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Confronting Illiberalism
and Disillusion:
The task for Liberals

century ago, at the general election of 1924, the transition from
being a two-party Conservative/Liberal country to being a two-
party Conservative/Labour country was signalled. Certainly, there have
from time to time been occasional flurries of electoral life from a Liberal
or Liberal Democrat party - not least at the recent general election - but
over the past hundred years these have never threatened the dominance
of two parties based on a Left-Right view of economics, ranging from
state control to laissez-faire or ‘public versus private’ ownership.!
Whilst continued economic growth seemed inexorable in western
economies it was possible to ‘buy oft” public discontent and to pursue
a compromise between Left and Right in a moderate version of social
democracy. The epitome of this was christened ‘Butskellism’ by The
Economist® to illustrate the similarities between the two main parties.
Paradoxically the brilliance and vision of two Liberals concerned with
delivering change, Maynard Keynes and William Beveridge, helped
to enable this to continue by producing practical policies within the
prevailing political constraints.
Citizens of western democracies have come to take for granted a
high level of public services in, for instance, health, education, housing,

1 Origins in the French Revolution. The terms ‘left’ and ‘right’ first
appeared during the French Revolution of 1789 when members of the
National Assembly divided into supporters of the Ancien Régime to the
president’s right and supporters of the revolution to his left.

2 February 1954, combining the surnames of R.A. Butler, the
Conservative Chancellor of the Exchequer, and Hugh Gaitskell, his Labour
opposite number.
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social security, social care, transport, legal services and key utilities, and
they are severely critical when these services do not deliver. However,
even though it is clear that austerity and some ideological policies,
such as Margaret Thatcher’s privatisation obsession, have damaged key
services, there is a real question as to whether western states will have
the inherent economic capacity to maintain a sufficiently high level of
public service, even with superb policies. If in fact this is a legitimate
question for the analysts, then it diminishes the appeal of parties on the
Left and the Right based on varying levels of state involvement in the
economy, and increases the need for the liberal perception of human
rather than economic values.

As the East Asian economies flourished and were able to undercut
the west in many areas of manufacturing, both main British parties
increasingly floundered and struggled to assuage public opinion. At
times both moved to the extremes, perversely believing that their
political and electoral problem was a lack of ideological purity rather
than perceiving that it was the narrow dependence on economic
values that was at the heart of public discontent. With the lack of a
powerful alternative view of society this blinkered Left/Right view of
politics finally ran out of road at the 2024 general election when the
polls showed that public trust in politics and politicians had reached
an all-time low. It is no coincidence that it has been the long decline in
the number and fervency of advocates for liberalism that has left the
field to political philosophies based on economic determinism of Left
and Right which cannot cope with a chronic lack of public finance and
which have undermined public confidence in politics, and have even
on occasion questioned the relevance of democracy.

Such is the ingrained ubiquity of a Left/Right spectrum that liberals
have all too often compromised with the term as a political shorthand,
as if it denoted ‘progressive versus reactionary. In fact, even though
political liberals have to take note of economics, not least because all
of the key services crucial to society depend on significant sums of
money, the society liberals seek and work for does not define success
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or failure by economic gain, but by those values that are unique to each
individual and to human society. Furthermore, the left/right spectrum
does not even define parties adequately in its own terms. The effect on
employees and clients of public monopolies and private monopolies
are sufficiently alike to make the same point as Donald Wade MP, that
far from being political extremes the two ends in fact bend round to
approach each other:

The curious fact about political groupings is that the further one
gets to the extreme Right and to the extreme Left the more the
opposing sides have in common. There are many similarities
between Communist and Right Wing dictators. The extreme
Left and the extreme Right are both totalitarian and both despise
liberal democracy.’

If one is seeking a ‘shorthand’ placement of political liberalism, it sits
towards the southern end of a different vertical line stretching from
the concentration of power at the northern end to its diffusion at the
liberal end. There are, however, risks in endeavouring to sum up an
ideology in a slogan, as liberalism is less conducive than other political
philosophies to such simplistic treatment. To begin the reversal of the
dire lack of public trust in politics will require liberals to enter into
discussion with the public on a more intellectually rigorous basis than
the current sloganising and short-termism. In particular, liberals need
to engage the public on the basis of their vision of the kind of society
that is needed if the ‘pursuit of happiness'4 is to achieve any success.
Those values need to underpin all policy. To shift from the embedded
focus on economic values to an awareness of human values will
inevitably take time —and considerable explanation and persuasion.

