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Coalition

Matt Cole examines the effects of participation in government on twelve
constituency campaigns during the 2015 general election.

Liberalism in Power:
Watching the Titanic

The Conservative party desire tokill us, the

Labour party desire to eat us, and, if we do

not take care, there will be nothing left of us.
CaptainF. E. Guest MP, 21 January 1924

HEN THE LIBERAL Democrats
wentinto coalition with the Con-
servativesin 2010, the historical

precedents were as plentiful as they were pes-
simistic. Arrangementswith other parties to
sharein government, as the examples above
illustrate, are the corollary of the pluralistic
politics of Liberalism, but at the same time
jeopardise the party’sidentity and evenits
existence by enteringinto anunequalrela-
tionship with an ultimately hostile partner.
Thiswas the dilemma of the Liberal Demo-
crat MPs after 2010, and its challenges were
every bitas severe as the historical precedents
suggested. With the approach of the election
following the coalition, the Joseph Rowntree
Reform Trust supported a study of the costs
and benefitsto Liberalism, itsaims and iden-
tity, of thearrangement. The electoral con-
sequences are only too obvious; butadecade
later, following another dramatic general
election contest, itisworth Liberal Democrats
reflecting on the experience of working with
either of the major parties. Some of the ben-
efits were more real than visible; yet the dan-
gerswere entirely predictable and sometimes
avoidable. The followingis the text of that

report: Liberalism in Power: areportforthe

Joseph Rowntree Reform Trust.

The findings of Liberalism in Power are
based on monitoring of twelve constituen-
ciesheld by the Liberal Democrats during the
2010-15 parliament, in the context of the 2015
general election campaign. The twelve con-
stituencies were chosentoinclude a balanced
range of situations by length of incumbency,
location, size of majority in 2010 and chal-
lenger party. Ateach constituency interviews
were held with the campaign organiser and
teamaswell as, in ten of the twelve, the MP.

Ten campaign teams were interviewed
both before and after the election, and two
either before or after, atleast one of these
meetingsin each case being conducted in situ.
Allbut one of the pre-election interviews were
completed in November 2014; the post-elec-
tion interviews were completed in May 2015.
The aims of these visits and interviews were to
ascertain:

« Fluctuationsinlevels of electoral support
and membership under the coalition;

« Reasonsforthese changes, noting percep-
tions of what Liberal Democrats stand for;

« Strategiesusedinthese constituenciesto
maximise the benefits to Liberalism, and
minimise theliabilities, of coalition;

« Effect of the short campaign uponthose
fortunes, andlessonsto belearned fromit.
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Liberalism in power: watching the Titanic

Abrief interview was also conducted in Octo-
ber2014 with the chief executive of the Liberal
Democratsto confirm approval of the pro-
ject, and another with the party presidentin
July 2015. Consideration has also been given
to publiccomment by party figuresin the
autumn of 2015 and academic analysis pub-
lished then and in the New Year. These offer
useful context, but thisreportis primarily

an account of campaigning on the ground
inarepresentative sample of Liberal Demo-
crat-held seats. The focus of thereportisalso
qualitativerather than quantitative; itis the
effect of coalition on party values.

Summary of findings

« No MP or campaigner expressed dissent
atthe decisionto join the coalition, and
many regardeditasabrave and virtuous
decision; all campaign teams sought to use
Liberal achievementsin office in their cam-
paigns, though these differed by audience.

» TheLiberal Democratelection campaign at
nationallevel was widely criticised for its
negativity and lack of focus on Liberal val-
ues. Itsimages and themes failed to inte-
grate into campaigningin the seats visited,
and in many cases the campaign organi-
sation was considered to suffer from over-
bearing management.

» VoteswerelosttoLabourbecause of the
damage to the Liberal Democrats’ reputa-
tion for attachment to social justice caused
by the conduct of the coalition. Some of
thisdamage was considered by some MPs
tohavebeen avoidable.

» Voteswerelosttothe Conservatives
because of a combination of scare tac-
tics, particularly late in the campaign, and
colossal spendingin their target seats. The
first of these factors was made more sig-
nificantby the damage to Liberal identity
indicated above; the second highlights defi-
cienciesin electorallaw regarding party

expenditure which the Trust may wish to
consider at greater length.

» Liberal Democrat constituency campaigns
showed many traditionally successful and
distinctively Liberal features, but these,
incumbency and municipal representation
were of unprecedentedly limited effective-
nessin protecting the MPs monitored.

Trapped in the Rose Garden: the
‘Betrayal’ problem

It was widely acknowledged that a proportion
of 2010 Liberal Democrat votersregarded par-
ticipationin coalition with the Conservatives,
or specific decisions which it came to entail,
asabetrayal of the party’svalues and com-
mitmentsithad made. This perception cost
votes, and some members, who migrated to
Labour, the Greens, orinto abeyance. These
voteswerelost to Labour candidates who beat
Liberal Democrat MPs and to third-placed
Labour candidates who had no hope of win-
ning butrefused tactical supportgivenin the
past. Allinterviewees acknowledged that

this problem was to some extent unavoida-
ble; allrecognised points at which itsimpact
could have been diminished with better strat-
egy and managementby the party. Consid-
erable difference existed amongst MPs and
activists over the balance between these two
observations.

Some interviewees took the view that
this syndrome was inevitable assoon asthe
coalition was agreed: one MP argued that the
2015 results could have been predicted ‘on the
Tuesday after the 2010 election, when the Par-
liamentary Party agreed to go into coalition.’
This was the fatalisticmessage embeddedin
the partyleader’srebuke to theleftin hisresig-
nation speech, and by the Liberal Democrats’
election strategist who concluded that ‘it is
probably not possible to succeed electorally
in coalition government under first-past-the-
postwhileremaining equidistant from the
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two big parties.* Itis also reflected in the sub-

sequent analysis of some academic observ-

ers: Philip Cowley characterised the Liberal

Democrats’ position as one of zugswang (the

positionin chessin which any moveresultsin

aloss).2
Certainly, the organisersand MPsin

Labour-facing seats were more ready to con-

cedelikely defeatin November than their Con-

servative-facing counterparts, and municipal
results usually gave them good reason for
anxiety. Buteven the MP who claimed to

have foreseen defeatin May 2010 agreed that

no one had foreseen its scale or scope. This

had been determined by a number of policy
decisions which had - partly unnecessarily —
merged the Liberal Democrats and Conserv-
ativestoo closely in the public mind. These
included the trebling of tuition fees; the ‘Bed-
room Tax’ (though certain MPsrejected this
asafactor); and association with the austerity
programme more generally. The central con-
troversy of the break of the pledge on tuition
feeswasrecognised by all as a mistake, butin
different ways:

« Some (including the party leader) saw the
pledgeitself asamistake, often blaminga
smallnumber of party figures forimposing
iton colleagues some time before the elec-
tionunder pressure from the Labour-sym-
patheticleadership of the NUS, who
used the episode cynically (as these Lib
Dems claimed) against the party after the
election;

« Somethought the presentation, including
thetitle and political marketing, of the new
student finance scheme - effectively alim-
ited graduate tax —was badly conducted;

« Somethoughtthe decision to enter thisinto
the coalition agreement, and then to sup-
portitwhenthe agreement did notrequire
ministers actively to vote for it, was the
mistake.

All agreed that the perceived breach of prom-

ise was symbolically significantin awayin

Liberalism in power: watching the Titanic

which the policy itself was not. Votersuna-
ware of and unaffected by the policy (includ-
ingthosein Scotland, where the policy did
not apply) expressed indignation atit. A Scot-
tish MP said that for some months streets

full of previously welcoming doors were
slammed to Liberal Democrat canvassers
onthisissuealone. An MP with alarge stu-
dent electorate claimed that the voters most
aggrieved about tuition fees were women in
their fifties. This confirms the view taken by
Philip Cowley, who points to the collapse in
Liberal Democrat pollratings at the formation
of the coalition, some six months prior to the
tuition fees debacle. Yet precisely because of
this, to haveretained more public independ-
ence on thisissue and some others—includ-
ing the health reforms where real concessions
were wrung from the Conservatives — could
have strengthened Liberal Democrat claims
to adifferent role in government from the
Conservatives’, and might have robbed
Labour of some of the effectiveness of the
‘betrayal’ weapon already established. This
isthe view taken by David Cuttsand Andrew
Russell: ‘thelittle party doesnot need to get
smashed ... the Liberal Democrats were overly
supportive.

Moreover, the divisions created by the
issuewounded the parliamentary partyina
way which was wider than the student finance
question. One MP involved in persuading
colleagues to vote for feesreported the dam-
agetothe parliamentary party, which had
been ‘like a family: everyone [knew] every-
oneelse; everyone [had] everyone else’s
mobile number.’ The MP still felt ‘very angry’
towards named ‘selfish’rebels who could have
abstained, but whose ‘No’ votes (in this MP’s
view) necessitated others to vote in favour.
‘There were stiff drinks and hugs in the Whips’
office thatnight; there were tears.” Even one of
those who rebelled over tuition feeslater came
to the view that ‘some [MPs] were not loyal
enough’.
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The campaign team of the only successful
candidate were clear that his ‘disloyalty’ had
immunised him from much criticism, and he
himself argued that without his defiance of the
whip on key issues ‘Iwould have been toast.’
Itisnoticeable that the three MPs studied here
with the smallest fallsin their vote share were
three of the four most rebellious against the
coalition whip (see Appendix). The MPwho
was second bestin England of those studied at
holding on to the 2010 Liberal Democrat vote
agreed that ‘being anindependent-minded
person prepared to stand up to the party
helped.’ Another argued that Liberal Demo-
crat whipping throughout the 2010-15 par-
liamenthad been ‘aggressive’, and that party
managers became like the victims of sci-fi
‘bodysnatchers’, saying things they would
previously have ‘laughed at’ about re-pre-
senting coalition policies in a way which was
palatable. The new reality of being in govern-
menthad not been acknowledged by whips:
‘they thought it waslike before —that we were
allthe same. But some were on ministerial sal-
aries and had to vote with the payroll.’ This
wasinstark contrast to Conservative whips
who watched rebellions on their backbenches
over equal marriage, Europe and Lords reform
with sanguinity. Theraising of HE fees, the MP
argued, was the key error because it destroyed
trustwhich could notbe recovered. Thiswas
particularly true given the high profile of the
‘Broken Promises’ broadcastinthe 2010 cam-
paign, and extent to which the partyleader’s
appealrested upon a presumption of honesty.4

One campaign organiser complained
that Liberal Democrat achievements in gov-
ernment were not publicised early or proudly
enough ‘like we doinFocusleaflets every time
we achieve something against oppositionin
thelocal council.” An MP reflected following
defeat that ‘we spent the first two years apolo-
gising for being in government’.

Aswell as greater policy differentia-
tion there was room for a different structural

relationship in government, anissue given
some thought by parliamentarians during the
coalition and by academic observers after-
wards.5 Significantly, the Liberal Democrats
were left with no official speakersin parlia-
mentapart from government ministers, and
they were the minority of ministersin every
department. The predicament this created
was fully illustrated by the episode in which
the partyleader was forced to contradict the
schoolsminister for views he had expressed
about the employment of unqualified teach-
ersin Free Schools. Anattemptwasmade to
remedy this situation with the institution of
backbench committeesin both houses of par-
liament (which had someimpactin, asapeer
putit, ‘prodding’ Lib Dem ministers on health,
justice and schools), and with the appoint-
ment of Simon Hughes as deputy leader — but
his freedom to criticise government policy
was curtailed by his own ministerial appoint-
ment. The image of the Liberal Democratand
Conservativeleadersin the Rose Garden at No
10 Downing Streetin May 2010 was symbolic
of theimpression of a culture of suffocation of
independence, and the image was a difficult
onetoescape.

This problem was exacerbated by the
repeated insistence of the partyleadership to
members and opponents alike that the coali-
tion was a full-term agreement with no escape
clause.®Liberal Democrats who questioned
this publicly quickly reviewed their position.”
Those who saw the coalition as an historic
exercise in changing British political culture
feared any perceived fragility in the arrange-
ment would undermineit; the price, however,
was that, asDavid Davis putitin 2011, the
Liberal Democrats had ‘the best seats on the
plane butno parachute’and were therefore
unable toleave regardless of the direction of
travel.®Itisworth considering that the depar-
ture of the Liberals from the Lib-Lab Pactin
1978 began a period in which the party’s poll
rating rose from 6 per cent to 14 per cent before
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the 1979 election — a benefit the Liberal Demo-

cratsdid notenjoy in2015.

For any future parliamentary coop-
eration, the party should consider ways of
sustaining an independent voice whilstin
government. Thisissue wasraised by one con-
stituency organiser experienced in municipal
power-sharingin a presentation after2010
to the parliamentary party, but MPs were
(accordingto the organiser) unreceptive; they
had also been made a presentation by con-
tinental Liberal politicians with the express
purpose of stressing the need for undiluted
public loyalty to any coalition the partyjoins.
Lord Greaves complained that throughout the
parliament the partyleadership’s message
had been that ‘we had to own the policies of
the coalition”and one constituency organiser
complained of being ‘fed the mantra’ about
thevirtues of coalition by national election
strategists. This strategy waskeenly reiter-
atedininterview by the chief executive of the
party, who againraised comparison with con-
tinental experience. It was born of determi-
nationto make coalition respectable; but the
price paid was needlessly high.

Measures to avoid thismightinclude:

« Appointed party representatives or com-
mittees capable of drawing public distinc-
tions between Liberal Democrat policy and
that of any administration in which the
partyisengaged;

 Greater acceptance of division in the parlia-
mentary party by whips;

« Readinesstoend any arrangement before
the completion of a term of office and, if
necessary, at shortnotice.

