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Foreword


by Paddy Ashdown





Quotations are an essential element of political rhetoric – and of political education, and of political humour. Here in this book you will find a fine selection of Liberal quotes to inspire you, to make you think and to make you laugh.


Quotations from past leaders can raise our spirits and stir our blood. I was in the audience for David Steel’s famous call to ‘go back to your constituencies and prepare for government!’ I wish I had been for Jo Grimond’s ‘marching to the sound of gunfire’ speech twenty years earlier. From Gladstone defending what we would now call human rights (‘remember the rights of the savage, as we call him’) to Lloyd George assaulting the House of Lords (‘a body of five hundred men chosen at random from amongst the unemployed’) to Roy Jenkins calling for the smashing of the ‘out-of-date mould which is bad for the political and economic health of Britain’, the great Liberal causes of the last three centuries march through these pages.


Quotations help us learn about Liberalism. From Lord Acton’s ‘all power corrupts; absolute power corrupts absolutely’, to John Stuart Mill’s famous ‘over himself, over his own body and mind, the individual is sovereign’, to L.T. Hobhouse’s ‘liberty without equality is a name of noble sound and squalid meaning’, quotations teach us the evolving history of Liberalism and Liberal thought. One quote, new to me but particularly apt for this age of extremes, is this, from the Spanish liberal Gregorio Marañón: ‘It is easier to die for an idea, and I would add that it is less heroic, than to try to understand the ideas of others.’


And quotations can make us laugh. Everyone has heard Christopher Bigsby and Malcolm Bradbury’s ‘You know what they say: if God had been a Liberal, we wouldn’t have had the ten commandments. We’d have had the ten suggestions.’ But how about Cllr George Worman’s explanation for his election to Orpington council: ‘Faith, hope and canvassing. And the greatest of these is canvassing’, or Gilbert Gray’s ‘I’m a Liberal – I don’t just believe in miracles, I rely on them’? They not only make us smile; we recognise the truth in them.


As I wrote myself, in a quote that is – fortuitously! – included here, all political parties possess ‘a heart, a history and a soul’. Here in this book you can discover much of the heart, the history and the soul of British Liberalism.





Lord Ashdown of Norton-sub-Hamdon


July 2013



















Introduction





This Dictionary of Liberal Quotations contains almost 2,000 quotations from over 500 individuals and publications. I hope it will prove a valuable research tool for students of Liberalism and of the Liberal Democrats and its predecessor parties, a source of education and entertainment for those with a general interest in Liberal politics, and useful raw material for speeches and articles.


I and my colleagues from the Liberal Democrat History Group used two broad criteria for the inclusion of quotations: they are either by or about prominent Liberal Democrats, Liberals, Social Democrats or liberal thinkers, or they provide insights into liberal thinking and liberal concepts at different periods in history. We started, of course, from the first edition of this Dictionary, published in 1999 by Biteback’s predecessor, Politico’s. On reviewing that text, however, we decided we had included too many generic references to vaguely relevant concepts, and we have tried to focus this edition more closely on Liberalism and Liberals. And, of course, we had another fourteen years of events – including two Liberal Democrat leaders and the party’s entry into government – from which to source entirely new quotes.


Individuals are listed according to the names by which they are generally known to historians and the media: thus, Paddy Ashdown, L. T. Hobhouse, Viscount Palmerston.


As with the first edition, it would not have been possible to produce this book without input from a team of dedicated quote-hunters; my thanks go to Sam Barratt, Robert Ingham, Tony Little, Michael Meadowcroft, Chris Millington, Mark Pack and Douglas Oliver, and also to all those Liberal Democrat History Group members who responded to our appeal for new quotations. Particular thanks go to Chris Millington for painstaking work on biographical details, and to Michael Meadowcroft for contributing a lifetime’s worth of accumulated Liberal quotes. Many thanks also to Iain Dale and Olivia Beattie at Biteback Publishing for their encouragement and hard work in publishing the book.


A number of sources deserve acknowledgement, including all four of the Liberal Democrat History Group’s other books: the Dictionary of Liberal Biography (1998), Great Liberal Speeches (2001), the Dictionary of Liberal Thought (2007) and Peace, Reform and Liberation: A History of Liberal Politics in Britain 1679–2011 (2011). Also of substantial value were Antony Jay’s Oxford Dictionary of Political Quotations, Greg Knight’s Honourable Insults, Facts About British Prime Ministers, compiled by D. Englefield, J. Seaton and I. White, Mary Tester’s Wit of The Asquiths, Ian Bradley’s The Optimists, Norman Gash’s Aristocracy and People 1815–65, and Michael Foot’s Loyalists and Loners.


