Roy Jenkins

Marc Collinson examines Roy Jenkins’ record in reforming and liberalising British

racerelations legislation.

Roy Jenkins’ ‘liberal

hour|(s]’

Ministerial power, the ‘Liberal tradition’, and the
redefinition of British race relationslegislation

Race Relationsreport ‘Colour, Citizenship

and British Society’, social scientist Nich-
olas Deakin described the passing of 1960s
racerelationslegislationasa ‘liberal hour’. A
phrase borrowed from US politician Adlai Ste-
venson, itreferred to amoment where peo-
ple of all shades of opinion would accept the
‘necessity of amovementin policy onasocial
problemissue’inaliberal direction.* Under-
standing therole of Roy Jenkinsashome
secretaryinthe mid-1960sand mid-1970s
provides a case study of how a ‘liberal reform
programme could still be implemented when
there waslittle electoral chance of a Liberal
government. Thisisnotanovel argument,
and Jenkins has notbeen withoutadvocates.
Jeremy Nuttall hasrecently described himas
the ‘mainforce ... behind theliberalization
of the country’s moral code.”? How Jenkins
used the political power of his office to be this
‘main force’was, in many ways, central to this
history. However, in most examples of these
socialreforms, including the decriminalisa-
tion of abortion or homosexuality, hisactions
facilitated thereforms of others, rather than
being a directintervention. To better under-
stand Jenkins’s commitment to liberalisation,
an evaluation of a policy area that he actually
impacted, likeracerelations, isnecessary.

I N AN ACCESSIBLE write up of the Institute of

This allows greater consideration of what Jen-
kinssought to achieve and how.
Inalaterreflection, former Social Dem-
ocratic Party member and later Labour cabi-
netminister Andrew Adonis hasreconsidered
the Jenkins home secretaryship as that of
anarchetypal ‘transformational minister’
—one who made reform happen.3 However,
while useful, this framework is perhaps more
suited to advancing an overarching agenda,
rather than specific changes to a defined pol-
icy area, such asracerelations. Within this
more focused area, more effectiveis political
scientist Archie Brown’s category of the ‘rede-
fining’ politician that seeks ‘to move the cen-
tre [of politics] in their direction ... [aiming] to
alter people’s thinking of what is feasible and
desirable’.# Such politicians do thisby artic-
ulating their vision through speeches and
mobilising political supportin party and par-
liament. However, as Jenkins’s second term
atthe Home Office demonstrated, asissues
became more technical and policymaking
infrastructure was more developed, a ‘rede-
fining politician’ needed specialist advisors
inamore formalised role that was possible
inthe 1960s. An effective background team
helped make theredefinition a reality, asthe
politician used what the historian Robert
Caro defined, in his biography of the great (if
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Roy Jenkins, Baron Jenkins of Hillhead (1920-2003) in 1963 (© National Portrait Gallery, London)

imperfect) liberal President Lyndon Johnson,
as ‘political power’.

Caro arguesthat, inademocracy, polit-
ical power allows elected politicians to affect
thelives of millions of their fellow citizens.®In
theright context, a politician with sufficient
political power can be crucial inredefining the
policy, asopposed to justadvocating princi-
ples.”In the narrower field of race relations,
itremains possible to evaluate Jenkins’s own
initiative and directimpact.® He was arguably
one of what he later defined as the ‘consider-
ableliberalinfluencesin ... Labour’ during this
period when the Liberal Party lacked direct
politicalinfluence? This article differs from
previousinterpretations, as it focuses spe-
cifically onJenkins’s attempts to modernise
Britain’sracerelations apparatus, contextu-
alised within the wider creation of a ‘civilised’
or ‘permissive’ (depending on the writer’s

political views) society. Where previous home
secretaries had donelittle to alleviate the racial
discrimination that had permeated some sec-
tions of British society, heacted asaleading
ministerial champion of post-war integration.
Through examining these events, itis possi-
ble to trace the influence of what Jenkinslater
described asthe ‘Liberal Tradition’ on his pol-
itics, many years before he broke away from
Labour Party.*°