Incumbency, policy and local
campaigning

Thetraditional strengths which have pro-
tected Liberal and Liberal Democrat MPs from
fluctuationsin the national party’s poll rat-
ingsare personal appeal of the incumbent,

Liberalism in power: watching the Titanic

constituency campaigning and a solid munic-
ipalbase. All of these strengths were drawn
uponin 2015, and for the first time none made
asignificantimpact on Liberal Democrat MPs’
fortunes.

Incumbency

If anything, incumbency was a liability at the
2015 electionto Liberal Democrat MPs. Those
studied here first elected in 2010 saw an aver-
agefallof 4.4 per centin the Liberal Democrat
vote; inthe seats firstwon in 2005 the aver-
agefallwas17.2 per cent; in those held for
more thantenyearsthe average was18.2 per
cent (see Appendix). One long-serving for-
mer MP argued retrospectively that thereisa
point of diminishingreturns inincumbency,
atwhich the electorate becomes compla-
centaboutthelocal MP’s prospects; but this
never affected Liberal Democrat fortunesin,
for example, Berwick-upon-Tweed or South-
wark and Bermondsey before 2015. In 1979,
thelast time Liberal MPs went to the country
having supported the government, most of
thosereturned owed their seats to the fact that
theyresisted in their own constituencies the
national fallin the party vote share. The factis
thatin2015longservice asaLiberal Democrat
wasno longer an asset.

All of the MPs studied here made explicit
appeals across party lines and often avoided
their party label altogether in campaigning,
issuing unbadged literature in the format of
glossy lifestyle magazines and campaign-
inginvehicleswithout the partylogo or using
stickers and posters showing only the can-
didate’s firstname. One campaign organ-
iser said of their candidate that ‘what sells [X]
andthe Lib Demsis[X]. We foughtanintense
ground war and ignored the air war.’ Another
said their campaign was ‘super-localised.
[X]was our key towinning, hugely. People
didn’tvote Lib Dem; they voted for [X].’ The MP
who retweeted national campaign materials
moreregularly than any other nonetheless

Journal of Liberal History 125 Winter 2024-25 9
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commented afterwards that ‘most of the focus
wasonlocal material. There wasn’tan awful
lot of mileage in national material given our
poll position. It was very much alocal cam-
paign.’ The only MP of the twelve toretaina
seatdid not retweet any national materials.
Much emphasiswas placed on cross-party
campaignsin which the MPs had participated,
orlocal construction or employment projects
which had been achieved with the MP’s help.
Inmost cases, however, thisdid nothingto
stemthe declinein the Liberal Democrat vote.

Municipal election success

Alltwelve of thelocal parties studied had
impressive records of local election success
within their constituency boundaries, usually
winning over half of the seatsin the relevant
wards, andin three cases holding all of them
in2010. Conscious efforts were made to bind
the campaigns of these candidates together
throughout the parliament, usually by com-
bining Focusleaflet campaigns, orin one
case bylisting seventeen councillors on the

parliamentary candidate’s Christmas card to
voters. But there was norelationship between
theretention of these seats and of the Liberal
Democratvotein 2015 (see Appendix): good
municipal representation wasno help in sav-
inga coterminous parliamentary seat. The
seatin which the smallest percentage of coun-
cillors (3 per cent) waslost during the parlia-
ment nonetheless had the third highestloss of
vote atthe 2015 general election (over a fifth);
yetthe constituency party with the high-
estretention of the Liberal Democrat general
election vote (over 95 per cent) had never had
more than a third of the council seatsin that
constituency, and lost most of these during
the 2010 parliament. One former MP said after
the election that ‘the party was disconnected’
between theleadership and itslocal govern-
mentbase, where ‘the smashing of thelocal
governmentbase’in 2011 was ‘dismaying’.
Allinterviewees who responded to the
questionreported larger numbers of activ-
ists—usually in healthy three-figure totals -
thanin 2010, morevigorous and committed

Table 1: Priority Liberal Democrat achievements in
constituency campaigns
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interms of hours devoted to the campaign.
Some -though notall —-used social media very
effectively to supplement their campaign. But
none of this made any discernible difference.
Itistrue thatthe mosttweets wereissuedin
thelast week of the campaign by the only MP
to hold his seat; but the one with the most fol-
lowers on twitter lost over a fifth of the vote;
and the MP whose vote share fell least man-
aged barely a tenth of the number of tweets of
the mostactive MP.

Liberal Democrat policy achievements
The campaignrole of Liberal Democrat
achievementsin government was positive but
varied inboth scale and character between
constituencies. Invited to identify two Lib-
eral Democrat achievements which would be
used torecruit supportin their campaigns,
the twelve teamsin aggregate produced the
choices presented in Table 1. Some of these
had been identified following polling in the
constituency; others were theresult of can-
vassing or of amore intuitive interpreta-
tion of continuous communication with
constituents.

Itwasunsurprising given the national
context that the two-thirds of the key issues
were economic, but gratifying for the Lib-
eral Democrats that they felt they could claim
credit for these policies. Similarly predict-
ably, different achievementsrecruited dif-
ferent voters, with working-class votersin
Labour-facing seats attracted to employment
measures or increased spending on schools
and childcare; Conservative-facing seats were
morelikely to favour pension reform or eco-
nomic growth. Theraising of theincome tax
threshold had appeal across classboundaries,
whilst some policies (such as the pensions
‘triplelock’) were held to be difficult to con-
vey simply, and others, including free school
meals, provoked abacklash asa ‘waste of
money’in certain elements of the electorate.
[tis noticeable that traditionally distinctive

Liberal Democrat concerns with civil liberties
and minority rights hadlittle purchase. The
JRRT may endorse wholeheartedly the Liberal
Democrats’ central campaign’s effortstoraise
the profile of mentalillness in the 2015 election
campaign, butitsimpacton the groundasan
issue was probably limited.

‘Splitting the Difference’: The
national campaign

Central direction: technology and
logistics
The campaign, as with other parties, made
moreintensive use of IT toidentify target
seats, districtsand voters than in any previ-
ouselection, and used thisinformation to
set targetsbased on Key Performance Indi-
cators (KPIs) for each constituency campaign
team. Atthestart of the 2015 campaign this
system, called Connect, won plaudits from
observers.*°

Most constituency organisers were
keento collectand deliver the data, see-
ing the advantages of its electronic collation
and national aggregation. The most outspo-
kenly critical of the constituency organisers
commended Connect as ‘brilliant.” Another
described Connect as ‘a Mercedes-Benz with
no petrol’ —the petrol being the ‘real’ canvas
data, whichis supplied by the local party. That
party had by November 2014 entered canvas
dataforbetween 13,000 and 14,000 voters,
and planned to have another 8,000 completed
by March, but not all organisations were so
ambitious. Another showed figures averaging
over 1,000 contactsamonth by October 2014.
Athird claimed to have data for four-fifths of
the constituency gathered ‘over theyears.’

Bynomeansall activists wereready to
collectdata onthe doorstep electronically.
Amongstthereasonsfor thiswerelack of
familiarity with the technology and per-
sonal preference for the traditional ‘shield’ of
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Liberator (February 2015) captured some
of the activists’ criticisms of the campaign
organisation at the outset

the clipboard and paper sheet; and the sus-
picion created amongst voters by the elec-
tronic collection of data. Some complained
thatthe computer programme directed them
to housesnolongerin existence or to neglect
new homes; others that materials prepared
fordelivery in the constituency based on the
datainthe programme -including atleast
one official election address—had to be aban-
doned asunsuitable. Another constituency
held by the Liberal Democrats but notincluded
inthis study notoriously suffered the delay
of aleaflet delivery because of a dispute with
HQ about fontsize. Similar stories of data-
driven erroneous judgements about constitu-
ency opinion were reported from the previous
year’s European elections, too.

More significant was the unequal power
relationship some organisers and MPs felt that

the technology exacerbated between the cen-
tre and constituency teams, and the way this
played into the contest over valuesreflected
inthe campaign. There wasunderstandable
criticism from rural constituencies, or those
with older activist bases, that KPIs were used
to make critical comparisons with other ‘bet-
ter performing’ constituencies with concen-
trated populations and young memberships
able to deliver moreleaflets, or to set unreal-
istictargets for seats with distinctive circum-
stances. One MP complained of HQ using
thetechnologyina ‘grinding’ way to punish
perceived under-performance by what the
campaign team in the constituency had come
to call ‘marking our homework’. This pun-
ishmentincluded determining how much
‘pocket money’ constituencies got. The puni-
tive use of technology by a central campaign
determined to sell the virtue of coalition as

its central message was unrepresentative of
parts of the Liberal Democrats and turned out
tobe counterproductive.

Siege tactics
Akey feature of the campaign was a more
robust targeting operation by parliamentary
seatthan hasbeenused atany previous cam-
paign, referred to by one academic observer as
a ‘Rourke’s Drift’ strategy.** Different reports
referred to 75 target seats, or to the 57 Liberal
Democrat-held seats, others to only a propor-
tion of those: inall cases it was clear that the
differential between activity, and resources
deployed, inthese seatsand in non-target
seatswould be dramatic. Though there was
resentment at the systems used to distinguish
between constituencies hitting their activity
targetsand those failing, the principle of tar-
geting was accepted by allinterviewees. It was,
however, not withoutits costsinlonger-term
campaigning potential, and brought no bene-
fitsin terms of representation.

Allthose asked confirmed that the cir-
culation of neighbouring constituencies’
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membership lists to target seats by regional
officeshad been avital asset, even if some
neighbouring constituencies were more help-
fulthan others. Theregionallayer of the party
received some criticismin the firstround of
constituency visits for delivering the lead-
ership message too uncritically to MPs and
activists; butin the election regional officers
were held by some constituency organisersto
have been a practical, mitigating force in ten-
sions betweenleadership and constituencies.
Onthe other hand, monitoring of a wider
range of constituency campaigns showed
strong evidence of the costs of this strategy.
Paper or parachuted candidates were often
absent from hustings, or gave indifferent per-
formances atthem; some missed national
media exposure opportunities on the openly
acknowledged basis that they were cam-
paigning elsewhere.*?Ironically, candidates
directed centrally to do this found that they
were required to give full reviews of their cam-
paignsto HQ within days of the polls closing
onpain of removal from the candidates’list.*
This, together with the declineinlocal gov-
ernment representation endured during the
coalition, will setback the Liberal Democrat
recovery inmany constituencies.
Mostimportantly, this strategy failed,
brutally weakening the platform for Liberal-
isminthe 2015 parliament from fifty-seven
MPsto just eight. Only one of the twelve seats
monitored was held. Some have argued that
the siege strategy was in fact not pessimistic
enough, and that ‘20 seats were fought which
therewasno hope of winning’,*4 but the sug-
gestion of the outcomesin the seats studied
hereisthatresourcesinfact madelittle differ-
ence, however distributed. The average fallin
the Liberal Democrat vote in the twelve seats
studied, 15.0 per cent, is only 0.2 per cent lower
than the national declinein the Liberal Demo-
cratvote. Those with thelowest declines were
infactthose withleast help astarget seats. The
reasons for this pattern were longer-term or
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more external to the party than any target-

ing campaign could overcome; however, the
nature of the targeting may have damaged the
cause of Liberalism on the ground whilst failing
to protectitat Westminster.

Splitting the difference

The national campaign accompanying the
manifesto was widely and severely criticised
amongstinterviewees forits failure to inte-
grate with their constituency campaigns or

to win support from the public. Its central
theme (reflected in the slogan ‘The era of sin-
gle party governmentis over’ and the party
leader’sinsistenceina TV debate that the Con-
servative and Labour leaders should ‘go and
liedownin adarkened room’if they thought
asingle-party government could be formed)
wasthe anticipation of another coalition and
the proposed moderating role the Liberal
Democrats would play init: cuttingless than
the Conservatives and borrowingless than
Labour, forexample. In this the Liberal Demo-
crats were presented as better governing part-
nersthan SNPwould be to Labour or UKIP to
the Tories. Within this framework, there were
individual claims to achievementsin the coa-
lition, and commitments for future govern-
ment, particularly on protecting education
spending, raising the priority of mental health
services, and raising the income tax threshold
further. There were two out of over two dozen
formalinterviewees—both constituency
organisers—who expressed muted approval
of this saying (unprompted) ‘Ididn’thave a
problemwith it’and that ‘it would be stupid of
me to complain about the national campaign
whenIhaven'tgotabetter one—andIhav-
en’t. Ifelt completely empowered about the
national campaign.’

All others who expressed opinions were
atbestdisappointed and more often angry
atthe perceived weakness and negativity of
the material provided. The emphasis onthe
Liberal Democrats’relationship with other
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partiesrather their ownidentity — particularly
asthe policy position of the two main par-
ties shifted during the campaign — was com-
monly regarded as ineffective (the 160-page
manifesto itself, conversely, was criticised
forbeingtoo heavy and diffuse). Highlighting
the threats of UKIP and the SNP was thought
to have been counterproductive: one MP
described the ‘BIuKIP’ playing-card materi-
als (pointing up the dangers of a Conservative
government dependent on UKIP MPs’ support)
as ‘useless’and abandoned them.

Another MP dismissed the campaign at
itsstartas ‘bland’and ‘an afterthought’ the
belated unveiling of which was caused by the
leadership’s preoccupation with the siege
strategy and micro-management of key seats;
some of theless brutally scatological com-
ments of organisers and MPs argued that ‘the
national strategy was crap’, ‘the messaging
was appalling’, said ‘Ican’t see what the cam-
paignwas’; that ‘the national campaign never
took off’ and that there was ‘not enough of
apro-active campaign’and ‘too much of a
split-the-difference message: we didn’t define
ourselvesasaprogressive, radical party.’In
Scotland an organiser said the main theme of
the national campaign simply ‘doesn’t apply
up here’becauseitdidn’taddressthe SNP
threatand that when any Englishleader vis-
its ‘itfeelslike [they’re] lecturing the Scots.’
One former MP described the partyleader’s
answers to questionsin the seven-way lead-
ers’ TV debate as ‘awesome’ but was shocked
that his prepared opening and closing state-
mentsreflected a ‘wishy-washy’ national mes-
sage which was ‘notinspiring”

I hated the messaging. People need area-
sonto bevoting Liberal Democrat. It wasn’t
about whatwe would do. Ididn'twantto
vote Liberal Democrat after that, and if I
didn’t, who did?

