it fair, then, to characterise 
imperialist ideology as essentially 
anti-democratic? Clearly this is a 
big question that could be tackled 
in a variety of ways. Here the focus 
will be on the domestic political 
repercussions of three well-known 
episodes of colonial oppression 
and settler rapacity: the Morant 
Bay rebellion in Jamaica (1865), 
the Anglo-Indian protest against 
Lord Ripon’s Ilbert Bill (1883) and 
the Amritsar massacre at Jallian-
wala Bagh (1919). Surely in times 
of colonial crisis there was a strong 
temptation to drop any pretence 
at inclusiveness, liberalism and tol-
erance, and to rally behind those 
who were prepared to ‘save the 
Empire’ by upholding and defend-
ing racial privileges and, if neces-
sary, by a show of armed force? 

Governor Eyre
Take the Governor Eyre contro-
versy, an event that brought to the 
forefront of British politics the 
nature of colonial rule and the 
relationship between white settlers 
and black subjects. Eyre responded 
swiftly and brutally to the march 
of several hundred angry, land-

hungry blacks on the courthouse 
of the small town of Morant Bay 
in Jamaica. During a month-long 
period of martial law, people were 
shot, hanged and flogged, and 
many houses were razed.5 Jamai-
ca’s white planters praised Eyre 
for his handling of the crisis. But 
the severity of the measures that 
he had taken left the British gov-
ernment with little choice but to 
suspend this Australian explorer 
turned colonial official, and to 
set up a Royal Commission to 
enquire into his conduct. 

Opinion in the country, mean-
while, was deeply divided.6 The 
Victorian intelligentsia, in par-
ticular, were at sixes and sevens 
as to whether the Jamaican Gov-
ernor had acted responsibly or 
not. A Jamaica Committee, led by 
John Stuart Mill, and backed by 
such luminaries as John Bright, 
Charles Darwin, Frederic Harri-
son, Thomas Huxley, and Herbert 
Spencer, organised a campaign to 
prosecute Eyre privately, while an 
Eyre Defence Committee, sup-
ported by Thomas Carlyle, John 
Ruskin, Alfred Tennyson, Charles 
Kingsley and Charles Dickens, 
established a fund to pay his legal 
expenses. 

Though the Jamaica Com-
mittee set out to mobilise ‘gen-
tlemanly opinion’, Eyre’s critics 
also comprised many people of 
more modest means. From the 
outset, abolitionist, missionary 
and dissenting groups – known 
collectively as ‘Exeter Hall’ – had 
not only bombarded the Colonial 
Office with petitions and memo-
rials, but staged numerous mass 
meetings. Eyre’s figure was even 

burnt in effigy by a large gather-
ing of working-class radicals at 
Clerkenwell Green in London. 

Eyre’s supporters included 
clergymen, peers and members of 
the armed forces. Their case was 
made at a welcome home din-
ner, in the pamphlet and periodi-
cal press and at various provincial 
societies. They raised a significant 
sum of money (rumoured to be 
over £10,000) on Eyre’s behalf. 

Some scholars have taken this 
episode as proof of a marked hard-
ening of racial attitudes in mid-
Victorian Britain. The view of 
black people as inherently inferior 
to whites is said to have gained a 
much wider currency as a result of 
the Eyre controversy.7 Elsewhere I 
question this interpretation, argu-
ing that working-class racial atti-
tudes do not fit comfortably into 
the ‘boxes’ to which they have 
often been assigned.8 Here it needs 
to be emphasised that even though 
the Jamaica Committee’s four legal 
actions failed, Eyre was nonethe-
less forced into premature retire-
ment, turned down for several 
government posts, and deprived of 
the patronage and perks to which 
other ex-governors had grown 
accustomed. Even the debate on 
Eyre’s legal expenses in 1872 was 
enough to bring his opponents 
out of the woodwork and previ-
ous passions back to the boil.9 

Of course, martial law con-
tinued to be invoked in the face 
of future colonial disturbances, 
and a string of other massacres 
was to litter Britain’s twentieth-
century imperial record. Yet, in a 
sense, this is to miss the point. In 
1865, many of Eyre’s opponents, 
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especially Liberals, perceived a 
risk of authoritarian and arbitrary 
methods of government seep-
ing back from colony to mother 
country – this was why the debate 
focused as much (or more) on the 
uses and abuses of martial law as 
on rival theories of race. At a time 
when many people in Britain 
were agitating for a further exten-
sion of the franchise, the prospect 
of West Indian methods of repres-
sion being adopted at home was 
all the more alarming. Such anxi-
eties may well have weighed with 
the British government when it 
decided to replace the old regime 
of rule by the planter class with a 
more direct form of government 
from London. Though this looks 
like a throwback to the past, the 
decision actually held out some 
hope for black Jamaicans in so 
far as it curbed the powers of the 
island’s ‘plantocracy’. In the words 
of Niall Ferguson, ‘the liberalism 
of the centre’ had prevailed over 
‘the racism of the periphery’.10 
Indeed, in the years that followed, 
the cry of ‘democracy in dan-
ger’ continued to have consid-
erable political purchase during 
moments of colonial crisis.11 

The Ilbert Bill
The determination and skill with 
which Anglo-Indians mobilised 
metropolitan opinion against the 
Ilbert bill (1883–84) may seem 
a more straightforward example 
of imperialists riding roughshod 
over the principle of racial equality 
(enshrined in the royal proclama-
tion of 1858).12 Lord Ripon,13 Vice-
roy of India from 1880 to 1884, was 
responsible for introducing a raft 
of liberal reforms, including those 
to promote local self-government. 
These were attacked by his Tory 
opponents as a ‘policy of senti-
ment’, but Ripon returned to Eng-
land to provide a vigorous defence 
of his policies at the National Lib-
eral Club in February 1885. 

The Ilbert bill needs to be set 
in this context. It was a statutory 
amendment to the Criminal Pro-
cedure Code whereby Indian 
judges and magistrates in country 
areas (the Mofussil) would be given 

‘The Jamaica 
Question’ (Punch, 
23 December 
1865). White 
planter: ‘Am not I 
a man and brother 
too, Mr Stiggins?’

‘The Anglo-Indian 
Mutiny – A bad 
example to the 
elephant!’ (Punch, 
15 December 
1883) 

HOW DID THE EMPIRE STRIKE BACK?



Journal of Liberal History 42 Spring 2004 19 

the power to try British offend-
ers in criminal cases. It became 
the focus of a ‘White Mutiny’ 
– a heady cocktail of racial and 
sexual fears, which fed on memo-
ries of 1857, and engulfed India’s 
community of English business-
men, planters and professionals. 
A European and Anglo-Indian 
Defence Association was formed. 
It staged protest meetings, threat-
ened boycotts and even tried to 
get army volunteers to resign. 

Crucially, it was well-con-
nected to the British press. As 
Chandrika Kaul shows, several 
London newspapers and reviews 
clubbed together to stop the 
liberal Viceroy in his tracks: ‘the 
anti-bill papers did not simply 
articulate [Anglo-Indian] griev-
ances, but provided a focus which 
heightened the entire agitation 
movement’.14 Chief among these 
were The Times, the Telegraph, the 
Morning Post, the Standard, and the 
Spectator. Much of their informa-
tion was derived from the Anglo-
Indian press – by the 1880s, 
telegraphic communication had 
slashed the time taken for Indian 
news to reach Britain. The Times 
spearheaded the anti-bill agita-
tion; it relied on advice from its 
correspondent, J. C. Macgregor, a 
Calcutta barrister who was thor-
oughly opposed to the measure.15 
It was argued that indigenous 
Indians were incapable of shoul-
dering the responsibility the bill 
entailed; that British prestige 
would be irreparably damaged; 
that Europeans (especially planter 
families) would be increasingly 
harassed; and that there was sim-
ply no necessity for change. 

In the end, the Anglo-Indian 
‘jingoes’, as Ripon called them, 
got their way. The Ilbert bill was 
emasculated: Europeans were 
to have the right to be tried by 
juries at least half of whose mem-
bers were themselves European. 
Although the distinction between 
Indian and British district mag-
istrates and session judges was 
abolished, the difficulty of empan-
elling such a jury, and the costs 
and delays of transferring cases to 
the high courts, made it very dif-
ficult to secure a conviction. Yet 

victory had not been achieved 
without a fight. Several pro-bill 
newspapers – the Daily News, the 
Echo, Reynolds’ News, the Weekly 
Times, the Pall Mall Gazette 
and the Contemporary Review 
– had rallied round Ripon. They 
argued for the importance of a 
more sympathetic and sensitive 
approach on the part of the Gov-
ernment of India to the ‘native 
population’. They affirmed the 
ability of Indians to participate 
more fully in the administration. 
They also reported on the meet-
ings that were organised by John 
Bright and other Liberal MPs 
to back the bill. Ripon’s resolve 
was certainly stiffened by these 
expressions of support.16 

Moreover, the anti-bill agita-
tion was very much a press affair. 
Only a handful of Tory MPs 
raised the matter at Westminster, 
and the response from the Tory 
party caucus was likewise lacklus-
tre.17 In so far as opinion in the 
rest of the country was caught 
up in the Ilbert bill controversy 
there is no evidence to suggest 
that it sided with Anglo-India. 
Even the emissary sent by the 
Defence Association – F. T. Atkins 
– to arouse British engineering 
and railway employees against the 
bill proved a complete failure: ‘at 
his most important meeting in 
Edinburgh, a motion was carried 
unanimously against him’!18 

To a large extent, Ripon had 
himself to blame for what hap-
pened in 1883–84. Not only was 
he too far ahead of Anglo-Indian 
opinion, he had failed to properly 
brief his cabinet colleagues on the 
details of the bill, to take sufficient 
care in its drafting, or to have it 
properly debated in parliament 
– the latter, in particular, ‘created 
a political vacuum’ for the pro-
bill press to exploit.19 In Ripon’s 
defence, he was not the only per-
son to have underestimated the 
strength of Anglo-Indian feeling. 
Charles Hobhouse had twenty-
six years of ICS experience but 
wrongly predicted that the racial 
passions aroused by the bill were 
‘so much froth’ and would soon 
subside once it became law.20 
Other pro-bill periodicals, how-

ever, showed greater perspicacity, 
regretting that Ripon had thrust 
the measure on Anglo-India at a 
moment when he was engaged 
‘in the gigantic and difficult task 
of introducing local govern-
ment reform’.21 There were also 
those who supported the liber-
alisation of municipal govern-
ment but opposed the Ilbert bill 
because they felt that it would do 
more harm than good, not least 
because only a handful of angli-
cised Indian civil servants – the 
so-called ‘Bengali Babus’ – alleg-
edly stood to gain.22 Understood 
in this way, 1883 was not so much 
a crossroads in the history of the 
Raj, whereby colour-blind justice 
was rejected in favour of a racially 
segregated colonial state, as a 
poorly judged and badly timed, 
albeit well-intentioned, reform.

Amritsar
The British reaction to the mas-
sacre of an unarmed crowd, 
gathered in the Punjab city of 
Amritsar on 13 April 1919, adds 
further weight to my argument. 
The irascible Brigadier-General 
Reginald Dyer had issued a proc-
lamation banning such meetings. 
He ordered his men to fire on a 
crowd of some 20,000 people 
without any warning, or with-
out first demanding that it dis-
perse. The firing continued for a 
full ten minutes. Official figures 
recorded 379 deaths and over 
1,200 wounded. Indian estimates 
were much higher. The British 
government moved quickly to 
disavow Dyer’s actions and he was 
forced to resign. Again Anglo-
Indian opinion was inflamed, and 
sections of the metropolitan press, 
a minority of MPs and a majority 
of peers protested against Dyer’s 
‘punishment’. By discharging 
his duty and teaching the ‘rebels’ 
a lesson, Dyer, they argued, had 
‘saved India’, only to be aban-
doned by craven and cowardly 
politicians at Westminster.23 A 
defence (or ‘Scapegoat’) fund was 
set up by the editor of the Morning 
Post newspaper, Howell Gwynne; 
almost £15,000 was collected 
within a few weeks. 
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The wider political context for 
the defence of Dyer is the build 
up of ‘diehard’ Tory sentiment 
during the years 1919–22. Die-
hardism drew strength from the 
hardships of the post-war depres-
sion, and from antipathy to Lloyd 
George, but home affairs were 
not at the core of its creed. Much 
more fundamental was the notion 
of imperial weakness – the feeling 
that the British Empire might be 
living on borrowed time.24 Die-
hards believed Britain to have 
‘providentially sanctioned impe-
rial obligations’,25 and insisted that 
challenges to colonial authority 
had to be resisted, whether in Ire-
land, Egypt or India. Their finest 
hour may have been the removal 
from office of the well-known 
Indian sympathiser and Lib-
eral politician, Edwin Montagu 
(1879–1924), author of the 1917 
declaration that the goal of British 
policy in India was the ‘increas-
ing association of Indians in every 
branch of the administration’, and 
architect of the 1919 constitutional 
reforms. Montagu was replaced as 
Secretary of State for India by the 
Conservative, Viscount Peel, who 
lost no time in pouring cold water 
on a scheme for the Indianisation 
of the army. Montagu’s Jewish 
antecedents, and his rather tactless 
remarks in the House of Com-
mons on 8 July 1920, had incensed 
‘diehard’ MPs and left them bay-
ing for his blood.26 

But just how powerful was the 
public demonstration of support 
for Dyer? His defenders were a 
somewhat disparate group, made 
up of Anglo-Indians, military 
members of the army coun-
cil, Ulster Unionists (led by Sir 
Edward Carson), and a few right-
wing newspapers. The Dyer fund 
drew donations from a wider 
range of people, but the manual 
workers and schoolchildren who 
parted with their pennies were 
predominantly Anglo-Indian. 
Working-class opinion in Brit-
ain was on the whole far less 
sympathetic. For example, the 
well-attended Labour Party con-
ference at Scarborough in 1920 
passed a resolution denouncing 
the ‘cruel and barbarous actions’ 

of British officers in the Punjab, 
and called for the repeal of all 
repressive legislation: there was a 
real fear of labour unrest at home 
meeting with similar treatment.27 
As the progressive newspaper, the 
Manchester Guardian, commented 
immediately after the debate in 
the Commons: ‘General Dyer’s 
more thorough supporters by no 
means intend to stop at India … 
After India, Ireland. After Ireland, 
British workmen on strike.’28 

Other elements of the anti-
Dyer camp, which included many 
senior politicians (Asquith, Bonar 
Law, Churchill) and The Times, 
took their stand on the British 
government’s obligation to main-
tain a single standard of justice 
across the British Empire,29 while 
Churchill went so far as to call 
this ‘the most frightful of all spec-
tacles, the strength of civilisation 
without its mercy’. There is a real 
danger therefore of inflating the 
importance of the xenophobia 
and racialism that characterised 
many of the pro-Dyer utterances 
in 1919–20. Diehardism was a 
minority, if passionately held, 
view. Ranged against it was a 
phalanx of much more liberal and 
progressive sentiment.

During the Morant Bay upris-
ing, the Ilbert bill controversy, 
and the Amritsar uprising the 
Empire did indeed strike back 
on the British political scene. For 
Liberals such as J. A. Hobson, and 
for many historians and political 
commentators who share Hob-
son’s perspective, such episodes 
provide further proof of impe-
rialism’s tendency to debase and 
corrupt British public life. Yet 
even when it involved the sanc-
tioning of martial law and the use 
of armed force, there is little evi-
dence to suggest that colonial rule 
constituted a serious or sustained 
threat to liberal and progressive 
values or to widening political 
participation in Britain. 

On the contrary, as this essay 
suggests, the domestic political 
effects of arbitrary and authori-
tarian rule in the colonies were as 
likely to run in the opposite direc-
tion – namely, to galvanise ‘liberal’ 
opinion to defend the virtues of a 

parliamentary system of govern-
ment and the necessity of a free 
press. In the fashioning of a more 
democratic political culture, there-
fore, the Empire arguably proved 
as much of a friend as a foe.
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Before the German 
invasion of Belgium 
in August 1914, 
Lloyd George, then 
Chancellor of the 
Exchequer, was one 
of the members of 
the Liberal Cabinet 
most cautious about  
British participation 
in a European war.  
Even afterwards he 
remained uneasy 
about  British 
intervention. Yet 
within six weeks 
he was deploying 
his considerable 
rhetorical skills in 
the service of the 
recruiting drive. Dr 
J. Graham Jones 
introduces Lloyd 
George’s Queen’s Hall 
speech of 19 September 
1914 – the fi rst clear 
indication for all the 
world to see of Lloyd 
George’s ‘conversion’ 
and commitment to the 
concept of ‘total war’. 
News of a succession 
of disastrous reversals 
for the Allied war 
campaign had 
convinced him of the 
necessity to come 
out powerfully in 
support of Kitchener’s 
recruiting campaign. 