3 Donald Wade, Our Aim and Purpose (Liberal Publication Department,
1961).

4 'The origin of the phrase is Thomas Jefferson’s draft of the American
Declaration of Independence in 1776; he took it from the English political
philosopher, John Locke (1632-1704)
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The fact is that, leaving aside the far reaches of extremism, there
are three basic and distinct ‘families’ of political philosophy: socialism,
conservatism and liberalism and it is the neglect of the third of these that
has led Britain, and, indeed, wider society, into the current political and
social morass. My twenty-five years of working with new and emerging
democracies across the world vividly underlined my awareness that
unless a country’s political parties are based on some semblance of
philosophy its democracy is not sustainable for any length of time.
Certainly we know that ‘liberation’ movements, such as the Scottish
National Party, or parties based on a single divisive issue, such as in
Northern Ireland, are precarious in the longer term. Once powerful
political organisations, such as the African National Congress (ANC)
in South Africa, brilliantly led and with massive support following its
successful defeat of apartheid, found that the unity needed to achieve
a democratic South Africa was not eventually sufficient thereafter in
terms of a cohesive view of society to sustain government, particularly
when difficult and unpopular decisions are required.

Liberalism’s espousal of human values has been assisted by the
slow demise of social democracy and the floundering of conservatism.
Neither has been able to find a way of circumventing the inexorable
reduction of the financial resources available to Northern European
governments as the globalisation of manufacturing and the reduced
availability of mineral resources impacted on historically lucrative
economies. Political philosophies that live by economic success die
from its lack. Hitherto the public had become used to each generation
having a higher standard of living than its predecessor and they
believed that it is the failure of current politicians if they cannot
deliver success—and this is aided and abetted by those same parties
continually promising it but are unable to raise existing taxes nor to
find new ones. Society’s emphasis on financial advancement as a key
indicator of success and, now, the increasing difficulty in achieving
it, has led to widespread dissatisfaction and social unrest, fed by the
apparently ever-increasing gap between the highest and lowest paid.
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At its most vivid it is highlighted by the significant dividends given
to shareholders and the huge bonuses awarded to top executives in
privatised industries, such as, for instance, the natural monopoly of
water, whilst failing to stop untreated sewage still flowing into rivers
and on to beaches. Even though there are sources of public finance
which meet liberal principles, such as taxing land rather than buildings,
liberalism’s essentially pragmatic view of public finance can be summed
up by the somewhat simplistic phrase ‘the market where possible and
the state where necessary’

A prime concept that epitomises the non-confrontational and
radical alternative to market versus state is co-ownership in industry,
in which the employees are the shareholders and appoint the directors.
The economic record where co-ownership has grown organically from
innovation and from developments within a company is excellent.
Even more so, the psychological impact where workers have a direct
interest in the actual processes and performance of their workplace
is transformational and incremental. Replacing the adversarial roles
of owners/management and unions by co-operation and mutualism
is more attuned to human aspiration and practice. As ever, scale is
significant and co-ownership becomes more difficult and complex as
a company becomes larger than is feasibly comprehended by those
involved. Large companies inevitably require more formal structures
and good union practice, including works councils as intermediaries.

One specific malign economic decision affecting many families was
the forced sale of public housing, mainly by local authorities, initiated
by the Margaret Thatcher government in 1980, even though it did not
actually own the vast majority of them. It was done by the electoral
bribe of significant discounts on their valuation with the right to re-sell
after five years without penalty. In 2024 the Conservative government
extended the Right to Buy to tenants of housing associations. The
legislation hardly benefited the sitting tenants - they were already the

5 'The Housing Act 1980 (c.51) gave five million council house tenants in
England and Wales the Right to Buy their house from their local authority.
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occupants and were likely to remain so — but it was certainly a financial
gain to their next generation, who often provided the capital to make
the purchase with the prospect of a significant eventual gain.