It was noticeable to more seasoned observ-
ersand campaigners that the materials of the

national campaign looked derivative, echoing
the equidistance strategy of the SDP-Liberal
Allianceinthe 1980s. Both theimagesand the
messages show theresemblance.

The unveiling of the last of these images
prompted the editor of Liberal Democrat Voice
toask: ‘isthatreally the best statement of our
values that we can find?"s The ‘Look left, look
right’ motoring metaphorin election broad-
castswas attacked by a characteristically loyal
MP as ‘appalling crap’. The very provenance
of the national campaign materials was mys-
terious. Even senior party officials were una-
ble to say with certainty who had designed
them, but believed that they had been pre-
pared by one of the partyleader’s staff. MPs
recalled that, although the parliamentary
party had ‘an awfullot of presentations at
meetings and awaydays from Ryan Coetzee
and Hilary Stephenson’and that MPs came
up with the ‘stronger economy, fairer soci-
ety’slogan, they were never shown the actual
campaign materials during development. An
MP who attended the parliamentary party
meeting at which the campaign was unveiled
remembered criticising itin common with col-
leagues, and being told by campaign staff that
thethemesreflected what polling evidence
indicated were the Liberal Democrats’ key
strengths.

The national campaign materials were
nonethelessused by most candidatesina
secondary, bolt-on or default way, (what one
organiser called ‘fill-in’), retweeting the latest
output from HQ, particularly where there was
aconnectiontolocalissuessuchasappren-
ticeships, the pupil premium, tax cutsand
sometimes mental health. There waslittle evi-
dence of theimages and text being integrated
into constituency campaigns, nor was this
likely given the way the campaign was pre-
sented asafaitaccompli.

Inthe same way, national speakers
including the partyleader were welcomed to
most seats where offered, though theirimpact
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. IFIONY ™ i thanto gainlocal press coverage or appeal to
2 HAD AHEART. / .
-~ — the public, amongst whom they were com-
& ‘ : monly named unprompted as areason for not
: IFLONLY voting Liberal Democrat. It may be notewor-

A HAD A BRAIN. v thy that the only seat amongst the twelve case
AT ( ; studiesto beheldin2015refused the offer of a
e | 4 u visitfrom the partyleader, and the only three
ATLAST THERE'S ANOTHER LVIN IR candidates studied to suffer declines of less

than 1o per centin their vote had only one visit
from any national party figure (not theleader)
. ' between them (see Appendix).
Blgger bombs Nor canitbe contended that thisanimus
versus ) towards the national campaign is merely wis-
- ' | dom after the event, for it was foreshadowed
inthefirstround of constituency interviewsin
November. One MP argued then that the party
leadership did not understand the provinces,
that ‘the effect of front-loading cutsinlocal
government funding wasnot appreciated’
and that ‘the disconnecthasnotbeenlearned
The Liberal Democrats from.” Another described the national leader-
Cowslgan?aii\?ehg?c?vgr?n?em - shipand 1ts campaign t.ea.m as variously ‘grro-
andabraintoa z gant’, ‘naive’and ‘stupid’in certain of their
Labour one tactical decisions and methods during the
2010 parliament, notably in not acknowledg-
ing mistakes early enough.

For a saner,safer nuclear choice-support The Alliance.

e S

‘The Fear’: the SNP and the late Tory
surge

The Liberal Democrats’ chief election strat-
egistreferred, inreflecting on the results, to
‘whatIcall the Fear*®—a panicreturn by soft
Tory votersto their party prompted by the
prospect of a Labour government supported
by the SNP. Thisappeal ranged from the offi-
cial Conservative contrast between the ‘com-
petence’ which they claimed to represent and

Election adverts: the ‘chaos’ threatened by ‘all the other par-
Liberal-SDP Alliance, 1983 and 1987 ties’, to BorisJohnson’slessrestrained out-
Liberal Democrats, 2015 burstlater in the campaign against what he
characterised as ‘Ajockalypse now’. Baroness
was doubtful. Organisers stressed that the Grender pointed to thisfactor in post-election
visit of the party leaders were accepted asa discussionsand claimed that ‘four weeks out

way of mobilising existing supportersrather we knew what was doing us damage was this
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‘one of 23 seats’ message from the Conserv-
atives’ which was countered by the ‘BluKIP’
campaign.”” Theissue wasraised unprompted
inmost post-election interviewsin English
seatsasafeature of thelast week of cam-
paigning. Thiswasa problem, as Coetzee
pointed out, in Conservative-facing seats, but
alsoin some Labour ones where the Conserv-
ative tactical vote disappeared in thelast days
of the campaign. One constituency organiser
insuch aseatfound that Conservative tactical
votes hardened between autumn and spring
and that ‘the squeeze on the Conservatives
justdidn’thappen’ partly because of Conserv-
ativeleafletinglate in the campaign.

The unanticipated crashin Liberal Dem-
ocrat supportwas most notoriously demon-
strated by Paddy Ashdown’s assertion on
seeing the BBC’s exit poll that he would ‘eat
hishat’if the party were reduced to ten MPs,
butitisnotable thatall MPs-even those who
anticipatedlosing from as far back as Novem-
ber-believed that they would do better than
they did until polling day, often even at the
count. In some Conservative-facing seats
Liberal Democrat organisers also reported
that their Conservative opponents fully, but
wrongly, expected tolose, even after the polls
closed. One MP interviewed for this study
stated thathisteam’s spontaneousreaction
tothe BBC exit pollwas ‘bollocks’and that
all of the team believed ‘30 MPswould bea
badresult.’ Another said that theresult was ‘a
lotworse’than expected nationally —fifteen
seatswasregarded by the end asa worst-case
scenario; thirty were hoped for (though col-
leaguesin Conservative-facing seatshad had
some impression of the growing Fear laterin
the campaign).

These beliefs were based on canvassing
data, in places onrecent polls by Lord Ash-
croft, by betting odds which showed the Lib-
eral Democrat candidate as clear favourite,
and sometimes strengthened by the evidence

pointed to by John Hemming - that postal
votes showed a significantly better level of
supportthanvotescastontheday.*® Lord Ash-
croft’s pollsbetween autumn 2014 and the
campaign showed better Liberal Democrat
performancesin nine of the ten constituen-
cies polled than were gained on May 7, and
four seats which were lost anticipated a Lib-
eral Democrat victory in Ashcroft’s polls (see
Appendix). Although polls generally under-re-
ported Conservative support, Ashcroft’'swas
infactthe only organisation to anticipate
thereal outcomein a national poll (on April
26). Of the eight campaign organisers who
claimed to know the outcome of postal voting
intheir seat, two thought the distribution was
the same as on 8 May, three thoughtit closer
than on polling day, and three whose MP lost
claimed that they won the postal vote. One MP
with a slim majority felt able to say after los-
ingthat ‘if the election had been held two days
earlier Imight have won by 100 votes.’

Thiswasthe unexpected (and largely
invisible)* element of the campaign which
accounted for anumber of the losses, yet its
impactis notunrelated to the values adopted
inthe national campaign. Having chosen to
sell the Liberal Democrats predominantly as
anequidistant party of coalitionrather than
ontheirindependent values, the party would
be especially vulnerable to hysteria about coa-
litionamongst a small but strategically impor-
tant group of voters.

Tothiswasadded the collective amnesia
of the other parties about the Liberal Demo-
crats’ contributions to government, and an
evident Conservative determination-spot-
ted by some organisersin November —-to
spend unprecedentedly heavily in Liberal
Democrat seats. One measure of the Conserv-
atives’ strategy of claiming credit for coali-
tion achievementsislanguage: constituency
campaign material habitually targeted Lib-
eral Democrat candidates as ‘the current MP’
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rather than by party name, and national prop-
aganda followed suit (Liberal Democrats who
had held junior ministerial office were criti-
cised by Conservative challengers as ‘career
MPs’). The Conservative manifesto attacked
Labour by name thirty times, but mentioned
the Liberal Democrats only once (in a dismiss-
ive comparison with UKIP); the word ‘coa-
lition’ does not appear in the Conservative
manifesto (norinLabour’s, where the Liberal
Democrats are also absentby name), but the
Liberal Democrats promoted the virtues of
coalition half-a-dozen times, particularly in
the early parts of their manifesto.

The Liberal Democrats had chosen a bat-
tlefield to which no other party (atleastin
England) turned up, and which made them
vulnerable to the Fear. Thiswas, as the British
Polling Council’s ownreport confirmed, only
exacerbated by the insistence of survey data
thatan unpredictable period of negotiation
was likely follow the general election outcome
if the Liberal Democrats and SNP held the bal-
ance of power.2°

Thereisalso strong evidence thatthe
Conservatives spent heavily to target Liberal
Democrats. Onelong-serving MP with alarge
majority which was overturned claimed that
£200,000 had been spentin his constituency,
and the view of his staff was that ‘the Tories
bought this seat’. Electorallaw was circum-
vented not only by spending outside the cam-
paign, butalso by party billboard and press
publicity not mentioning the local candidate.
Other MPs and organisers spoke of unprece-
dented use of telephone canvassing and paid
delivery of election material or use of social
media which could be matched by volunteers.
One seat held for decades waslost partly,
accordingtoits organiser, because ‘the Con-
servatives out-leafleted us for the first time’
using paid staff. Since the election, Chan-
nel4 News has made similar accusations of
over-spending by Conservative candidates.*

Liberalism in power: watching the Titanic

The Electoral Commission should be encour-
aged to find ways of ensuring that this undem-
ocratic practice is prohibited.

Conclusion and recommendations

The coalition did alot of good stuff, making
things better for people.

Coalition hasmadeitlessclear to people
what we stand for.

These two remarks after the electionreflect
the dichotomous situation of the Liberal Dem-
ocratsand theiridentity: significantachieve-
ments to make Britain a freer and more just
society —such as the pupil premium, equal
marriage, raising the income tax thresh-

old and somelimited constitutional reforms

including the Fixed-term Parliaments Act

—were effected because the party took part

ingovernment. The party leadership claims

thatthisamounted to three-quarters of the
aims setoutin the2010 manifesto, and few
have come forward to dispute that claim spe-
cifically. Otherilliberal steps which a minor-
ity Conservative government might have
attempted, such asrepeal of the Human Rights

Act, were shelved. Liberal valuesin this sense

did well out of coalition.

Yetin May 2015 this went unrecognised
and unrewarded by the electorate, who for
reasons of resentment or fear too often set
aside the very practical benefits which Liberal
Democrat MPs pointed out had come to their
constituents from thesereforms; instead, they
chose to punish orabandon MPswith whom
they had kept faith in some casesfor a gener-
ation. Liberal Democrats have two competing
narrativesto explain this:

- Asaparty principally of protest, the Lib-
eral Democrats’ reputation as ‘insurgents’
would inevitably suffer substantially from
participation in government.?? Little which
wasdone by the party between 2010 and
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2015 could have altered this, and target-
ing by the Conservatives and the national
weakness of Labour during the 2015 cam-
paign merely exacerbated this;

» Theindependent, progressive values of Lib-
eralism were not promoted firmly enough
inthe coalition negotiations, in the imple-
mentation and development of policy and
in parliament between the elections, or
inthefinal campaign —inshort, the party
allowed itself to be trapped in the Rose Gar-
deninstead of treating the coalition strictly
asabusinessarrangement.

Support for both these views was found

amongst MPs and their teamsin this project,

both before and after the election. Though, as
mightbe expected, the former narrative was
more popular amongst those who had held
ministerial office (and who were usually most
ready to discuss future possible coalitions), it
isinteresting to note that the MPresponsible
for the first quotation above had been a back-
bench ‘outsider’ throughout the coalition,
where the second remark came from a front-
bench ‘loyalist’. No Liberal Democrat MP dis-
owned coalition, and none denied any errors
ingovernment. The central finding of this
reportistoidentify where there was avoidable
damage to Liberal profile and to effectiveness
inasserting Liberal values, and to emphasise
thatthisshould be avoided in future.

Thereis somereason to believe that the
Liberal values brought to government will
berecognised by the publicin the absence
of the party from office. The next five years
may be a better advertisement for coalition
thanthelastfive. All candidates and organ-
isersreported that they had benefitted from
the surge in membership experienced by the
partyinthe daysfollowing the election defeat
and noted that the great majority of those
joining were new membersrather than prod-
igalreturners. Whilst sketch writers for The
Times mischievously write (as they have done
for decades) that the party should pack up, The

Guardianremains positive, and even Kevin
Maguire at The Mirror took little more thana
fortnight after the polls closed to begin refer-
ring wistfully to the absence of ‘therestraining
influence of the Liberal Democrats. Liberal
values have had a better, if clearly imperfect,
expression in government than for a hundred
years; they remain present though they were
unseen by many atthe 2015 election; and the
Liberal Democrats will be thevital, if regretta-
bly and partly unnecessarily wounded, vehicle
forthose values.

The Liberal Democrats achieved morein
implementingliberalism in government than
they (or any other party) have done for gen-
erations. Yetin doing so, and in their pres-
entation of thatrecord, they damaged their
chances of doing so atlocal and national levels
for some yearsto come. The second half of this
scenario was held by many MPs and organis-
erstohavebeen unnecessarily costly, bothin
terms of the ‘Betrayal’and the ‘Fear’. The party
leadership, these critics argue, conducted
and marketed the Liberal Democrat brand in
away which made itneedlessly vulnerable.
The experience of the election campaign gives
substance to their claim.