T
he ostensible purpose of 
the speech was to boost 
recruitment among 
Welshmen living in 
London. The response 

to Kitchener’s call for 100,000 
recruits had been encouraging; 
more than 120,000 had joined 
up. Lloyd George was convinced 
that the British people would 
not as yet rally behind Church-
ill’s call for military conscription. 
His Queen’s Hall speech was 
intended both as an overt dec-
laration of support for Kitchen-
er’s recruitment campaign, and 
a resounding reaffirmation of 
British unity and a vindication 
of the Allied cause.

Lloyd George invar iably 
crafted his major public speeches 
with extraordinary care and pre-
cision; on this occasion his dedi-
cation was total. On the day of 
the speech Lord Riddell found 
him ‘terribly nervous, feeling, 
he said, as if he were about to be 
executed. It was a curious sight to 
see him lying on the sofa, yawn-
ing and stretching himself in a 
state of high nervous excitement’. 
It was fully three years since Lloyd 

George had delivered a truly 
great speech, and some of his 
colleagues had forgotten his ora-
torical capacity. The Queen’s Hall 
speech was to comprise his fi rst 
major pronouncement on the 
course and purpose of the war; he 
needed to convince his expectant 
audience that he wholeheartedly 
and unreservedly supported the 
decision to go to war. He rose to 
speak following a spirited render-
ing of The Men of Harlech.

Lloyd George declared that 
Britain was honour-bound to 
defend the integrity of Belgium 
in her innocence and suffer-
ing, and to remain true to treaty 
obligations, as treaties were ‘the 
currency of international states-
manship’. He declared himself 
anxious to guard against exag-
geration, and then referred to 
Serbia, yet another small nation 
which had refused to make the 
cowardly submission demanded 
of her by another bullying empire 
– a preoccupation which led him 
to a rhapsody on the subject of 
small nations. The speaker then 
contrasted Russia, which had 
made great sacrifi ces in the name 

THROUGH TERROR TO
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of freedom (for instance, on 
behalf of Bulgaria) with modern 
Prussia, which had made no sac-
rifice for others. He stressed that 
the fight was against the false 
idea of civilisation embraced by 
the German authorities rather 
than against the German people 
who were themselves the vic-
tims of it. The peroration came 
to an end in a spirit of growing 
and almost mystical exaltation, 
but with a firm emphasis on the 
price which would eventually 
have to be paid.

Lloyd George’s immediate 
personal reaction to his impas-
sioned speech was a claim that 
he had found his audience to be 
‘far too stodgy’, and that he had 
felt himself unable to penetrate 
their complacency. But the out-
come was a formidable stream of 
recruits during the next few days. 
It immediately became headline 
news in all the Sunday newspapers 
printed the following day, each 
editorial column lavish in its praise 
and commendation. The dailies 
the next week followed in like 
fashion. Almost immediately let-
ters of support and congratulation 

began pouring in, as did a stream 
of insistent invitations to deliver 
similar speeches at other venues. 

It was undoubtedly Lloyd 
George’s most effective pub-
lic peroration since his Lime-
house speech back in 1909, but 
now he united the nation rather 
than dividing it. Among Lib-
eral politicians and editors who 
effusively showered praise on 
the Chancellor were Asquith, 
Grey, Masterman, J. A. Spender 
of the Westminster Gazette and 
Robertson Nicoll of the British 
Weekly. Even more remarkable 
was the rush of commendation 
from the Tory side – from Bonar 
Law downwards to the party rank 
and file, and the columns of the 
Northcliffe press. Within days the 
speech had seen the light of day 
in print, and was subsequently 
reprinted as a pamphlet over and 
over again, running to dozens of 
editions. It formed the focal cen-
tre-piece of the From Terror to Tri-
umph collection of war speeches 
published in September 1915. 
Ultimately, the Queen’s Hall 
speech was translated into four-
teen languages.

There is much to admire in 
the speech. It reflects admirably 
its author’s heartfelt, if reluctant, 
realisation that ultimate victory 
could come only following a long 
ordeal and at notably heavy cost. 
It was scrupulously fair to the 
German people, choosing to con-
demn only imperial policy-mak-
ing, and it magnanimously offered 
the prospect of a better world to 
follow the conclusion of hostili-
ties. But it is probably fair to say 
that the speech stressed overmuch 
the fate of the small nations, nota-
bly Belgium, and over-played 
the ‘sacrifice’ theme to an extent 
which made Lloyd George appear 
somewhat insincere. 

Its immediate impact was, 
however, undeniable; the speech 
transformed entirely both the 
public mood (and its percep-
tion of the war effort) and the 
standing of its author. Thereaf-
ter Lloyd George was to be the 
nation’s foremost civilian war 
leader, with a mass popular fol-
lowing, perhaps now marked out 
as a Prime-Minister-in-waiting 
to succeed the generally ineffec-
tual Asquith.

THROUGH TERROR TO
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T
here is no man who 
has always regarded 
the prospect of engag-
ing in a great war with 
greater reluctance and 

with greater repugnance than I 
have done throughout the whole 
of my political life. There is no 
man more convinced that we 
could not have avoided it with-
out national dishonour. I am fully 
alive to the fact that every nation 
which has ever engaged in any 
war has always invoked the sacred 
name of honour. Many a crime 
has been committed in its name; 
there are some being committed 
now. All the same, national hon-
our is a reality, and any nation that 
disregards it is doomed. 

Why is our honour as a coun-
try involved in this war? Because, 
in the first instance, we are bound 
by honourable obligations to 
defend the independence, the 
liberty, the integrity of a small 
neighbour that has always lived 
peaceably. She could not have 
compelled us; she was weak; but 
the man who declines to dis-
charge his duty because his credi-
tor is too poor to enforce it is a 
blackguard. We entered into a 
treaty – a solemn treaty – two 
treaties – to defend Belgium and 
her integrity. Our signatures are 
attached to the documents. Our 
signatures do not stand alone 
there; this country was not the 
only country that undertook to 
defend the integrity of Belgium. 
Russia, France, Austria, Prussia 
– they are all there. Why are Aus-
tria and Prussia not performing 
the obligations of their bond? It 
is suggested that when we quote 
this treaty it is purely an excuse 

on our part – it is our low craft 
and cunning to cloak our jeal-
ousy of a superior civilisation that 
we are attempting to destroy. Our 
answer is the action we took in 
1870. What was there? Mr. Glad-
stone was then Prime Minister. 
Lord Granville, I think, was then 
Foreign Secretary. I have never 
heard it laid to their charge that 
they were ever Jingoes.

What did they do in 1870? 
That treaty bound us then. We 
called upon the belligerent Pow-
ers to respect it. We called upon 
France and we called upon Ger-
many. At that time, bear in mind, 
the greatest danger to Belgium 
came from France and not from 
Germany. We intervened to pro-
tect Belgium against France, 
exactly as we are doing to protect 
her against Germany. We pro-
ceeded in exactly the same way. 
We invited both the belligerent 
Powers to state that they had no 
intention of violating Belgian 
territory. What was the answer 
given by Bismarck? He said it 
was superfluous to ask Prus-
sia such a question in view of 
the treaties in force. France gave 
a similar answer. We received at 
that time the thanks of the Bel-
gian people for our intervention 
in a very remarkable document. 
It is a document addressed by the 
municipality of Brussels to Queen 
Victoria after that intervention. It 
reads:

The great and noble people over 

whose destiny you preside has 

just given a further proof of its 

benevolent sentiments towards 

our country … The voice of the 

English Nation has been heard 

above the din of arms, and it has 

asserted the principles of justice 

and right. Next to the unalterable 

attachment of the Belgian peo-

ple to their independence, the 

strongest sentiment which fills 

their hearts is that of an imper-

ishable gratitude.

That was in 1870. Mark what fol-
lowed. Three or four days after 
that document of thanks, a French 
army was wedged up against the 
Belgian frontier, every means of 
escape shut out by a ring of flame 
from Prussian cannon. There was 
one way of escape. What was 
that? Violating the neutrality of 
Belgium. What did they do? The 
French on that occasion pre-
ferred ruin and humiliation to 
the breaking of their bond. The 
French Emperor, the French mar-
shals, 100,000 gallant Frenchmen 
in arms, preferred to be carried 
captive to the strange land of their 
enemies, rather than dishonour 
the name of their country. It was 
the last French army in the field. 
Had they violated Belgian neu-
trality, the whole history of that 
war would have been changed; 
and yet, when it was the interest 
of France to break the treaty then, 
she did not do it.

‘Treaties are the 
currency of international 
statesmanship’
It is the interest of Prussia to-day 
to break the treaty, and she has 
done it. She avows it with cyni-
cal contempt for every principle 
of justice. She says: ‘Treaties only 
bind you when it is your interest 
to keep them.’ ‘What is a treaty?’ 

THE GREAT PINNACLE OF 
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says the German Chancellor: ‘A 
scrap of paper.’ Have you any £5 
notes about you? Have you any 
of those neat little Treasury £1 
notes? If you have, burn them; 
they are only scraps of paper. What 
are they made of? Rags. What are 
they worth? The whole credit 
of the British Empire. Scraps of 
paper! I have been dealing with 
scraps of paper within the last 
month. One suddenly found the 
commerce of the world coming 
to a standstill. The machine had 
stopped. Why? I will tell you. We 
discovered that the machinery 
of commerce was moved by bills 
of exchange. I have seen some 
of them – wretched, crinkled, 
scrawled over, blotched, frowsy 
– and yet those wretched little 
scraps of paper move great ships 
laden with thousands of tons of 
precious cargo from one end of 
the world to the other. What is 
the motive power behind them? 
The honour of commercial men. 

Treaties are the currency of 
international statesmanship. Let us 
be fair: German merchants, Ger-
man traders, have the reputation 
of being as upright and straight-
forward as any traders in the 
world; but if the currency of Ger-
man commerce is to be debased 
to the level of that of her states-
manship, no trader from Shang-
hai to Valparaiso will ever look at 
a German signature again. This 
doctrine of the scrap of paper, 
this doctrine which is proclaimed 
by Bernhardi, that treaties only 
bind a nation as long as it is to its 
interest, goes under the root of all 
public law. It is the straight road 
to barbarism. It is as if you were 
to remove the Magnetic Pole 
because it was in the way of a 
German cruiser. The whole navi-
gation of the seas would become 
dangerous, difficult and impossi-
ble; and the whole machinery of 
civilisation will break down if this 
doctrine wins in this war. We are 
fighting against barbarism, and 
there is only one way of putting 
it right. If there are nations that 
say they will only respect treaties 
when it is to their interest to do 
so, we must make it to their inter-
est to do so for the future.

What is their defence? Con-
sider the interview which took 
place between our Ambassador 
and the great German officials. 
When their attention was called 
to the treaty to which they were 
parties, they said: ‘We cannot 
help that. Rapidity of action is 
the great German asset.’ There is 
a greater asset for a nation than 
rapidity of action, and that is hon-
est dealing. What are Germany’s 
excuses? She says that Belgium 
was plotting against her; Belgium 
was engaged in a great conspiracy 
with Britain and with France to 
attack her. Not merely it is not 
true, but Germany knows it is not 
true. What is her other excuse? 
That France meant to invade 
Germany through Belgium. 
That is absolutely untrue. France 
offered Belgium five army corps 
to defend her if she were attacked. 
Belgium said: I do not require 
them; I have the word of the Kai-
ser. ‘Should Caesar send a lie?’ All 
these tales about conspiracy have 
been vamped up since then. A 
great nation ought to be ashamed 
to behave like a fraudulent bank-
rupt, perjuring its way through 
obligations. What she says is not 
true. She has deliberately broken 
this treaty, and we were in honour 
bound to stand by it.

‘Their crime was that they 
trusted to the word of a 
Prussian king’
Belgium has been treated brutally. 
How brutally we shall not yet 
know. We already know too much. 
But what had she done? Had she 
sent an ultimatum to Germany? 
Had she challenged Germany? 
Was she prepared to make war on 
Germany? Had she inflicted any 
wrong upon Germany which the 
Kaiser was bound to redress? She 
was one of the most unoffending 
little countries in Europe. There 
she was – peaceable, industri-
ous, thrifty, hard-working, giving 
offence to no one. And her corn-
fields have been trampled, her 
villages have been burnt, her art 
treasures have been destroyed, her 
men have been slaughtered – yea, 
and her women and children, too. 

Hundreds and thousands of her 
people, their neat, comfortable 
little homes burnt to the dust, are 
wandering homeless in their own 
land. What was their crime? Their 
crime was that they trusted to 
the word of a Prussian king. I do 
not know what the Kaiser hopes 
to achieve by this war. I have a 
shrewd idea what he will get; but 
one thing he has made certain, 
and that is that no nation will 
every commit that crime again.

I am not going to enter into 
details of outrages. Many of them 
are untrue, and always are in a 
war. War is a grim, ghastly busi-
ness at best or at worst, and I am 
not going to say that all that has 
been said in the way of outrages 
must necessarily be true. I will go 
beyond that, and I will say that 
if you turn two millions of men 
– forced, conscript, compelled, 
driven – into the field, you will 
always get amongst them a certain 
number who will do things that 
the nation to which they belong 
would be ashamed of. 

I am not depending on these 
tales. It is enough for me to have 
the story which Germans them-
selves avow, admit, defend and 
proclaim – the burning and mas-
sacring, the shooting down of 
harmless people. Why? Because, 
according to the Germans, these 
people fired on German soldiers. 
What business had German sol-
diers there at all? Belgium was 
acting in pursuance of the most 
sacred right – the right to defend 
its homes. But they were not in 
uniform when they fired! If a bur-
glar broke into the Kaiser’s palace 
at Potsdam, destroyed his furni-
ture, killed his servants, ruined his 
art treasures – especially those he 
has made himself – and burned 
the precious manuscripts of his 
speeches, do you think he would 
wait until he got into uniform 
before he shot him down? They 
were dealing with those who had 
broken into their household. But 
the perfidy of the Germans has 
already failed. They entered Bel-
gium to save time. The time has 
gone. They have not gained time; 
but they have lost their good 
name.

THROUGH TERROR TO TRIUMPH

Hundreds 
and thou-
sands of 
her people, 
their neat, 
comfort-
able little 
homes 
burnt to 
the dust, 
are wan-
dering 
homeless 
in their 
own land. 



26 Journal of Liberal History 42 Spring 2004

But Belgium is not the 
only little nation that has been 
attacked in this war, and I make 
no excuse for referring to the 
case of the other little nation, the 
case of Serbia. The history of Ser-
bia is not unblotted. Whose his-
tory, in the category of nations, is 
unblotted? The first nation that is 
without sin, let her cast a stone at 
Serbia. She was a nation trained 
in a horrible school, but she won 
her freedom with a tenacious 
valour, and she has maintained 
it by the same courage. If any 
Serbians were mixed up in the 
assassination of the Grand Duke, 
they ought to be punished. Serbia 
admits that. The Serbian Govern-
ment had nothing to do with it. 
Not even Austria claims that. The 
Serbian Prime Minister is one of 
the most capable and honoured 
men in Europe. Serbia was willing 
to punish any one of her subjects 
who had been proved to have any 
complicity in that assassination. 
What more could you expect? 

‘Who can doubt the valour 
of Serbia?’
What were the Austrian demands? 
Serbia sympathised with her fel-
low countrymen in Bosnia – that 
was one of her crimes. She must 
do so no more. Her newspapers 
were saying nasty things about 
Austria; they must do so no longer. 
That is the German spirit; you 
had it in Zabern. How dare you 
criticise a Prussian official? And if 
you laugh, it is a capital offence – 
the colonel in Zabern threatened 
to shoot if it was repeated. In the 
same way the Serbian newspapers 
must not criticise Austria. I won-
der what would have happened if 
we had taken the same line about 
German newspapers. Serbia said: 
‘Very well, we will give orders to 
the newspapers that they must 
in future criticise neither Austria 
nor Hungary, not anything that is 
theirs.’ Who can doubt the valour 
of Serbia when she undertook to 
tackle her newspaper editors? She 
promised not to sympathise with 
Bosnia; she promised to write no 
critical articles about Austria; she 
would have no public meetings in 

which anything unkind was said 
about Austria.