A particularly egregious example of profit making from the Right
to Buy involved Conservative MP, Alan Duncan. A neighbour of his
in Gayfere Street in Millbank opposite the House of Lords, had been
the tenant of a Westminster City Council ‘miscellaneous property’ for
many years,® by the time of Right to Buy. This property had become
extremely valuable and, even with the huge discount, the tenant could
not afford to buy it. In 1990 Duncan approached him with a deal: he
would lend the tenant the very significant capital sum required, with
a guarantee that the tenant, by then aged 74, could remain in situ
until his death, which occurred some ten years later. Duncan then
acquired a house which today would fetch around £2 million! All
perfectly legall”

Few people are opposed to home ownership per se and had this
legislation been targeted at hard to let council houses in downtown
estates it could perhaps have been justified, but it was just the opposite:
it was properties on the better housing estates and those on the fringe
of others, none of which required discounts to bribe their purchase,
that were mainly those sold. The knock on effect being that tenants
struggling to cope in difficult conditions could not henceforth obtain
transfers to better estates. Not surprisingly the despair and resentment
this engendered fuelled anti-social behaviour.

The evidence of the malign dependence on economic success
was seen starkly at the recent general election when the Conservative
government continually produced figures showing the vast sums it had
spent on public services, whereas what the public saw around them
was sewage in rivers, potholes in streets, delays in health treatment,
and food banks proliferating. One of the malign consequences of the

6 The tenant was Harry Ball-Wilson, a prominent Liberal and a good
friend of mine.
7 Stephen Goodwin, The Independent, 17 March 1994.
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long term dependence on economic values has been the widespread
decline in respect in society generally. If there is no acceptance of the
inherent value of police, teachers and public servants generally, or of
the role of politicians or even of the experience of older generations,
then the attitudes of those feeling unable to achieve what society counts
as success are likely to deteriorate further. Only a society that values
individual men and women for what they are rather than what they
might acquire can reverse the decline in conviviality and its resulting
unpleasantness, and confront the insecurity of modern western society.
Human society is complex. In different degrees each of us is a mixture
of selfishness and altruism. Other political philosophies, not least
conservatism and socialism, overly require the primacy of one or the
other and only liberalism recognises the ambivalence in each of us.
Within a society based on human values one key task of the Liberal
politician is to enhance altruism and diminish selfishness.

One response from a significant section of the public, fed by liberal
failures to emphasise human values in a civilised society, has been to
blame external causes - foreigners, immigrants, shirkers-and turn
to parties that feed off such populist and nationalistic sentiment, and
which promise undeliverable solutions. It is all redolent of Weimar
Germany in which the economy was ruined by the cost of the First
World War and the high level of reparations imposed by the victors
at the 1919 Versailles Conference.® Out of the ruins sprang the Nazi
party focussing the public discontent on the Jews. At the 1924 election
the Nazi party polled just 2% of the vote, but by 1933 it was in office,
polling 43%, and the holocaust ensued. The lessons for today are all
too obvious.

Today’s millennial generation is the first whose families have no
inherited consciousness of the Nazi atrocities and is not alarmed by
parties that promote sub-Nazi views. In all these cases, only a society
based on liberal values can combat today’s growing prejudice and

8 See John Maynard Keynes, The Economic Consequences of the Peace
(Harcourt, Brace and Howe, 1919).
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narrow nationalism and is able to promote an alternative view of society.
This is not just a variant of existing parties on the Left/Right spectrum
but a distinct and viable philosophy with deep roots in the political
debate before the rise of the Labour party at the beginning of the
20th century. The British Liberal party thereafter strongly maintained
its belief in its historic philosophy, albeit with decreasing electoral
strength, up to its merger with the SDP in 1988 when it had to try and
find a common political identity with a party that had broken away
from the Labour party, even though there is no such thing as ‘Liberal
Democratism’® The key recent politician/philosopher writing on social
democracy and liberalism was Ralf Dahrendorf.” He was the BBC’s
Reith lecturer in 1974 and later published two books broadly on the
dilemma of social democracy and the relevance of liberalism.” The
first particularly emphasised the key liberal value of ‘life chances, the
second on ‘the politics of liberty! Dahrendorf famously described the
formation of the Social Democrat Party (SDP) in 1981 as promising ‘a
better yesterday’ and published a pamphlet, After Social Democracy®
in which he wrote:

The issue today is not how to be social democratic ... the issue

is what comes after social democracy. If this is not to be a Blue,

9 For a discussion of this see Michael Meadowcroft, Social

Democracy - Barrier or Bridge? (Liberator Publications, 1981). The Liberal
Democrat party endeavoured to make a case for a distinct identity in its
Freedom, Liberty and Fairness (Beecroft Publications, 2002).