Recommendations

« Participationin government was held at
alllevelsand in all branches of the Liberal
Democrats to have beenright both for pol-
icy and constitutional reasons, and it pro-
moted Liberal values albeitimperfectly and
sometimesimperceptibly.

« Infuture, however, specificinternal and
external structural steps should be taken to
protect the party’sideological territory and
identity and to encourage a spirit of inde-
pendenceinits officers. These could include
retention of separate official speakersand
fuller control of distinctive policy areasand
departments.

» The Trustshould sustain pressure for elec-
toralreform and for measures to tighten
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electoral law on expenditure and to provide
support for more equal access to campaign
funding.

« ThelLiberal Democrat Party should be urged
toreassess critically the equidistance strat-
egy of 2015in national campaigns.

« TheLiberal Democrats should be supported
in targeting a small number of parliamen-
tary seats with the besthope of retriev-
ing representation and should reconstruct
localbasesin areasneglected by the target-
ing strategy but with a history of munic-
ipal success, drawing on these to inform
national policy and strategy.

Dr Cole is grateful for their support and guidance to
all of the participating constituency teams and to
Hanneke Hart, Tina Walker and Alex Davies, but the
contents of this report are entirely his own.

19 February 2016

Afterword (2024)

Thelessons of the coalition for Liberalism — of
the need torestore traditional Liberal scep-
ticism about such deals whilst celebrating
their achievements more boldly - came into
focuswithvarying degrees of delay. Liberal
Democrat Leader Tim Farron announced
beforethe nextelectionin2o1ythatthe party
would not go into government with either
major party; the experience of Brexitand sin-
gle-party Conservative government drew
enough voters back to the party towin the
Richmond by-electionin 2016 and to come
second nationally at thelast European Par-
liament electionsin the UKin 2019. Since the
last election there have been more by-election
triumphs, and the party’s percentage share
of the pollshas, on average, been in double
figures. David Cameron’s memoir that year
wentasfarastodescribe the Liberal Demo-
crats’rolein the government as ‘proper part-
ners, getting stuck in, making big decisions
and working with us.”>4 The party’s opponents
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refer increasingly rarely to its record in gov-
ernment asa point of criticism, though the
Liberal Democrats themselves are still reluc-
tant to point to their achievementsin coali-
tion. This changing public perception of the
coalition will doubtless continue to fluctuate,
but the conclusions aboutinter-partyrelations
for Liberal Democrats must be as they have
alwaysbeen: that tension is what makesthe
mechanism of coalition productive.

Matt Cole teaches history at the University of
Birmingham.
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Sources of Liberal history

Alexandra Foulds and Isobel Goodman describe‘Gladstone’s Writing’, the Gladstone
Library’s firstlarge-scale digitisation project.

Searching for Gladstone:
Bringing nineteenth-
century liberal history
into the digital age

Hawarden, North Wales, completed its first

large-scale digitisation project. Entitled
‘Gladstone’s Writing’ and funded by the Car-
negie Corporation of New York, the project
soughtto scrutinise William Ewart Gladstone’s
life asareader and a writer by creating a new,
open-source digital catalogue of Gladstone’s
mostannotated booksand the papers created

I N SEPTEMBER 2023, Gladstone’s Library in

by him held at thelibrary thathe had founded.
In ordertodo so, justunder 200 books featur-
ing Gladstone’sannotationsand just under
9,000 lettersand drafts of papers, articles, and
bookswritten by Gladstone were digitised. In
addition, volunteers started to create a new,

Gladstone’s Library (photo: Geoffrey Scotland
Photography)
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enriched catalogue for the archivalitems to
enable them to beindividually searchablein
new ways. Indoing so, the project revealed
details—about Gladstone as politicianand
liberal thinker and the inextricability of Glad-
stone’s political life, asmember of parliament,
chancellor of the exchequer, and eventual
four-time prime minister of the United King-
dom, from his personallife as son, sibling,
husband, father, and friend —that the team at
thelibrary are beginning to explore.

In October 1895, William Gladstone out-
lined the vision and the reason behind his cre-
ation of aresidential libraryin his preliminary
paper entitled ‘St Deiniol’s Trustand its Pur-
poses’. He writes:

Convinced that the future of the humanrace
depends, inthe main, upon the great ques-
tion of belief, and that the most specialand
urgent of present needsis the need of suffi-
cient means for the effective promotion of
Divinelearning, Ilamengaged in the foun-
dation of a Library, which Itrust may serve
asthe nucleus of an Institution, under the
name of St Deiniol’s, Hawarden, adapted to
thatend.*

To accomplish thisend, hehad a corrugated
iron structure builtin Hawarden, the village
thathad been his home sincethe1840s, into
which he transferred a selection of books
from his personal collection. Thelibrary, now
known as Gladstone’s Library, today holds his-
toricand contemporary printed collections
and archives focused on areas of Gladstonian
interest, particularly history, literature, theol-
ogy, and politics. It continuesto be one of the
fewresidential libraries in the world, and to
beaplaceforresearch, discussion, reflection,
andlearning, with a programme of events,
courses, and literary festivals. Itisalso the
only prime ministeriallibrary in the United
Kingdom. Its current neo-Gothic building was
constructed asthe memorial to Gladstone
after hisdeath; assuchthelibraryisalsoa

trusted source of information about the four-
time prime minister, and a site that strives

to provide a balanced viewpoint of hislife,
career, and the times in which helived, aswell
asaspacetoexplorehislegacy andrelevance
today.

Gladstone’sbooks now make up the
library’s Foundation Collection. This collec-
tion of 20,000 booksisarranged into Glad-
stone’s own classification scheme and bears
the marks of hisuse. Around 6,000 of the
bookshave hismarginalia, including indexes
created by him. In other cases, books feature
aninscription from the author or publisher
who sent the volume to Gladstone, as attested
to bylettersinthelibrary’s Glynne-Gladstone
Archive. Thisarchive contains the personal,
family, business, and estate correspondence
and papers of the Glynne and Gladstone fam-
ilies, including part of the records of William
Gladstone. After Gladstone’s death, his corre-
spondence and papers heldin the Octagon at
Hawarden Castle were moved to a purposely
built Muniments Room at Gladstone’s Library,
where they were arranged and classified by
Arthur Tilney Bassett. In the 1930s, they were
thentransferred to the British Museum, who
had expressed an interestin 1887, according to
Bassett, to obtain ‘Mr Gladstone’s papers “on
any termsand conditions he mightimpose”’.>
AttheBritish Museum, Bassettre-sorted
theletters, and anything that wasnottobe
kept by the British Museum was sent back to
Hawarden.?

The ‘Gladstone Papers’ at the British
Museum, now the British Library, in the years
since have often been described as his ‘pub-
licand political papers’, whereas the around
50,000 papers of William Gladstone’s at Glad-
stone’s Library have been said to be ‘[l]etters
from members of Gladstone’s family’ and
letters of a ‘private nature’.#Records of Glad-
stone’slifeaspolitician and statesman were
said to be held at the British Library, whereas
hisrecordsasafamily manandascholar

22 Journal of Liberal History 125 Winter 2024-25



were said to be athislibrary. This belief about
the division of Gladstone’s collections was
reflected in documentationrelated to the col-
lections created by both institutions. The page
of the British Library’s website related to the
Gladstone Papers described them as his ‘Offi-
cial papers™and situated them within their
collection of the papers of later prime min-
isterswhose papers wererequired to be pre-
served for the nation by law. The handlist
createdin 1990 for the Glynne-Gladstone
Archive, onthe other hand, referred toits con-
tentsashis ‘family correspondence’.® Delving
into Gladstone’s collections at hislibrary as
part of the ‘Gladstone’s Writing’ project, how-
ever, andlooking at hisletters alongside his
books, aswell as edited copies of his diaries,
hasrevealed that to describe the relationship
between the two collections in this way would
be an oversimplification not only of their con-
tents, but of Gladstone’s own engagement
with and use of them. Therewasfarlessof a
separation between the public and private
spheres of Gladstone’slife than thisarrange-
mentwould suggest.

Many of the figuresin Gladstone’s private
life were also involved in politicsin a variety
of ways, and Gladstone’s family was a political
family. His father (Sir John Gladstone), two of
hisbrothers (Sir Thomas Gladstone and John
Neilson Gladstone), and two of his sons (Wil-
liam Glynne Charles Gladstone and Herbert
John Gladstone) were all members of parlia-
ment. His other brother, Robertson Gladstone,
was mayor of Liverpool, and one of his other
sons, Henry Neville Gladstone, was an alder-
man on Flint County Council. His nephew,
George William Spencer Lyttelton, and his son
Herbert both served as his private secretaries,
and, unusually for the time period, his daugh-
ter Mary also served as an unofficial private
secretary.” The family that Gladstone married
into was equally political. The Glynnes were
related to four previous prime ministers,® and
both of Gladstone’s brothers-in-law through

Searching for Gladstone

hismarriage (Sir Stephen Glynne and Lord
George Lyttelton) were members of parlia-
ment. Asaresult, Gladstone’s correspondence
to all of these peopleisfilled with discussions
of political affairs. These are particularly
detailed in theletters to his father and his wife,
Catherine.

Gladstone wrote to his father almost
every day, and his letters are filled with news
from parliament. While some of thisisa son
updating his father on his career and activi-
ties—letting his father know, for example, of
hisnew appointments—he also seemsto feel
the need to provide his father with updates on
political matters, including information about
bills being debated and passed, committees
being formed, and resignations and appoint-
ments. Gladstone frequently comments on
the amount of news he has to give his father,
such asinaletter dated the30 April 1833 when
hewrites ‘Thereislittle to [sic] news to com-
municate today, except that [John] Hobhouse,
the Secretary forIreland, has been forced to
resign his seatin Parliament, as he could not
remain a member of the Government and vote
for therepeal of the House and Window Taxes,
norremain member for Westminster and vote
againstit’? Some of hislettersto his fatherare
written from the House of Commons suggest-
inganurgency feltinrelating thelatest news,
and on some occasions a new update merits a
second letter on the same day. This, forexam-
ple, isthe caseonthe7 August1833at6.30pm
when, after months of giving his father
updates about the Slavery Abolition Bill, he
writes ‘I have written to you already this day
butladdthislineto say that the Slavery Aboli-
tion Billisjust passed. God prosper it’.*°

Gladstone would also write to his father
to discuss qualms he had about his positions
onvotes going through parliament. One of
particularinterest, dated 11 March 1835, dis-
cusses Gladstone’s concerns aboutavote on
WestIndian Education in which he worries
that ‘Lord Aberdeen may probably or atleast
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possibly adopt a scheme, whichIcould notin
any conscience approve, and which therefore
if ultimately adhered to might render it nec-
essary for me to choose between the forfei-
ture of my principles and the resignation of
office’** He states that he is apprehensive that
Lord Aberdeen will apply for national funds
for the education to be provided ‘in that sect to
which they belong, whether churchmen, dis-
senters, or Roman Catholics’, and Gladstone
isanxiousthat this willmean the Protestant
state giving money to the Roman Catholic
Church. These anxieties show early indica-
tions of Gladstone’s feelings as expressed in
his1838 publication The StateinitsRelation
with the Church, and which would lead to
hisresignation over the Maynooth Grantin
1845. He asks his father to ‘repose confidence
in[him]to act for the bestif necessity should
arise’, hinting at the influence he allowed his
fatherto hold over his political stances, atleast
early in his political career.*?

After hismarriage letters contain more
personal details, discussing Catherine and the
couple setting up their home, their children,
and the Hawarden estate. Gladstone does,
however, continue to give his father updates
ondebates and bills going through parlia-
ment, aswell as sending him copies of reports.

With Catherine, parliamentary news also
takesup asignificantamount of all of hislet-
ters, updating her on debates in the House of
Commons, committees, reports, bills, and
hismeetings with Queen Victoria. Thiswas
inpartbecauseitdictated histravel arrange-
mentsand his ability to go between London
and Hawarden to see her and their family.
Frequently he writes that political matters
arekeeping himin London forlonger than he
had hoped. Inaletter dated 21 January 1840
and written from the House of Commons, for
example, he explainsthat after already hav-
ingbeen delayed in London for several days
longer than he had planned he must stay
longer. He writes to Catherine:

[fear my poor dear is worrying herself upon
this very plaguing subject [of his detention
inLondon]. Iassure you new difficulties
spring up continually. [Thomas] Freman-
tlehaswithin thelast five minutes sum-
moned me to ameeting at Peel’sabout
Prince Albert’s allowance: butlam stuffy
andrebellious, and threaten not to go unless
[find in the meantime some great necessity.
Now Iam afraid youwill hardly believe me
whatever I may say on these matters, so lit-
tlehavelbeen able to fulfil the expectations
under whichIleftyou-but my own own®
will see how difficultitis to manage these
matters, and willknow that the delays are
anything but agreeable to me.*

Thereisanotable difference in tone between
theselettersand those to his father. Here Glad-
stone ismore conversational, and his feel-
ingson political issues are more obviousas he
expresses his frustrations. In doing so he often
confidesin her about sensitive mattersand
several of hisletters to her mention the need
for secrecy. One, dated 24 December 1852, is
marked ‘Lock & key’ at the top of the first page,
andinit he writes thatJohn Russell, the prime
minister at the time, ‘isweak as water, a pup-
petpulled by strings from without. He does
notknow hisown mind for 12 hours together:
& itiswholly owingto hisincessant shift-
ingthat welose day after day & threaten to
becomeridiculous’.’s

Thisisnotthe only time that Cathe-
rine became his political confidant. In May
1885, in the midst of a diplomatic crisis with
Russia following the Panjdeh Incident, and
increasing questions about Irish homerule,
Gladstone wrote to Catherine: ‘Whatwasa
ray of light yesterday, is a flood today, and
the great Russian questionis, according to all
human probability, amicably settled ... this
greatevent ... willnot solve the difficulties
of the Govt. concerned with Ireland - on the
contraryitmay evenincrease them’.** The

24 Journal of Liberal History 125 Winter 2024-25



Aot oo .
= 5‘1’47 //,,

/ﬁ?, L. 5 Fs el

o

!,

T R et ‘/LLL‘I?%‘.‘L_
Ay y = Voo, b

2
;é Gfle 2ltea

/4 po . .
=1 ,2",-{ J-“"Zz/r.-f (-c.-.p-_ < /C-' /.1.;/
AW S . :
AL“{.[ ,"»a’y-‘_.-o /s {‘.‘T\;-c - ._,_/ £ ‘/c.' /‘_Zf; .,‘__
/_4 ‘/; =4 P Lt A/. o Lide oA il 4 :"JI-}
- / /s y
/7 o
’/\--;’{_c e
‘ Fie 2
j.:,.o. s
Sl

letter is full of references to previous conver-
sations between the two on similar subjects
anditis clear that they were discussing these
pressing political matters as a topic of regular
conversation.