But that was not enough. She 
must dismiss from her army the 
officers whom Austria should 
subsequently name. Those offic-
ers had just emerged from a war 
where they had added lustre to 
the Serbian arms; they were gal-
lant, brave and efficient. I wonder 
whether it was their guilt or their 
efficiency that prompted Austria’s 
action! Serbia was to undertake 
in advance to dismiss them from 
the army, the names to be sent in 
subsequently. 

Can you name a country in 
the world that would have stood 
that? Supposing Austria or Ger-
many had issued an ultimatum 
of that kind to this country, say-
ing: ‘You must dismiss from your 
Army – and from your Navy 
– all those officers whom we shall 
subsequently name.’ Well, I think 
I could name them now. Lord 
Kitchener would go; Sir John 
French would be sent away; Gen-
eral Smith-Dorrien would go; 
and I am sure that Sir John Jel-
licoe would have to go. And there 
is another gallant old warrior 
who would go – Lord Roberts. 
It was a difficult situation for a 
small country. Here was a demand 
made upon her by a great mili-
tary Power that could have put 
half a dozen men in the field for 
every one of Serbia’s men, and 
that Power was supported by the 
greatest military Power in the 
world. How did Serbia behave? 
It is not what happens to you 
in life that matters; it is the way 
in which you face it, and Serbia 
faced the situation with dignity. 
She said to Austria: ‘If any officers 
of mine have been guilty, and are 
proved to be guilty, I will dismiss 
them.’ Austria said: ‘That is not 
good enough for me.’ It was not 
guilt she was after, but capacity.

Then came Russia’s turn. Rus-
sia has a special regard for Serbia; 
she has a special interest in Serbia. 
Russians have shed their blood 
for Serbian independence many 
a time, for Serbia is a member of 
Russia’s family, and she cannot see 
Serbia maltreated. Austria knew 
that. Germany knew it, and she 

turned round to Russia and said: ‘I 
insist that you shall stand by with 
your arms folded whilst Austria 
is strangling your little brother to 
death.’ What answer did the Rus-
sian Slav give? He gave the only 
answer that becomes a man. He 
turned to Austria and said: ‘You 
lay hands on that little fellow, 
and I will tear your ramshackle 
Empire limb from limb.’ And he 
is doing it.

This is the story of two little 
nations. The world owes much 
to little nations … The greatest 
art in the world was the work of 
little nations; the most enduring 
literature of the world came from 
little nations; the greatest litera-
ture of England came when she 
was a nation of the size of Bel-
gium fighting a great Empire. The 
heroic deeds that thrill humanity 
through generations were the 
deeds of little nations fighting for 
their freedom. Yes, and the salva-
tion of mankind came through a 
little nation. God has chosen lit-
tle nations as the vessels by which 
He carries His choicest wines to 
the lips of humanity, to rejoice 
their hearts, to exalt their vision, 
to stimulate and strengthen 
their faith; and if we had stood 
by when two little nations were 
being crushed and broken by the 
brutal hands of barbarism, our 
shame would have rung down 
the everlasting ages.

‘The highest standard of 
civilisation is the readiness 
to sacrifice for others’
But Germany insists that this is 
an attack by a lower civilisation 
upon a higher one. As a matter 
of fact, the attack was begun by 
the civilisation which calls itself 
the higher one. I am no apologist 
for Russia; she has perpetrated 
deeds of which I have no doubt 
her best sons are ashamed. What 
Empire has not? But Germany is 
the last Empire to point the fin-
ger of reproach at Russia. Russia 
has made sacrifices for freedom 
– great sacrifices. Do you remem-
ber the cry of Bulgaria when she 
was torn by the most insensate 
tyranny that Europe had ever 
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seen? Who listened to that cry? 
The only answer of the ‘higher 
civilisation’ was that the lib-
erty of the Bulgarian peasants 
was not worth the life of a sin-
gle Pomeranian soldier. But the 
‘rude barbarians’ of the North 
sent their sons by the thousand to 
die for Bulgarian freedom. What 
about England? Go to Greece, 
the Netherlands, Italy, Germany, 
France – in all those lands I could 
point out places where the sons 
of Britain have died for the free-
dom of those peoples. France has 
made sacrifices for the freedom 
of other lands than her own. Can 
you name a single country in the 
world for the freedom of which 
modern Prussia has ever sacri-
ficed a single life? By the test of 
our faith the highest standard of 
civilisation is the readiness to sac-
rifice for others.

I will not say a single word in 
disparagement of the German 
people. They are a great people, 
and have great qualities of head 
and hand and heart. I believe, in 
spite of recent events, that there is 
as great a store of kindliness in the 
German peasant as in any peas-
ant in the world; but he has been 
drilled into a false idea of civili-
sation. It is efficient, it is capable; 
but it is a hard civilisation; it is a 
selfish civilisation; it is a material 
civilisation. 

They cannot comprehend the 
action of Britain at the present 
time; they say so. They say: ‘France 
we can understand; she is out for 
vengeance; she is out for territory 
– Alsace and Lorraine.’ They say 
they can understand Russia; she 
is fighting for mastery, she wants 
Galicia. They can understand 
you fighting for vengeance, they 
can understand you fighting for 
mastery, they can understand you 
fighting for greed of territory; but 
they cannot understand a great 
Empire pledging its resources, 
pledging its might, pledging the 
lives of its children, pledging its 
very existence to protect a lit-
tle nation that seeks to defend 
herself. God made man in His 
own image, high of purpose, in 
the region of the spirit; German 
‘civilisation’ would re-create him 
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in the image of a Diesel machine 
– precise, accurate, powerful, but 
with no room for soul to operate.

Have you read the Kaiser’s 
speeches? If you have not a copy, 
I advise you to buy one; they will 
soon be out of print, and you will 
not have many more of the same 
sort. They are full of the glitter 
and bluster of German milita-
rism – ‘mailed fist’ and ‘shining 
armour’. Poor old mailed fist! 
Its knuckles are getting a little 
bruised. Poor shining armour! 
The shine is being knocked out 
of it. There is the same swagger 
and boastfulness running through 
the whole of the speeches. The 
extract which was given in the 
British Weekly this week is a very 
remarkable product as an illustra-
tion of the spirit we have to fight. 
It is the Kaiser’s speech to his sol-
diers on the way to the front:

 Remember that the German 

people are the chosen of God. 

On me, the German Emperor, 

the Spirit of God has descended. 

I am His sword, His weapon and 

His Vice-general. Woe to the dis-

obedient, and death to cowards 

and unbelievers.

Lunacy is always distressing, but 
sometimes it is dangerous; and 
when you get it manifested in 
the head of the State, and it has 
become the policy of a great 
Empire, it is about time that it 
should be ruthlessly put away. 

I do not believe he meant all 
these speeches; it was simply the 
martial straddle he had acquired. 
But there were men around him 
who meant every word of them. 
This was their religion. Treaties? 
They tangle the feet of Germany 
in her advance. Cut them with 
the sword! Little nations? They 
hinder the advance of Germany. 
Trample them in the mire under 
the German heel. The Russian 
Slave? He challenges the suprem-
acy of Germany in Europe. Hurl 
your legions at him and massacre 
him! Britain? She is a constant 
menace to the predominance 
of Germany in the world. Wrest 
the trident out of her hand. 

Christianity? Sickly sentimen-
talism about sacrifice for others! 
Poor pap for German digestion! 
We will have a new diet. We will 
force it upon the world. It will 
be made in Germany – the diet 
of blood and iron. What remains? 
Treaties have gone. The honour 
of nations has gone. Liberty has 
gone. What is left? Germany. 
Germany is left! ‘Deutschland 
uber Alles!’

That is what we are fighting 
– that claim to predominance 
of a material, hard civilisation 
which, if it once rules and sways 
the world, liberty goes, democ-
racy vanishes. And unless Britain 
and her sons come to the rescue it 
will be a dark day for humanity.

‘Small nationalities in his 
way are hurled to the road-
side’
Have you followed the Prussian 
Junker and his doings? We are 
not fighting the German people. 
The German people are under 
the heel of this military caste, 
and it will be a day of rejoicing 
for the German peasant, artisan 
and trader when the military 
caste is broken. You know its 
pretensions. They give them-
selves the air of demigods. They 
walk the pavements, and civilians 
and their wives are swept into 
the gutter; they have no right 
to stand in the way of a great 
Prussian soldier. Men, women, 
nations – they all have to go. He 
thinks all he has to say is, ‘We are 
in a hurry.’ That is the answer 
he gave to Belgium – ‘Rapidity 
of action is Germany’s greatest 
asset,’ which means, ‘I am in a 
hurry; clear out of my way.’ 

You know the type of motor-
ist, the terror of the roads, with 
a sixty-horse-power car, who 
thinks the roads are made for him, 
and knocks down anybody who 
impedes the action of his car by a 
single mile an hour. The Prussian 
Junker is the road-hog of Europe. 
Small nationalities in his way are 
hurled to the road-side, bleeding 
and broken. Women and children 
are crushed under the wheels 

of his cruel car, and Britain is 
ordered out of his road. All I can 
say is this: if the old British spirit 
is alive in British hearts, that bully 
will be torn from his seat. Were 
he to win, it would be the great-
est catastrophe that has befallen 
democracy since the day of the 
Holy Alliance and its ascendancy.

They think we cannot beat 
them. It will not be easy. It will 
be a long job; it will be a terri-
ble war; but in the end we shall 
march through terror to triumph. 
We shall need all our qualities 
– every quality that Britain and 
its people possess – prudence in 
counsel, daring in action, tenac-
ity in purpose, courage in defeat, 
moderation in victory; in all 
things faith.

It has pleased them to believe 
and to preach the belief that we 
are a decadent and degener-
ate people. They proclaim to the 
world through their professors 
that we are a non-heroic nation 
skulking behind our mahogany 
counters, whilst we egg on more 
gallant races to their destruction. 
This is a description given of us 
in Germany – ‘a timorous, cra-
ven nation, trusting to its Fleet’. 
I think they are beginning to find 
their mistake out already – and 
there are half a million young 
men of Britain who have already 
registered a vow to their King 
that they will cross the seas and 
hurl that insult to British courage 
against its perpetrators on the bat-
tlefields of France and Germany. 
We want half a million more; and 
we shall get them.

‘I envy you young people 
your opportunity’
Wales must continue doing her 
duty. That was a great telegram 
that you, my Lord (The Earl of 
Plymouth), read from Glamor-
gan. I should like to see a Welsh 
Army in the field. I should like 
to see the race that faced the 
Normans for hundreds of years 
in a struggle for freedom, the 
race that helped to win Crecy, 
the race that fought for a gen-
eration under Glendower against 
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the greatest captain in Europe 
– I should like to see that race 
give a good taste of its quality in 
this struggle in Europe; and they 
are going to do it.

I envy you young people your 
opportunity. They have put up 
the age limit for the Army, but I 
am sorry to say I have marched 
a good many years even beyond 
that. It is a great opportunity, an 
opportunity that only comes 
once in many centuries to the 
children of men. For most gen-
erations sacrifice comes in drab 
and weariness of spirit. It comes 
to you to-day, and it comes to-
day to us all, in the form of the 
glow and thrill of a great move-
ment for liberty, the impels mil-
lions throughout Europe to the 
same noble end. It is a great war 
for the emancipation of Europe 
from the thraldom of a military 
caste which has thrown its shad-
ows upon two generations of 
men, and is now plunging the 
world into a welter of blood-
shed and death. Some have 
already given their lives. There 
are some who have given more 
than their own lives; they have 
given the lives of those who are 
dear to them. I honour their 
courage, and may God be their 
comfort and their strength. But 
their reward is at hand; those 
who have fallen have died con-
secrated deaths. They have taken 
their part in the making of a new 
Europe – a new world. I can see 
signs of its coming in the glare of 
the battle-field.

The people will gain more 
by this struggle in all lands than 
they comprehend at the present 
moment. It is true they will be 
free of the greatest menace to 
their freedom. That is not all. 
There is something infinitely 
greater and more enduring which 
is emerging already out of the 
great conflict – a new patriotism, 
richer, nobler, and more exalted 
than the old. I see amongst all 
classes, high and low, shedding 
themselves of selfishness, a new 
recognition that the honour of 
the country does not depend 
merely on the maintenance of its 

Liberal 
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The National Liberal Club has an 
almost complete run of the Liberal 
Magazine following on from the 
last – 1941 – bound volume until 
its cessation in February 1950. 

The Club wishes to have them 
bound in order to make them 
available in the Clubhouse. 
However, there are just two issues 
missing: May 1945 and June 
1949. 
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duplicates. 

Contact Michael Meadowcroft, 
Honorary Librarian, National Liberal 
Club:

• Waterloo Lodge, 72 Waterloo 
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glory in the stricken field, but also 
in protecting its homes from dis-
tress. It is bringing a new outlook 
for all classes. The great flood of 
luxury and sloth which had sub-
merged the land is receding, and a 
new Britain is appearing. We can 
see for the first time the funda-
mental things that matter in life, 
and that have been obscured from 
our vision by the tropical growth 
of prosperity.

May I tell you in a simple par-
able what I think this war is doing 
for us? I know a valley in North 
Wales, between the mountains 
and the sea. It is a beautiful val-
ley, snug, comfortable, sheltered 
by the mountains from all the bit-
ter blasts. But it is very enervating, 
and I remember how the boys 
were in the habit of climbing the 
hill above the village to have a 
glimpse of the great mountains in 
the distance, and to be stimulated 
and freshened by the breezes 
which came from the hilltops, 
and by the great spectacle of their 
grandeur. We have been living in 
a sheltered valley for generations. 
We have been too comfortable 
and too indulgent – many, per-
haps, too selfish – and the stern 
hand of fate has scourged us to an 
elevation where we can see the 
great everlasting things that mat-
ter for a nation – the great peaks 
we had forgotten, of Honour, 
Duty, Patriotism, and, clad in glit-
tering white, the great pinnacle of 
Sacrifice pointing like a rugged 
finger to Heaven. 

We shall descend into the val-
leys again; but as long as the men 
and women of this generation 
last, they will carry in their hearts 
the image of those great moun-
tain peaks whose foundations are 
not shaken, though Europe rock 
and sway in the convulsions of a 
great war.

Dr J. Graham Jones, who wrote the 
Introduction, is Senior Archivist and 
Head of the Welsh Political Archive 
at the National Library of Wales. He 
was also a contributor to the Liberal 
Democrat History Group’s third pub-
lication, Great Liberal Speeches 
(Politico’s Publishing, 2001).

East Riding 
of Yorkshire 
Museums 
Service
The Museums Service is 
committed to recording and 
preserving the heritage of the area. 

We are looking to compile a 
database of local history projects 
taking place in the East Riding to 
help us do this. These projects 
might include book research, 
the restoration of a local 
historic building, oral histories, 
photographic exhibitions, lecture 
programmes, the creation of new 
museums, heritage trails or any 
other heritage projects or events.

We would be grateful for any 
information about any local history 
project under way, or undertaken in 
the past, in the East Riding area. 

• Contact Shona Cormack, East 
Riding of Yorkshire Museums 
Service, The Chapel, Lord Roberts 
Road, Beverley, East Yorkshire 
HU17 9BE; Tel: 01482 392776; 
or

• Stefan Ramsden, stefan.
ramsden@eastriding.gov.uk



30 Journal of Liberal History 42 Spring 2004

Ian Hunter 
examines the 
Liberal leader’s 
role as a critic of 
appeasement

Sir Archibald Sinclair. 
Leader of the Liberal 
Party from 1935 to 
1945, was the last 
Liberal MP to hold 
a Cabinet position at 
Westminster, serving 
as Churchill’s Air 
Minister from May 
1940 to May 1945. 
He was also one of the 
first parliamentarians 
to voice concerns 
about the National 
Government’s policy 
of appeasement 
during the mid-
1930s. Historians 
have consistently 
overlooked the key 
role played by the 
Liberal Party between 
1936 and 1939.1 This 
is mainly because 
of the focus on the 
internal dissent within 
the Conservative 
Party and on the 
particular role played 
by Winston Churchill, 
from the wilderness 
of the backbenches, 
in opposing his party’s 
international policies. 