Liberal attitudes? Labour politicians
and post-war migration

From thelate 1950s, large-scale migration
impacted on British society, particularly in
urban areas affected by ongoing deindustrial-
isation. However, despite various concernsat
thelocallevel, atthe nationallevel, the Labour
Party supported the principle of equality and,
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in1958, itsruling National Executive Commit-
tee (NEC) published a statement against racial
discrimination thatwas supported by the par-
ty’s conference.** Within the party, Roy Jenkins
wasnotthefirst parliamentarian to champion
the cause. By 1962, left-wing IMP Fenner Brock-
way'’s eighth attempt to introduce a private
members bill (a piece of legislation promoted by
abackbench MP after winning a ballot of col-
leagues) thatwould banracial discrimination
wasagain unsuccessful.*?Until 1961, champi-
oningracial equality had been the preserve of
Labour’sintellectual, anti-imperialist left wing,
notthe partyleadership.

Only after party leader Hugh Gaitskell
took astronganti-discrimination stancein
parliamentary debates over what became the
Macmillan government’s Commonwealth
Immigration Act of 1962, did things change.
Thislegislation, which sought tolimitentry
of migrants from Britain’s former colonies,
encouraged the partyleadership to demon-
strate their commitment to the ethos of its 1958
statement. However, new Labour leader Har-
old Wilsonthen announced atan anti-apart-
heidrally on 17 March 1963 in Trafalgar Square
that, ‘When we have a Labour majority, we will
enactitasagovernment measure’.** Thiswas
animportantandsignificant change, buthow
itwould beimplemented if and when Labour
returned to office was dependent on a success-
ful election victory and a stable political situ-
ation. However, during the 1964 election one
unexpected constituency result caused a great
deal of political trouble.

Inthe Smethwick constituency onthe
outskirts of Birmingham, in a contest domi-
nated byracial innuendo, Conservative can-
didate Peter Griffiths defeated the shadow
foreign secretary, Patrick Gordon Walker.4
Yet Labour politicians were far from cowed.
Harold Wilson declared Peter Griffiths a ‘par-
liamentary leper’, appointed Gordon Walker
asforeign secretary anyway, and engineered
aby-electionatLeyton, which the unlucky

Gordon Walker lost for acombination of rea-
sons.*s As a fellow Midlands MP, Roy Jenkins
reflected privately that Smethwick left him
‘feeling gloomy’ and he pitied the ‘ghastliness
of the position for Gordon Walker’.** However,
wider concerns and political instability forced
the government to act. As Wilson and Jenkins
(stillaviation minister at this point) agreed in
aprivate meeting shortly afterwards, another
electionwasimpossible, but agreed action
wasrequired to address apparent concerns
over migration and racial discrimination.*
Responding to Smethwick, Labour’snew
home secretary, Frank Soskice, brought for-
ward a ‘package deal’ of greaterimmigration
restriction and what became the Race Rela-
tions Act1965.** However, Labour’s process
for drawingitup had been ‘fragmentary and
incoherent’* It soon became obviousthat, as
itdid not cover discrimination in employment
and housing, it was too weak to be effective.
Rather, the 1965 Act was more of a ‘statement
of policy than a substantial prohibition’.°
Though the Actwas a failure of substance,
it provided a foundation on which future
reforms could build. Furthermore, political
changeswere onthe horizon. In the cabinet
reshuffle following Gordon Walker’s resigna-
tioninJanuary 1965, Roy Jenkins was offered
the Ministry of Education, but turned itdown
hoping to be offered the Home Office when
itbecame available. He did not have to wait
long, asthe home secretary, Sir Frank Soskice,
resigned in the subsequent December and Wil-
sonreplaced him with Jenkins.

Aliberal at the Home Office?