We can trace the development of Glad-
stone’s opinion on different politicalissues
through his correspondence, and we can
also map this onto hisreading practices. His
library atteststo the importance he placed
uponbooksin shapinghis opinions, and
hisbooks essentially functioned asanine-
teenth-century search engine with Gladstone
oftenreading material reflecting both sides
of adebate. By bringing together the printed
editions of Gladstone’s diaries with the books
held atthelibrary, we can glean aninsightinto
hisresearch methods by seeing the books he
recorded reading at particular timesand the
annotationshemadeinthosebooksashe
read.”” A good example of thisisin hisreading
aboutIreland.

Searching for Gladstone
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Atthe sametimeasthe aboveletterto
Catherine was written, his diaries show that
Gladstone was also reading widely on the topic
of Ireland and Irish home rule. This period of
1885t01887wasakeytimein political dis-
cussions of Ireland, with the Hawarden Kite
incident where Gladstone’s private support
for home rule was made publicin The Times
by hissoninlate 1885, swiftly followed by the
defeat of Gladstone’s first Home Rule Bill in
April1886. It was clearly a topic he was think-
ing about extensively at this time, as he pre-
pared bills for parliament, or addresses and
speechesto deliver to people across the UK. As
well as contemporary publications about the
ongoing crisis, Gladstone also records read-
ing several histories of Ireland such as Francis
Plowden’s The History of Ireland, George John
Shaw-Lefevre’s Peel and O’Connell, and Daniel
O’Connell’s Memoir on Ireland.*® Itis clear from
the thorough annotations throughout these
titles that Gladstoneread them allin great
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detail. Hismarginal marksinclude his typical
noticelines, question marks, tick marks, ‘NB’
and occasional exclamation marks, but there
are also several marginal commentsin these
volumestoo, generally correcting, or adding
emphasis or additional details to the printed
text. He hasalso added his characteristic
indexes to the back of each volume.

Gladstone’sreading showsusthathe
wanted to getabroad scope of several differ-
ent views on each subject, so his collection
includes bookswritten from very different
perspectives. Daniel O’Connell, for example,
was the political leader of the Roman Catholic
majority inIreland and campaigned strongly
for Catholic emancipation and homerule. His
Memoir speaks very strongly in support of the
Irish Catholics and their treatment by the Eng-
lish parliament. In contrast, Gladstone also
readS. E. B. Bouverie-Pusey’sbook The Past
History of Ireland, and hisnote in the front
reads that although ‘excellent’, he thought
itwas ‘alittle too English ... in the division of
blameson certain occasions’.*

The 'Gladstone’s Writing’ project
included only a snapshot of the Gladsto-
nian collections held by Gladstone’s Library,
and an even smaller proportion of the wider
paper legacy of William Gladstone held in
institutions acrossthe UK. Further work on
our collections would allow us to continue
toinvestigate thelink between Gladstone’s
political and personal lives. This would
include creating item-level catalogue records
fori101boxes containing letters from the gen-
eral publicand Gladstone’s extended family,
many of which are letters from authors and
publishers that accompanied books sent to
himin his capacity as prime minister and
popular public figure, aswell as people from
all over the world writing to him to about
hisresponse to specificissues. The project
also excluded more ephemeral materials,
such as Gladstone’slarge collection of pam-
phlets, many of which are also annotated and

referenced in his diaries asresearch materi-
als.?° Another avenue to pursue would be the
wider legacy of Gladstone’s family and their
involvement with chattel slavery and inden-
turedlabour, and William Gladstone’srole
inthis. Thisresearchisalready being done
by scholars, many of whom are recipients of
scholarships provided by thelibrary, butit
could be expanded through the creation of
amore detailed catalogue of the plantation
records and associated correspondence held
atthelibrary and potential further digitisa-
tion projects.

All of the items that we have quotedin
thisarticle can now be found online in our dig-
ital catalogue, which can be accessed through
the homepage of our website. Thebooks can
be searched on the digital platform by title,
author, classmark, and subject headings. They
canalsobeaccessed bylinksin theirrecord on
our ‘GladCat’ catalogue, where details of Glad-
stone’sannotations can be found to direct you
to pages of particularinterestin the digitised
books. The archivalitems can be searched
by reference number, creator, correspond-
ent, date, and to alimited extent by keyword,
although this searchability is continually
being expanded as ateam of in-personand
remote volunteers work to summarise the
content of each letter and add subject head-
ingsand details about the places thatletters
were sentfromand to. Atthe moment, refer-
ence numbers canbe found in the main cata-
logue for the Glynne-Gladstone Archiveinthe
‘Archives’ section of our website, however, in
the near future the catalogue will be available
to searchinthe database Archives Hub, where
youwillbe able tolink from therecord in the
catalogue to the digitised file.

More information and tips about search-
ingthe digital catalogue can be found in the
‘Digital Collections’ section of our website.
Enquiries aboutitemsin the digital cata-
logue can be sent to thelibrary team through
the ‘Contact Us’ section of the catalogue. We
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look forward to seeing the research this new
resource produces.
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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 modest but
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, campaigningjournalists, 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 dramaticideational innovations, butitwas
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 0on 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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writer and journalist—aregular contributor to
the Manchester Guardian and the pathbreak-
ingliberal weekly the Nation —read twen-
ty-two papers to 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 originalliberal thinker in the
half-century following T. H. Green’s death.”
Hobson’s diverse talksincluded a forerun-
nerto hisseminal book onimperialism, an
analysis of the relationship between unem-
ployment and underconsumption (the lat-
ter an 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,
theimpressively 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 Essayistand LSE-
based political scientist; and F. J. Matheson,
secretary of the British Institute for Social Ser-
vice.8 The philanthropist Sir Richard Stapley
chaired the Circle athishouse 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’s members
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

30 Journal of Liberal History 125 Winter 2024-25



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 tothe
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 thereinthe1980s, 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 thelaunching 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 attentionin an
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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 publicagenda
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, theremaining 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, one ismore
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 customs and 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 into whichitinjected urgency and
imagination.

Michael Freeden is Emeritus Professor of Politics, Uni-
versity of Oxford and Emeritus Professorial Fellow,
Mansfield College, Oxford. His books include The New
Liberalism (1978), Liberalism Divided (1986), Ideologies
and Political Theory: A Conceptual Approach (1996),
Ideology: A Very Short Introduction (2003), The Political
Theory of Political Thinking: The Anatomy of a Prac-

tice (2013), Liberalism: A Very Short Introduction (2015),
and Concealed Silences and Inaudible Voices in Political
Thinking (2022) (all Oxford University Press). He was
the founder of the Journal of Political Ideologies and

its editor for 25 years. He has been awarded the Sir
Isaiah Berlin Prize for Lifetime Contribution to Political
Studies by the UK Political Studies Association, and
the Medal for Science, Institute of Advanced Studies,
Bologna University.
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Letters to the Editor

Asquith

I 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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Research in Progress

If you can help any of the researchers listed below with sources, contacts, or any other information, please
pass on details to them. Details of other research projects in progress should be sent to the Editor (see

page 3) forinclusion here.

Sir Robert Torrens (1812-84)

I am looking for the papers of Sir Robert Torrens,
who was elected to Parliament for the Borough

of Cambridge in 1868, representing the Liberal
Party. He lived for many years in South Australia,
where he developed the land titles system that still
bears his name. He moved to England in the 1860s,
where he remained until his death (1884). Most of
his papers from his ‘Australian’ period are held in
Adelaide (South Australia). But | have been unable
to find any repository of his ‘UK’ papers. Torrens
was confident of his place in history, and (in my
view) would have ensured that his UK papers and
correspondence were preserved for posterity. Yet,
despite considerable efforts, | have been unable to
find them. Peter Butt, Emeritus Professor of Law, Uni-
versity of Sydney; peter.butt@sydney.edu.au.

The emergence of the ‘public service ethos’

[ am interested in analysing how self-interest

and patronage was challenged by the advent of
impartial inspectorates, public servants and local
authorities in provincial Britain in the mid 19th
century. Much work has been done on the emer-
gence of a ‘liberal culture’ in the central civil ser-
vice in Whitehall, but much work needs to be done
on the motives, behaviour and mentalities of the
newly reformed guardians of the poor, sanitary
inspectors, factory and mines inspectors, educa-
tion authorities, prison warders and the police. | am
currently co-editing a collection for Manchester
University Press. lan Cawood, Stirling University; ian.
cawood@stir.ac.uk.

Professor Reginald W. Revans, 1907-2003

Any information anyone has on Revans' Liberal
Party involvement would be most welcome. We
are particularly keen to know when he joined the
party and any involvement he may have had in

campaigning issues. We know he was very inter-
ested in pacifism. Any information, oral history
submissions, location of papers or references most
welcome. Dr Yury Boshyk, yury@gel-net.com; or Dr
Cheryl Brook, cheryl.brook@port.ac.uk.

Russell Johnston, 1932-2008

Scottish Liberal politics was dominated for over
thirty years (1965—-95 and beyond) by two figures:
David Steel and Russell Johnston. Of the former,
much has been written; of the latter, surprisingly
little. 1 am therefore researching with a view to
writing a biography of Russell. If any readers can
help — with records, other written material or rem-
iniscences - please let me know, either by email or
post. Sir Graham Watson, sirgrahamwatson@gmail.
com; 9/3 Merchiston Park, Edinburgh EH10 4PW.

Liberal song and the Glee Club

Aiming to set out the history of Liberal song from
its origins to the days of the Liberal Revue and Lib-
erator Songbook. Looking to complete a song
archive, the history of the early, informal conference
Glee Clubs in the 1960s and 1970s, and all things
related. Gareth Epps; garethepps@gmail.com.

Anarchism and Liberalism 1880-1980

Some anarchists were successfully influential in
liberal networks, starting with many New Liberal
networks around the beginning of the 20th Cen-
tury. My thesis focuses on this earlier period but |
am interested in anarchist influences on liberalism
throughout the twentieth century. If any readers
can help with informing me of their own personal
experiences of anarchist ideas or works in liberal
networks or relevant historical information they
might have | would greatly appreciate it. Shaun Pitt;
shaunjpitt@gmail.com.
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Lloyd George, Herbert Samuel and Palestine: Background and Legacy

Liberal Democrat History Group evening meeting, 25 July 2024, with Dr Peter Shambrook

Report by Nicholas Alderton

he 7 October 2023 Hamas
Tattack on Israeli commu-

nities and military bases
resulted in the murder of nearly
1,200 people and kickstarted a
devastating war in the region.
The war has seen accusations of
genocide and other war crimes
levelled at both sides, with Israel
bearing the brunt of these accu-
sations due to its continued
subjugation of the Palestinian
people and its refusal to allow its
actions to be scrutinised by for-
eign press or the international
community. The current war is
the latest chapter in a deadly
conflict that has been flaring up
since the creation of Israel in 1948
and, following the 1967 Six-Day
War, the continued Israeli occu-
pation and expansion into for-
mer Arab Palestinian land.

However, the 1948 creation of
Israel did not start the conflict. In
fact, this all began at least thirty
years before, as a result of Brit-
ish diplomacy. More specifically,
the roots of the conflict(s) can

be seenin the decisions made
during the First World War and
those of the Liberal-led wartime
coalition government, which
was determined to win the war
by any means necessary. Accord-
ingly, the question posed to the

Liberal Democrat History Group's
guest speaker, Dr Peter Sham-
brook, at our meeting in July
2024 was: ‘Historically, to what
extent did the Liberal Party con-
tribute to the present nightmare
in the Middle East, and particu-
larly the Israel/Palestine conflict?’

Dr Shambrook gained his PhD

in Modern Middle Eastern His-
tory from the Faculty of Orien-
tal Studies, Cambridge. He has
held positions at the British-Arab
University Association, Durham
University and the Centre of
Lebanese Studies in Oxford. He
is now an independent scholar
and historical consultant to the
Balfour Project. His latest book is
Policy of Deceit: Britain and Pales-
tine, 1914-1939. The talk was ably
chaired by Layla Moran MP. Layla
is of Palestinian descent and still
has extended family members in
Gaza, many of whom have been
caught up in the conflict.

Shambrook began his talk with
what would turn out to be his
conclusion, namely that ‘the hun-
dred year war for the control of
Palestine — that we are still wit-
nessing — started in London, in

10 Downing Street and White-
hall, during the First World War.
Britain’s policies could only be

‘understood in the context of its
relations with other Great Powers
..."when.. ."trading” territories
and colonies, and dividing buffer
states into zones of influence was
normal Great Power diplomacy’.
When the war started in 1914,
there was no plan as to how the
Ottoman Empire’s Arabian terri-
tories would be dealt with after
its defeat. General Kitchener saw
arole for an Arabian Raj, styled
on England'’s relationship with
India, whilst others wanted the
areato be little more than an
adjunct to India. Asquith, Prime
Minister until 1916, was reluctant
to take more territory for the Brit-
ish Empire but, if other countries
were to stake a claim, then he did
not want to miss out.