I
n the first volume of his 
war memoirs, The Gather-
ing Storm, Churchill himself 
fails to mention the part 
played by the Liberal Party, 

painting instead a self-portrait 
of enormous vanity in which he 
casts himself as almost the sole 
prophet of vision and reason to 
have been warning of Hitler’s 
threat to European peace. The 
reality was very different – and 
the Liberal Party, and Sinclair in 
particular, played a major role in 
developing and proposing clear 
alternatives to the Government’s 
foreign policy. 

Archibald Sinclair was born in 
1890, and was educated at Eton. 

Having then attended Sandhurst, 
he became a regular soldier in 
1910, and served with distinction 
in the Great War as Churchill’s 
second in command of the 6

th
 

Royal Scots Fusiliers in Flanders. 
He became Churchill’s private 
secretary in 1919 when Lloyd 
George appointed Churchill to 
the combined War Office and 
Air Ministry role (1919–21) to 
oversee demobilisation and to 
deal with the anti-Bolshevik 
White Russians. Sinclair contin-
ued to support his mentor when 
Churchill moved to the Colo-
nial Office (1921–22) for the last 
eighteen months of the Coalition 
Government. 

SIR ARCHIBALD SINCLAIR 
THE LIBERAL ANTI-APPEASER

Sinclair 
speaking against  
appeasement 
at the Central 
Hall, Tollcross, 
Edinburgh, late 
1930s.
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With Churchill’s encourage-
ment, Sinclair stood for election 
as a Liberal in his home constitu-
ency of Caithness and Sutherland, 
entering Parliament in 1922. He 
climbed rapidly through the Lib-
eral Parliamentary Party ranks, 
becoming Chief Whip in 1930. 
He entered the National Govern-
ment with Herbert Samuel, the 
Liberal leader, where he served in 
the Cabinet as Secretary of State 
for Scotland in 1931–32, prior 
to the resignation of the Liber-
als over the Ottawa Trade Tariff 
Agreements. When Samuel lost 
his seat at the 1935 general elec-
tion Lloyd George nominated 
Sinclair for the parliamentary 
party leadership, to which he was 
elected unopposed. 

Sinclair inherited a quarrel-
some, demoralised and dispa-
rate group of twenty-one MPs. 
Between 1935 and 1939 he led 
an effective internal reorgani-
sation, redefining the role and 
responsibilities of the Liberal Par-
ty’s central organisation, and initi-
ated a number of policy reviews. 
However, the issue on which he 
was to find a national voice was 
his early support for rearmament, 
often speaking in Parliament as 
one of the first opponents of the 
National Government’s policy 
of appeasing Hitler’s territorial 
ambitions in Central Europe. 

Sinclair inherited from Her-
bert Samuel a policy position that 
opposed rearmament and was 
over-reliant on the supposition 

that the League of Nations could 
be relied on to intervene and 
resolve international problems 
on Britain’s behalf. The Liberals 
fought the November 1935 gen-
eral election on a platform that 
claimed ‘the national defences 
must be kept efficient and large 
enough for the needs of the times, 
but a colossal, panic expenditure 
upon arms is not the road to peace 
… Through strengthening the 
League of Nations, and through 
international disarmament, and 
there alone, the true path to secu-
rity lies.’2 Although sympathetic 
to this position, Sinclair became 
increasingly dissatisfied with the 
viability of opposing rearmament 
in the face of the emergence of 
undemocratic regimes in conti-
nental Europe. 

On 14 March 1935, eight 
months before the general elec-
tion, a major debate on the naval 
supply estimates took place in the 
House of Commons; it marked 
the last time that Sinclair opposed 
increased spending on the armed 
services. Sinclair made a lengthy 
speech attacking the Govern-
ment’s policy of increasing naval 
spending, arguing that over £660 
million had been spent during 
the preceding ten years, to lit-
tle value. Concluding his attack, 
he argued that ‘in the absence of 
any clear relation between this 
country’s armament policy and a 
policy for a collective system, we 
on these benches will feel bound 
by speech and vote to do all in 

our power to deflect the Gov-
ernment’s policy from its present 
dangerous and wasteful course’.3 
Sinclair was keen to see the Gov-
ernment move to a defence policy 
that was more reliant on the col-
lective security offered by the 
League of Nations. The next day 
Churchill passed a note to Sinclair 
which, while calling his manner of 
delivery ‘admirable’, described his 
argument as ‘false’ and his purpose 
as ‘morbid’ and finished by attack-
ing Sinclair’s anti-rearmament 
stance as ‘fatal’. Sinclair responded 
to Churchill, claiming that his 
former mentor had misjudged 
his purpose and that as regards his 
arguments Churchill should ‘think 
it over – surely better than you 
admit and not wholly separated 
from your own’.4 

It is not clear whether further 
discussion took place and what, if 
any, greater role Churchill played 
in changing Sinclair’s views, but 
it is apparent that from April 
1935 onwards Sinclair shifted 
his stance and focused increas-
ingly on the dangers that political 
extremism raised in continental 
Europe. Certainly this was the 
last occasion on which he was 
to attack any government pro-
posal for rearmament. Instead, by 
May 1935, Sinclair was arguing 
in support of the Government’s 
proposals to increase air defences 
as ‘an emergency contribution 
to the collective system of peace 
under the League of Nations’. 
This position was to form one of 
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the central planks of party policy 
under Sinclair. At its simplest, 
Sinclair threw Liberal support 
behind the need for collective 
security through the Covenant 
of the League of Nations and 
pressed the Government to target 
expenditure on building a first-
rate Royal Air Force and secure 
naval defences.5 In this policy the 
Liberals were offering a genu-
ine alternative to Chamberlain’s 
counsels of despair. 

The Liberals were also able to 
offer a policy in distinct contrast 
to the refusal of Attlee and the 
Labour Party to face up to grow-
ing threats from abroad. Between 
1931 and 1937 Labour adopted 
what can only be described as a 
policy of unilateral disarmament 
and isolation. The Labour Party 
Conference in 1932 unanimously 
passed a motion pledging the 
party to ‘take no part in war and 
to resist it with the whole force 
of the Labour movement’. In the 
key defence spending votes of 
the mid-1930s (the March 1935 
debate on the Defence White 
Paper, the 1935 and 1936 army, 
navy and air estimates, and the 
1937 Defence Loans Bill) the 
Labour Party consistently voted 
against building up the country’s 
military capabilities. As late as July 
1937 the party abstained in the 
vote over the final appropriation 
for defence. This was not a proud 
record with which to face a Gov-
ernment increasingly committed 
to the policy of appeasement.6

When Sinclair took over the 
Liberal leadership in 1935, he 
accepted the position only after 
he had obtained a promise from 
his fellow MPs that the party 
would give priority to defence. 
There were five occasions in each 
parliamentary session when the 
Liberals, as the smaller opposition 
party, could choose the subject for 
debate.7 At each of these opportu-
nities the Liberals raised the issues 
of defence and rearmament, espe-
cially in relation to the air force. 

Throughout 1936 and 1937, 
in the face of a significant surge 
in German rearmament, Sinclair 
urged Chamberlain’s government 
further to increase spending on 

Britain’s armed forces. In tandem, 
at every available opportunity, 
he criticised the Government 
for failing to demonstrate its 
commitment to the League of 
Nations as the route for curtail-
ing the ambitions of aggressor 
nations. Sinclair’s outrage at the 
announcement of the Hoare-
Laval Pact, which overturned 
Britain’s support for the League 
of Nations’ policy of applying 
sanctions to persuade Mussolini 
to withdraw from Abyssinia, was 
trumpeted in the House of Com-
mons on 19 December 1935. 
Sinclair claimed that the Govern-
ment had failed in its obligations 
to give a lead to the League of 
Nations and had turned its back 
on its original proposals for deal-
ing with Italian aggression. He 
asserted that, thanks to Baldwin, 
‘the British Empire is now neuter 
in the counsels of the League’.8 
He urged that the Government 
should stand firm in support of 
sanctions or else be seen to have 
been party to rewarding aggres-
sion. 

The German reoccupation 
of the demilitarised Rhineland 
in March 1936 and the resulting 
concerns about the extent of Ger-
man ambitions provided a further 
platform for Sinclair to expand 
on his thinking to the House of 
Commons. On 26 March 1936 
he laid out Liberal policy for deal-
ing with the perceived injustices 
that Germany claimed the Treaty 
of Versailles imposed on her. He 
urged that Britain should take the 
lead in organising a World Con-
ference to reach a new settlement 
on colonial and economic issues 
and to provide the basis for a pol-
icy of ‘military and economic dis-
armament, of collective security 
in which all countries, and not 
merely groups of allies, must par-
ticipate, and of justice and equal-
ity for all nations’.9 This became 
the basis for policy proposals from 
the Liberal benches until the 
Munich crisis in 1938, when the 
need to seek a defensive alliance 
with the Soviet Union would 
become a major concern.  

Sinclair built on his stance in a 
powerful speech delivered on 23 

June 1936. Incensed by the Gov-
ernment’s refusal to stand up to 
Italy over its invasion of Abyssinia, 
he made one of the first parlia-
mentary attacks on what was to 
become the policy of appease-
ment. ‘The Foreign Secretary 
[Eden] knows that aggression is 
an appetite that grows by what it 
feeds on. The Government’s pol-
icy puts a premium on successful 
aggression and makes the world 
safe for dictatorship.’10 Together 
with his colleague Geoffrey 
Mander, Liberal MP for Wolver-
hampton East, Sinclair harassed 
the Government for shedding 
one potential ally after another 
and for refusing to use the powers 
of the League of Nations to resist 
aggression effectively. 

During 1936 Sinclair came 
under pressure from his colleagues 
in the Parliamentary Liberal Party 
to consider forming a closer tie 
with the Popular Front organi-
sation which had been set up to 
encourage non-Conservative 
parties to cooperate against the 
domestic policy of the National 
Government. There was much 
feeling that the Popular Front 
platform should be extended to 
international policy. Sinclair was 
very hesitant about this route to 
Liberal–Labour cooperation, as 
he feared that it would lead to the 
ultimate absorption of the inde-
pendent Liberal Party by Labour. 
He did, however, cooperate 
informally with fellow opponents 
of the National Government and 
spoke at the December 1936 
‘Arms and the Covenant’ rally 
at the Royal Albert Hall, sharing 
a platform with Churchill and a 
couple of Labour leaders (Citrine 
and Dalton) to urge the promo-
tion of collective security through 
the League of Nations. This event 
was overshadowed by the same 
day’s breaking news of the rela-
tionship between the King and 
Mrs Simpson. 

At the end of May 1937 
Chamberlain replaced a weary 
and dispirited Baldwin as Prime 
Minister. Sinclair was certain that 
the autocratic and lofty style of 
Chamberlain, who was particu-
larly ruthless with any dissent 
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and dismissive of the slightest 
criticism from both the opposi-
tion parties and his own back-
benches, would lead to a split 
within the Tory party that would 
provide a golden opportunity for 
the Liberals. He was right about 
the former but overly optimistic 
about the latter. 

The first signs of open discon-
tent over Chamberlain’s premier-
ship arose in February 1938 when 
the tensions between the Prime 
Minister and his Foreign Secretary, 
Anthony Eden, broke into public 
view over the policy to be pursued 
against Italy. Eden had become 
increasingly incensed by Cham-
berlain’s dabbling in foreign affairs 
without proper consultation. In 
January 1938 Chamberlain initi-
ated talks with Mussolini with a 
view to try to detach him from 
the German camp. Without agree-
ing the details with Eden, Cham-
berlain offered Mussolini a deal 
whereby Britain would recognise 
Italy’s control over Abyssinia in 
return for a promise of withdrawal 
of Italian troops from the Spanish 
Civil War and the offer of access 
to a loan from Britain on prefer-
ential terms. This was an offer that 
Mussolini, already safely in control 
of the African country and com-
fortable that he had backed the 
winning side in Spain, found it 
easy to decline. Chamberlain was 
also reluctant to pursue an offer, 
favoured by Eden, from President 
Roosevelt to set up an interna-
tional conference to deal with the 
Abyssinian crisis. Chamberlain did 
not believe that the Americans 
would be able to influence the 
Italians any more successfully than 
could Britain.11 However, this 
proved to be the final break with 
Eden. Incensed by Chamberlain’s 
unwarranted intervention in the 
responsibilities of his own office, 
Eden resigned from the govern-
ment on 20 February. 

Sinclair regarded Eden’s res-
ignation as a calamity for the 
chances of turning British policy 
away from appeasement, and was 
appalled by the terms that had 
been offered to Mussolini. Not 
only was the Italian invasion of an 
independent country being tacitly 

approved, but the intervention in 
Spain was being ignored and, in 
a further humiliation to Brit-
ain, Mussolini was being offered 
access to loans and grants on a 
promise of future good behav-
iour. In the House of Commons 
Sinclair asked exactly what Brit-
ain was getting in return for this 
display of incredible largesse. The 
answer that nothing had been 
won by such an approach came 
all too quickly, as it became plain 
that, in addition to Italian expan-
sion remaining uncurtailed, Ger-
many was also moving to expand 
her control in Central Europe, 
encouraged by Britain’s reluc-
tance to confront aggression.  

With the remilitarisation of 
the Rhineland and the March 
1938 Anschluss with Austria, deep 
concerns were expressed in all 
British political parties regarding 
Germany’s territorial ambitions 
in Central Europe. Sinclair, Attlee 
and Chamberlain met to see if 
any joint policy could be devel-
oped in response to Germany and 
Austria’s union but failed to agree 
a united position. In the sum-
mer of 1938 Germany pressed 
its claims for the return of the 
Sudetenland, then part of Czech-
oslovakia, to the Reich. In Par-
liament Sinclair initially argued 
that the Czechoslovaks might 
have to make concessions to 
avoid conflict but swiftly realised 
that this would reduce Czecho-
slovakia’s ability to defend itself 
from further aggression and by 
September had reversed his posi-
tion to opposing vigorously any 
deal over the Sudetenland. In the 
Commons Sinclair argued that a 
general European settlement was 
necessary and that Britain had to 
prove to Germany that aggression 
would be resisted. 

On 14 September 1938 Sin-
clair and Lord Crewe12 wrote to 
Chamberlain offering the Liberal 
Party’s wholehearted support if 
the Government made it clear 
to Germany ‘that an unprovoked 
attack upon Czechoslovakia can-
not be regarded with indiffer-
ence by Great Britain, and that 
if France were to be involved in 
hostilities consequent upon such 

an attack this country would at 
once stand firm in arms by her 
side.’13 Sinclair did not deny that 
Germany had the right to argue 
for a better settlement than had 
been imposed at Versailles but he 
did not believe that concessions 
should be made to Germany 
under duress. When Chamberlain 
met Hitler at Berchtesgaden, Sin-
clair was quick to dismiss the out-
come of the meetings as a further 
example of a ‘hurried, disorderly, 
and humiliating rout’.14 Cham-
berlain had indeed betrayed the 
Czechoslovaks at his meeting in 
Munich with Hitler. 

The Munich debate at West-
minster took place on 3 October 
and Sinclair was one of the most 
damning commentators on the 
deal. Calling Chamberlain’s for-
eign policy a ‘policy of successive 
retreats in the face of aggressive 
dictatorships’ he made clear that 
Munich had been a humiliating 
surrender in the face of threatened 
force. Sinclair also noted that there 
was a very reliable guide to Hit-
ler’s intentions available and that 
the Prime Minister would do well 
to read it: ‘Two sources of enlight-
enment I enjoy about Herr Hit-
ler’s intentions. One is his public 
speeches and the expression of his 
opinions and intentions in pub-
lic and in private, and the other is 
Mein Kampf. I prefer Mein Kampf, 
because it has never yet let me 
down, and I commend it to the 
Prime Minister.’ 