10 Ralf Dahrendorf, 1929-2009; Director, London School of Economics
1974-84; Liberal (FDP) Baden-Wiirttemberg (Lander) and Bonn (Federal)
parliaments; Minister of State in the Foreign Office in Bonn; EEC Com-
missioner for External Relations and Foreign Trade, and, later, for Science
and Education between 1970 and 1974; Warden, St Antony’s College,
Oxford, 1987-97; created Liberal Democrat Life Peer, 1993.

11 Ralf Dahrendorf, Life Chances (Weidenfeld and Nicolson, 1979), and
The Modern Social Conflict - An Essay on the Politics of Liberty (Weidenfeld
and Nicolson, 1988).

12 Ralf Dahrendorf, After Social Democracy (Unservile State Papers 25,
1980).
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Red or Green aberration, it will have to be an imaginative,
unorthodox and distinctive liberalism which combines the
common ground of social-democratic achievements with the

new horizons of the future of liberty.”

Thirty-seven years on from the merger with the SDP it is time to
ask whether the ideological compromises of 1988 are still relevant
or whether moving on to the clarity of a distinctively Liberal party
is required. Where today is there significant pressure for social
democracy? Certainly not within the Liberal Democrat party. Lord
Dick Newby, until recently the Leader of the Liberal Democrat peers,
was the General Secretary of the SDP. He commented in 2020:

I would never have described myself as a liberal in 1983, but I
happily do so now.This is partly because my definition of liberalism
is very squarely in the tradition of the New Liberals — perhaps I
am simply defining liberalism to mean what I believe in! I also
think however that ‘social democracy’ as a concept feels quite
jaded. It was of course on the liberal wing of the Labour Party, but
it did assume a major role for organised labour in the way society
(as well as the Labour Party itself) was run. This feels very much
old hat. The growth of legislation protecting rights inside and
outside the workplace means that some of the traditional raison
détre of the unions has more or less disappeared, and, outside
the public sector, unionism is on its knees—and will be even
more so when Brexit wreaks havoc on the manufacturing sector.

SoIdon't think at this point there’s any merit in worrying too
much about social democracy. I suspect that the vast majority
of our new members (and therefore our members as a whole)
would have no affinity with the phrase.**

13 Dahrendorf, After Social Democracy, p. 20.
14 Letter to author, February 2020.



Logically the consequence of Dick Newby’s analysis would be to restore
the name ‘Liberal Party’ Electorally the Liberal Democrats have lacked
a sufficiently committed ‘core vote’ to withstand the consequences of
the 2010-2015 coalition with the Conservatives, and, in the ten years
thereafter, its poll rating has barely climbed out of single figures. Its
name has little political resonance, indeed when abbreviated to ‘Lib
Dem’ as it often is, it gives no indication of any political position.

In addition to his views of the declining relevance of social
democracy, Dahrendorf mentioned a ‘Green aberration’ and developed
this in other books. Clearly without a commitment to conservation
and to the sustainability of the balance of nature, all aspects of human
values are diminished. It follows, therefore, that, as Dahrendorf sets
out, the green imperative must underpin all political action. Thus a
green movement is essential but such a movement is an analysis of
a crisis and not a philosophy for a political party. Indeed the more
successful a Green party is the more it entices activists from other
parties and thus reduces the pressure for the crucial acceptance of the
green imperative in non-Green parties."” It was generally accepted in
the early days of the Green party that, among the mainstream parties,
it was the Liberal party that best understood the green imperative.'s
The final concluding chapter of a contemporary publication quoted
Jonathan (later Lord) Porritt:

It is my perception that of all the political parties in Britain, the
Liberals are the most likely, both by temperament and by reason

of political expediency, to move in a green direction."”

In my chapter in the same 1988 book I mentioned that the Ecology party,
the forerunner of the Green party, debated in private session at its 1979

15 Dahrendorf, The Modern Social Conflict, p. 141.

16 See, for instance, Felix Dodds, ed., Into the 21st Century - An Agenda for
Political Realignment (Greenprint, 1988). Essentially it was a book focussed
on green issues and included chapters by five Liberals.

17 Dodds, Into the 21st Century, p. 185.
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conference whether or not to disband and join the Liberal party."® These
perceptions of the green component of Liberal values — and, indeed, of
liberalism more generally — were catalysed by the key summary of a
1974 Liberal party report:

Once the basic needs of food and shelter are met, man’s greatest
satisfactions are to be found in love, trust and friendship, in
beauty, art and music and in learning, none of which are served
by the mythology of growth for its own sake."