This indecisiveness had begun to
change by early 1915, with Britain
promising the French that they
could have Palestine. In October
1915, Britain then agreed that
the Arabs, via Sharif Hussein of
Mecca, could have it as part of a
wider Arab state. In 1916, it was
then promised that the French,
via the Sykes-Picot Agreement,
could have arole in Palestine,
which would be governed under
an Anglo-French arrangement.
Then, in 1917, Britain promised
Palestine to the global Jewish

Journal of Liberal History 125 Winter 2024-25 35



Report: Lloyd George, Herbert Samuel and Palestine: Background and Legacy

community. Shambrook argued
that these promises were made
because of Britain’s desire to

win the war and appease her
allies. The 1915 promise to Sharif
Hussein, which was reneged on
when Britain made the promise
to the Jewish community in 1917,
would lay the foundations for the
Israel/Palestine conflict.

Sharif Hussein was promised

the land in exchange for lead-
ing a revolt against the Ottoman
Empire, which he duly beganiin
June 1916. After Lloyd George
took over as Prime Minister in
December 1916, the govern-
ment began to move away from
its previous stance and started
conversations with Chaim Weiz-
mann, the Russian-born leader
of the Zionist Organisation, and
other Zionists. These conver-
sations would ultimately lead

to the November 1917 Balfour
Declaration, a public statement
promising the establishment of
a‘national home for the Jewish
people’in Palestine. As Sham-
brook explained, the Declara-
tion may have been issued in the
name of Arthur Balfour, the British
Foreign Secretary, but it was the
result of many individuals includ-
ing the Herbert Samuel (Liberal
MP and leader of the Liberal Party
1931-35), Chaim Weizmann, Leo
D.Brandeis, Lord Milner, General
Jan Smuts, Leo Amery and Wil-
liam Ormsby-Gore - ‘in prove-
nance, the Declaration was a joint
Anglo-Zionist initiative’.

The next part of the talk focused
on the peace arrangements

after the war and Shambrook
went into some detail about
how the Great Powers divided
up the Ottoman territories. Brit-
ain’s administration of Palestine
began in 1918; it was officially
awarded Palestine, along with
Irag, in 1920. The choice of Pales-
tine’s Governor was a foregone
conclusion, as Lloyd George,
Weizmann and Sir Herbert Sam-
uel had met in December 1918,
at which the offer was made to
Samuel, a committed Zionist.
Samuel took over in 1920 and
ran Palestine as a ‘Crown colony
style administration — an inflexi-
ble dictatorship — and arbitrarily
passed hundreds of laws during
his five-year rule of Palestine’.

Shambrook explained, under
the Ottomans, Palestinians had
enjoyed a traditional style of gov-
ernment, with political parties,
taxes, newspapers, schools and
ajudiciary. These systems were
quickly eroded by Samuel’s rule.
While most of the Palestinian
land was owned by the Pales-
tinian Arabs, many of the new
laws that Samuel passed saw an
increasing dispossession of Arab
tenant farmers. Samuel’s prior-
ity was ‘to create the conditions,
political, legal and ... economic
necessary for the Zionists them-
selves to carry on their work’.
Furthermore, Samuel actively
encouraged the creation of the
Jewish state through increased
Jewish immigration, a language
act that made Hebrew an official
language and the recognition
of the Va'ad Leumi (the Jewish

National Council) as a represent-
ative Jewish body in Palestine. At
the same time, the British refused
to accept the legitimacy of an
Arab Executive that claimed to
represent the views of the major-
ity. Lloyd George and Balfour
informed Weizmann that ‘by the
Balfour Declaration they always
meant an eventual Jewish state’.
Even the British Mandate for

the administration of Palestine,
which was ratified by the League
of Nations on 22 July 1922, was
contradictory. It called for a Jew-
ish national home while instruct-
ing the ‘Mandatory Power,
Britain, to prepare Palestine for
self-government’.

Shambrook ended his talk by
examining how the actions of
the Liberal government, which
came to an end in 1922, shaped
British policy for the next cen-
tury. The Liberals’ (in particular,
Lloyd George’s and Samuel’s),
insistence on a Jewish home-
land ‘unambiguously painted all
future Conservative and Labour
governments into a corner’,
These policies led to the mass
immigration of Jewish people
into Palestine during the mid-
1930s, fleeing Nazi persecution,
and the Palestinian Arab revolt
that started in 1936 as a direct
consequence of this immigra-
tion and continued British rule.
Between 1936 and 1939, the revolt
was brutally supressed; it was
disturbing to hear that water-
boarding was being used 60
years before the Iraq invasion.
Shambrook described the 1948
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British withdrawal from Palestine
as akin to Pontius Pilate washing
his hands.

In conclusion, Shambrook was
damning of Britain’s historical
role. There had been no acknowl-
edgement, by successive gov-
ernments, of the role that Britain
had played in its ‘one-sided,
often deceitful Mandate poli-
cies, which led inevitably to the
destruction of Palestinian soci-
ety in 1948'. Since 1967, British
governments had been focused
on the special relationship with
the USA, arms sales, intelli-
gence-sharing and oil security.
At the date of the talk in July
2024, there had been very little
criticism of Israel. Shambrook
believed ultimately that there
would be meaningful negotia-
tions to end the conflict.

Responding to a question on
why Britain did not recognise

Reviews

the rights of the Arab Christians,
Shambrook argued that the Brit-
ish did not see Palestine as being
made up of one people but of
different sects and religions.
Layla Moran disagreed with the
British attitude, pointing out that
in Palestine, you are Palestinian
first and your religion is second-
ary. This is why the dismissal of
the Palestinian delegation was
so egregious — they were Pales-
tinians and did not differentiate
between themselves.

Moran was encouraged by the
fact that the 2024 Liberal Dem-
ocrat position on Palestine had
been carefully developed over
many years, had not split the
party and had not been watered
down in the election manifesto.
She was heartened by Foreign
Secretary David Lammy’s change
of tone, compared to the previ-
ous government.

A Prime Minister’s Love Affair

Robert Harris, Precipice (Hutchinson Heinemann, 2024)

Review by Alan Mumford

his journal would not usu-
TaIIy review a novel, but this

book is accompanied by
assertions about Venetia Stan-
ley which may be taken as fact

by some readers of the book and
accompanying interviews.

Robert Harris has received jus-
tified praise for his historical
novels on political person-
alities — Cicero, Dreyfus, the
Cromwellian regicides and an
anonymised version of Tony
Blair. Precipice is based primarily

Reviews

Shambrook’s talk was an eye-
opener and well worth listening
toin full. As both he and Moran
argued, history viewed in the
region is very different from the
history we are taught in Brit-
ain. Shambrook was adamant
that Britain needs to face up to
its historical role and its part

in the continued history of Pal-
estine and Israel. Like so many
aspects of British Imperialism,
an honest conversation needs
to happen.

DrNicholas Alderton is Deputy Editor
of the Journal of Liberal History and
a committee member of the Lloyd
George Society. His first book, Emlyn
Hooson and the Welsh Liberal Party
1962-79, will be published in 2025.

The recording of the meeting is avail-
able at https://liberalhistory.org.uk/
events/lloyd-george-herbert-samu-
el-and-palestine-background-and-
legacy/

on more than 600 letters H.H.
Asquith, Liberal Prime Minis-
ter 1908-16, wrote to Venetia
Stanley, a young woman of
the landed upper class. These
are supplemented by letters
she exchanged with Edwin
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Montagu, a protégé of Asquith,
who had placed him in the cab-
inet. His letters to her repeat his
desire to marry her. The factual
content includes material from
government files.

The letters from Venetia to
Asquith were probably destroyed
by Asquith, so Harris has created
his version of what she might
have written, together with oral
dialogue between them. He also
brings in a fictional police officer
toinvestigate the source of
screwed-up government papers
found in differs parts of London
(in fact, discarded by Asquith
while in his car with Venetia).
This provides a dramatic element
to the story: will Asquith as the
source be discovered, and will his
affair be revealed? An extramar-
ital affair would be scandalous;
for it to be with a woman thir-
ty-five years younger than him
would bring further opprobrium.
The policeman discovers the fic-
tional letters from Venetia, filling
inalarge hole in the account.

Asquith fell desperately in love
with Venetia in 1912, but the book
starts in June 1914. Asquith'’s
concern then was primarily with
home rule for Ireland, but this
quickly changed to the prospect
and actuality of war with Ger-
many. The number of his letters
to her increases as does his pres-
sure for meetings and the fervour
of his declarations of love. He also
reveals cabinet secrets through
letters and telegrams. The insou-
ciance with which he betrays
secrets to her is evident, but

Harris does not invent a revela-
tion of the material to Germany.

Asquith by 1914 was increasingly
desperate to maintain their rela-
tionship, as he began to suspect
that she was thinking about mar-
riage. He had no idea that this
would culminate in her finally
accepting a proposal from Edwin
Montagu, a rich Jew for whom
she had a physical distaste.
Harris includes the real letters
between Venetia and Montagu
which reveal her indecision and
his agony. Asquith received her
letter revealing their engage-
ment on 12 May 1914. Harris does
not quote his response on the
same day: ‘Most loved, as you
know well this breaks my heart.

| couldn’t bear to come and see
you. | can only pray God to bless
you —and help me.’ He quotes
instead an undated unpublished
longer letter essentially con-
veying the same feelings. The
subplot of Montagu'’s wish to
marry Venetia is well presented,
although the author does not
quote N. Levine, Politics Religion
and Love, as a source.

Is this a balanced and fair por-
trait of Asquith? No — it is a novel,
not a biography, with invented
dialogue and elements of intro-
spection (the latter, in fact, not
Asquith’s style). It is a narrative of
a relationship, with no substan-
tial explanation of it. Harris gives
his views on some of the real
history at the end of the book
which need to be examined,

and in some cases contradicted.
Reviewers and interviewers have

HARRIS

L

concentrated on the novel and
Harris’ assertions on the facts.
Neither Harris nor the Brocks (M
& E Brock (editors) H.H. Asquith
Letters to Venetia Stanley) suggest
that she gave advice on Ireland
or the Great War. In an inter-
view with the New Statesman (30
August 2024) Harris speculates
that if she had not announced
her engagement to Edwin Mon-
tagu, she would have advised
him against the formation of
the Coalition in 1915; but there is
no evidence on what her views
might have been, or how impor-
tant to him that advice might
have been.

In terms of influencing high pol-
itics, this is nonsense. Venetia’s
involvement mostly consisted of
reading and listening to Asquith’s
accounts of decisions, with occa-
sional specifics such as advising
him to arrange for a minister to
meet Redmond, the Irish leader.
She advised on a new Chief Whip,
but his secretary, ‘Bongie’, and
daughter Violet agreed with her
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- which was the more influential?
Neither reviewers nor interview-
ers have challenged Harris" asser-
tion about her influences.

Harris claims in ‘acknowledge-
ments’ to have used material
from Asquith’s unpublished let-
ters. | was excited by the pos-
sibilities implied. There are of
course no footnotes to identify
the material, nor does he always
give dates, so | compared all his
entries with the Brocks’ version.

I have found eleven - none of
any personal or political signif-
icance. | found sixteen similarly
unimportant by S. Buczakiin

My Darling Mr Asquith (2016).

One possible exception is an
unpublished paragraph from an
undated letter in which Asquith
wites ‘I am on the eve of the most
astounding and world-shaking
decisions - such as | wd never
have taken without your counsel
and consent’. Without a date is
itimpossible to be sure this was
written during Coalition negotia-
tions. This is consonant with fre-
quent references by Asquith to
her helpful advice. The question
is how influential that advice was,
as distinct from his wish to make
her advice sound important.

In an interview in The Sunday
Times (25 August 2024) Harris
claims that Asquith was incapa-
ble of taking many major deci-
sions without involving Venetia.
In his historical note Harris
describes her as ‘one of the most
consequential influential women
in British political history’, a risi-
ble claim not supported by any

evidence. On the question of
whether Asquith was seriously
affected in discussions over Coa-
lition government | am on Harris’
side in believing that Venetia’s
decision to marry Montagu did
have an impact on Asquith’s
decision-making at that time. His
mind had previously been sig-
nificantly occupied by his love
for her and this came as a total
surprise. As he told his new con-
fidante, Sylvia Henley (Venetia's
sister), Venetia and Montagu
were devoted to him so ‘it is the
irony of fortune that they should
combine to deal a deathblow to
me”. So far from being the help-
ful distraction that some have
argued, Venetia gave pain as well
as pleasure. In the novel Har-

ris encourages the canard that
Asquith frequently wrote to her
during cabinet meetings. In fact,
there were only four such letters.

Historians and biographers, from
Roy Jenkins, in his unsurpassed
biography Asquith (he thought it
‘an epistolary romance’) to Judge
Oliver Popplewell, who believes
sexual activity took place, have
debated whether the affair
involved full sexual congress.
Harris writes that ‘it strains cred-
ibility ... that the affair was not
atleastin some sense physical’.
In the novel he inserts a descrip-
tion of alternative sexual activity,
including frottage, with sugges-
tive phrases: ‘she adjusted her
dress’, ‘the curtains were closed’,
‘he laid his coat on the ground’ to
support his case — but this is not
evidence.

Reviews

Harris does not comment on
whether such a relationship

was unusual for Prime Minis-
ters. Asquith will have known

of three previous men who had
sexual affairs, some as Prime
Minister — Melbourne, Welling-
ton and Palmerston. At this time,
he probably did not know about
Lloyd George and Frances Steve-
son, who celebrated their ‘mar-
riage’ in 1913 when Lloyd George
was 51and Frances 26. (Nor have
later Prime Ministers always
adhered to marriage vows — Har-
old Wilson, John Major and Boris
Johnson.) Asquith did not reveal
any worries about this relation-
ship being revealed, even after
the discovery of the material he
had thrown away while with her
in the car.