The Munich Agreement con-
vinced Sinclair that Germany now 
had the upper hand in Europe and 
that Britain’s traditional attitude 
of maintaining a balance of power 
to stop any one country becom-
ing too dominant was being fool-
ishly abandoned. It would now be 
a more difficult task to stop Ger-
many from dominating Europe 
than it would have been before. 
Sinclair was becoming reluctantly 
convinced that war was unavoid-
able. Dingle Foot observed, in an 
unpublished short essay,15 that 
the Munich crisis allowed Sin-
clair and Churchill to cooper-
ate more openly. For example, in 
November 1938, when Sinclair 
moved an amendment to set up 
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an immediate Ministry of Sup-
ply in order to speed up rearma-
ment, Churchill appealed in vain 
for fifty of his fellow Conserva-
tive MPs to support the amend-
ment to make the Government 
act. Only two Tory MPs (Brendan 
Bracken and Harold Macmillan) 
joined him in the Liberal lobby. 
This incident provoked great 
resentment on the Conserva-
tive benches and Churchill was 
threatened with an official Con-
servative opponent in the Epping 
Division. Although the local 
party did not deselect Churchill 
he was told firmly that he was on 
probation. Sinclair and the local 
Liberal candidate (who in 1935 
had polled 12,000 votes) assured 
Churchill that in the event of an 
early election there would be no 
Liberal opposition and that they 
would do their utmost to induce 
Liberal voters to give him their 
support.16

 In the House of Commons, 
throughout the rest of 1938 and 
into the spring of 1939, Sinclair 
and Churchill continued to work 
closely together in condemning 
the Munich agreement, urging the 
formation of a Ministry of Supply 
(reflecting their experience of the 
Ministry of Munitions in 1918) 
and arguing that Britain’s foreign 
policy must focus on isolating and 
encircling Germany by forging an 
understanding with the Russians 
in the face of a common threat. 
However, no matter how effective 
Sinclair’s arguments were in the 
Commons, he failed to convince 
many outside the House and, 
indeed, some of his own back-
benchers remained hostile to his 
policy of opposing appeasement. 
Even in the two votes at the end 
of the Munich agreement, four 
out of the small group of twenty 
Liberal MPs voted in support of 
Chamberlain.17 

Outside the parliamentary 
party, Sinclair failed to win sup-
port from a small intellectual 
group centred around Lord 
Lothian (Philip Kerr) and J. A. 
Spender, a devoted Asquithian 
Liberal and Chairman of the Lib-
eral Council. Letters appeared in 
the press opposing Sinclair and 

arguing for the Liberals to adhere 
to the ‘traditional’ values of isola-
tionism, retrenchment and pacifi-
cism. Within parliament Sinclair 
was frequently attacked by Tory 
MPs as a warmonger. It was left 
to Sinclair, Mander and a hand-
ful of other Liberals such as Sir 
Percy Harris (Chief Whip) to 
oppose the Government and urge 
a new approach to dealing with 
Germany. The elder statesman of 
the party, David Lloyd George, 
though opposed to the Munich 
agreement, was compromised 
by his ill-judged comments pro-
claiming Hitler as a ‘great man’ 
after they had met in 1936. Lord 
Samuel, the former leader, was 
more concerned with finding 
a personal route back to office 
within the National Government 
and sent warm congratulations 
to Chamberlain after Munich, 
saying ‘any fool can go to war 
but it often needs the high-
est qualities of statesmanship to 
keep the peace’18. Spender pub-
licly referred to Sinclair’s policy 
as being motivated by personal 
hatred of Chamberlain. 

The Munich agreement was 
hugely popular with the general 
public and it took great politi-
cal courage for Sinclair to be so 
outspoken in his condemnation. 
He was certainly quicker than the 
official Labour opposition to real-
ise that Hitler must be stopped. 
However, it is only in retrospect 
that it is clear that Sinclair was 
right. At the time many people 
in Parliament and in the country 
believed that Chamberlain had 
saved Britain from an unnecessary 
conflict. It was not until the last 
year of the 1930s that Sinclair’s 
views began to chime with those 
of the wider public.

By April 1939 the European 
situation was darkening to such 
an extent that Sinclair now won 
widespread support for a scathing 
attack on Chamberlain and other 
members of the Cabinet. German 
demands that Danzig, since 1919 
a free city under the mandate 
of the League of Nations, be 
returned to German control, 
together with other lands of the 
old East Prussia initiated another 

European diplomatic crisis. In a 
debate on the international situ-
ation on 3 April Sinclair declared 
that peace would only be possible 
‘if we are to convince Herr Hitler 
of our inflexible determination 
to resist aggression henceforward, 
there must be no hedging in the 
policy of His Majesty’s Govern-
ment and no whittling down of 
their pronouncements’. Sinclair 
went on to be scathing about the 
Government’s record in main-
taining its purpose in the face of 
the action of the dictators. He 
reminded the House of every 
retreat that the National Govern-
ment had presided over. 

Let us be quite clear about this 

matter. Peace will depend on the 

ability of His Majesty’s Govern-

ment to convince Herr Hitler 

that this time they really will be 

firm. It will not be easy to con-

vince him. He will remember 

the Government’s pledges at the 

last election about steady and 

collective resistance to unpro-

voked aggression and, four or 

five weeks later, the Hoare-Laval 

negotiations. He will remem-

ber that the independence of 

Austria was proclaimed by this 

Government to be an object of 

British policy. He will remem-

ber the speech of the Chancellor 

of the Exchequer at Lanark last 

August which was universally 

interpreted as meaning that we 

should, in the last resort, support 

Czecho-Slovakia against unpro-

voked aggression … Tremendous 

exertions are called for from the 

Government and this country if 

we are to live down that record 

and convince Herr Hitler that in 

future we will be steadfast.

Churchill, speaking next, declared 
that ‘this is a fine hour in the life 
of the Liberal Party, because from 
the moment when they realised 
that rearmament was necessary, 
they have seemed to seek to bring 
forward together both the mate-
rial and moral strength of this 
country, and I believe that at the 
moment they represent what is 
the heart and soul of the British 
nation’.19 
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It was, of course, too late by 
this date to deter Hitler. Although 
Britain and France gave guar-
antees that they would protect 
Polish independence, Hitler was 
ready to risk war to further his 
eastern empire. Hitler and Stalin’s 
deal over Poland and their non-
aggression pact sealed the fate of 
Poland and made war certain. By 
the summer of 1939 there were 
few policy options available to 
Britain other than to prepare to 
stand with France and oppose 
Germany militarily. 

Sinclair built a high profile in 
both Parliament and the coun-
try as a leading opponent of the 
Government’s international pol-
icy. His anti-appeasement policy 
centred on a policy of strong 
national defence combined with 
resistance to aggression through 
collective agreements and the 
resolution of grievances through 
international conferences. Sinclair 
urged the development of a new 
foreign policy that would show 
that aggression would be resisted 
and that just grievances would 
be settled through international 
conference, rather than secret 
diplomacy. He also argued that 
there must be cooperation across 
the parties by those opposed to 
appeasement, and he lent the sup-
port of the Liberal Party to anti-
appeasement candidates at two 
by-elections (Oxford and Bridg-
water). He also supported the 
Conservative MP, the Duchess of 
Athol, when she resigned her seat 
to fight an unsuccessful by-elec-
tion in protest at Chamberlain’s 
handling of appeasement.

However, the campaign against 
Munich failed because Munich 
itself enjoyed enormous support 
throughout the country. The bulk 
of the British people were over-
joyed to have avoided another war; 
Sinclair’s message was not one they 
wanted to hear. Irrespective of this, 
Sinclair should be given credit for 
fashioning Liberal foreign policy 
into a coherent body that offered 
a clear alternative to the dangerous 
policy of appeasement. There were 
signs that Sinclair’s policy stance 
was turning into a vote-winner 
and that had the 1940 general 

election gone ahead as planned 
(that is, if war had broken out 
twelve months later than it did) 
then the Liberal Party might have 
seen a significant improvement in 
its electoral position. In July 1939 
the Liberals fought and won their 
first by-election since 1934 when 
Tom Horabin held North Corn-
wall with an increased majority in 
a straight fight with a Conserva-
tive. Horabin stood as a Liberal 
candidate with the support of the 
Popular Front and his nomination 
papers were signed by both Labour 
and dissident Conservatives. 

In his maiden speech Horabin 
spoke of the ‘infirmity of purpose 
that many people in this country 
and many people in neutral and 
allied countries, and certainly I 
believe, the leaders of the Axis 
powers saw in the British Govern-
ment’.20 He argued that Cham-
berlain had done more harm to 
the world than Hitler, on the 
grounds that the man who lets the 
mad bull out of the field to run 
amok is more responsible than the 
bull for the damage done. What is 
particularly interesting is the evi-
dence that this by-election sug-
gests that had Sinclair chosen to 
cooperate more with cross-party 
organisations, such as the Popular 
Front, rather than remain aloof in 
fear of jeopardising Liberal inde-
pendence, his anti-appeasement 
stance might have been more 
effective. Certainly, high-profile 
Liberal MPs such as Dingle Foot, 
Richard Acland and Megan Lloyd 
George felt that Sinclair could 
have positioned the Liberal Party 
as the pivot around which could 
have gathered both Labour and 
Conservative dissenters from the 
National Government’s foreign 
policy. But it would have been a 
risky initiative, requiring, at the 
very least, electoral cooperation 
with the Labour Party – a risk that 
Sinclair did not feel able to take.

The frustration that the Liberal 
Party felt at having been correct 
in its policy but powerless to enact 
its beliefs was articulated by Violet 
Bonham Carter in a speech given 
to a Liberal Action Group dinner: 
‘For twenty-five years we have 
been right on almost every great 

issue of public policy – Man-
churia, Abyssinia, Spain, Munich, 
Ministry of Supply – dead right 
all the time and all along the line 
– in those crucial, those disastrous 
pre-war years. Yet our rightness 
availed us nothing – and it availed 
the country nothing either. We 
were right but we were impo-
tent – utterly impotent to avert 
the cataclysm we saw approach-
ing and which has engulfed us all. 
We’ve got to make sure that the 
Liberal Party is not only right but 
great and formidable as well.’21

Ian Hunter has edited the collected 
correspondence between Archibald 
Sinclair and Winston Churchill 
1915–1960 (Politico’s Publishing, 
forthcoming). 
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of Nations and rely on French power, 
backed by British naval and air sup-
port, to keep Europe quiet.
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I
n October 2003, Liber-
als from across the globe 
descended on Dakar, Sen-
egal for the 52ND Congress 
of the Liberal International 

(LI). On 15 June 2003 the Africa 
Liberal Network was launched in 
Johannesburg, South Africa. Both 
events are symbolic of the vital-
ity of LI and also of the presence 
of Liberalism and Liberal parties 
in Africa. All this is a far cry from 
the early days of LI, when the 
vast majority of members were 
European, when democracy was 
under threat or entirely absent 
from many parts of the world and 
when the future for Liberalism 
seemed somewhat bleak. Fascism 
was a very recent memory, Com-
munism was a potent reality for 
millions and many states, notably 
those in Africa, were still colonies 
of European powers. At the same 
time, parties of the moderate 
left and right were beginning to 
espouse the values of liberalism, 
at least rhetorically, leaving little 
space on the political spectrum 
for Liberal parties. It was against 
this unpromising background 
that Liberal International was 
established in 1947.

In the aftermath of the Second 
World War, Liberals from Belgium, 
the UK and Norway began to 
think about ways of creating links 
with Liberals from other coun-
tries. Liberal parties had begun to 
cooperate in 1910, with formal 
links being established within the 
framework of the Entente Inter-
nationale des Parties Radicaux et 

des Partis Démocratiques similaires, 
which met from 1925 until 1934. 
With the advent of war these con-
tacts had all but disappeared. After 
the Second World War there were 
two forces that contributed to 
the re-emergence of cooperation 
among Liberals, one Anglo-Nor-
wegian, the other Belgian. 

In 1945, John MacCullum 
Scott was posted to the Headquar-
ters of the Allied Land Forces in 
Norway. MacCullum Scott was a 
Liberal, but one whose relation-
ship with the party was fairly loose. 
Nevertheless, he was determined 
to build up contacts with Norwe-
gians Liberals during his posting. 
While he initially found it difficult 
to identify Liberal interlocutors in 
Norway, MacCullum Scott even-
tually made contacts who were 
willing to cooperate and whose 
views he felt were sufficiently in 
tune with his own.1 His attempts 
to get the British Liberal Party 
to join his venture came to lit-
tle, however, as the Liberals were 
recovering from electoral devasta-
tion in the 1945 general election. 
Thus, the British contribution 
to the creation of what became 
Liberal International came from 
a small group of interested indi-
viduals, not the party. These peo-
ple established the British Liberal 
International Council (BLIC, later 
renamed the Liberal International 
(British Group)) in 1946, and it 
was the Council which worked to 
create LI. 

The leader of the Belgian Lib-
erals, Senator Roger Motz, also 

sought to bring together Liber-
als from a range of countries. The 
centenary of the Parti Libéral Belge 
in 1946 provided the opportu-
nity for an international gather-
ing, which gave plenty of scope 
for networking as well as produc-
ing the Declaration of Brussels, 
which set out Liberal principles. 
Moreover, on this occasion the 
British Liberal leader, Clement 
Davies, did endorse international-
ism, inviting the Liberals to meet 
again the following year, this time 
in the UK. However, it was left 
to the BLIC actually to organise 
the conference, which eventually 
brought together Liberals from 
nineteen countries in Oxford in 
April 1947. 

The vast majority of partici-
pants at the Oxford conference 
were European, although there 
were also representatives from 
South Africa, Canada and the 
United States. This was to be the 
pattern for many years, as Liber-
alism failed to flourish in other 
continents. Even in Europe, 
Liberalism was constrained by 
the Communist regimes that 
prevailed in the East; owing to 
the nature of their national gov-
ernments, Hungary and Estonia 
were represented at Oxford by 
exiles (as was Spain because of its 
right-wing, rather than left-wing, 
regime). Later, Czechoslovakia’s 
option of participating in Lib-
eral circles was also curtailed by 
Communism. 

Cooperation in the early 
years of LI was often among 
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like-minded individuals rather 
than political parties. This clearly 
affected the organisation’s capac-
ity for action since individuals, 
even well-known individuals, 
rarely enjoy the ability to influ-
ence events that political parties 
possess. Over the years there were 
discussions as to whether or not 
the role of political parties within 
LI should be strengthened and a 
decision to end individual mem-
bership was taken in the early 
1990s, when it was decided that 
greater party involvement would 
strengthen the organisation. Yet, 
if individual affiliation to LI has 
ceased, non-party membership 
persists in the form of ‘Groups’ – 
literally groups of liberal-inclined 
(there is no requirement to be a 
member of a Liberal party) peo-
ple who wish to be involved. The 
BLIC was the first such group, 
with the Netherlands, Germany 
and Israel also creating groups, 
which are members of LI along-
side the respective Liberal parties 
from those countries.2

LI devoted most of its energies 
to Europe in the early years, in 
part because that was where most 
of the members came from and 
in part because it was committed 
to the new process of European 
integration that was occurring. 
Other parts of the world were not 
ignored entirely, but Africa and 
Asia appeared more as subjects 
of debates at LI Congresses than 
as regions likely to produce part-
ners for European Liberals in the 
1950s, ’60s and ’70s.3  It was the 
decision of the European Com-
munity to hold direct elections 
to the European Parliament that 
finally altered the course of LI’s 
history. With the prospect of elec-
tions it was decided that a Euro-
pean party federation should be 
set up to compete against Social 
and Christian Democrat parties. 
This decision led to the birth, in 
1976, of the Federation of Liberal 
and Democratic Parties of the 
European Community. Shorn of 
its European identity, LI began 
to look for a new role. Gradually, 
Liberal parties began to emerge 
in other continents as democra-
cies were established or as existing 

party systems changed. Thus, the 
change in direction was not as 
difficult to achieve as it seemed in 
the mid-1970s.

From the start LI, with Mac-
Cullum Scott as its first Secretary 
General, had sought to widen its 
membership. Even within Europe 
there were several states that were 
not represented, while further 
afield it proved harder to secure 
support. The Canadian Liberals 
have long been electorally suc-
cessful but, perhaps for that rea-
son, they saw other parties as their 
natural allies. Moreover, the anti-
clericalism of many continental 
Liberal parties was a problem for 
a party that looked to the Québe-
cois Catholics for votes. In the 
United States there was profound 
hostility to the name ‘Liberal’, 
while in Australia and New Zea-
land, there were few Liberals to 
be found. Elsewhere the situation 
was similar or even worse.