On hisappointment, Jenkins was the young-
esthome secretary since Churchilland
setaboutreform with a similar energy. He
replaced the existing permanent secretary
with Philip Allen, a civil servant of a similar
mind. Inalaterreflection, Allen observed that
Jenkins’sfirst period at the Home Office had
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a ‘marked and lasting effect on the country’s
culture and social values.’* Here, Roy Jenkins’s
long-term thinking and well-known views,
alongside aready-made manifesto or ‘unau-
thorised programme’ forreform, ensured he
was able to outline changes with speed and
efficiency.?? His 1959 Penguin Special, The
Labour Case, laid out reforms that could be
implemented by an incoming Labour gov-
ernment, though there was
nodirect policy forracerela-
tions, beyond criticism of the
actions of the South African
and Rhodesian governments.?3
Beyond this, Jenkins expressed his view that
the UK’s migration system was ‘more suitable
toapolice state’, and encouraged civil society
to advocate for ‘a general climate of opinion
favourable to gaiety and tolerance’regarding
issueslikeracial discrimination, which was
notjust ‘ajob for politicians’.?¢ However, much
of the overall proposed reform package could
only by promoted by an activist minister atthe
Home Office, which Jenkins sought to be after
his December 1965 appointment.

For example, Jenkins promoted the
Criminal Justice Act of 1967, which abolished
flogging in prisons and introduced majority
verdicts by juries. He also used powers already
invested inthe home secretary to merge police
forces, reducing the number from117to 49.
Jenkins then setabout supporting two pri-
vate membersbills that stand above others as
exemplars of the government’s support of the
‘civilised society.’ In 1966, Jenkins gave sup-
portto David Steel’s Medical Termination of
Pregnancy Billand Leo Abse’s Sexual Offences
Bill, which respectively decriminalised abor-
tion and homosexuality. The government
provided help with drafting and extra parlia-
mentary time. Although Jenkins performed
only a facilitative role, without hisinterven-
tion these changes were unlikely to happen.
However, his significant role within racerela-
tions policy was of a different order, with the
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home secretary central to the reform agenda.
Rather than collaborating with parliamentary
colleagues, Jenkins drove the agenda himself,
alongside key allies such as former Liberal MP
and friend Mark Bonham Carter, and lawyer
and anti-discrimination campaigner Anthony
Lester.»Both, in effect, formed part of aliber-
al-minded advisory network that reinforced
the home secretary’s politicalinstincts. They

On his appointment, Jenkins was the youngest home
secretary since Churchill and set about reform witha

similar energy.

also helped him communicate his message.
On 23 May 1966, the home secretary gave
aspeech, redrafted by Lester, that some have
called hisbest.?* His advisers called it his ‘we
shall overcome’ speech, purposely referenc-
ing Lyndon Johnson’s appropriation of that
civilrights slogan while promoting America’s
recent1965 Voting Rights Act.?’Init, Jenkins
argued thatintegration relied on equal oppor-
tunity, cultural diversity, and mutual toler-
ance. Hewas critical of attempts to disparage
the purity of thelittle Englander mentality,
arguing, ‘If it were to happento therest of us,
to the Welsh (like myself), to the Scots, to the
Irish, to the Jews, to the mid-European, and to
stillmorerecent arrivals, it would belittle short
of anational disaster.’ Thiswas arare example
of Jenkins actually acknowledging his Welsh
rootsfor political purposes, something he
rarely did in the political arena.?® In his speech,
Jenkinsargued thatit wasright that the Home
Office oversaw both immigration control
and the ‘exciting and constructive part of the
work ... integration policy.’ He argued that
whilst migration control was ‘distasteful ...,
itremainsaduty.” Jenkins advocated a pol-
icy of liberalising the system and redefining
itsethos, rather than transforming it beyond
recognition. Ina passage in which he defined
the Wilson government’s view on integration,
he suggested integration should be seen ‘not
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asaflattening process of assimilation but as
equal opportunity, accompanied by cultural
diversity, in an atmosphere of mutual toler-
ance.’*° The home secretary had committed
the government to the reform of racerelations
legislation.

The speech fulfilled Harold Wilson’sral-
lying cry that the Labour Party was ‘amoral
crusade oritisnothing, butalso outlined
practical concerns, such asfailingsin the
Race Relations Act to address a proliferation
of racialistliterature. The home secretary
argued that newracerelationslegislation
could extend the newly constituted Race Rela-
tions Board, which was designed to deal with
complaintsand conciliate, and their purview
over employment and housing to better facil-
itateintegration. Ministers were wary of leg-
islating for enforcement. Jenkins suggested
such actions could notbeimposed by legal
compulsion and that the ‘voluntary co-oper-
ation of employers and trade unionists’ was
necessary.3' Such words were also backed
up with action, such ashisappointment of
Mark Bonham Carter, H. H. Asquith’s grand-
son, Jenkins’s publisher and friend, and a for-
mer Liberal MP, as chair of the Race Relations
Board, and his plans to pursue a more progres-
sive approach through new administrative
structures.?? Alongside such telling actions,
political speeches were also used to outline a
new agenda and encourage wider support for
proposed measures.