There is no comment on the
moral turpitude involved in
Asquith'’s betrayal of his wife
Margot. Reviewers have com-
mented on the thirty-five-year
gap between Asquith and Vene-
tia, rather than on the wider
issue of a Prime Minister with a
love affair. Neither in the novel
nor in real life did he or Ventia
express any doubts about the
morality. Asquith was positively
opposed to introspection. Read-
ers may feel some sympathy
towards this besotted and dis-
trait man (also directing a war),
but this will be diminished by
reading the pitiful letter from
Margot, published by the Brocks,
‘| fear she has entirely ousted
me in your affections’. She is cer-
tainly ousted in the novel, since
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there is very little of significance
reported, an omission which
reduces the impact of the novel.
Venetia's escape from an increas-
ingly needy man is similarly not
preceded in her fictional letters

by any doubts about the moral-
ity of her friendship, with or
without any sexual activity.

This reviewer’s conclusion - read
the novel and ignore the history.

Alan Mumford is the author of several
articlesin the Journal of Liberal His-
tory, including ‘Asquith: Friendship,
Love and Betrayal’ and ‘Five Liberal
Women'and a review of S. Buzacki,
My Darling Mr Asquith.
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Biography of an extraordinary woman
Jane Robinson, Trailblazer: Barbara Leigh Smith Bodichon, the first feminist to change our world

(Doubleday, 2024)
Review by Sarah Richardson

arbara Leigh Smith Bodi-
B chon had an impeccable

political pedigree. She was
the granddaughter of the abo-
litionist MP and member of the
Clapham Sect, William Smith.
Her father, Benjamin, followed
William into Parliament and rep-
resented the same two constit-
uencies: Sudbury and Norwich.
Both were Unitarians, active in
leading Dissenting circles, pro-
moting the radical causes of the
day. In her new biography of Bar-
bara, Jane Robinson sketches out
her illustrious connections in the
form of a sunflower, with Bar-
bara at the centre, radiating links
with significant political, literary
and cultural contemporaries. Her
cousin was Florence Nightingale,
she was friends with Dante and
Christina Rosetti, George Eliot,
Bessie Rayner Parkes and Emily
Davies (to name but a few).

Benjamin Leigh Smith was a
wealthy businessman, making
his fortune in the distillery trade.
He had even bailed out his father

who had been on the brink

of bankruptcy. When Barbara
reached the age of 21, Benjamin
gave her a portfolio of shares
which yielded around £250-350
per year, making her an inde-
pendently wealthy woman, free
to pursue her own philanthropic
and political projects. Although
she married in 1857, her relation-
ship with her eccentric husband,
Eugéne Bodichon, was uncon-
ventional. They often lived sepa-
rately, even in different countries,
and she continued to pursue her
own separate projects.

Yet, in spite of this seemingly gilded
life, Barbara was tainted by the
stigma of illegitimacy. Her father
embarked on a relationship with
her mother, Anne Longden of Alfre-
ton in Derbyshire. She bore him five
children before her untimely death
atthe age of 32, but the couple were
never married, meaning that Bar-
bara and her siblings were shunned
by many in the family (includ-

ing Florence Nightingale and her
mother Fanny) and in society.

Robinson’s lively prose teases out
the paradoxes of Barbara’s life
breathlessly. The book is metic-
ulously researched, using pri-
vate and public archives in the
UK and abroad. However, histo-
rians may hesitate at her use of
herimagination when factual
sources are scarce. In her dis-
cussion of Ben and Anne’s rela-
tionship for example, Robinson
rejects the view of historians that
he was acting in concordance
with his radical ideology, which
eschewed the inequalities in
marriage. Instead, she alludes to
her favourite Shakespeare play,
The Taming of the Shrew, imag-
ining a different ending where
Kate stands up to Petruchio

who falls in love with her feisti-
ness. Thus, she envisages Anne
as a high-spirited woman who
refused to marry Ben, rather than
the other way around.

Later, Robinson acknowledges
that she ‘can’t avoid specula-
tion. And | can't resist anecdote,
rumour and trivia: they all play
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their part in reimagining the
past’ (p.272). She then departs
from a scholarly narrative and
paraphrases from a random
selection of sources a list of Bar-
bara’s thoughts. This creates
unevenness and appears to be
unnecessary when thereis such a
wealth of source material.

Robinson is also given to hyper-
bole. The frontispiece states: ‘You
may not know the name Barbara
Leigh Smith Bodichon. It has qui-
etly been erased from history.’
This is not true. The author, her-
self, cites a wide range of sec-
ondary sources which include
multiple biographies of Barbara.
Readers taking a brief glance at
studies of nineteenth-century
feminism, women'’s suffrage or
higher education will not fail to
find Barbara’s name prominent
in discussions of female political
activists. She played a significant
partin, and financed, some of
the key feminist projects of the
nineteenth century including
the right of married women to
retain their property, widening
the scope of women'’s employ-
ment, suffrage and education.
But was she the first feminist to
change our world as stated in the
sub-title? As the biography itself
notes, she was part of a network
of significant women activists
and her contribution should be
viewed alongside the work of
others. Public recognition of her
role was more muted though, in
part because of her radicalism
but also because of her uncon-
ventional background.

Like many female politicians of
the period, Barbara primarily
used her pen to influence opin-
ion. She published key pam-
phlets on the laws pertaining
to women, women and work,
and reasons for and against
female enfranchisement. How-
ever, she was also instrumental
in co-founding the Langham
Place circle, the pre-eminent
group of talented women cam-
paigners, artists, writers and
intellectuals in the mid nine-
teenth century. The group was
established because of the
friendship between Barbara
Smith Bodichon and Bessie Ray-
ner Parkes and encompassed
many of the leading women's
rights campaigners of the day
including Matilda Hays, Jessie
Boucherett, Adelaide Procter
and Emily Davies. The activi-
ties of the circle and their pub-
lication the English Woman’s
Journal provided a platform for
the advancement of feminist
projects including the suffrage,
the reform of married women's
property rights, education and
increased employment oppor-
tunities for women. Again,
Robinson resorts to a fictional
account of what it must have
been like working at the office
of the English Women’s Journal
rather than drawing upon the
extant sources and rich archives
of the women who worked
there. This does distinguish her
account from the many books
and articles which explore this
important organisation, but it is
not always convincing.
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In May 1866, Barbara was the
inspiration for the launch the first
mass women's suffrage petition
which proved pivotal in creating
national movements campaign-
ing for women to gain the vote.
Barbara spoke on women'’s suf-
frage at an early meeting of the
Kensington Society, which met
to converse, debate and critique
important contemporary issues.
Her talk led to the decision to
petition parliament to include a
measure of female enfranchise-
ment within any reform of the
electoral system. Barbarahad a
strong track record in well-posi-
tioned petitioning to further femi-
nist causes. In 1856 she, along with
Bessie Rayner Parkes, had coor-
dinated a petition to reform the
laws on married women'’s prop-
erty rights with over 3,000 signa-
tories, among them high-profile
women such as Jane Carlyle,
Elizabeth Gaskell, Elizabeth Bar-
rett Browning and Harriet Mar-
tineau. The petition was drafted
by Helen Taylor, stepdaughter
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of John Stuart Mill, and its word-
ing was honed by Barbara, Jessie
Boucherett and Emily Davies. Mill,
MP for Westminster, had agreed
to present the petition to parlia-
ment if there were over one hun-
dred women signatories, in the
event, there were 1,521, achieved
in a matter of weeks. The petition
was presented to the Commons
by Millin front of a packed Ladies’
Gallery. However, as Robinson
notes, Barbara was absent, per-
haps because of her illegitimacy.
Itis her absences, as well as her
commanding contributions which
form a key motif to the biography.

Her name was also missing from
the executive committee formed
to establish the first college

for women at the University of
Cambridge, although she was
the major donor and an equal
driving force along with Emily
Davies. Barbara ultimately suc-
ceeded in her desire to locate the
college from distant Hitchin to
Girton on the outskirts of Cam-
bridge. She donated paintings
and furnishings and also left the
college £10,000 in her will, which

safeguarded its future. Barba-
ra’s influence on future feminists
thankful for her activism and
achievements led to Irene Baker
and Lesley Abdela repairing her
grave in Brightling in 2007 and
Girton College recognising her
key founding role, along with
Emily Davies, with a blue plaque,
unveiled by Baroness Hale in
2019. Barbara’s important legacy
is not directly addressed in the
biography perhaps because it
runs counter to the view that she
has been erased from history.

The book s lavishly illustrated
with colour plates and black and
white sketches demonstrating
Barbara’s skill as a professional
artist as well as depicting aspects
of her life, family and friendship
circle. Many have come from

the private archive of Barbara’s
descendants and provide power-
ful visual insights into, especially,
her personal life. They also serve
as areminder thatin her art, as
with other aspects of her life, Bar-
bara was a campaigner and activ-
ist. She helped to establish the
Society for Female Artists and

petitioned the Royal Academy
to admit women students. Rob-
inson notes that her bequest of
her watercolours to the Tate was
refused, which means that much
of her work is now lost.

Trailblazer is a highly readable
commemoration of an extraor-
dinary woman. It focuses most
attention on Barbara’s per-
sonal unconventional connec-
tions: with her father, her aunts,
her eccentric husband, and

her friends and protégés. This
means that coverage of some of
her feminist projects are com-
pressed. However, the biography
does much to remind us of the
eclectic, colourful and pioneer-
ing lives of many female Vic-
torian campaigners which run
counter to dominant views of
strait-laced, retiring, pious indi-
viduals. It is important that the
contributions of women like Bar-
bara Leigh Smith Bodichon are
celebrated and remembered.

Sarah Richardson is Professor of Mod-
ern British History at the University of
Glasgow.
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Fifty election campaigns

lain Dale (ed.), British General Election Campaigns 1830—2019 (Biteback, 2024)

Review by Mark Pack

ain Dale has carved out an

impressive niche as the driv-

ing force behind a series of
multi-authored compilations of
political history (and alternative

political histories too, exploring
topics such as what if Jeremy Cor-
byn had become Prime Minister).
His latest, British General Election
Campaigns 18302019, continues

his tradition of putting together
highly impressive author lists for
very readable volumes.

The fifty general elections in
this volume are covered by 49
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THE 50 GENERAL ELECTION CAMPAIGNS
THAT SHAPED OUR MODERN POLITICS

IAIN DALE

names, including many big-name
academic stars such as Vernon
Bogdanor and John Curtice,
high-profile political journalists
such as Sue Cameron and Adam
Boulton, experts in the details of
elections such as Peter Kellner and
Kathryn Rix, some frontline poli-
ticians, such as Robert Buckland
and David Laws (who gets to do
both 1910 elections), and a clutch
of others | know who | now worry
will be offended for not being
called out in the earlier part of this
sentence [Editor - including me!!
on the 1906 election].

That cast list demonstrates both
the book’s strength and the
restrictions of the format. Each
individual chapter stands well
on its own. They do each tend to
reflect their author’s own exper-
tise and, in the case of those
politically active, their political
backgrounds. That can make for
a somewhat inconsistent read, as
different chapters have differing
takes on the same people and

events that span more than one
election. It also means there is
some duplication, with the Tam-
worth Manifesto making more
than one appearance, for exam-
ple, even though it was the man-
ifesto for just the one election.
Yet it also means that for such
controversial figures as Benjamin
Disraeli the reader gets both the
hagiography and the criticism,
making for a more informative
overall read.

Each chapter stands well on its
own, making it a good book

for dipping in and out of. Each
author, understandably, tends
to like ending their chapter with
an assessment of how impor-
tant their own election was, with
as a result the book taking you
through an impressively long list
of electoral firsts. Some espe-
cially stand out, with Robert
Saunders making a particularly
good case for the 1886 election
being at least as important as
those of 1945 or 1979 in reshaping
British politics for the long term.

Each chapter gives a good basic
grounding in knowing what
happened in the run-up to and
during each general election.
Analytical controversies, such as
the impact of the Sheffield rally
speech in the 1992 general elec-
tion, are often treated briefly, so
the interested reader will often
be prompted to turn elsewhere
for more information. That is
though, in my book, a sign of
agood introductory reference
guide as this book aims to be.
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Although the book has an enjoy-
able preface by lain Dale him-

self, reflecting in part on his own
attempts to win an election, it
does not have a scene-setter to
tell the newer reader just how
different many elements of elec-
tions were in 1832 — the big role of
uncontested seats, for example, or
the different electoral dynamics of
multi member first-past-the-post
constituencies, or public voting
over multiple days or the absence
of financial controls. It is therefore
a bit of a bumpy and inconsistent
ride in the early chapters to learn
about just how different elections
were back then.

The unwary reader may therefore
also be taken in by the appar-
ent surgical precision of the vot-
ing and MP statistics given for
early general elections, giving
figures to one decimal place as

if counting up how many votes
each party secured is a matter of
simple maths rather than a com-
plex set of judgements requir-
ing decisions over which party
to allocate candidates to, how to
cater for uncontested seats, what
to do with under-voting in mul-
ti-member seats or the simplest
but most annoying of problems
for the electoral researcher —
how many basic numbers vary
between different sources. And
thatis without getting into the
special issues with trying to cal-
culate turnout figures ...

As that approach to electoral
statistics reflects, thisis nota
book to turn to for revealing
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new details or unorthodox view-
points. Such questionable facts
as whether Palmerston ever did
really say the famous line about
the Schleswig-Holstein question
(the earliest sources crediting it
to him came after his death) are
presented as if definitely true.
But this is the conventional wis-
dom of such political history
being presented, so it would be
unduly harsh to call it wrong.
Rather, it is just that the truth, on

both electoral numbers and that
quote, is less certain than most
readers will think from the book.