Gradually, however, links were 
forged with Liberals from other 
continents. When Pierre Tru-
deau was elected Prime Minis-
ter of Canada, he was willing to 
work with LI and eventually the 
Canadian Liberal Party joined 
LI in 1973. Since then the party 
has been a key member, provid-
ing a venue for LI’s first Congress 
held outside Europe (in Ottawa 
in 1979); Canadian Liberals have 
also served in senior positions in 
LI. As Latin America embraced 
democracy, Liberal parties affili-
ated to LI and then established 
the first of a series of regional 
bodies. In 1986, the Federacion 
Liberal Centroamericana y del 
Caribe (FELICA) was set up to 
bring together Liberals from the 
Dominican Republic, Honduras, 
Nicaragua, Panama and El Sal-
vador. The initiative was a sound 
one, since parties that are reason-
ably close geographically clearly 
find it easier to collaborate more 
regularly than they can at a global 
level. FELICA depended on the 
support of the German Friedrich 
Naumann Stiftung, an organi-
sation that has served to foster 
emerging Liberal parties around 
the world. FELICA was not 
ultimately successful, however, 

withering away in the 1990s. 
Nevertheless, a model had been 
created and other Liberal group-
ings have been established and 
in some cases have flourished. In 
particular, the Council of Asian 
Liberals and Democrats, estab-
lished in 1993, has been extremely 
active, bringing together Liberals 
from a range of countries. Their 
‘Eastern’ Liberalism might differ 
somewhat from that of the West, 
but CALD member parties are all 
members or observers of LI and 
are thus all deemed to be Liberal. 

Progress in Africa has, perhaps 
inevitably, been slower than else-
where, owing to the slow process 
of democratisation in the conti-
nent. Yet, even in Africa, Liberal 
parties have been established and 
there are Liberal heads of govern-
ment, notably Maitre Adboulaye 
Wade, President of Senegal, and 
the host of the most recent LI 
Congress. LI has moved a long 
way from its origins geographi-
cally but its aims have remained 
the same – to serve as ‘the pre-
eminent network for liberal par-
ties and for the strengthening of 
liberal democracy around the 
world’.4 

Dr Julie Smith is  Deputy Director 
of the Centre of International Studies, 
Cambridge University and a Fellow 
of Robinson College, Cambridge. She 
is author, inter alia, of A Sense of 
Liberty: The History of the Lib-
eral International, the official his-
tory of LI commissioned for its fiftieth 
anniversary in 1997. 

1  The different origins of Liberal par-
ties within Europe as well as the con-
notations of the word ‘liberal’, which 
in some countries, such as the United 
States, are negatively perceived, has been 
a problem for LI throughout its history. 

2  The German Group was established at a 
time when West German political par-
ties were gradually being formed and 
before the Free Democrats were seen as 
an automatic ally of LI.

3  One theme of the 1953 Congress, for 
example, was ‘the future of Africa’, while 
the 1954 Congress considered ‘the 
emancipation of Asia’. The latter topic 
in particular highlights the challenges 
that were facing Liberalism and even 
democracy in that part of the world. 

4  Liberal International, ‘An overview of 
the world federation of liberal parties’.
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E
vents’ was Harold 
Macmillan’s famous 
answer when asked 
what he feared most 
in politics. Yet it was 

events – or rather one event in 
particular – that propelled him 
into the job that, in his decep-
tively laid-back way, he had long 
coveted, that of Prime Minister. 

The Conservatives under Win-
ston Churchill had received fewer 
votes than Labour at the general 
election of 1951, but won more 
seats. In 1955, under Anthony 
Eden, the party had gained both 
votes and seats and began to 
reclaim the mantle of the ‘natural 
party of government’. Although 
it was already clear that Eden was 
no longer the man he had been 
– the principled and courageous 
matinée idol who resigned from 
the Chamberlain Government 
as a protest against appeasement 
– the economic situation was 
beginning to improve and both 
Prime Minister and party looked 
settled for a decent tenure.

The Liberal Party was effec-
tively becalmed in the 1955 

general election. Leader Clem 
Davies was enduring one of his 
increasingly common bouts of 
ill health and the party’s Chief 
Whip, Jo Grimond, had largely 
led the line in his stead.  Although 
the party’s manifesto was criti-
cised both for lack of invention 
and for its leaden tone, in its way 
it was arguably both radical and 
far-sighted, advocating closer 
British involvement in Western 
European integration, parliamen-
tary assemblies for Scotland and 
Wales, measures against monop-
olistic practices in industry, and 
protection for individual citizens 
against racial prejudice, union 
harassment and even against arbi-
trary actions by the state itself. 
The number of candidates – 110 
– was one higher than in 1951 
and the Liberals neither lost nor 
gained any seat. In only a tiny 
handful of constituencies did the 
party’s support rise significantly, 
notably in North Cornwall and 
North Devon, where Jeremy 
Thorpe’s newly minted brand of 
highly personalised campaigning 
was setting the pace.

What is not always recog-
nised nowadays is the fact that 
the position of the Liberal Party 
had already begun to recover 
even before the Suez Crisis. Local 
elections in 1954 and 1955 had 
shown only the tiniest flickers of 
improvement, but parliamentary 
by-elections began to bring some 
seriously good news. At Torquay 
in December 1955, Peter Bes-
sell increased the Liberal vote 
by almost 10 per cent. Only two 
months later, at Gainsborough 
and at Hereford, Liberal candi-
dates enjoyed significant swings 
in their favour. The foundations 
were fragile, to be sure, but the 
first shoots of recovery were 
apparent and, when the party 
enjoyed a number of unexpected 
gains in the local elections of 
May 1956, some of the younger 
generation of Liberals apparently 
began to feel that a renewed lead-
ership might be able to take bet-
ter advantage of the shift in public 
opinion. 

Then came the ‘event’ to 
end all events for a country still 
grappling with its decline from 
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imperial power to the interna-
tional second division. Follow-
ing the refusal of the Americans 
and British to finance the Aswan 
Dam in southern Egypt, on 26 
July 1956 the Egyptian President 
Gamal Abd al-Nasser summar-
ily nationalised the Suez Canal. 
The governments of Britain and 
France, the two countries where 
most of the shares in the Canal 
were held, immediately con-
cluded that they should settle for 
nothing less than ‘regime change’ 
and, in due course, entered into a 
secret and opportunistic arrange-
ment with the Israeli government 
– the notorious Sèvres Protocol 
– to bring that about, by military 
means if necessary. There followed 
a domestic political crisis that 
would bring the British political 
establishment to breaking point, 
also fundamentally and perma-
nently changing many people’s 
perceptions of the Conservative 
Party. A huge opportunity was 
about to be created for a re-ener-
gised Liberal Party.

An entry in Violet Bon-
ham Carter’s diaries, describing 
a meeting of the Liberal Party 
Committee on 31 July 1956, both 
records the (possibly surprising) 
initial reaction of one leading 
Liberal of the time – the then 
Chief Whip Jo Grimond – to the 
Suez situation and neatly embod-
ies the Liberal dilemma in the 
face of such unilateral aggression:

Jo – describing himself as the 

Capt. Waterhouse of the Lib. 

Party – is in favour of ‘going it 

alone’ & landing troops in the 

Canal Zone. He says Nasser’s 

action is the parallel of Hitler’s 

when he invaded the Rhineland 

& that unless we bring about his 

fall the whole Middle East will 

go his way – nationalise their 

oil, threaten to cut us off, etc. I 

think this is true. Yet I hardly feel 

that we can ‘go it alone’ & align 

world opinion against us …

Confronting the Suez Crisis was 
not at all straightforward for the 
Liberal Party of 1956. Even a par-
liamentary party of only six MPs 

was seriously divided on the mat-
ter. In many ways the Liberals 
were still close to the Conserva-
tives in a way that seems quite 
alien today. Two of the party’s MPs 
– Donald Wade in Huddersfield 
and Arthur Holt in Bolton – held 
their seats only because they were 
involved in de facto pacts with local 
Tories, and three others – Clem-
ent Davies, Rhys Hopkin Morris 
and Roderic Bowen – had been 
greatly helped by the absence of 
Conservative candidates in their 
constituencies at the 1955 gen-
eral election. Decisive leadership 
was now required; the party des-
perately needed someone to forge 
a distinctively Liberal position 
around which everyone could 
unite. Importantly, Jo Grimond 
himself was soon engaged in a 
profound ‘learning process’, which 
no doubt involved some interest-
ing exchanges with Lady Violet. 

Grimond moved rapidly away 
from his Blimpish initial reaction 
towards Nasser’s occupation of 
the Canal Zone. In a statement 
on 18 August 1956, for instance, 
he denounced the Government’s 
pompous behaviour at the dis-
astrous Suez conference. He was 
certain that, as soon as Nasser had 
nationalised the Canal, ‘the best 
that could be hoped for from the 
conference was a compromise 
by which the Egyptian act of 
nationalisation would be virtually 
accepted, while the canal admin-
istration was placed under some 
sort of international control’.1 He 
also foresaw longer-term problems 
arising from oil and the Middle 
East. On Thursday 13 September 
1956, however, along with Arthur 
Holt and Donald Wade, he did 
give the Eden Government the 
benefit of the doubt by supporting 
it in two critical divisions on Suez. 
Rhys Hopkin Morris too had pri-
vately evinced robust support for 
Anthony Eden’s stance at Suez, 
but as a Deputy Speaker he kept 
his views off the public record and 
did not take part in these contro-
versial divisions. 

It is impossible to separate Jo 
Grimond’s assumption of the 
Liberal leadership from the Suez 

Crisis. Clem Davies stepped down 
from the leadership at the party’s 
autumn conference in Folkestone 
in late September, when the open-
ing act of the Crisis was being 
played at full intensity, and Gri-
mond emerged effortlessly from a 
field of one as the obvious succes-
sor. By a peculiar twist of fate, Gri-
mond had to travel to the USA for 
a six-week tour and was not even 
in the hall when Davies made 
his emotional speech of resigna-
tion, the tears streaming down his 
cheeks. By the time he returned to 
the UK, it was all too clear that the 
situation at Suez was about to turn 
ugly. He had learned at first hand 
that, even though it was arguably 
the Americans who had precipi-
tated the seizure of the Canal by 
abruptly refusing to finance the 
Aswan Dam, in an election year 
neither the Democrats nor the 
Republicans had any intention of 
supporting a military intervention. 
Nonetheless, at the end of Octo-
ber the Israeli army deliberately 
provoked hostilities by invading 
the Sinai peninsula and, given that 
pre-arranged and agreed pretext, 
British and French forces began 
to land at Port Said and occupy 
the canal on 5 November – the 
very day on which Jo Grimond 
was confirmed as leader of the 
parliamentary Liberal party at an 
eve-of-session dinner with his five 
colleagues at the House of Com-
mons.

Grimond had still been in the 
USA when the most recent cru-
cial votes on Suez had taken place, 
on Thursday 1 November 1956. 
Holt had abstained but Davies, 
Wade and Bowen had supported 
the Labour opposition. By the 
time Grimond returned to take 
up the reins as the party’s parlia-
mentary leader, the British and 
French governments had issued 
an ultimatum to the Egyptians 
and, once Nasser had summar-
ily rejected it, the threat of inva-
sion was both real and immediate. 
Grimond knew that the Liber-
als must come completely off 
the fence. He was supported in 
this by the officers of the Liberal 
Party Organisation, who agreed 
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on 2 November that, ‘the policy 
of the Government, because it has 
dealt a serious blow at the estab-
lishment of the rule of law, would 
stand condemned even if it were 
successful’.2 Yet both Hopkin 
Morris and Holt still sympathised 
with Eden’s actions, and Wade 
too had to be mindful of his vul-
nerable situation in Huddersfield 
should he become too outspoken 
in his criticisms.

Although his public stance 
was slightly equivocal in the 
early days, Grimond’s old friend 
David Astor told me that he was 
privately at one with the sceptics 
from the start, regularly attending 
meetings of a group that Astor set 
up to organise anti-Eden forces. 
He arrived at this position by an 
impeccably rational process. The 
Liberals had always been in favour 
of a stronger United Nations, and 
had long argued that it should 
ideally have set up some kind of 
international ‘police force’ to deal 
with just this type of situation. As 
it was, the British and the Israelis 
were dealing with the problem 
in their own way, which could 
not be tolerated. As the Korean 
War so nearly did, it could have 
dragged the superpowers into a 
conflict that was being waged by 
their allies and de facto surrogates. 
Even the UN as it was, short on 
respect, might and firepower, 
would be a better arbiter at Suez 
than Eden and his post-imperial 
‘might is right’ coalition. Up in 
Bolton, Arthur Holt continued 
to argue that, although it would 
have been greatly preferable for 
the UN to be up to the job, until 
and unless it was suitably ‘beefed 
up’, the British and their allies 
were perfectly entitled to get on 
with sorting out the Suez situa-
tion by themselves. On that basis, 
Grimond could argue, the disa-
greement was about tactics rather 
than principles.

In his first speech in the House 
of Commons as Liberal leader, 
Grimond was cheered from the 
Labour benches when he mocked 
the Government’s claim to have 
inspired the creation of a United 
Nations force to sort out the 

mess at Suez. This, he said, ‘was 
like the burglar claiming that that 
by his skill and violence he had 
compelled the police to improve 
their methods greatly’. Grimond 
felt that the Suez crisis had been 
the inevitable consequence of 
years of weak policy towards the 
region, and pressed the Govern-
ment to adopt a sustainable and 
coherent attitude towards the 
Middle East. He now proposed 
what he described as a policy of 
the ‘extreme centre’, under which 
clear guidelines would be drawn 
up for the final stages of decolo-
nisation. Britain would also have 
to play a leading role, working 
through the Commonwealth and 
Europe, in setting up really effec-
tive international mechanisms for 
dealing with future flare-ups in 
the Middle East and elsewhere. In 
his New Year message for 1957, 
Grimond warned against Britain 
becoming a new Middle West 
– ‘midway between Europe and 
America, understanding neither, 
vaguely resentful of both, trying 
to wrap jingoism around us and 
vent our troubles on foreigners; 
yet expecting the same foreign-
ers, particularly the Americans, to 
lend us money and give us oil’. 

Suez provided Grimond with 
a wonderful political opportu-
nity. By the time of the last criti-
cal vote on the crisis, on Thursday 
6 December, he was able to lead 
all of his colleagues into the 
opposition lobby. Furthermore, 
along with the question of colo-
nial policy, Suez had the effect of 
dramatically radicalising a sec-
tion of public opinion. By play-
ing up the Liberals’ opposition to 
Eden’s policy, Grimond greatly 
enhanced their image as an ‘anti-
system’ party. For the thousands 
of people who were stimulated 
into political activity by their 
opposition to Suez, the Liber-
als now looked like a serious and 
attractive proposition. The crisis 
also gave Grimond the opportu-
nity of making a mark in Parlia-
ment. As Ian Trethowan wrote in 
the News Chronicle, ‘day by day, he 
was able to wait until some luck-
less Minister had backed himself 

into a corner … Then, gracefully 
but mockingly, Grimond rose to 
deliver the knock-out.’3

Although the Suez Cri-
sis clearly buoyed Jo Grimond 
through his early months as Lib-
eral leader, the likely long-term 
political consequences must 
have been less easy to discern at 
the time. It was unfortunate for 
Grimond that his assumption of 
the leadership was followed by 
a series of political misfortunes 
for the party. The first by-elec-
tion, for instance, took place at 
Chester, where the Liberals never 
had a chance. Then Rhys Hopkin 
Morris died suddenly and unex-
pectedly on the night of 21–22 
November 1956. Hopkin Mor-
ris had won his seat by fewer than 
500 votes in both 1950 and 1951 
and, although his majority had 
risen to over 3,000 in 1955, he 
had a sizeable personal vote and 
Carmarthen was by any token a 
highly marginal seat. Labour’s by-
election candidate was Megan 
Lloyd George, formerly deputy 
leader of the Liberals, and the 
local Liberals selected John Mor-
gan Davies, who shared Hopkin 
Morris’s pro-government views 
on Suez. To his great regret, Gri-
mond felt obliged to support the 
candidature of a man with whom 
he disagreed profoundly on the 
most important issue facing the 
nation. In February 1957, Megan 
Lloyd George was returned to the 
House of Commons as Labour 
MP for Carmarthen and the 
Liberal parliamentary party was 
reduced to only five MPs.

In this instance the night most 
certainly was darkest before the 
dawn. As Grimond and his cir-
cle had hoped, the Carmarthen 
result was not indicative of some 
deep malaise for the Liberals. It 
was almost entirely attributable 
to local factors, not least the deep 
local affection that there had been 
for Hopkin Morris and the sheer 
force of personality of Megan 
Lloyd George. Suez had not only 
changed the way in which Brit-
ain thought about itself: it had 
permanently moved the politi-
cal goalposts. There had been a 
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subtle shift in public opinion, 
particularly with regard to the 
Conservative Party, and a small 
but significant group of voters and 
(perhaps more importantly) polit-
ical activists had detached them-
selves from the Tories. They were 
now in search of a new home, 
and the Liberals’ charismatic new 
leader was just the man to build 
one for them. One obvious gain 
close to home was the decision of 
Laura Grimond’s brother Mark 
to turn down overtures from the 
Conservative Party, and stick with 
the Liberals instead. His narrow 
victory at the Torrington by-
election in 1958 would be come 
to be seen as a watershed, the first 
Liberal gain at a by-election for 
three decades.