Inthe home secretary’s first speech after
the March 1966 election, and in speeches that
followed, a careful strategy was employed to
avoid creating an electoral backlash. Inthe
aftermath of the Smethwick result, the gov-
ernment were most concerned about angering
Labour voters they thought opposed to migra-
tion.® Asacademic Nicholas Deakin sug-
gested, Jenkins had ‘placed’ several speeches
onracerelations throughout his career at the
Home Office, like ‘stepping-stones across a
potentially treacherous marsh’.2* Like many,

he saw ‘nothing but good’ for migrant com-
munitieswhen ministers addressed racial
prejudice.?® What was most striking was

how similar Jenkins’s agenda was to the pol-
icy proposals contained in the Liberal Party
manifesto atthe 1966 election.?® Although he
demonstrated limited interestin the Liberal
Party at this point and perceived Labour as the
only viable alternative to the Conservatives,
thehome secretary was clearly a ‘small-1’ lib-
eral fellow traveller, sharing similar instincts
onracerelations.

However, at this time, even though Lib-
eral Party parliamentarians collaborated with
Labour cabinet members, and both drew ideas
fromthe sameliberal tradition, party poli-
ticsdominated. Even then, Liberal candidates
were not encouraged to be overly support-
ive of Jenkins as home secretary, or Labour’s
approach to the policy area more broadly.3”
Whatremained apparent was that a progres-
sive, liberal agenda formed the ideologi-
cal core of Roy Jenkins’s period at the Home
Office. Many of these ideals were encapsulated
by his May 1966 speech, which clearly out-
lined the direction of travelin policymaking.
Itreflected his December 1967 observation
that the ‘positive side of politics [was about]
gettingideastranslated into policies, and the
policies translated into legislation’.?® Jenkins
made anumber of speeches to follow this
up, and used the influence that came along-
side his political power ashome secretary to
make it possible.?® This allowed him to fur-
ther hisagenda, with the support of cabinet
colleagues, who expressed no opposition in
cabinet, where they criticised discriminatory
practices, particularly in Rhodesia, at great
length.4° However, the realities of politics
remained unavoidable, asunexpected polit-
ical eventsundermined the best-laid policy
plans. Despite all the work that wentinto it, the
1966 seamen’s strike and its fallout, which was
the main news story of the week, obscured the
speech’simpact.+
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Politicalrealities aside, the ambitions articu-
lated by the home secretary’s speech ensured
policymaking momentum was maintained. A
month later, Labour MP Maurice Orbach pre-
sented a private membersbill, drafted by the
Jenkins’sadvisors, to parliament.4>From late
1967 onwards, areport by the think tank Polit-
icaland Economic Planning demonstrated

to policymakers that existing legislation was
inadequate and failing to combat discrimi-
nationin housing and employment.*® A vital
addition to the debate over extending the
reach of the Race Relations Act, it gave Jenkins
the political space to argue for greater powers.
Itspublicationled to a parliamentary motion
signed by 142 Labour and Liberal members
calling for an extension of the 1965 Act.44 This
waskey to the Labour government’s decision
to propose new legislation.*s After the devalu-
ation crisis of autumn 1967, Harold Wilson per-
formed a cabinet reshuffle, where he moved
Jim Callaghan to the Home Office and Jenkins
tothe Treasury. Therefore, Jenkins had been
inpostforlessthantwo yearsand had not
hadthe chancetolegislate onracerelations.®
However, hisliberalideas influenced already-
plannedlegislation.

