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LETTERS

Election 2005

I would like to follow-up Neil
Stockley’s thoughtful report

of the History Group meeting
,‘Election 2005 in historical per-
spective’ (Journal of Liberal History
50).

First, I should make my own
stance, as the 2005 candidate
for the Windsor constituency,
clear. I believe the last general
election was a missed opportu-
nity for our party. We had two
unpopular main parties and this
was a situation where we, as
the third political force, should
have come strongly through the
middle. Neil’s summary of the
Blackpool fringe meeting gives
the game away when he reports
all the speakers as saying, ‘we had
made more than steady progress.’
‘Steady progress’in the context
of this election, and for a party
purportedly on the up,is not
good enough.

As he analyses what happened,
Neil muses on the intractable
problem of why the Liberal
Democrats made serious inroads
in Labour-held constituencies
(up 7.7%) but hardly any impact,
in general, in areas which had
asitting Tory MP (up a mere
0.6%). He seeks answers to an
electoral conundrum and this
letter attempts to help that search
by proposing two possible rea-
sons for the disparity.

As we went into the general
election many middle-class vot-
ers in the ‘blue’ parts of England
(such as Windsor) seemed suspi-
cious of our Council Tax policy,
whilst others absolutely hated
our approach on income tax.

27 Much of this section is drawn from
the Liberal Magazine and Lloyd George
Liberal Magazine for the era; also
useful is Cowling, M., The Impact of
Labour 1920—24 (Cambridge, 1971),
which is predictably sympathetic to
the more right-wing post-World War
One Gladstone.

(Incidentally, in historical terms,
have the Liberals ever been a
high tax party?) These people
hated our higher earners’ tax
proposal not because they were
currently earning /100,000
themselves, but because they
intended one day that they
would, i.e. they felt we were
challenging their aspiration to do
better in life.

The second reason we fared
badly against the Tories was very
clear on the doorsteps. When
asked, “Who will you be voting
for?’ the answer, invariably, was,
‘Not Tony Blair’ These voters
then implemented their strong
dislike of the Prime Minister on
the day by following the precept
of the old Arab proverb —‘My
enemy’s enemy is my friend’.
By this light they wanted above
all to vote for the party that
was most opposed to the leader
of New Labour. Since the Lib
Dems were seen as ‘neither left
nor right’ (or as Neil says, equally
damningly, ‘either left or right’)
many reluctantly felt they had
to vote Tory. However, and this
is the point, they weren’t really
Tory — and probably still aren’t!

So the message about 2005
from Tory constituencies in
the South-East (like Windsor,
which has never had anything
other than a Conservative MP)
is simple. Our tax policies were
wrong and we were perceived
as too bland in terms of oppos-
ing the Prime Minister. By such
mischance are great opportuni-
ties lost.

Antony Wood
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