No doubt some quotations will have been attributed to the wrong person, or will have been printed in slightly different forms to their original versions. And careful readers will no doubt be aware of important quotations which we have overlooked, or puzzle at the reasons why certain quotations were included. Corrections, further information, and suggestions for other quotations will be very welcome – hopefully for inclusion in the third edition!





Duncan Brack


July 2013
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Richard Acland


1906–90; MP (Liberal, Common Wealth) Barnstaple 1935–45, (Labour) Gravesend 1947–55; founder of the Common Wealth Party 1942


I would expect no one to be more truly the ruler of the immediate post-war world than Mr J. M. Keynes.


What It Will Be Like in the New Britain (1942)


John Emrich Edward Dalberg Acton, Lord Acton


1834–1902; historian and theologian; MP (Liberal) Carlow 1859–65, Bridgnorth 1865; created first Baron Acton 1869


Liberty, next to religion, has been the motive of good deeds and the common pretext of crime.


Address on ‘The History of Freedom in Antiquity’, 26 February 1877


Liberty is not a means to a higher political end. It is itself the highest political end.


Address on ‘The History of Freedom in Antiquity’, 26 February 1877


At all times sincere friends of freedom have been rare, and its triumphs have been due to minorities … If hostile interests have wrought much injury, false ideas have wrought still more, and [true liberty’s] advance is recorded in the increase of knowledge as much as in the improvement of laws.


Address on ‘The History of Freedom in Antiquity’, 26 February 1877


The most certain test by which we judge whether a country is free is the amount of security enjoyed by minorities.


Address on ‘The History of Freedom in Antiquity’, 26 February 1877


Power tends to corrupt and absolute power corrupts absolutely. Great men are almost always bad men, even when they exercise influence and not authority.


Letter to Bishop Mandell Creighton, 3 April 1887


Liberty is not the power of doing what we like, but the right of doing what we ought.


Cited in G. E. Fasnacht, Acton’s Political Philosophy (1952)


Liberalism is ultimately founded on the idea of conscience. A man must live by the light within and prefer God’s voice to man’s.


Cited in G. E. Fasnacht, Acton’s Political Philosophy (1952)


The Whig governed by compromise; the Liberal begins the reign of ideas.


Cited in G. Watson, The English Ideology (1973)


To develop and perfect and arm conscience is the great achievement of history.


Attributed


The one pervading evil of democracy is the tyranny of the majority, that succeeds by force or fraud in carrying elections.


Attributed


It is easier to find people fit to govern themselves than people to govern others. Every man is the best, the most responsible, judge of his own advantage.


Attributed



John Adams


1735–1826; American President 1797–1801


There is but one element of government, and that is the people. From this element spring all governments. For a nation to be free, it is only necessary that she wills it. For a nation to be a slave, it is only necessary that she wills it.


Attributed


Paul Addison


b. 1943; historian


Sinclair had two great loyalties which account for his two main contributions to public life. He believed in Liberalism and revived it when it was down; and he believed in Churchill and revived him when he was down.


Entry on Archibald Sinclair (Liberal leader 1935–45) in Dictionary of National Biography


Aeschylus


c. 525–c. 456 BC; philosopher and playwright


Some men see things as they are and ask themselves: ‘Why?’ I dream of things that never have been and ask myself: ‘Why not?’


Attributed


Aesop


c. 620–560 BC; teller of fables


Better starve free than be a fat slave.


‘The Dog and the Wolf’, Fables (c. 6th century BC)



Prince Albert


1819–61; Prince Consort 1840–61


We are frequently inclined to plunge States into Constitutional reforms to which they have no inclination. This I hold to be quite wrong (vide Spain, Portugal, Greece), although it is Lord Palmerston’s hobby.


Letter to Baron Stockmar, 2 September 1847


David Alton


b.1951; MP (Liberal, Liberal Democrat) Liverpool Edge Hill, later Liverpool Mossley Hill 1979–97; created Baron Alton of Liverpool 1997


If you are sure you want to vote Liberal, put a big ‘X’ next to my name; if you are not quite sure, just put a small ‘x’.


Attributed


American Civil Liberties Union


Liberty is always unfinished business.


Title of 36th Report of the American Civil Liberties Union, 1955/56


Leo Amery


1873–1955; MP (Conservative) Birmingham South, later Sparkbrook 1911–45; Secretary of State for the Colonies 1924–29, for Dominion Affairs 1925–29, for India and Burma 1940–45


For twenty years, he has held a season ticket on the line of least resistance and has gone wherever the train of events has carried him, lucidly justifying his position at whatever point he has happened to find himself.