However, the book is nicely
rounded off by a concluding
chapter on how campaigning has
changed in recent general elec-
tions, providing a handy sum-
mary of the changing realities
and political science theories and
showing the continued impor-
tance of some - though only

some - of the traditional election
campaign techniques that would
have been familiar to those
standing in the very first election
in this volume.

Dr Mark Pack is President of the Liberal
Democrats, and has worked or volun-
teered for the party in various roles at
each general election since 1992.

For a reader offer for British General
Elections 18302019, see page 2 of
this Journal.
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Forgotten Scot

Lachlan Munro, R. B. Cunninghame Graham and Scotland: Party, Prose and Political Aesthetic
(Edinburgh University Press, 2022)

Review by lan Cawood

n 1927, at the height of his

fame, an article in the Sun-

day Post noted that ‘there
are few men nowadays so well
known as Mr R. B. Cunninghame
Graham’, yet on the anniversary
of his birth in 1952, the Scottish
poet and songwriter Hamish
Henderson asked, ‘Who remem-
bers Cunninghame Graham?’
Lachlan Munro’s new biograph-
ical study, the tenth written (so
far), attempts to explain why the
man, known variously as ‘Don
Roberto’, ‘King Robert IV’ (he
claimed descent from Robert Il)
and ‘the modern Don Quixote’,
was so famous in his age, draw-
ing on a political and profes-
sional life of dizzying activity, but
who seems to have been forgot-
ten within a decade of his death

in 1936. He attributes Cunning-
hame Graham's current obscurity
to the contradictory nature of

his various careers — a romantic
adventurer who was also a fire-
brand socialist (he was jailed for
his involvement in the Trafalgar
Square riot in 1887), a committed
internationalist who co-founded
the Scottish National Party.

Munro’s study is divided into
three parts: his first careeras a
radical Liberal under the Con-
servative minority government
of Lord Salisbury; the literary
career that he forged after fail-
ing to be re-elected in 1892;
and finally, the impact of the
First World War on his subse-
quent campaign for Scottish
home rule. Within this structure,

certain themes are brought out
- Cunninghame Graham'’s atti-
tude towards the working class,
towards the British empire (then
atits peak of popularity in Brit-
ain), and towards Scotland as it
entered the twentieth century.
Sadly, the result is sometimes
highly frustrating. Many of the
chapters are less than ten pages
in length and feature digressions
into the literary and political con-
text of the age, rather than focus-
ing on Cunninghame Graham's
significance. For example, there
are two chapters each in parts
one and two on ‘Empire’ and
‘Colonialism’, when it would have
been far more advisable to have
one single substantial chapter.
Part three does have a chapter
on ‘Empire and Colonialism’, but
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it is barely over four pages long.
The result is a highly disjointed
and often distracted study of
Cunninghame Graham'’s polit-
ical outlook, which renders his
unique journey from aristocracy,
through Marxism, to nationalism
as puzzling to us as it was to his
contemporaries.

Munro’s study does succeed in
his analysis of the genesis of Cun-
ninghame Graham'’s Scottish
Nationalism where, thankfully,
the chapters are long enough

to enable context, analysis and
explanation of a greater depth
than he manages elsewhere.
Here, Munro explains that many
of the Scottish Labour politicians
were increasingly frustrated by
their own leadership and the
sidelining of Scottish issues in
the years after the First World
War and that this was the cause
of the rise of Scottish nationalism
- not a nostalgic, blood-and-soil
romanticism, which is how it is
usually described in the post-war

years. This explanation of Scot-
tish nationalism as a product of
the frustration of left-wing pol-
iticians with the centrism of the
Westminster system was mir-
rored, of course, in the rise of
the SNP in Scotland after 2005,
whose politics offered a locally
focused, more communitarian
approach than the technocracy
of New Labour, with considera-
ble political success (at least until
2024).

Munro makes a valiant effort

to justify Cunninghame Gra-
ham as a heroic figure, worthy
of reappraisal, through an anal-
ysis of Cunninghame Graham's
vast literary outpouring (he
produced nearly forty books of
stories, essays, sketches, trave-
logues, biographies and history),
but, having read John Walker's
1982 edited collection of Cun-
ninghame Graham'’s Scottish
sketches, | felt that Munro was
excessively cherry-picking his
evidence to suit his argument.
Most of Cunninghame Graham'’s
Scottish writings are elegiac,
melancholic and evocative of
place and the national character,
but they are hardly ever politi-
cal or polemical. Most typical is
the story of a consumptive Scot,
travelling back to Dumfriesshire,
who dies on the platform, ‘Beat-
tock for Moffat’, three miles from
home. Full of longing for home,
full of pathos and very maudlin, it
reproduces the Scots dialect with
great skill, but reveals nothing
about the author’s ideology.
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Munro would have been much
better advised to have spent
longer on Cunninghame Gra-
ham'’s political writings and
especially on his relations with
Ramsay MacDonald, James Max-
ton and Tom Johnston, all of
whom shared Cunninghame Gra-
ham’s approach of combining
socialism with Scottish national-
ism, even though, as members

of the Labour Party, they were
barred from membership of the
National Party of Scotland (NPS)
when it was formed in 1928. This
was especially needed in the case
of Johnston, whose role as editor
of the Independent Labour Party
journal, Forward, and whose
later role in the Scottish Socialist
Party helped to bring nationalists
and socialists together in Scot-
land in the 1930s while NPS failed
even to come second in any of
the parliamentary election they
contested.

Ultimately, despite his best
efforts, Munro's study fails to
shift the lingering impression

of Cunninghame Graham as an
aristocratic flaneur, flirting with
radical ideas, including women'’s
suffrage, abolition of the House
of Lords, land nationalisation
and animal rights but never com-
mitting himself for long. Munro
admits to this when he describes
Cunninghame Graham as a ‘dil-
ettante’ and ‘politically promis-
cuous’. His half-hearted attempt
to be elected for West Stirling-
shire in 1918 as a Liberal (without
a coupon) and in opposition to
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Johnston (standing for Labour),
which resulted in Cunninghame
Graham coming a poor third,
certainly does seem to be the act
of man who lacked conviction.
His failure to speak out after the
riot in George Square in Glas-
gow in January 1919 appears

to confirm this impression. He
appeared to fall into Scottish
nationalist politics, prompted by
others who saw him as a useful
figurehead, at a time when most
of his family were dead and he

was in his seventies. Although
Cunninghame Graham was the
first president of the NPS, he only
attended two executive meet-
ings in six years and only played
a peripheral role when the NPS
amalgamated with the right-
wing Scotland’s Party to form the
Scottish National Party in April
1934. Cunninghame Graham ulti-
mately emerges in Munro’s book
as a flamboyant, but marginal
figure in political history, whose
time in both the socialist and

Scottish home rule movements
produced little electoral success
but who was, almost accidently,
present at the birth of the Scot-
tish Labour and Scottish National
Parties, both of which other, less
amateur figures would develop
to greater significance.

Drlan Cawood is Associate Professor
in British Political & Religious History
atthe University of Stirling. He is the
author of The Liberal Unionist Party: A
History (I B Tauris, 2012).

0 000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000

Churchill at the Home Office

Duncan Marlor, Churchill the Liberal Reformer: The struggle for a modern Home Office (Pen &

Sword History, 2024)
Review by lain Sharpe

inston Churchill may
have started and fin-
ished his political life

as a Conservative but his near
two decades in Liberal ranks
after his defection over free
trade in 1904, mark a significant
part of his career, including his
first experience of ministerial
office and his rapid rise to be
appointed to the cabinet at the
age of just 33. His reputation as
a Liberal reformer rather than a
mere opportunist rests primar-
ily on his period as a minister
covering domestic portfolios,
as president of the Board of
Trade (1908-10) and home sec-
retary (1910-11) when he played
a partin creating the founda-
tions of the welfare state and

was responsible for substantial
prison reform.

Itis on this latter period that
Duncan Marlor focuses in this
volume, and he has provided a
very readable book, whose thirty
chapters are essentially short
essays on aspects of Churchill’s
tenure of the Home Office, each
covering a different theme or
episode and loosely organised

in chronological order. It makes
some use of archival material,
but is mainly based on secondary
and published primary sources.
Therefore, it does not break
much new ground, but provides
an interesting summary of a
period in Churchill’s career that,
while hardly ignored by his many

biographers, should be better
known.

Marlor makes a strong case for
Churchill as a humanitarian
prison reformer, his concern for
the wellbeing of prisoners per-
haps stemming from his own
experience as a prisoner of war
in South Africa just a few years
earlier. Among the changes he
effected were reducing the use
of solitary confinement, ensur-
ing that entertainment such as
lectures and concerts were pro-
vided in prisons, creating a dis-
tinction between criminal and
political prisoners, ending auto-
matic sentences for non-pay-
ment of fines, reducing the use
of prisons for young people and
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the use of the birch in reform
schools. He also drafted and
proposed a wider scheme for
consistent sentencing and treat-
ment of prisoners based on
offences committed, although
this was not implemented.

Churchill was admittedly build-
ing on the record of his pre-
decessor Herbert Gladstone,
who had also implemented
significant penal reform meas-
ures. Indeed Gladstone, from
exile as governor general of
South Africa, remonstrated with
Churchill for claiming credit for
measures that had already been
in the pipeline when he arrived
at the Home Office. Yet Church-
ill brought a sense of verve and
energy to the role that Glad-
stone, a poor parliamentary per-
former, had entirely lacked. He
also brought his own ideas to
the role and was typically una-
fraid to challenge the institu-
tional wisdom and the views of
his senior officials.

Marlor devotes much space to
Churchill’s approach to consid-
erating appeals for commuta-
tion of death sentences. He was
not afraid to offer reprieves,
even where this went against
his officials’ advice. His priorities
for displays of leniency might
not align with progressive senti-
ments of today: for example, he
was inclined to commute sen-
tences of men who had killed
their wives or lovers in fits of
sudden anger, on the basis that
their actions were not premed-
itated. By contrast, he was ada-
mant in refusing clemency for
the notorious Dr Crippen. But it
was this aspect of the role that
led him to say in later years that
‘There is no post that | was more
glad to leave.

The author defends Churchill’s
reputation on some of the more
controversial elements of his
career. For example, at the noto-
rious 1910 incident at Tonypandy,
Churchill did not, contrary to leg-
end, deploy troops against strik-
ing miners, but rather resisted
pressure to do so, facing criti-
cism in the Conservative press
as a result. His well-known and
much-misrepresented enthu-
siasm for eugenics is put in
context — not, as is sometimes
claimed, support for compul-
sory sterilisation of the so-called
‘feeble-minded’ but rather as a
way of offering them freedom in
exchange for voluntary sterilisa-
tion. Even this, to modern sensi-
bilities, may seem bad enough,
of course.

Reviews

While the book offers a lively
and vivid account of key aspects
of Churchill’s tenure of the
Home Office, its title suggests a
clear thesis of this period as one
of transformation of the depart-
ment, and | fear it does not quite
live up to this. While the case for
Churchill as a penal reformer is
well made, there is no real sense
of him struggling for a ‘modern
Home Office’ and implement-
ing structural reform. Indeed,
the author highlights occasions
where Churchill was every inch
the enforcer of public order,
whether at the famous Siege of
Sidney Street or in ensuring that
food supplies were delivered
during the 1911 railway strike.

| am sceptical too of Marlor’s
contention that Churchill insti-
tuted a Liberal outlook in the
Home Office that lasted until
the 1990s. One need only con-
sider the record of, say, Sir Wil-
liam Joynson-Hicks in the 19205
or Sir David Maxwell Fyfe in the
19505 to doubt whether this is
quite so.

Despite such grumbles, however,
the book provides a readable
account of an important episode
in Churchill's long career and will
be enjoyed by anyone with an
interest in Churchill’s time as a
Liberal.

Dr lain Sharpe studied history at
Leicester and London Universities,
completing a doctoral thesis on the
Liberal Party in the Edwardian erain
2011. He was a Liberal Democrat coun-
cillor in Watford from 1991 to 2021.
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A Liberal Democrat History Group evening meeting

The outcome of the general election on 4 July 2024 was extraordinary. Compared to the
2019 election, the Liberal Democrats’ share of the vote rose by less than 1 per cent, to
12.2 per cent, but the number of MPs jumped from 11 (plus 4 by-election gains) to 72, the
highest number since 1923.

Highly effective targeting of campaigning resources and a narrowly focused message,
combined with an unprecedented collapse in the Conservative vote and a high degree of
tactical voting by anti-Tory voters meant that, for the first time ever, the first-past-the-post
electoral system did not seriously disadvantage the party.

Discuss the Liberal Democrat campaign and what the result means for the party with
Professor Paula Surridge (Bristol University) and Dave McCobb (Director of Field
Campaigns, Liberal Democrats). Chair: Lord Wallace of Saltaire.

6.30pm, Monday 27 January, following the AGM of the History Group at 6.0opm.
David Lloyd George Room, National Liberal Club, London SW1A 2HE.

Those unable to attend in person will be able to view the meeting via Zoom. Please register for
online access via the History Group website (https.//liberalhistory.org.uk/events/). For those
attending in person, there is no need to register.

A Liberal Democrat History Group fringe meeting

Discuss the economic ideas of Keynes, the clash with the party’s free trade and sound
money orthodoxy and the extent to which the views of Lloyd George and the Liberals
changed ahead of the 1929 election. What are the lessons for today?

Speakers: Professor Peter Sloman (Cambridge University, author of The Liberal Party and
the Economy, 1929-1964) and Rev. Peter Walker (John Maynard Keynes specialist).

8.0o0pm, Friday 21 March

Meeting Room 2, Harrogate Convention Centre.

This is a fringe meeting at the Liberal Democrats’ spring conference. You must be registered for
the conference to attend the meeting.



