Introduction toLiberal history

In our shortintroductory article series, Michael Freeden tells the story of the
Rainbow Circle, a discussion group of progressives founded in 1894.

The Rainbow Circle

the Age, J. S. Mill wrote of a ‘change [that]

hastaken placeinthe humanmind... an
age of transition’, embodying its ‘indefinite
progressiveness’.* Sixty yearslater, Britain
was permeated by another wave of idea-
tional ferment, ostensibly more modestbut
of huge significance in the twentieth-cen-
tury domesticrenewal of social visions and
practices. Aremarkable concatenation of
discussion and activism groups, many with
overlapping membership, flourished in Lon-
donandbeyond. The best-known of those s,
of course, the Fabian Society —that seedbed of
intellectual middle-class socialism — that dis-
seminated a vastrange of closely researched
and argued pamphlets packed with infor-
mation and policy proposals. But there also
existed an abundance of secular ethical soci-
eties, campaigning journalists, conscientious
clerics, and urban missions centring on the
educational needs of underprivileged youths.
They all subscribed to what we would now
call aleft-of-centre persuasion, inwhich the
boundaries between an advanced sociallib-
eralism and a moderate ‘socialist’ reformism
were blurred. Once Labourrevealed itself asa
distinct political force, however, the progres-
sive British political parties began to impose
their institutional straitjackets on the political

I N HIS 1831 volume of essays, The Spirit of

landscape, transforming the term ‘socialism’
into alabel thatincreasingly separated liberal-
ism and socialism from one another.

Origins and mission

Amongall those left-of-centre eddies was the
Rainbow Circle, established in 1894 and con-
vening monthly on a Wednesday evening for
almost forty years.?Emerging from aninfor-
mal discussion coterie in the National Lib-
eral Club, itbegan by meeting regularly at the
Rainbow Tavernin Fleet Street (hence the
name), initially seeking a counterbalance to
the dogmaticindividualism and anti-stat-
ism of the old Manchester School. Asonedis-
cussant pertinently observedin 1908, ‘The
contrast between Liberalism and Socialism is
beside the mark: thereal contrastis between
Socialism and Individualism’.2 The moniker
‘Rainbow’ proved to be a fortuitous designa-
tion, asobserved by the Circle’slong-serv-
ing and cherished third secretary, the civil
servant Ambrose Parsons: ‘The lowly origin
of the name was notknown tolater mem-
berswho were pleased by the imaginative
notion that the Rainbow Circle was so called
because, combined in one harmonious whole,
itincluded every shade of progressive opin-
ion (from the all red Socialism of Mr Herbert
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Burrows [the co-founder of the Social Demo-
cratic Federation] to the violet Liberal Imperi-
alism of Mr Herbert Samuel).”

The Circle may not have been a crucible
of dramatic ideational innovations, but it was
uniquein moulding and honing a progres-
siveideology drawing from its diverse mem-
bership of notable activists, somelong-term,
otherstransitory. Ramsay Macdonald wasits
first secretary, addressing the Circle on eleven
occasionsbetween 1895and 1924 on matters
such asthereferendum, industrial affairs,
state educational policy, or state compensa-
tion forindustrial accidents. His talks on the
Labour Party induced debates that, among
others, queried the awkward fit between
trade unionism and socialism. Theleading
Liberal Herbert Samuel gave an early talk in
1895 0n the new liberalism that preceded his
importantbook: Liberalism: Its Principles and
Proposals.5He argued for ‘a third social philos-
ophy’independent of the Social Democratic
Federation and the Fabians. Asagainstclass
sectionalism and an exaggerated emphasis
onnarrow political action, and in the face of
some scepticismin the ensuing discussion,
Samuel envisaged ‘a very positive view of
the State as “a partnership in every virtue &
all perfection”,” adding that, while wedded to
individualliberty, the newliberalism’s ‘root
idea must be the unity of society — complex in
itseconomic, cooperative, ethical and emo-
tional bonds’.®