Callaghaninitially suggested thathe
would not bow to liberal consciences, but
would be a ‘simple Home Secretary’, an obser-
vation clearly aimed at his predecessor.#’
However, circumstancesled him to reach for
Jenkins’s proposed reforms. While still at the
Home Office, Jenkins had considered the need
toimplement tighter restrictionsif alarge per-
centage of Kenya’s Asian minority took up
theirright to British citizenship after Presi-
dentJomo Kenyatta implemented his policy
of ‘Africanization’. The new home secretary
passed legislation within three days, to deal
with the ‘emergency’ situation. However, Cal-
laghan’s contemporaneous claims that he had
inherited contingency legislation from his
predecessor, was not completely accurate, as

Roy Jenkins’ ‘liberal hour[s]’

thiswas stillunder discussion.4® Rather, Cal-
laghan’sapproach suited his own agenda. He
was able to shore up concernsamong Labour’s
rightwing and address Conservative con-
cerns, before using theracerelationslegisla-
tion outlined by Jenkins to appease theleft
andreposition himself at the party centre.
Despite the new home secretary’s suggestions
to the contrary, Jenkins’sliberalising agendas
survived and formed an important part of Cal-
laghan’slegislative plans.

On23 April 1968, Jim Callaghan intro-
duced anewracerelations bill, three days after
Conservative MP Enoch Powell deliberately
pre-empted him and delivered hisinfamous
‘Rivers of Blood’ speech.*° Callaghan’srace
relations bill was wider in scope, but weaker in
enforcement, asthe new home secretary had
blocked greater enforcement powersto the
Race Relations Board and courts.5* Jenkins,
now chancellor, supported his colleaguein a
speech at Swansea on4 May 1968. He criticised
Powell’s speech aswell as his motives for mak-
ingit. While accepting thatintegration could
not happenwithout migration being limited,
heargued that migration had to be dealt with
responsibly, asamatter of principle.5* While
Jenkinswasnolonger politically responsible
forracerelations, he nonetheless played an
importantrolein making the Race Relations
(Amendment) Act of 1968 areality and encour-
aginga progressive political settlement at a dif-
ficulttime. Jenkins made few public comments
other than the Swansea speech before the
governmentlost powerin 1970, but hisliberal
approach clearly redefined Labour’s policy on
racerelations during the mid and late 1960s.

Areturning Home Secretary
Labour’sreturn to governmentin 1974 was dif-
ferentto the heady days of 1964. The economy
wasin crisisand yearsin opposition had dam-
agedreputations, including that of Roy Jen-
kins, which had been so carefully cultivated in
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government before 1970. Harold Wilson was
prime minister again, buthe wasless dynamic
than a decade before and more focused on
party unity. While the UK’s accessionto the

New ideas were brought into the political process through
innovative channels, be they special advisors, think-
tank research, or alternative examples informed by

international practice.

European Economic Community was a suc-
cess for Edward Heath, national industrial
disputes compounded by a global energy cri-
sisled to asudden end to hisadministration.
Similarly, Jenkins’srole inleading Labour
pro-Europeans to vote with the Conservatives
to support Heath’s objective had inflamed
Labour Party divisions over its European
policy and undermined Jenkins’s chances
of succeeding Wilson as party leader and
prime minister. Before this, it was assumed
thatJenkinswas Wilson’s obvious succes-
sor, confirmed by his post-1970 election as
party deputyleader. Clashes over Europe had
prompted Roy Jenkins’sresignation as deputy
leaderin 1972 and had soured much goodwill.
By 1974, the sixties appeared to be the zenith
of hisLabour career.

Returningto government with Labour
more divided than ever, cabinet construc-
tion proved difficult for Harold Wilson. Still, he
placedJenkinsashomesecretary asitallowed
hisreturnto governmentin amore ‘semi-de-
tachedrole, where hisactions would not
inflame a temperamental internal party atmos-
phere.s3Inthe new administration, Jenkins’s
relationship with his junior minister, Alex Lyon
shaped the development and implementation
of racerelations policy. They proved tobe one
of the government’sless effective ministerial
pairings, as they clashed over the priorities.>*
In his objectives, Jenkins was more focused on
humanising the bureaucracy and created new
machinery where appropriate. AlexLyon, a

committed socialist, sought moreradical solu-
tions to the wider system that transformed

an oppressive bureaucracy that had, to date,
ostracised migrants from decision making.ss
While both sought political
meansto eradicateracial
discrimination, they rep-
resented different progres-
sive traditions. Despite
this, legislative and poli-
cymaking activity wasno
lessrealisticand nolessliberal than Jenkins’s
previousincumbency.