Liberalism’s awareness of such primacy of human values is of long
standing. The historian T.B. Macaulay,” one time a Liberal MP for Leeds
wrote: ‘Economic growth is not worth the cost of imposing economic
misery on the population at large!* Also typically, John Stuart Mill
expressed the same point in more detail:

It is scarcely necessary to remark that a stationary condition
of capital and population implies no stationary state of human
improvement. There would be as much scope as ever for all kinds
of mental culture, and moral and social progress, as much room
for improving the art of living, and much more likelihood of it
being improved, when minds ceased to be engrossed by the art
of getting on.”

18 Dodds, Into the 21st Century, p. 22. Personal conversation with Sara
Parkin, 1987.

19 The Liberal Party, The Environment: A Liberal Party Report (Liberal
Publication Department, 1972).

20 Thomas Babington Macaulay, 1800-59; historian; Liberal MP, Calne,
Leeds and Edinburgh; created Baron Macaulay, 1857.

21 Guido de Ruggiero, The History of European Liberalism (Oxford
University Press, 1927), p. 141; cited in Arthur Cyr, Liberal Politics in Britain
(Transaction Books, 1988), p. 15.

22 John Stuart Mill, Principles of Political Economy (John Parker and Son,
1848).



The problem with Mill's implied criticism of ‘getting on’ is, of course, the
great number of desperately poor citizens in 1848 who were in urgent
need of a measure of ‘getting on. The affirmation of the ‘art of living’
was considerably enhanced by the provision of old age pensions in
Lloyd George’s 1909 ‘People’s Budget, even though it was emasculated
by the House of Lords, but a much more comprehensive safety net was
envisaged by William Beveridge.” A decade or so earlier Lloyd George,
as Liberal party leader, had promoted, and largely paid for, from his
private fund, much of it contributed by payment for honours, a series
of policy documents. They had different coloured covers dependent
on their subject; the main one, popularly known as ‘We can conquer
unemployment’ became known as the “Yellow Book’* This had a
whole series of practical proposals to create new employment and to
develop the conditions for increasing it, many issuing from Maynard
Keynes’ insight, that government initiatives for infrastructure projects
created employment and growth in the economy. The Yellow Book
was a compendium of detailed policies but its stated key aim and its
foundation placed itself fully in the liberal commitment to human values:

The measures we advocate in all these things spring from one
clear purpose. We believe with a passionate faith that the end
of all political economic action is not the perfecting of this or
that piece of mechanism or organisation but that individual men

and women may have life and that they have it more abundantly.

The statement that first appeared on the Liberal party membership card
at the reorganisation of the party in 1936 (and which, slightly amended,
still appears on the current Liberal Democrat card) was written by

23 William Beveridge, Social Insurance and Allied Services (The Beveridge
Report), CMD 6404, 1942. William Beveridge was Liberal MP for Berwick-
upon-Tweed, 1944-45.

24 Liberal Industrial Inquiry, Britain’s Industrial Future: Being the Report of
the Liberal Industrial Inquiry of 1928 (Ernest Benn Limited, 1928).



Ramsay Muir with help from Elliott Dodds.” Muir did more to ensure
the organisational survival of the Liberal party in the 1920s and “30s
than any other single individual. Having climbed up the academic tree
from difficult domestic circumstances to become Professor of Modern
History at Manchester University in 1914, he gave up the post seven
years later to devote himself to the rescue of the Liberal party. He stood
for election on eight occasions being elected only at Rochdale for the
nine months of the 1923-24 parliament. He wrote prolifically on Liberal
subjects and was particularly clear-eyed on the illiberalism of the
Labour party.? He worked successfully in 1936 to transform the party’s
organisational structure into a more modern framework. As part of this
he drafted the preamble to the constitution setting out the principles
and values of a liberal society. All five paragraphs are important but it
is the first which draws together its emphasis on human values:

The Liberal Party exists to build a Liberal Commonwealth,
in which none shall be enslaved by poverty, ignorance or
unemployment. Its chief care is for the rights and opportunities
of the individual, and in all spheres it sets freedom first.?”

Even in the difficult days for the party in the 1950s, the Liberal party
always produced distinctive policies, derived from its basic values, on
topical issues in its manifestos and at its annual party assembly. One
instance, stemming from its internationalism, being in 1955 the first
UK party to call for British commitment to European initiatives:

25 Elliott Dodds (1889-1977) was a prolific Liberal writer; he was leader
writer and later editor of the Huddersfield Examiner, a Liberal daily
newspaper, which enabled him to contest five general elections in the north
of England.