A commingling of personalities and
professions

Two of the Circle’sintellectual heavyweights
wereJ. A. HobsonandJ. M. Robertson. Hob-

son, the new liberal theorist, economist,

Members of the Rainbow Circle:
Ramsay MacDonald (1866-1937)
Herbert Samuel (1870-1963)

Sir Richard Stapley (1842-1920)

The Rainbow Circle

-
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The Rainbow Circle

writer and journalist—aregular contributor to
the Manchester Guardian and the pathbreak-
ingliberal weekly the Nation —read twen-
ty-two papersto the Rainbow Circle. Together
with his colleague L. T. Hobhouse, who was

‘The lowly origin of the name was not known to later
members who were pleased by the imaginative notion
that the Rainbow Circle was so called because, combined
in one harmonious whole, it included every shade of
progressive opinion (from the all red Socialism of Mr
Herbert Burrows to the violet Liberal Imperialism of Mr

Herbert Samuel).

elected to the Circlein 1903 but never took up
hisplace, he sharesthe distinction of being
Britain’'s most original liberal thinker in the
half-century following T. H. Green’s death.”
Hobson’s diverse talksincluded a forerun-
nerto hisseminal book onimperialism, an
analysis of therelationship between unem-
ployment and underconsumption (the lat-
teran economic theory that waslater praised
by Keynes), accounts of, separately, Ameri-
can capitalism and South African industrial
monopolies, feminism, the newspaper, and
Hobson’s influential insistence on the organic
psycho-physical nature of society. Robertson,
the impressively learned and accomplished
Liberal politician, literary critic, rationalist,
and freethinker, also delivered twenty-two
papersontopicsranging from figures such as
Machiavelli, Paine, Disraeli, or Joseph Conrad,
through discussions of politics and economics
inFrance and India, to problems concerning
Malthusianism and eugenics, taxation, tariff
reform, and the minimum wage.

Among other significant members were
A. G. Gardiner, editor of the Daily News; G. P.
Gooch, the historian, Liberal MP and long-
term editor of the Contemporary Review;
C.P. Trevelyan, the Liberal MP; Percy Alden,
the Liberal, then Labour, MP whose career
was devoted to public sector social service;

Graham Wallas, the Fabian Essayist and LSE-
based political scientist; and F. J. Matheson,
secretary of the British Institute for Social Ser-
vice.® The philanthropist Sir Richard Stapley
chaired the Circle at hishouse at 33 Blooms-
bury Square until shortly
before hisdeathin 1920.
Alongside them were
entrepreneurs, govern-
ment employees, lawyers,
and organisersin the vol-
untary sector. No women
were members, although
women were invited to
attend meetingsand on
acouple of occasions gave talks themselves.
Over theyears, ten of the Circle’smembers
were elected as Liberal MPs, while an equal
number were unsuccessful parliamentary
candidates. Eight members obtained seatsin
thelandslide 1906 general election alone. The
ethicistand lecturer H. J. Goldingrecalled that
‘membership of the Rainbow Circle ... gave
me chastening intercourse with some of the
strongest mindsin theliberal movementin
thoughtand politics ... leading progressives
were of the company.”

The London Ethical Societies, in par-
ticular South Place Ethical Society in Con-
way Hall, Red Lion Street, were parallel hubs
forleading Circle members. Conway Hall
became a major forum of secular human-
ismand the site of the well-regarded Con-
way Annual Lecture. Burrows, Hobson, and
Robertson were regular Sunday lecturers
under its secular auspices, later joined by
the social philosopher Cecil Delisle Burns.°
Of that venue Hobson wrote: ‘My close con-
nection with thisliberal platform, lasting
continuously for thirty-six years, was of
great help to mein clarifying my thought
and enlarging my range of interests in mat-
ters of social conduct ... I found myself
driven to put ethical significance into a vari-
ety of current topics and events, many of
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which belonged to the fields of politics and
economics.*