At Westminster, the progressive human
rightslawyer Anthony Lester, a principal
Jenkinsacolyte since the 1960s, became the
home secretary’s special adviser, advising on
both sex andrace discrimination legislation.s®
Early policy initiatives backed up these prin-
ciples. In April 1974, Jenkins announced an
amnesty for Commonwealth citizens declared
illegal by the retrospective implementation
of theImmigration Act1971. InJune, Labour
liftted restrictions on the admission of hus-
bands and fiancés of women settled in Britain.
Before October 1974, Labour was a minority
government, so Jenkinsand Lyon began an
administrative, rather thanlegislative, liber-
alisation of migration rules. In February 1975,
ministersraised the entry quota of non-patrial
UK passport holders from 3,000 t05,000.57
Although they had accepted the necessity of
theinherited Conservative Immigration Act,
Jenkins sought toliberalise its more author-
itarian aspects. Many were concerned that
thesereforms may anger the electorate and
prove unpopular. However, tactically imple-
mented administrative tweaks were not the
sustained, significantreform that Jenkinsand
Alex Lyon hoped for. Instead, they now relied
onfreshideasand new evidence drawn from
beyond traditional policymaking circles. Asin
the 1960s, Home Office ministers and advisers
once more engaged with intellectual stimuli
beyond the Civil Service.
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Itwastherole of two of Jenkins’s more
liberal advisors that helped develop new pol-
icies. The centrality of Mark Bonham-Carter,
the influential chair of the statutory Com-
munity Relations Commission (CRC) since
1971, and Anthony Lester demonstrated the
significance and influence of Jenkins’slong-
term, informal, liberal advisory network. It
alsoreflected a change in how government
operated. Special advisors were only formally
created by Harold Wilson’s government of
March to October 1974 and provided politi-
cians with a vital source of alternative infor-
mation and advice.5® Such advisors were vital
inthe processas, after the 1974 election, there
wasno single vision, and the opposing view-
points of his specialadvisor and the chair of
the CRC proved central to the development
of reformed enforcement apparatus. Bon-
ham-Carter and Lester were in serious disa-
greement over the shape this should take.* It
wasthrough these debates and negotiations
thatthe eventual Act possessed necessary
investigative powers, and the power of legal
sanction.®® The significance of these two liber-
ally minded advisors to the outcome empha-
sisesthe open, intellectual nature of policy
development within Roy Jenkins’s Home
Office. Italso showed how the creation of spe-
cial advisors merely formalised relationships
thatalready existed informally.

Ideas were also drawn from a broader
poolthan wasusual within the post-war
Labour Party. Independent think tank Polit-
icaland Economic Planning (PEP) produced
aseries of reports on the state of Britishrace
relations between 1974 and 1976.%* These dis-
cussed housing, unemployment, and newer
conceptslikeracial disadvantage, which
informed the types of changes examined and
implemented by Jenkins and hisadvisers at
the Home Office.®? Perhaps mostimportant
wasracial disadvantage, which wasatrans-
formative concept within the development
of the 1976 Race Relations Act. It implied that

Roy Jenkins’ ‘liberal hour[s]’

employment discrimination could be contex-
tual, notjustintentional, thuswideningthe
legal definition. The Home Office’s adoption
of thisdrew on an influential and progres-
sive 1971 American Supreme Courtjudgment,
Griggsv. Duke Power.%2 It was a legal devel-
opmentthathadlonginterested Jenkins’s
advisors, Mark Bonham-Carter and Anthony
Lester.®4 Yet these had littleimmediate impact
on political agenda before Roy Jenkins visited
the USA in December 1974.%