26 See for instance Ramsay Muir, The Socialist Case Examined (Liberal
Publication Department, 1928).

27 For the full text and the debate on the new constitution see Report of
the Liberal Reorganisation Commission with the Draft Constitution for the
Liberal Party (Liberal Party Organisation, Annual Report, 1936).



The Liberal Party has been and will continue to be critical of the
timidity and hesitation which both Labour and Conservative
Governments have shown about associating this country
intimately with the movement to secure some measure of
European unification. It advocated wholehearted support
for the European Defence Community and for the Coal and
Steel Community and it rejects the insincere plea that our
Commonwealth responsibilities are any bar to that closer
association with Western Europe which is so highly desirable
in the interests of both France and Germany and the settlement

of their age long quarrel.?®

The Liberal party, and subsequently the Liberal Democrats, maintained
their support for full British membership of the European Union, until
the 2016 referendum voted for Brexit. The poor campaign for remain
during the referendum played into the hands of the populists. The
result was a consequence of the continual emphasis by the Remain
campaign on economics, rather than on the huge issues of principle
behind the long progress towards European unity, not least the vision
of founding fathers Jean Monnet and Robert Schuman so to integrate
France and Germany that it would be impossible for them to go to war
again - as they had on three occasions over the previous seventy years.”
Also, earlier, and deriving from the same international commitment,
the party was the only party unanimously to oppose the Iraq invasion
in March 2003.%

28 The Liberal Party, Crisis Unresolved, The Liberal Party Manifesto for the
1955 General Election (Liberal Party. Organisation, 1955).

29 Michael Meadowcroft, The Unreliable Referendum of 2016 - Its flaws and
its faults (Beecroft Publications, 2019).

30 HC Deb, 18 March 2003. Menzies Campbell, Liberal Party Defence
spokesman stated that all the Liberal Democrat MPs accepted his advice
that the proposed invasion was contrary to international law and that this
was a sufficient basis for the party’s opposition. (Conversation with Menzies
Campbell at Liberal Democrat Conference, Bournemouth, September 2004).
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One persistent example of how mechanistic perceptions of success
in society have become endemic is the word ‘meritocracy’ which is
widely regarded as beneficial. The term was invented by Michael Young*
in his book of 1958.3* Originally written for the Fabian Society, it was
rejected by it because it gave the term ‘negative connotations’ suggesting
that ‘advancement, as narrowly defined, came from intelligence plus
effort. Young-as do liberals - took a wider view of the individual in
society and of the values that were beneficial to it and to the individual.
The educationalist, Eric Midwinter, made the point in relation to the
school curriculum:

As children enter and move through (the community) school,
the assumption would be that they will become citizens, parents,
workers and consumers, very frequently in the proto-typical,
if not the actual community, where they are born. It does not
assume (scanning the day’s normal primary school timetable)
that they are to become abbots, accountants, authors, artists or

astronauts.?

It is clear from memoirs, biographies and one’s own observation that
artistic and sporting talent is not necessarily related to academic
intelligence. Music, drama, dance and all aspects of sport demonstrate
the innate skills capable of moving individuals and enhancing the lives
of those participating and observing. The arts show the fallacy of a
meritocracy as commonly expressed. What is more the arts are crucial
to the health and wellbeing of society and our communities. Albert
Camus made the point vividly:

31 Michael Young (1915-2002) was originally a Labour party theorist and
wrote the party’s 1945 election manifesto. He was given a life peerage in
1978 but in 1981 he defected to the SDP. In 1989 he returned to the Labour
party.

32 Michael Young, The Rise of the Meritocracy (Thames and Hudson, 1958).
33 Dr Eric Midwinter, North of England Education Conference, January
1972.



By itself art could probably not produce the renaissance which
implies justice and liberty. But without it the renaissance would
be without form and, consequently would be nothing. Without
culture, and the relative freedom it implies, society, even when
perfect, is but a jungle. That is why any authentic creation is a
gift to the future.’