The minute-books: an intellectual
andideological treasure trove
The particular value of the Rainbow Circle for
liberal historians and for explorers of therise
of acommunity-inclined welfare ethosliesin
the survival of its minute-books —the first vol-
ume graced with Ramsay MacDonald’s beauti-
fully rounded handwriting. They testify to the
richness, variety and intellectual curiosity of
the subjectsthat exercised the Circle’s human-
ists, professionals and practitioners and afford
anedifying glimpse into the fashioning of so
many of the arguments, proposals, and con-
cernsthat eventually, if unevenly, matured
into policy documents such asthe Liberal
Yellow Book, the Beveridge Reportand more
broadly into the post-1948 welfare state.
Sadly, only four of the five min-
ute-booksremain, up to 1924. They had been
removed to the house of Percy Alden, where
the meetings continued after the east side of
Bloomsbury Square was demolished in the
late 1920s to make way for Victoria House.
However, the fifth volume, concluding in
1931, disappeared after a German bombing
attack destroyed Alden’s house. The oth-
ersended up in the Hampstead home of the
Rainbow Circle’slast secretary, Stephen S.
Wilson. WhenItraced the minute-books
down there in the 1980s, Wilson graciously
permitted me to photocopy them around
the corner atanewsagent’s. I gingerly car-
ried these precious and weighty tomesin
ashoppingbag, in an uneasy mixture of
excitement and trepidation. Deciphering,
transcribing and editing them for the Cam-
den Series of the Royal Historical Society
became alabour of love that occupied me for
ayear of evenings. After Wilson’s death, the
minutes were safely deposited at the London
School of Economics.

The Rainbow Circle

The meetings were organised themati-
cally, each annual session having an overarch-
ingheading. Among the early ones were ‘The
New Radicalism’, ‘Democracy’, ‘The Duties
of the State to the Individual in the Industrial
Sphere’, ‘A Practical Programme for a Pro-
gressive Party’, ‘The Newer Demands of the
Political Left Wing’, ‘Imperialism’, and ‘Ethics
and Social Reform’. That solid contemporary
political angle waslater relaxed in favour of
two series on political thinkers and occasional
literary figures, though the gatherings contin-
uedto track events and toreflect challenges
of thetime such as pre-1914 social unrest,
land reform, and of course foreign policy and
affairs, the First World War, and post-war
reconstruction.

Unlike the discussions they inspired, the
papers themselves were not fully reproduced
—though their gist was usually recorded
—exceptinoneinstance when the Rain-
bow Circle published its 1910-11 papersasa
book, Second Chambersin Practice, against
the backdrop of the crisisand reform of the
House of Lords.*? But the Circle also ventured
separately on the launching of ajournal, The
Progressive Review (1896-97), that aimed to
be amouthpiece of the progressive move-
ment. Samuel later reminisced in his Mem-
oirsthat ‘Finding that we were more orless
atoneinmany thingsthe Rainbow Circle
decided, in1896, to publish areview to prop-
agate those doctrines that we held in com-
mon’.*? Passionately, and true to the Circle’s
credo, the Review’s firstissue proclaimed
that ‘Liberal thought and the enthusiasm
of social reform are sprouting from a thou-
sand seeds sown by educationin a thousand
spots.** The epithet ‘progressive’ summoned
up the new liberalism, deliberately avoid-
ingtoo close an association with the Liberal
Party, its pre-1906 incarnation believed to be
miredinanincreasingly irrelevant mindset.
Indeed, Hobson —a key driving force of the
Review —had already drawn attentioninan
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The Rainbow Circle

1899 Circle lecture to the ‘widely held intel-
lectual affinities which ... place theleaders of
the Radical, the Socialist & the Labour groups
much nearer to each other than their follow-
ersimagine’. Amongthose, Hobsonlisted the
extirpation of heredity in government, old
age pensions, and —in a warning to some of
his colleagues —the need toresist the ‘yield-
ing of certain progressives to imperialism’.*s
But the Review was short-lived, founder-

ing onthose very ideological divisions over
imperialism, on too modest a circulation,
and on personal grievances between William
Clarke, the editor, and Ramsay MacDonald,
acting asitssecretary.