With Suez and Carmarthen 
out of the way, Grimond began 
in earnest to lead his party on its 
long march and 1957 became the 
year in which he made his per-
sonal imprint on the Liberal Party, 
setting out a distinctive political 
platform on nuclear defence, the 
economy and Europe. 

Suez reared its head again at 
the end of March 1957, when 
the French press first leaked word 
of the Sèvres Protocol, the secret 
document in which collusion 
between Britain, France and Israel 
had been formalised. The Gov-
ernment had explicitly denied 
in the House of Commons that 
Britain had any foreknowledge 
of the Israeli attack on Egypt; so, 
said Grimond, if these French 
disclosures were true, they would 
demonstrate that the Eden Gov-
ernment was ‘made up of rogues 
and their dupes – not to men-
tion incompetents’.4 Outside the 
furnace of Westminster twenty 
years later, Grimond was able to 
take a more relaxed view – ‘while 
I personally rather welcome the 
veil which has been drawn over 
this incident – there may well be 
occasions when ministers must lie 
in the national interest – yet the 
contrast between the treatment of 
the dissemblers on this occasion 
and the way that others have been 
expelled from public life for lesser 
offences, is strange to say the least 
of it’.5 

What he always knew, how-
ever, was that Suez had given the 
Liberals – and him personally – a 
crucial lifeline when they were at 
their weakest. At by-elections in 
Gloucester, Rochdale and Tor-
rington, the Liberals soon dem-
onstrated that they knew how to 
campaign – and how to hurt the 
two big parties. In the wake of 
Suez, the Liberal Party was back 
in business. 

Michael McManus is a former SDP 
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of Gunfire (Birlinn, 2001) and is 
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1  Guardian, 20 August 1956.
2  The Times, 3 November 1956.
3  News Chronicle, 18 December 1956.
4  The Times, 1 April 1957.

5  Jo Grimond, Memoirs, p. 192.

REVIEWS
Reformism and the Risorgimento

Derek Beales and Eugenio F. Biagini: The Risorgimento 

and the Unification of Italy (Longman, 2nd edition, 2002) 

Reviewed by Piers Hugill 

Derek Beales (with, in this 
new edition, additional 
input from Eugenio 

Biagini) has set out a knowingly 
revisionist history of the Ital-
ian Risorgimento, at least from 
the point of view of traditional 
Italian historiography. In fact, as 
Beales himself recognises, there 
have been a number of reassess-
ments of the Risorgimento since 
the fall of fascism and the conse-
quent historical anti-fascist con-
sensus of the Italian Republic.1 
Indeed, this post-fascist revision-
ist trend, by consciously histori-
cising the process of unification 
in Italy, has entailed reviewing 
the concept of ‘nation’ itself and 
the very idea of a national unity 
project ever having existed in 
Italy in the accepted form of 
Risorgimento.

Part of this reassessment of the 
processes that defined and facili-
tated Italian unification is evident 
in Beales’ decision to go further 
back in time than is usual and to 

trace his chosen narrative from 
the end of the Austrian War of 
Succession in 1748. The signing 
of the Treaty of Aix-La-Chapelle, 
which ‘inaugurated nearly fifty 
years of peace in Italy’, was first 
considered the starting point of 
the Risorgimento by the poet 
Giosué Carducci (1835–1907). 
However, it is only comparatively 
recently that it has been sug-
gested again (the first edition of 
this book was published in 1971). 
Previous reckoning began with 
the Napoleonic invasion of Italy 
in 1796 (for the left and liberals) 
or with the Congress of Vienna 
in 1815 (for conservatives).

Since this book was originally 
intended to form part of a series 
of works reassessing historical 
topics from a contemporary lib-
eral political perspective, it is no 
surprise perhaps that the origins 
of the Risorgimento should be 
sought in the Enlightenment 
(or the indigenous Italian form 
of Iluminismo) and in the slow 
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development of both demo-
cratic political institutions and 
free-market economic forms by 
the Italian bourgeoisie. A theme 
running throughout is the dis-
tinction between radical and 
revolutionary activity and pro-
gressive liberal democratic trends, 
usually consisting of upper-mid-
dle-class and aristocratic Italian 
elements, which fought more for 
free trade and greater economic 
rights than for consistent demo-
cratic or political ends. 

Beales is keen to show that 
the real solutions to Italian bour-
geois problems, which comprise 
the real history of the Risorgi-
mento and unification, were to 
be found in ‘progressive’ politics 
– i.e. reformism. This countered 
the potentially more dangerous 
elements of Carbonarism2 which 
brought with it only repression 
and failed constitutional reforms. 
The steadier approach of the 
reformist tendency meanwhile, 
especially as exemplified by 
Cavour’s period as Prime Min-
ister of Piedmont, was infinitely 
more successful in achieving 
lasting ends in terms of constitu-
tion-building, national unifica-
tion and economic progress. 
The underlying theme that 
Beales develops is the progres-
sive nature of cross-class unity, in 
contradistinction to the socialist 
instinct for class conflict and the 
divergence of political and eco-
nomic interest. Nevertheless, the 
narrative offered by this volume 
doesn’t always seem to bear these 
conclusions out.

Real conflicts of interest cer-
tainly were manifest throughout 
the period covered by the book. 
For instance, attitudes towards 
the clergy varied enormously 
across classes, but for very dif-
ferent reasons. In this context it 
is interesting to see how Beales 
traces the neo-Guelph and pro-
clerical moderates’ change in 
attitude towards the Papacy after 
1848, when it became obvious 
how reactionary the Church 
really was. It is also clear that 
a significant underlying causal 
factor in the process leading to 

unification was the necessity to 
open up markets and constitute 
Italy not only as a geographical 
expression but as an economic 
one too. The enormously com-
plicated and burdensome tariff 
system operating in pre-revolu-
tionary Italy, in addition to the 
lack of navigable rivers or other 
forms of transport across the 
Appenines, meant that anything 
like a national trading network 
was impossible before unifica-
tion. The urgency of Italian 
unity, when it came, was there-
fore in no small way prompted 
by the need to develop such an 
infrastructure, enabling Italy to 
operate as a single and coherent 
economic entity. However, while 
bourgeois factory owners and 
financiers acted in a revolution-
ary manner in 1848–49 in the 
Veneto, Lombardy and Pied-
mont, because of the urgency 
of reducing tariffs and open-
ing markets, the burgeoning 
northern Italian proletariat were 
equally intent on reducing work-
ing hours, unionising their fac-
tories and protecting industries 
that would lose precious jobs if 
opened to free trade. 

Cavour had no sympathy for 
such objections to his economic 
policies, and instead initiated 
reforms to the law that scrapped 
many of the older traditional 
fairs and holidays to ensure 
greater productivity in the nas-
cent manufacturing industries. 
Beales is very open about the 
degree of bourgeois self-inter-
est manifest in the democratic 
and radical politics of the time, 
although he would also have us 
believe that cross-class action 
was central to the success of 
these endeavours. There is a 
danger in making these assump-
tions without acknowledging 
the very limited sympathy that 
existed between social classes 
at the time. Those moments 
when cross-class action did seem 
to have real impact were the 
revolutionary moments of 1821, 
1830 and 1848–49 when very 
complicated social and politi-
cal processes were establishing 

themselves as elements of mod-
ern life. 

If 1848–51 was a death knell 
for the ‘old’ Europe, initiating the 
era of high capitalism, the imme-
diate post-unification period in 
Italy demonstrated some very 
stark differences in social inter-
ests. At this time capitalism was 
a genuinely progressive force, 
and part of the ‘miracle’ of the 
Italian Risorgimento lies in the 
way in which the liberal con-
ception of an outward-looking 
open nationhood so quickly 
came into being.3 In any case, an 
important aim of the Congress 
of Vienna was to crush both 
Jacobinism and nationalism at 
the same time, since the victors 
of the Napoleonic wars con-
sidered them to be two sides of 
the same French expansionist 
coin. Whilst the poison of fascist 
nationalism was a much later 
development it is instructive to 
see how Beales rehearses the 
differences between these two 
attitudes towards nationhood. 
One was open, secular, liberal 
and democratic, embracing and 
supporting all nations’ right to 
self-determination and equality. 
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The other was inward, messianic, 
authoritarian and absolute, una-
ble to see the validity or worth in 
other peoples or ethnicities. The 
differences between Mazzini’s 
and Mussolini’s attitude towards 
the Italian nation could not be 
greater.

While Garibaldi and his 
‘Thousand’ were welcomed with 
open arms in Sicily when it was 
first liberated from the decaying 
Bourbon regime, it was not long 
before the real significance of 
the unification process hit home 
for the island’s peasantry. This 
was not altogether Garibaldi’s 
fault. Nevertheless, very soon the 
burden of taxation under Cavour 
was far greater even than it had 
been under the Bourbons and 
Gramsci’s ‘agrarian revolution 
manqué’ was as much in evidence 
post-unification as before.4 
Garibaldi, the supreme pragma-
tist, was even put in the position 
of a counter-revolutionary to 
regain order on the island. An 
opportunity for genuinely egali-
tarian land redistribution had 
been missed and decades of rural 
disquiet were to follow. 

And it wasn’t just the coun-
tryside. The fiscal policy of the 
new Italian state was soon caus-
ing ordinary Italians major prob-
lems too. The tassa sul macinato 
(grist tax), for instance, meant 
that millions of Italians could no 
longer afford to feed themselves 
adequately. The increasing tax 
burden on the Italian middle 
classes, land reform that favoured 
only the largest owners, and the 
effective suppression of demand 
in the new Italy all meant that 
the hopes of both the liberal 
petit-bourgeois and the working 
classes were dashed. The hope of 
an egalitarian ‘nation’ of Italians 
came to an end and, with the rise 
of fascism after the chaos of the 
First World War, a very different 
sense of nationality arose.

Fascinating in this respect 
is the chapter on ‘Women and 
the Risorgimento’. Beales very 
clearly demonstrates the impor-
tant part that women played, as 
well as the extreme difficulty 

that they faced in gaining, and 
maintaining, a voice. It is also 
interesting that a significant pro-
portion of the women described 
were from abroad – coming 
to Italy, marrying Italians and, 
subsequently, getting involved 
in Italian politics. Such, for 
example, were the cases of Anita 
Garibaldi, Rosalie Montmasson 
Crispi, Margaret Fuller Ossoli, 
or Jessie White Mario. All of 
these women, whether Italian 
or not, were either highborn 
or from independently wealthy 
backgrounds. What is clear is 
that working-class women were 
effectively invisible in this strug-
gle, once again demonstrating 
the stark class divisions in Italian 
society and their relation both to 
political and social activity and 
to people’s own interests. The 
Calabrian peasantry, for instance, 
was quite clearly indifferent to 
the entire process of unification 
and not much concerned who 
oppressed them. That they had 
absolutely no stake in the new 
Italy must have been perfectly 
self-evident. 

The book is very well writ-
ten and beautifully presented, 
although the indexing seems 
incomplete somehow: I would 
have preferred entries on more 
general issues, such as the south-
ern question, that are dealt 
with extensively in the book 
but which are not covered by 
the index. However, while the 
index may leave something to 
be desired, there is a magnificent 
selection of documents, consti-
tuting more than a third of the 
whole length of the book. This 
is an excellent approach to the 
subject, allowing those with a 
special interest in any particular 
area to refer straight to the origi-
nal sources relating to it. These 
annexes are one of the best fea-
tures of the book. 

Given the significance the 
authors attach to the cultural life 
of Italy, and to the importance 
poets, writers and painters had 
to the development of a sense 
of nation, a fuller picture of 
those individuals responsible, 

such as Manzoni and Foscolo, 
could have improved the book. 
In addition, the chapter on the 
Italian language was weakened 
by insufficient attention given to 
the very special linguistic situ-
ation there. At the time of the 
unification, not only were there 
innumerable dialects in existence 
(many of them mutually incom-
prehensible) but also substantial 
communities of Greek and 
Albanian speakers in the south as 
well as Slavonic, French and Ger-
man speakers in the north. It was 
these communities in the south 
especially, with their own inde-
pendent traditions and interests, 
that in some significant way have 
lead to those peculiar and char-
acteristic problems now known 
infamously as il problema del Sud. 
Even with Berlusconi at the 
helm, the Italian mass media have 
still failed to overcome that cul-
tural barrier to nation-building.

Despite these small shortcom-
ings, however, this is an excellent 
introduction to a fascinating 
period of Italian history and 
as such is to be highly recom-
mended.

Piers Hugill was educated at Edin-
burgh and Westminster universities, 
and is currently undertaking research 
for a PhD on contemporary poetry 
and poetics at Birkbeck College, 
University of London. He is Deputy 
Head of the British Medical Associa-
tion’s International Department.

1  Denis Mack Smith’s Italy: A Modern 
History is a good example of English 
revisionism in this tradition and, 
from Italy, Paul Ginsbourg’s Italy and 
its Discontents.

2  A form of indigenous Jacobin-
ism with much influence from the 
Italian tradition of freemasonry 
espoused by Giuseppe Mazzini and 
Filippo Buonarroti, a descendent of 
Michelangelo who was the nearest 
early nineteenth century Italy had to 
a communist.

3  Thus giving the lie to Prince Met-
ternich’s famous dictum that Italy 
was nothing more than a ‘geographi-
cal expression’.

4  Beales argues that the old Italian 
Communist Party’s official version of 
events was only really applicable to 
Sicily.

Beales is 
keen to 
show that 
the real 
solutions 
to Italian 
bourgeois 
problems, 
which com-
prise the 
real his-
tory of the 
Risorgi-
mento and 
unification, 
were to be 
found in 
‘progres-
sive’ poli-
tics – i.e. 
reformism. 
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This is a necessary book. 
Briskly and clearly it chron-
icles the proceedings of the 

Paris Peace Conference. And 
not only does it fill a gap in the 
market, but MacMillan strikes a 
judicious balance between detail 
and overview and has a handy 
way with pen portraits. Yet in 
performing her task MacMillan 
begs a number of questions.

The first question begged 
concerns the relationship 
between the Treaty of Brest-Lito-
vsk and that of Versailles. Brest-
Litovsk shed brutal clarity on the 
German war aims (or what the 
German war aims had become 
by 1917). Can there be any 
doubt that a similarly Carthagin-
ian peace settlement would have 
been imposed on the western 
front in the event of victory by 
the Central Powers? 

By contrast the peace set-
tlement devised by the allied 
powers was a ramshackle affair 
with local deals stitched up, 
former promises called in and 
secret deals half acknowledged. 
Brest-Litovsk was imposed 
by the victor on a vanquished 
but still functioning state. The 
same was not true of the peace 
determined at Paris: an armi-
stice had been arrived at but 
Austria-Hungary had effectively 
disintegrated and Germany was 
convulsed by actual or threat-
ened revolution. Furthermore, 
Brest-Litovsk was imposed by 
a state effectively controlled 
by the victorious military. By 
contrast the victorious Euro-
pean powers at Paris had pub-
lics exhausted by war with no 
stomach for the further military 
adventures necessary to impose 
a settlement upon the chaos of 
central Europe and the Balkans. 

General Wilson admirably cap-
tured the dilemma of the peace-
makers when he said to Lloyd 
George: ‘It really is no use abus-
ing this or that small state. The 
root of the evil is that the Paris 
writ does not run.’

General Wilson certainly 
proved wiser than his presidential 
namesake. It is hard to warm to 
Woodrow Wilson. He is reminis-
cent in his headstrong rectitude 
of that other diplomatic disaster 
of the twentieth century, Neville 
Chamberlain. Was Woodrow Wil-
son’s judgement fundamentally 
flawed? Surely we must answer 
‘Yes’. The racial and language 
mosaic of middle Europe did not 
afford the redrawing of bounda-
ries and the creation of new 
independent states without the 
creation of many new minorities. 
One might make allowances for 
Wilson’s failure to recognise the 
structural differences between 
Moravia and Michigan, but his 
failure to secure the effective 
support of the Senate was inex-
cusable.

