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Report by Peter Truesdale

Professor Parry put his cards 
on the table at the out-
set. He was (and indeed is) 

a political historian. Therefore, 

his thinking about Liberalism 
springs not from looking at the-
ory. Rather it comes from exam-
ining the political processes and 

actions of Liberal leaders over 
the last two centuries. From 
these studies he drew out two 
big Liberal principles. The !rst 
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concerned the political process: 
doing politics in such a way that 
it worked properly for people, 
dealing with their concerns and 
thereby generating trust in poli-
tics. The second follows from the 
!rst: vested interests must be 
tackled – they must not impede 
or distort the political process.

At any given point there will be 
a multitude of vested interests. 
The key is to identify, combat 
and rectify those that are most 
damaging. And then to target 
those that could be campaigned 
against and recti!ed most e"ec-
tively. Professor Parry agreed 
with all those who said that free-
dom was a key Liberal value. 
Yet a more fundamental Liberal 
value, he judged, was fairness 
within the political system. What 
of economics? His de!nition of 
Liberalism was a political one not 
an economic one.

Professor Parry then addressed 
the question: ‘When did the 
Liberal Party begin?’ The usual 
answer given to this question is 
1859. The coalescing of Whigs, 
Radicals and Peelites: a new coa-
lition with the talents of Palm-
erston, Lord John Russell and 
Gladstone providing leadership. 
He reviewed the evidence that 
supports this case, but he pre-
ferred the Reform Act of 183(. The 
passing of the Act engendered a 
two-party system. Consequently, 
the nascent Liberal Party had to 
consider the needs of its signif-
icant supporters. Those in the 
towns (whose economic interests 
were not the same as the country 

and the landed aristocracy), reli-
gious Nonconformists and Irish 
Catholics. Throughout the nine-
teenth century, Liberals pro-
moted their supporters’ interests, 
whether through widening of the 
franchise, redistribution of seats, 
opposition to tari"s and other 
such measures. This was not with-
out argument or division. 

Professor Parry noted but did not 
explore the challenges that the 
rise of the trade unions posed for 
the Liberal Party at the end of the 
nineteenth century.

Having rejected an economic 
de!nition of Liberalism, Profes-
sor Parry examined laissez-faire 
and the claims some made that 
it was integral to Liberalism. He 
thought a Liberal leader could 
not consistently be an economic 
liberal. Combatting the vested 
interests would necessarily entail 
some economic intervention by 
the state. He noted the existence, 
by the 185)s, of a recognition 
within the party that the state 
might need to do more – and, 
by the 188)s, of increased moves 
towards economic intervention.

He posited that economics posed 
a problem for Liberals because 
they lacked the simplistic views 
traditionally espoused by Labour 
and the Tories. He thought the 
Orange Book row had been 
overblown. He said no Liberal 
leader had ever been sympa-
thetic to central state control of 
the economy but that they found 
monopoly capitalism equally 
unappealing. 

Professor Parry ended with a 
thought that was, at the same 
time, both uncomfortable yet 
undeniable. Liberalism had 
tapped into the concerns of 
those dissatis!ed with the func-
tioning of the political system. It 
had ameliorated their concerns. 
The current success of Reform UK 
tapped into the disillusionment 
of voters with the functioning of 
the political process just as Lib-
eral reformers had in the nine-
teenth century. The challenge 
for the LibDems was to see how 
the party could understand and 
meet voters’ concerns now.

Professor Howarth’s contribution 
began with: ‘I think what I had 
better say !rst is that I agree with 
Jonathan.’ It raised a laugh. It was 
also a true statement. The rest of 
his speech enriched the meet-
ing with practical thoughts and 
examples.

The !rst point of agreement was 
that Liberalism is nothing to do 
with economics – that Liber-
alism is agnostic between dif-
ferent economic theories and 
approaches. A second point 
was that Liberalism is not a set 
of doctrines. Rather Liberalism 
is a set of ideas built around the 
party. He pointed out that some 
of those identi!ed as Liberal 
thinkers were also active politi-
cians. He adduced the examples 
of John Stuart Mill and William 
Beveridge. He augmented this 
duo with the examples of John 
Maynard Keynes, Conrad Rus-
sell and T. H. Green. They were 
not removed from the political 
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process but were, at certain parts 
of their lives, part of it.

Ideas, he asserted, were !ltered 
through a Liberal disposition. 
He then volunteered what he 
thought were the key factors 
within that Liberal disposition. 
The !rst was openness to new 
ways of thinking. Openness was 
a fundamental Liberal instinct. 
The second was hatred of the 
abuse of power. He characterised 
this as being an instinct rather 
than an abstract thought: a gut 
reaction. The third was being a 
‘live and let live’ person. This was 
not something that caused with-
drawal from relationships but a 
quality that was actively brought 
to relationships. The fourth was 
seeing people as individuals not 
just members of groups or col-
lectivities. Professor Howarth 
said that he hated being clas-
si!ed and he hated classifying 

other people. That more than 
anything else de!ned us Liber-
als against the Labour Party. The 
!fth was an anti-hierarchical feel-
ing, a great dislike of those who 
put themselves above others. 
Boris Johnson, he asserted, was 
disliked by Liberals not so much 
for his policies as for the fact 
that he put himself above oth-
ers. The sixth factor he linked to 
a comment Keynes made about 
Asquith. Keynes said that Asquith 
was ‘cool’, by which he meant 
controlled and rational. Liber-
alism, too, was cool. It was ever 
trying to be rational and avoiding 
being carried away by passion. 
Finally, an instinct for modera-
tion and compromise. Professor 
Howarth confessed that this was 
not a quality he had. Nonethe-
less it certainly characterised 
our party. All this was a calm and 
convincing analysis shaped by 

experience. It was a perfect com-
plement to Professor Parry’s his-
torical analysis.

Was this theory? Was it practice? 
Which came !rst and begat the 
other? Here again was a point of 
agreement with Professor Parry. 
Practice shaped theory rather 
than the other way round. So, 
theory is derived from a process 
of thinking about what we are 
already doing. 

The logical inference from this 
is that we all have a part to play. 
Liberalism is a dynamic process. 
Gladstone, Lloyd George, Nancy 
Seear, Paddy Ashdown made 
their contributions in their day. 
Maybe it is time for us to do so 
too! 

Peter Truesdale was a councillor 
and Leader of Lambeth Council. He 
is a member of the History Group’s 
executive.
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Liberal ideas
Liberalism: the ideas that built the Liberal Democrats (Liberal Democrat History Group, 3rd ed, 2025)
Review by William Wallace

It’s not easy to summarise 
Liberalism in !fty pages. 
The third edition of a hand-

book for those interested in the 
intellectual roots of the current 
party o"ers a number of essays 
on di"erent Liberal themes, 

some focusing on eighteenth 
and nineteenth-century origins, 
others on more recent preoccu-
pations. The introduction sum-
marises political Liberalism’s 
philosophy. ‘The essential basis 
of the Liberal view [of human 

nature] is optimistic: Liberals 
believe in the essential goodness 
of humankind [and] … the abil-
ity of rational human beings to 
de!ne their own interests and 
pursue them with moderation 
rather than extremism.’
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