Within post-war Britain, thisinfluence
of ideas drawn from other countries cannot
beunderestimated.®® During Roy Jenkins’s
December 1974 visit to the US, he attended
seminars at the University of Pennsylva-
nia.%” Jenkins’s trip was transformative and
acted to change governmentlanguage. One
unnamed junior minister was so enamoured
with the American Supreme Courtruling, they
quoteditina parliamentary standing com-
mittee, one of therare occasions thatanother
nation’s caselaw has been quoted in support
of proposed UK legislation.®® Within weeks,
Health Secretary Barbara Castle explained to
cabinet that ‘informed opinion was abandon-
ing the view that differences in colour should
betreated asif they did not exist or did not
matter’.®Injustashorttimeframe, the very
underpinnings of the UK’s exiting anti-dis-
crimination legislation appeared outdated.
New ideas were broughtinto the political pro-
cessthrough innovative channels, be they
special advisors, think-tank research, or alter-
native examplesinformed by international
practice.

Thelastintervention

During his final term as home secretary, Roy
Jenkins oversaw the implementation of new
legislation on sex and race discrimination.
Brought forward in sequence, this allowed
the governmentto legitimate itsactions. The
Sex Discrimination Act 1975 was deliberately
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designed with provisions based on the ear-
lier Race Relations Act (1968) promulgated by
Jim Callaghan. Once the former was passed,
the newly proposed racerelations bill built on
itsestablished precedent.” Thisleap-frog-
ging approach allowed legislation to main-
tain an air of progression and improvement,
with each individual bill or law part of a wider

In office, Roy Jenkins used political power in pursuit of
the liberal aim to ensure that the state did not obstruct

individual freedom.

programme of reform, which constituted a
second ‘liberal hour’. Neither piece of legisla-
tion was, like the Race Relations Act (1965), a
mere statement of intent. Both Acts created
new administrative bodies, namely the Equal
Opportunities Commission and the Com-
mission for Racial Equality, which again took
inspiration from American examples.”* This
created a package of measures that proved
sustainable, with compulsion and regulation
required instead of voluntary agreements.
Labour had learnedlessons from earlier poli-
cymakinginitiatives.

Arguably, consistency inleading actors
helped. Many of these changes were based
onthework of Roy Jenkins and hisadvisors,
who used the political power of the home sec-
retaryship to redefine how the government
addressed discriminatory behaviourin the
UK. Among wider political debates about pro-
tecting individuals, Roy Jenkins believed leg-
islation wasimportant. Forexample, he had
opposed attemptsin cabinet to obfuscate
legally defined rights through the proposed
creation of voluntary procedures around
the management of the closed shop, assug-
gested by the TUC.”?Jenkins, ever theliberal
individualist, opposed a woolly, non-defin-
itive approach, and demanded legal safe-
guards based onrights and responsibilities.”
Throughout cabinet meetings, Jenkins’s

colleagues were uninterested and distracted,
but the home secretary ensured his view
washeard.” These were not the actionsof a
self-defined recidivist, uninterested in the
outcomes of the government and merely
reacting. Whileless absorbed with reaching
thetop of the Labour Party, Jenkins delivered
importantreformsto the British legal system,
usingthe clear authority
of hisministerial office
to pursue a more liberal
agenda. Then, asearly
1976 began, Roy Jenkins
introduced hislast for-
mal contribution to the UK’sracerelations
infrastructure.