The socialist and conservative views of society are locked into rules
and regulations which are handy for bureaucrats but are unrelenting
for individuals. When Margaret Thatcher came into office in 1979
she abolished the use of discretion when considering Supplementary
Benefit claims from poor and needy individuals. Until then, when my
Armley constituents came to me for help in appealing against a refusal
to help with particular needs, such as shoes for children, fares to go to
hospital or to visit a sick relative, I would argue in presenting the appeal
that it was a case in which the official should have exercised discretion.
In just about every case the department would give in before the hearing.
Then overnight the avenue of discretion was removed. Poverty does
not conform to exact bureaucratic levels and liberals therefore prefer
David Donnison’s definition: ‘Poverty is the inability to live with dignity
in one’s own community.*

Essential to the political recognition of diversity and of community
is local democracy. Together with civil society and its plethora of
voluntary bodies, local government is the guarantee of pluralism,
participation and of a healthy democracy.* It has, alas, been killed off
almost imperceptibly over the past seventy-five years by its powers

34 Albert Camus, The Myth of Sisyphus (Gallimard, 1973).

35 Dr David Donnison, Chair, Supplementary Benefits Commission, 1975-
80, cited by Michael Meadowcroft, HC Deb, 10 May 1984, vol. 59, col. 1188;
see also David Donnison, The Politics of Poverty (Martin Robertson, 1982),
pp- 7 226-229.

36 For the most powerful expression of the importance of ‘local self-
government, see Joshua Toulmin Smith, Government by Commission (S.
Sweet, 1849).
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being taken away one by one by successive governments. Only when
one looks back is the real situation apparent. In 1948 the Leeds City
Council, in common with other large cities, controlled gas, electricity,
water, a hospital, some social security, police, fire service, ambulance,
schools, further education, some higher education, local transport and
its airport - all of which have now been centralised or privatised. What
is more it cannot even today spend almost all of the money it raises
locally without permission of the central government. The nonsense
of such abuse of power is seen when the central government sets up
a potholes fund! It is all part of the desire from both Left and Right
to control more and more of the individual citizen’s life and to inhibit
innovation and diversity. Liberalism sees devolution of power and the
encouragement of local initiative as a benefit and as a bulwark against
the abuse of power.”” Now we have the threatened imposition of elected
mayors on all top tier local authorities and the abolition of smaller
councils. Elected mayors inevitably tend to become local dictators and
are a recipe for conflict with elected councils, in which the leaders of
their majority parties hitherto never lacked the authority to promote
key policies backed by their councillors. It is no wonder that Bristol
and Watford have abandoned elected mayors and have returned to a
committee structure.

Devolution can also assist in ‘levelling up’ and the key role of
national government in relation to local democracy should be the
provision of a Rate Equalisation Grant-as we once had -to provide
for appropriate financial support to be given to those local authorities
which do not have the inherent financial capacity of the richer
authorities. As Fred Tolson, the Leeds City Treasurer, said fifty years ago:

...unless some workable Rate Support Grant system is evolved
after due research, giving Exchequer aid related to spending needs
and taxable (not just rateable) capacity, local government will

37 For a further study and for additional examples see Michael
Meadowcroft, Diversity in Danger (Beecroft Publications, 2009).



decline into a mere agency for whatever Government happens
to be in office.”®

He has been proved abundantly correct. One need is to change the
rule of ultra vires under which a local council has to find explicit
legal authority for what it intends to introduce, to a rule of intra vires
whereby a council can do anything not formally prohibited by law. In
the raising of local finance it should be up to a council to determine
what it believes it can persuade its electors to support. The coalition
government set off down this path in its Localism Act of 2011 but it
has not been fully taken up.

The House of Commons elected in July 2024 is said to have the
most MPs ever from a comprehensive school background. If so it may
well have an effect in preventing the exodus of potential local leaders
from ‘downtown’ communities. It was an unintended consequence of
the 11-plus examination and its separation of children into grammar
and secondary modern schools that it enabled bright children to escape
from problem neighbourhoods. Once having passed the 11-plus and
begun to attend the local grammar school, usually some distance from
home, they acquired new values and career opportunities and ‘moved
on. This was understandable but highly detrimental to working class
communities which thus lost their natural leaders. Also the modern
trend is for those who serve the poorer urban areas — teachers, lawyers,
doctors, police etc—no longer live in our downtown communities
and thus the example for young men and women of ambition is that
it encourages them to move out to ‘better’ neighbourhoods. During
the serious 1981 urban riots in Brixton and a number of other cities an
article in The Economist made the further highly pertinent liberal case:

One common aspect of the riot areas is that all have suffered for
decades because politicians and their planning advisers have
removed from them their natural community leaders. Local