On H. H. Asquith, Quarterly Review, July 1914



Michael Kerr, Earl of Ancram


b. 1945; MP (Conservative) Berwickshire and East Lothian 1974, Edinburgh South 1979–87, Devizes 1992–2010


[Paddy Ashdown] has made a lifetime career of perfecting the arts of sanctimony and arrogance.


In the House of Commons, 13 May 1999


Anonymous


I would rather have a dangerous liberty than a placid slavery.


Attributed to a Polish nobleman by J. J. Rousseau, Contrat Social (1762)


He talked shop like a tenth muse.


On a Gladstone Budget speech, cited in G. W. E. Russell, Collections and Recollections (1898)


‘Peace, Reform and Liberation’


Be our triune aspiration,


’Til we win them for the nation.


And our land be free.


Refrain from ‘The Liberal March’ (sung to the tune ‘Men of Harlech’), from the 1892 election


A tick carried along on the Asquithian sheep.


Description of the Labour Party, cited in G. Knight, Honourable Insults (1990)


The land, the land, ’twas God who made the land,


The land, the land, the ground on which we stand.


Why should we be beggars with the ballot in our hand?


God made the land for the people.


Chorus from ‘The Land’ (sung to the tune ‘Marching through Georgia’), a song originally from the followers of Henry George but adopted by the Liberal Party in the 1910 elections and sung by Liberals ever since


He is a man of splendid abilities, but utterly corrupt. Like a rotten mackerel, by moonlight, he shines and stinks.


On David Lloyd George, cited in G. Knight, Honourable Insults (1990)


Lloyd George, no doubt,


When his life ebbs out,


Will ride on a flaming chariot,


Seated in state


On a red-hot plate


’twixt Satan and Judas Iscariot;


Ananias that day


To the Devil will say,


‘My claim for precedence fails,


So move me up higher,


Away from the fire,


And make way for that liar – from Wales.’


Cited in T. Wilson, The Downfall of the Liberal Party 1914–35 (1966)


A Liberal is one who believes in social evolution but won’t lift a finger to help it, whereas a Radical is one who believes in social evolution and is prepared to have a revolution to achieve it.


Cited as US definitions in T. Horabin, Politics Made Plain (1944)


The liberty of others extends mine to infinity.


Graffiti written during French student revolt, 1968


Liberty is necessity’s conscience.


Graffiti written during French student revolt, 1968


He would be brilliant if he retained as much of what he reads as what he eats.


On Cyril Smith, cited in G. Knight, Honourable Insults (1990)



Joseph Arch


1826–1919; President and organiser of the National Agricultural Labourers Union; MP (Liberal), North West Norfolk 1885–86, 1892–1900


I do not believe in State Aid and land nationalisation … Self-help and liberty, order and progress – these are what I advocate.


From Ploughtail to Parliament (reprinted 1986)


Aristotle


384–322 BC; philosopher


Tyranny seeks three things: first, to make those who are ruled consider themselves insignificant … second, that they should utterly distrust each other … and, third, that they should be powerless to do anything.


Politics (4th century BC)


Those who think that all virtue is to be found in their own party principles push matters to extremes; they do not consider that disproportion destroys a state.


Politics (4th century BC)


Of all the varieties of virtues, liberalism is the most beloved.


Attributed


John Arlott


1914–91; writer, broadcaster and cricket commentator; Liberal candidate


I will forgive an honest politician a very great deal but a smug hypocrite that steers my country into war, I’m agin him.


BBC Radio, Any Questions, November 1967



Matthew Arnold


1822–88; writer, critic and schools inspector


The Reform Bill of 1832, and local self-government, in politics; in the social sphere, free trade, unrestricted competition, and the making of large individual fortunes; in the religious sphere, the Dissidence of Dissent, and the Protestantism of the Protestant religion.


Describing the distinguishing beliefs of Liberalism, Culture and Anarchy (1869)


The spurious Hellenism of our free-trading Liberal friends, mechanically worshipping their fetish of the production of wealth and of the increase of manufacturers and population, and looking neither to right nor left so long as this increase goes on … to this idea of glory and greatness the free trade which our Liberal friends extol so solemnly and devoutly has served … and for this it is prized. Therefore the untaxing of the poor man’s bread has, with this view of national happiness, been used not so much to make the existing poor man’s bread cheaper, or more abundant, but rather to create more poor men to eat it.


Culture and Anarchy (1869)


Our Liberal friends preach the right of an Englishman to be left to do as far as possible what he likes, and the duty of his government to indulge him and connive as much as possible and abstain from all harness and repression.