Despite hisyearsasaleading champion
of legislative reform over racerelations, the
1976 law was the only one he guided through
parliament. Speaking in the House Commons,
Jenkins outlined four principles that had
inspired the government’s approach to the
proposed legislation. Firstly, Labour accepted
that most settled migrants would remain per-
manently. Secondly, they were ‘entitled to
fulland equal treatment regardless of their
colour, race, or national origins.’ Thirdly,
the government acknowledged that strict
migration controlwould remain a corner-
stone of policy. Finally, it accepted thatinte-
grationrequired more than justlegislation;
itdepended ‘upon theleadership of Govern-
mentand Parliament and on the other hand,
upontheresponse of society asawhole.””s The
legislation merged the Race Relations Board
and Community Relations Commission, cre-
ated by previouslegislation, and created a new
Commission for Racial Equality (CRE). It also
gave civil courts and industrial tribunals the
responsibility for redress, rather than the CRE.
Instead, itreceived enhanced investigatory
powers, which allowed it to investigate dis-
crimination beyond complaintsand, as Jen-
kinsargued, ‘work towards the elimination of
discrimination’.”®
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The Race Relations Act (1976) gained
royalassenton 22 November 1976. Yet, by this
point, the home secretary’s ministerial career
wasover. Hehad runin theleadership elec-
tion to succeed Harold Wilson butlost out to
James Callaghan. Discussions centred around
Jenkins’srequest for the Foreign Office, which
wasrefused, and his unwillingness to wait six
monthsbefore a move to the Treasury in place
of Denis Healey.”” Shortly afterwards, Jenkins
was selected to be the next (and only British)
president of the European Commission, which
required hisresignation as MP for Stechford.
Labourlost Stechford and Ashfield to the Con-
servatives, which reflected the outcome of
several by-electionsin 1977thateroded the
Labour government’s majority, and a vote of
no confidence waslikely. Only the formation
of the ‘Lib—Lab’ Pact with the Liberal Party in
March 1977 avoided a potential loss of power.
ThataLabour-Liberal confidence arrange-
ment was the outcome of Roy Jenkins leav-
ing parliament was perhaps the mostironic
outcome. However, hisnotably liberal use of
administrative levers and political power dur-
ing histwo termsashome secretary are cer-
tainly worthy of reflection.

Two Liberal hours

Although Roy Jenkins championed further
importantreformsin otherroles, histwo ten-
ures at the Home Office during the 1960s and
1970swere among the most creative periods of
his career. In fact, through a clear understand-
ing of Jenkins’sliberal and social democratic
instincts, itis possible to understand his sup-
port for the SDP-Liberal Alliance manifesto
commitmentsinregard to a non-discrimi-
native migration control systemin 1983 and
afterwards.” While Jenkins was stillaleading
Labour figure, he wasa liberal fellow traveller
whose transition, via the SDP, to Liberal pol-
iticswas foreshadowed by his earlier activ-

ity asaLabour home secretary. It was also

Roy Jenkins’ ‘liberal hour[s]’

importantthat, alongside the ‘liberal hour’ of
pro-migration, pro-integration, and anti-rac-
istpolicymaking that Jenkinsled during 1966
and 1967, heled a second such ‘hour’ during
his second tenure in the mid-1970s. He served
asacatalyst of meaningful socialreform and
used political power to engineer liberal ends.
More widely, Jenkins’s two incumbencies at
the Home Office did a great deal to improve
therelationship between British law and its
impact on citizens’ everyday lives.

In office, Roy Jenkins used political power
inpursuit of theliberal aim to ensure that the
state did not obstructindividual freedom.
Asmuchasany of hiscontemporaries, Jen-
kinswasaredefining politician who created
amore tolerantlegal framework. That Jen-
kins’sliberal approach wasrecognised (and
maligned) by his colleague, James Callaghan,
perhaps emphasises the pertinence of it. His
parliamentary and publicinterventions had
promoted improved racerelationslegislation
inthemid-1960s, arguably doingasmuch as
the activities of campaign groups thatargued
for similar or moreradical changes fromthe
comparative political periphery. Jenkins took
aliberal sentimentandreshapeditinto a pol-
icy thatimpacted upon the wider population.
Itisthrough these actionsthatJenkinscan
beregarded asredefining, rather than merely
afacilitative actor. Thiswas a deep political
instinctthatreappeared atlater pointsin his
career, be that during hisreturnasaLabour
home secretary in the mid-1970s, or during his
leadership of the nascent Social Democratic
Party after 1982. Through the case study of race
relations, it becomes possible to view a con-
sistent, liberal agenda pursued by a significant
political figure who operated across post-war
Britain’s main progressive political parties. l

Dr Marc Collinsonis a Lecturer in Political His-
tory at Bangor University. Hisresearch interests
focusonelectoral phenomena, the significance
of placein politics, and the use of political power
inmodern Britain. Marcis currently completing a
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monograph for Routledge about
the 1964 General Election con-
testin Smethwick in the West
Midlands. He has also written
several biographical entries for
the Dictionary of Labour Biog-
raphy and the Dictionary of
Welsh Biography, with one for
thelatter concerning Roy Jen-
kins. Future projects explore
the holders of the office of the
Secretary of State for Wales and
the development of town twin-
ningpartnerships.
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