38 Fred Tolson, quoted in Municipal Review, May 1974.



councils have used central funds to buy up, often compulsorily,
anyone with a financial stake in the community - home-owners,
shop-keepers, landlords, small businesses - to add their property
to the council’s land bank pending comprehensive redevelopment.
Such individuals are the first to be offered the money and
favourable housing nominations to move out of the area, if only
because they are the most independent and mobile citizens. The
effect has been to break the economic and social ties which bind

the community together, ties which also help to police it.*

Political philosophy is vital to underpin political activism, and
liberalism, like other political ideologies, requires practical policies
to make its vision a reality. However important the vision and the
policies are, for liberals the end does not justify the means. Enforcing
change often undermines the value of the change itself and important
changes require citizen consent, particularly when they are necessary
but unpopular. It was expressed eloquently by Friedrich Schiller in his
response to the excesses of the French Revolution:

When the artist lays hands upon the formless mass in order to
shape it to his ends, he has no scruple in doing it violence. The
natural material he is working merits no respect for itself, his
concern is not with the whole for the sake of the parts but with
the parts for the sake of the whole. The political or educational
artist, however, must learn to approach his medium with genuine
respect for its individuality and potential for dignity and beware

of damaging its natural variety.*

The present first-past-the-post electoral system is a significant obstacle
to making the political changes necessary to ensure the very different

39 Nick Harmon, The Economist, 18 July 1981.
40 1794, cited in Francis Gladstone, Voluntary Action in a Changing World
(Bedford Square Press, 1979), p. 123.



future that liberalism promises. It entrenches the current major parties,
encourages negative voting and requires tactical voting for new or
smaller parties to make inroads into the two major blocs. Moreover,
by rewarding the flavour of the month party with a substantial ‘bonus’
of seats unrelated to its level of votes cast, it ensures a government that
talks fancifully about its mandate from the electorate, even though, as
with Labour at the July 2024 election, it has a substantial majority in the
House of Commons with only a minority of votes. Also the decreasing
turnout at all elections suggests that the electorate has an increasing
sense of disillusion with the effectiveness of the democratic system to
be responsive to its views. A change is needed to the Single Transferable
Vote (STV), under which the voter expresses his or her preferences, in
party terms or on other grounds, in a multi-member constituency. Not
only does STV greatly improve proportionality and accountability but
it also obviates the need for tactical voting and negates negative voting.

Many of the policy changes that are needed today to produce a
sustainable and convivial society and to deliver basic individual and
community needs, will not be popular. That is not to say that the
electorate would therefore vote against their promotion. With better
citizenship education and more intellectual rigour from political
leaders there is a great deal of evidence that voters will support ‘right
thinking’ proposals, even if they are intrinsically opposed to them.
Examples in British history include the abolition of the death penalty,
and same sex marriage. Patrick Devlin, from his extensive experience
as a judge, made the comparison between juries and the electorate. He
pointed out in his 1965 book, that because juries have to act collectively,
have the case being tried set out carefully to them and have their
final decision put into effect, they vote for a ‘right’ decision and not
for prejudices. He argues that if the politicians treated the electorate
in the same way;, in effect as a giant jury, they could expect a similar
considered response.*!

41 Patrick Devlin, The Enforcement of Morals (Oxford University Press,
1965); see particular chapter on Democracy and Morality.



Finally, should there be any pessimism as to the electorate’s inherent
liberalism, one needs to consider the public response to the Covid
pandemic and to the lockdown of public activities. Four essentially
liberal attitudes came to the fore: first, the sympathy and interaction
between individuals; second, the sense of community to make sure that
those in need received help; third, the awareness of the importance of
the public service to cope with the emergency; and fourth, the reality
of internationalism in that the pandemic was global and borders
between countries became virtually irrelevant. The health of our politics
requires much more emphasis by the parties on their basic beliefs rather
than their policies, which are important but ephemeral. If to some
extent, the Conservative and Labour parties still have a class base, the
additional problem for a Liberal party, if it is not to be blown about
by every passing event, is to develop a core vote. A clear awareness of
liberalism’s fundamental values is crucial if they are to spread the word
enthusiastically and successfully. Liberalism is a powerful philosophy
and potentially the most popular view of society. All it needs is for its
adherents to have the confidence to argue, write and lecture for it in
every available forum and to promote it on the doorsteps of our towns,
cities and villages.
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