Of equal, if not greater, interest were the
detailed accounts of the discussions - pro,
contra, and off-piste — that followed a paper’s
delivery and indicated the wealth of opinions
and backgrounds of the Circle’smembers.
Ontheir own, those fascinating and invalua-
ble summaries enable readers and research-
ersto getahandle onthe myriad swirling and
informed tributaries at the disposal of British
leftwingliberalism. Even when watered down
intheinterwar years, their survival power pro-
pelled them to infiltrate and endure in major
post-1945 conversations, often appropriated —
consciously or not—by Labour Party policies.

Legacy beyond evanescence

The demise of the Rainbow Circlein 1931
marked a double decline. The onewas aresult
of biological attrition: the ageing or death

of most of itsfounding and active members
anditsinability torecruit a new generation

of socialreform aficionados and ideational
luminaries. The other was the crumbling of a
coherent annual programme that could fur-
nish continuity and fire up lasting engage-
ment. Years of sustained advocacy aimed at
recasting the quality of Britain’s public agenda
gave way to a disjointed assemblage of unre-
lated topics more befitting a genteel and casual

monthly club. Thus, the financial situation,
education, the constitution of Andorra, and
thrillers were lumped together in the Circle’s
final full year.

The interwar era saw the waning of the
public dominance of Britishliberal thinking
—notwithstanding the success of the Liberal
Summer Schools, the advent of a more tech-
nicalinterestin Keynesian economic strat-
egy, and Beveridge’s plan.*® The Labour Party
had drained political and contemplative lib-
eralism of some of its most creative thinkers
and essayists, whose voices now blended into
brands of socialism that possessed their own
pedigree and identity. As for personalities,
stimulating scholars, journalists and ideolog-
icalinnovators who could match Robertson’s
erudition or Hobson’s effervescent original-
ity, these were in short supply or wedded to
different forums. The programmatic out-
put of the Liberal publicist Ramsay Muir was
adull substitute for the new liberals at their
passionate prime. As much of the left-lib-
eral vision had been subsumed into sections
of Labour social planning, liberals tended
to fallback on notions of individualism
and property. Rather than upholding some
forms of collectivism, the remaining liberals
demonstrated amore tepid and inconsist-
ent commitment to state regulation. Inits
diminished form, the Rainbow Circle could
nolonger contribute, eitherininclination or
inthe current aptitudes of its members, to
itsinitial ethos of intertwined social life and
benign public-spiritedness. It had outlived its
purpose.

Giventoday’sreductionin dedicated
face-to-face group meetings, oneismore
likely to encounter them in hard-nosed spe-
cialised think tanks, in amateur book clubs,
orinacademic workshops. The decorous
and conscientious endeavours of the Rain-
bow Circle now appear to be largely rooted
in past social customsand practices. Here
was a small private group recruited from
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disparate walks of life, comprising various
professional sub-cultures, exuding political
fervour, displaying mainly well-mannered
disagreements alongside bridge-building, and
aquasi-formal conviviality in very comfort-
able surroundings. Yet that elite association
of individuals, crucially sporting democratic
and altruistic instincts, was gifted with the
capacity to generate an extraordinary social
and culturalimpact on a scale far beyond its
numbers, aligned with the broader progres-
sivevanguard from which it drew nourish-
mentand intowhichitinjected urgency and
imagination.
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Letters to the Editor

Asquith

| enjoyed Radio 4's recent dramatisation of Robert
Harris's latest novel, Precipice.

The actor reading out the book gave Asquith a con-
ventional ‘received pronunciation’ accent. How-
ever, I'd always been under the impression that he
had a very slight Yorkshire accent, but perhaps I'm
wrong? (Similarly, I'd been given to understand that

Gladstone had a slight Liverpool accent - but again,
perhaps I'm wrong.) Can anyone advise?

Incidentally, Asquith’s Wikipedia page has an audi-
oclip of him supposedly delivering his Budget
speech in 1909. Does anyone know if this recording
is genuine?

York Membery
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