Culture and Anarchy (1869)


And the one insuperable objection to inequality is the same as the one insuperable objection to absolutism: namely, that inequality, like absolutism, thwarts a vital instinct and being thus against nature, is against our humanisation.


Preface, Mixed Essays (1879)


The country is profoundly Liberal; that is it is profoundly convinced that a great course of growth and transformation lies before it.


Cited in I. Bradley, The Optimists (1980)


Paddy Ashdown


b. 1941; MP (Liberal, Liberal Democrat) Yeovil 1983–2001; leader of the Liberal Democrats 1988–99; created Baron Ashdown of Norton-sub-Hamdon 2001; High Representative and EU Special Representative for Bosnia & Herzegovina 2002–06


I was a soldier at the end of the golden age of imperial soldiering; a spy at the end of the golden age of spying; a politician while politics was still a calling…


A Fortunate Life: The Autobiography of Paddy Ashdown (2009)


Many voters want their MP to do what is right and often respect those who do, even while disagreeing with them. The scope for a bit of courage in politics is far greater than we think it is.


A Fortunate Life: The Autobiography of Paddy Ashdown (2009)


We have lived for far too long off … the intellectual capital of the Jo Grimond era.


Liberal News, 19 February 1988


When I took over the leadership of the Liberal Democrats in 1988, I said to my friends that I saw our recovery in three distinct phases. The first was survival from a point of near extinction; the second was to build a political force with the strength, policy and positions to matter again in British politics; and the third was to get on to the field and play in what I believed would become a very fluid period of politics.


The Ashdown Diaries, Vol. 2 1997–1999, Epilogue (2001)


I am plagued by the nightmare that the party that started with Gladstone will end with Ashdown.


After the 1989 European elections, when the Liberal Democrats were beaten into fourth place by the Greens; The Ashdown Diaries, Vol. 1 1988–1997, entry for 15 June 1989 (2000)


People sometimes ask me what our party stands for. The centre of our message is this: we stand for individual liberty and the international brotherhood of nations. Our fight for civil liberties in Britain – our belief in a Bill of Rights – our struggle for fair votes – our commitment to freedom of information – our demand for employee rights and shares – our determination to give people power in their own hands – all these are testimony of our faith.


At the Liberal Democrat conference, Brighton, 15 September 1989


Let it be our party which has the courage and conviction to place the great cause of democracy at the heart of British politics once again. Let it be our party whose commitment is not to win power for itself, but to transfer power to the citizen whom we serve. Let it be our party which is determined to build a new system of politics, which responds to the divine spark in every human being.


At the Liberal Democrat conference, Brighton, 15 September 1989


The first concern of our party must still be liberty – our challenge in the past has been how to enhance liberty whilst creating a just society – our new challenge comes from adding the words ‘and a safe environment too’.


At the Liberal Democrat conference, Brighton, 15 September 1989


I had, in my rush to create the new party, failed to understand that a political party is about more than plans and priorities and policies and a chromium-plated organisation. It also has a heart and a history and a soul – especially a very old party like the Liberals. Alan Beith and the other ‘Name’ rebels understood this better than me. They were right, and I had nearly wrecked the party by becoming too attached to my own vision and ignoring the fact that political parties are, at root, human organisations and not machines.


On the controversy over the short name of the merged party in 1988–89; A Fortunate Life: The Autobiography of Paddy Ashdown (2009)


The days of alphabet soup.


On the difficulties of establishing a name for the new party, 17 October 1989


Labour would discard any principle, abandon any conviction and adopt any policy provided it could gain votes in the process.


The Guardian, March 1990


A review of the papers. They are irretrievably awful. The Sun’s headline is ‘Paddy Pantsdown’. Dreadful – but brilliant.


Ashdown’s reaction to press coverage of his affair with his former secretary, The Ashdown Diaries, Vol. 1 1988–1997, entry for 6 February 1992 (2000)


[We are] the gathering point for a broader movement dedicated to winning the battle of ideas which will give Britain an electable alternative to the Conservative government. I do not believe mathematically constructed pacts and alliances are the way forward for Liberal Democrats or for others … [We should] work with others to assemble the ideas around which a non-socialist alternative to the Conservatives can be constructed.


On the future direction of the Liberal Democrats, Chard, 9 May 1992


I have been building the party to fill a certain gap in politics, which I know is there and which would give us real electoral pull. But then along comes Blair with all the power of Labour behind him, and fills exactly the space I have been aiming at for the last seven years.