At least Wilson had, in the 
Fourteen Points, a coherent, 
if wrongheaded, vision of the 
Europe that he wished to see. 
Britain and France, on the other 
hand, lacked both the power to 
inflict a truly Carthaginian peace 
on Germany and the vision to 
forge a more peaceful and con-
sensual Europe.

Another contrast with the 
past that suggests itself is with the 
Congress of Vienna. While argu-
ably forged under more favour-
able circumstances, the Vienna 
settlement was more durable 
than that of 1919 – and certainly 
proved a more effective restraint 
on the former aggressor and dis-
turber of European peace.

MacMillan rightly warns 
against judging the 1919 set-
tlement in the light of its sub-
sequent failure: ‘It has become 
a commonplace to say that the 
peace settlements of 1919 were 
a failure, that they led directly 
to the Second World War. That 
is to overestimate their power.’ 
She is technically correct but 
the incoherence of the process 
she describes in the body of the 
book only increases the suspicion 
that the peace was flawed and 
inept. The sixteen-page chapter 
on ‘The End of the Ottomans’ 
captures this beautifully and dis-
plays MacMillan’s singular eye for 
incisive and amusing quotes.

MacMillan’s chronicle of what 
happened will stand for a genera-
tion. The subject is now crying 
out for a more detailed study of 
the diplomatic roots of the settle-
ment and a higher-level strategic 
analysis.

Cllr Peter Truesdale is Leader of 
Lambeth Borough Council.
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T
he years immediately 
after 1945 were ones in 
which the Liberal Party 
was more preoccu-
pied with survival as an 

independent political party than 
with policy development. The 
only Liberal policy that had any 
salience at all with the electorate 
was the support for free trade that 
had been part of the Liberal lexi-
con since the nineteenth century. 
Nonetheless, the foundations of 
the Liberals’ pro-European views 
in the later twentieth century had 
already been laid. 

In one sense, however, it was 
surprising that the Liberals should 
have taken such a favourable 
position in respect of the cause of 
European unity. Liberal tradition 
since Cobden and Gladstone had 
consistently combined an oppo-
sition to international entangle-
ments with a sympathy for the 
rights of small nations; something 
that did not necessarily lead to 
support for joining a political 
confederation such as the Euro-
pean Community.

Immediately before the Sec-
ond World War, Liberals such as 
Lord Lothian, one-time adviser 
to Lloyd George, later Under-
Secretary of State for India in 
the National Government and 
finally the UK’s ambassador to 

the United States, had considered 
federalism as a possible response 
to the rise of Germany. However, 
Lothian’s idea was for the possi-
bility of a federation of the Eng-
lish-speaking peoples, including 
the United States, the United 
Kingdom and the Dominions. In 
an article in the Christian Science 
Monitor in 1938, he concluded 
that a federal Europe was a good 
idea in principle but that he did 
not see the UK as a part of it.1 
Beveridge, on the other hand, did 
argue for British participation 
in a European federation. There 
was therefore some Liberal sup-
port in favour of involvement in 
a deeper arrangement than just 
an association of countries such 
as the United Nations, but not 
necessarily in one encompass-
ing other European nations. It 
should be remembered, though, 
that neither Lothian, a former 
Tory, nor Beveridge, who did not 
join the Liberals until July 1944, 
were part of the mainstream Lib-
eral tradition.

The Second World War made 
UK membership of a European 
federation more attractive. By 
the end of the war, the Liberal 
leaders were not only enthusi-
astically supportive of the view 
that the United Nations should 
have greater authority, but had 

also become involved with the 
early moves towards European 
unity.2 This began as a result of a 
speech by Churchill in Septem-
ber 1946 in which he called for a 
United States of Europe. During 
1947, Churchill, still Conserva-
tive leader, brought supporters 
of that view together, including 
Violet Bonham Carter and Lord 
Layton, both Liberals but – sig-
nificantly – both close friends of 
Churchill. In December 1947, 
the European Movement was 
formed; it held its first major 
meeting at The Hague in May 
1948. Liberals present included 
Lady Rhys Williams, later to 
defect to the Conservatives, and 
Frances Josephy, candidate in 
Cambridge in 1950 and 1951. 
However, it was clear from the 
outset that in this area, as in many 
others, the wider Conservative 
Party leadership did not support 
Churchill. Eden, in particular, 
Churchill’s heir apparent and 
former Foreign Secretary, was 
firmly opposed. He, like many 
in the British establishment, still 
saw the UK as having a world 
role – as one of the ‘big three’ 
along with the Soviet Union and 
the USA.3

With senior Liberals commit-
ted to it, it perhaps seems sur-
prising that support for Britain’s 

LIBERALS AND EUROPE

Malcolm Baines 
traces the 
development 
of the Liberal 
commitment to 
Europe, 1945–
1964

What Liberals 
fought for: signing 
the Treaty of 
Accession of the 
UK to the EEC, 
Brussels, 24 
January 1972



46 Journal of Liberal History 42 Spring 2004

entry into the Common Market 
took so long to become a promi-
nent party policy. Although the 
Liberal Assemblies in 1947 and 
1948 voted for greater European 
integration on a federal model, 
no particular questions were 
raised about potential conflicts 
between this policy and the par-
ty’s continuing support for free 
trade.4 Indeed, the 1947 Assembly 
had also endorsed the abolition 
of food and raw material tariffs 
as the precursor to the elimina-
tion of all other tariffs. Primarily, 
of course, this inconsistency was 
simply a reflection of the fact that 
the framework for the new Euro-
pean entities that were to lead to 
the European Community did 
not take shape until the 1950s.
When they did, both the Schu-
man Plan and later the Euro-
pean Defence Community were 
endorsed by the Liberals shortly 
after they were established.

Therefore, during the period 
of the Attlee Government, Lib-
erals, in so far as they were able 
to consider practical policy issues 
whilst the party’s future was in 
considerable doubt, proved per-
fectly capable of holding both 
their traditional free-trade views 
and sympathy for some sort of 
wider European unity. The lat-
ter, however, should be seen as 
part of the Cobdenite tradition 
of internationalism that had also 
manifested itself in opposition to 
big-power vetoes on the United 
Nations Security Council and 
in general support for both an 
international police force and 
world government. Free trade 
was a major lynchpin of that 
world view – and therefore most 
Liberals probably did not see any 
intrinsic conflict between it and a 
vague Europeanism.

The early 1950s, following the 
1951 general election when the 
Liberal Party reached its nadir in 
terms of popular support, was the 
highpoint of the free-trade influ-
ence in the party in the post-war 
period. Many of the most ardent 
free traders, led by Oliver Smed-
ley, felt that the party had seri-
ously underplayed the emphasis 
on this key policy in the election. 

They began to campaign more 
vigorously to make free trade the 
cornerstone of party policy. There 
was a substantial risk that had free 
trade become the party’s main 
theme, membership of the Com-
mon Market would have been 
impossible because of the extent 
to which it would have repre-
sented a complete turn-around 
in policy from ardent free trade 
to the acceptance of a common 
external tariff with the other 
member states. The 1953 Assem-
bly marked the apogee of Smed-
ley and his followers. It declared 
that free trade was the only sound 
economic policy for Britain and 
committed the party to abolish-
ing tariffs unilaterally by insert-
ing the phrase ‘irrespective of 
the attitude of any other state’ in 
the final motion.5 However, the 
triumph of ‘the abominable no-
men’, as the free-trade fanatics 
were known by their opponents, 
was spoilt by the scene in which 
Jeremy Thorpe, the candidate for 
North Devon and later a keen 
supporter of Britain’s member-
ship of the European Com-
munity, seized the conference 
microphone and proclaimed to 
the Assembly that neither he nor 
a number of other candidates in 
rural seats could fight the next 
general election on a platform 
of removing all subsidy from 
agriculture.

The following assemblies in 
1954 and 1955 marked a steady 
retreat from unilateral free trade. 
The collective party leadership 
realised that strident free trade 
was not necessarily a policy with 
which it wished the party to be 
associated. Further development 
of free-trade policy was sidelined 
into a free-trade committee that 
rarely met and was finally dis-
solved in March 1959.6

It was the beginning of coop-
eration between France and 
Germany in respect of their coal 
industries, in 1952, followed by 
the Messina conference in 1955 
and the Treaty of Rome in 1957, 
which led to the Liberals adopt-
ing a more purposeful Europe-
anism and ultimately to a major 
defeat for the longstanding policy 

of free trade. No doubt, too, the 
Suez crisis of October 1956 would 
have pushed the Liberals towards 
a greater receptiveness to closer 
cooperation with other European 
countries, as it became clear that 
the UK could no longer act uni-
laterally as a great power.

Interestingly, as well, the devel-
opment of the Common Mar-
ket took place whilst the Tories 
under Churchill, Eden and Mac-
millan were in power. Despite his 
calls for European unity immedi-
ately after the Second World War, 
Churchill did not show any real 
interest in addressing the practical 
issues and political difficulties that 
would have enabled Britain to 
take part. Not only was Churchill 
now in his late seventies, but he 
would have had to overcome the 
opposition of Eden and the For-
eign Office establishment with 
little support from elsewhere in 
the Conservative Party, which 
still very much saw Britain’s role 
as that of a world power. In any 
event, throughout his premier-
ship Churchill was preoccupied 
by other issues, such as establish-
ing a better relationship with the 
Soviet Union. The Liberals were 
therefore developing their general 
Europeanism in isolation from 
most of the broader UK polity.

The 1956 Liberal Assem-
bly welcomed the proposal to 
form the Common Market but 
by the following year, the party 
was expressing its opposition to 
the Treaty of Rome and its pro-
posal for an exclusive Customs 
Union. Instead the party sup-
ported the European Free Trade 
Area (EFTA).7 A National League 
of Young Liberals/Union of Uni-
versity Liberal Socities pamphlet 
published the following year was 
typical of how a vague Europe-
anism had been taken on as part 
a more general international-
ism. The paper argued that the 
main priorities in Europe were 
the abolition of restriction on 
movement between the differ-
ent countries, together with free 
trade to bring Europeans together 
and an international police force 
under UN control.8 The1 Febru-
ary 1957 Liberal News stated that 
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Liberals ‘support the proposal that 
the United Kingdom should join 
the free trade area – not the Cus-
toms Union’. The party’s paper 
specifically stated that this policy 
had the endorsement of Jo Gri-
mond. This meant that the Lib-
erals only favoured joining the 
Common Market if there was no 
common external tariff and each 
country retained control over its 
trade policy in relation to non-
members – leaving the UK free 
to abolish its own tariffs.9

However, during the next few 
years the party leadership became 
much keener on Britain joining 
the Common Market regardless 
of its policy on members’ tariffs. It 
seems that Violet Bonham Carter 
had a major influence in the tim-
ing of this change. She and Lord 
Layton, Liberal economist and 
newspaperman, both European 
Movement members, were keen 
to progress an institutional dimen-
sion to European unity and had 
little affection for the party’s tra-
ditional free-trade policy. In this 
approach, they were supported 
by Mark Bonham Carter, Lady 
Violet’s son, and winner, in March 
1958, of the Torrington by-elec-
tion. By the end of that year, Gri-
mond (Violet Bonham Carter’s 
son in law) and Arthur Holt, MP 
for Bolton West and one of Gri-
mond’s closest political allies, had 
been converted to this approach.10 
To that extent, it was significant 
that Grimond succeeded Clement 
Davies as Liberal leader in 1956. A 
commitment to Britain becoming 
part of the Common Market fitted 
well with his view that, in order to 
achieve some political success, the 
party had to adopt more ‘modern’ 
policies.

By early 1959, the Party Com-
mittee (responsible for day-to-
day policy development and 
dominated by nominees of the 
party leader, including Holt, 
Frank Byers and Mark Bonham-
Carter) had decided that the par-
ty’s position should be rethought 
and that Britain should enter the 
Common Market regardless of 
the external tariff problem.11 The 
1959 election manifesto did not 
mention Europe, presumably as 

there had been no party assembly 
between the decision to change 
approach and the election. How-
ever, the importance of free trade 
as a policy was downgraded in 
that document. 

The leadership’s rethinking 
manifested itself in Parliament as 
early as December 1959 when 
Macmillan, then Prime Minis-
ter, tabled a motion welcoming 
the formation of the European 
Free Trade Association. Grimond 
put down an amendment regret-
ting Britain’s failure to become a 
founder member of the European 
Community. The amendment was 
not selected for debate but the 
Liberals forced a division on the 
issue. With Labour abstaining the 
vote was lost 185–3 and, accord-
ing to Jeremy Thorpe, Arthur 
Holt shouted across at the Tory 
front bench: ‘What you should be 
doing is to make an application 
under Article 237 of the Treaty 
of Rome for negotiations to join 
the Community!’12

Joining the European Eco-
nomic Community was not yet 
official party policy, however, 
and immediately before the 1960 
Liberal Assembly, on 24 July 
1960, Grimond, Holt, Clem-
ent Davies and Thorpe put out 
a statement calling for Britain 
to initiate discussions on join-
ing the EEC, whilst on the same 
day a committee working under 
Grimond published a pamphlet 
making the same argument. This 
exercise in softening Liberal 
opinion was very effective, and 
when the new policy was put 
to the 1960 Liberal Assembly, a 
resolution was overwhelmingly 
passed favouring British partici-
pation in the Common Market. 
This was primarily seen as a step 
towards the political integration 
of Western Europe, although 
whether Britain should join 
would depend both on the terms 
agreed and on the impact on the 
Commonwealth.13 

The following year, there were 
only six votes against a motion 
welcoming Britain’s application 
to join the European Economic 
Community. By 1962, opinion in 
the party had moved further on, 

and the Assembly adopted a reso-
lution in favour of Britain’s mem-
bership without any reference to 
free trade or the effect on other 
countries. Arguments from Oliver 
Smedley that this meant join-
ing a customs union and would 
therefore make the Liberals ‘just 
another protectionist party’ were 
dismissed.14 As so often the case 
in Liberal politics, firm leadership 
was able to swing the rank and 
file behind significant changes in 
policy with very little opposition. 
Oliver Smedley resigned his can-
didature in protest and Air Vice-
Marshal Bennett, the former MP 
for Middlesbrough West, left the 
party entirely. By the 1970s Smed-
ley was campaigning strongly 
against membership of the Euro-
pean Community on the grounds 
of loss of sovereignty, whilst Ben-
nett had became involved with 
racist groups. However, a Gal-
lup poll taken in October 1962 
showed that Liberal opinion in 
the country was split on the issue 
to a greater extent than the party 
itself, with 42 per cent supporting 
joining the EEC and 32 per cent 
against.15

The 1964 manifesto stated 
unequivocally that Britain was 
part of Europe and should be 
playing a major role in the united 
Europe movement. This, however, 
was put in a political and not an 
economic context – as a means to 
strengthen the West against com-
munism, not as a route to greater 
material prosperity.16

In a relatively short time, 
therefore, and with little effec-
tive internal opposition, Gri-
mond had shifted the Liberals 
towards a political Europeanism 
that has been an important part 
of the party’s outlook ever since. 
In essence, that shift took place 
because of the influence of a few 
leading Liberals in shaping the 
party’s policy within the con-
text of a broad internationalism 
amongst the rank and file. For a 
few years in the 1950s, it was not 
clear whether the party would 
opt for a purist free-trade position 
or for supporting membership of 
the Common Market and an alle-
giance to the European ideal. In 
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mitment 
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becoming 
part of the 
Common 
Market 
fitted well 
with Gri-
mond’s 
view that, 
in order 
to achieve 
some politi-
cal suc-
cess, the 
party had 
to adopt 
more ‘mod-
ern’ poli-
cies.
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the end, the party was willing 
to accept the arguments of its 
leaders that free trade was not 
part of the modern world, but 
that support for Europe was 
– and since then the party 
has not really questioned the 
protectionist approach at the 
heart of the European Com-
munity in any public way. 
In part this may have been 
helped by the number of new 
recruits brought into the party 
under Grimond’s leadership. 
In that sense, the change from 
free-trade party to European 
party was significant and 
indicative of a broader change 
in personnel and attitude that 
marked a major shift in what 
it meant to be a Liberal.

After reading history at Selwyn 
College, Cambridge and studying 
for a MA at Lancaster Univer-
sity, Malcolm Baines completed 
a D.Phil. at Exeter College, 
Oxford, on The Survival of the 
British Liberal Party, 1932–
1959 in 1989. He has also 
published a number of articles on 
related topics and helped re-found 
the Liberal Democrat History 
Group. 
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