On the election of Tony Blair to the Labour leadership, The Ashdown Diaries, Vol. 1 1988–1997, entry for 8 August 1994 (2000)


If, as it appears, I have more in common with Blair than he has with his left wing, surely the logical thing is for us to create a new, more powerful alternative force which would be unified around a broadly liberal agenda?


The Ashdown Diaries, Vol. 1 1988–1997, entry for 9 April 1996 (2000)


I was fed up at the last election with rattling around the country conferring the Westminster blessing on some unsuspecting lathe operator in the West Midlands.


The Independent, 3 April 1997


Trust is not a question of personality, it’s a question of consistency. You can’t … publish a manifesto one day and before the ink is dry rewrite large sections of it and then appeal to people to trust you. It would be like Moses coming down from the mountain with the ten commandments and then being told by spin doctors to ditch three of them because focus groups say they are not going down well with the Israelites.


The Independent, 8 April 1997


I am in favour of cooperating with other parties where it is in the national interest to do so but I am not talking about pacts, deals and all the rest of it – that’s not on the agenda and never has been.


On GMTV, 28 April 1997


Some tell me this is the age of politics without ideology. They say the great ‘isms’ are dead. But there is one creed whose time, I am passionately convinced, has come again. This is again the liberal age.


At the Liberal Democrat conference, Southport, 15 March 1998


A taxi home, a whisky and to bed. Waiting for Blair is like waiting for Godot.


On Ashdown’s attempts to persuade Tony Blair to legislate for constitutional and electoral reform; The Ashdown Diaries, Vol. 2 1997–1999, entry for 9 September 1998 (2001)


Surely there can be no place in a 21st-century Parliament for people with 15th-century titles and 19th-century prejudices?


On reform of the House of Lords; in the House of Commons debate on the Queen’s Speech, 24 November 1998


I have one great question about you. Are you a pluralist? Or are you a control freak?


On Tony Blair, at the Liberal Democrat conference, Brighton, 24 September 1998


It is, incidentally, not necessary for parties to love their leaders – to respect them is usually enough. But it is vital for leaders to love their parties – otherwise why would we put up with it? That applies especially to our beloved Lib Dems, who are, bless them, inveterately sceptical of authority, often exasperating to the point of dementia, as difficult to lead where they don’t want to go as a mule, and as curmudgeonly about success as one of those football supporters who regards his team’s promotion to the premier league as insufficient because they haven’t also won the FA cup! But that’s what makes them liberals; and fun to be with; and inextinguishable in defeat; and bottomless in the commitment they will give you when you ask for it; and recklessly generous of your faults and quite simply the best party to lead in the world.


Open letter to leadership contenders, The Guardian, 11 June 1999


Eleven years ago, the first thing we did in the Liberal Democrats was to take our liberal agenda and update it. That new thinking gave us the distinctive messages, which won us the votes, that made us strong, that gave us a role to play on the field of politics as we do today. That’s the order. First the ideas; then the votes; then the influence; and then the power.


Farewell speech as leader to Liberal Democrat conference, Harrogate, 21 September 1999


In Jo Grimond’s time we used to have a slogan: ‘We hate the Tories. But we distrust the state.’ It’s not a bad one for the years ahead!


Farewell speech as leader to Liberal Democrat conference, Harrogate, 21 September 1999


Through it all, you have done all I have asked of you and more. So often I left Westminster tired and dejected, to go out to meet you and campaign with you, in the knowledge that it was my job to inspire you. But ending up with you inspiring me, by your trust and your hope and your unshakeable will to win.


Farewell speech as leader to Liberal Democrat conference, Harrogate, 21 September 1999


You have given me, quite simply, the pride and the purpose of my life. To have had the privilege to lead you has been the greatest thing I have ever done – or ever will do.


Farewell speech as leader to Liberal Democrat conference, Harrogate, 21 September 1999


In September 1998, I was in the little villages of Suva Reka, near Pristina … Every Albanian village had a graveyard – there were too many of them – with freshly dug graves, and every Albanian house, be it extremely poor, had a satellite dish. I noticed amidst the mayhem and misery that while all the graveyards pointed, according to Muslim tradition, towards Mecca, all the satellite dishes pointed towards Murdoch. I fell to wondering which of those two facts would more greatly influence the lives of the people round whom the war was raging. The answer was that Murdoch would affect their lives more than Mecca.


Final speech in the House of Commons, 25 April 2001


I am a Liberal. I am comfortable being a Liberal. It is the only answer to the conundrums of our age.


Interview, Total Politics, April 2009


The other two parties have conceded that it is the ‘Liberal Age’. They are all Liberals now. They are all trying to be Liberals. David Cameron even proclaims himself to be a Liberal Conservative, so here’s the conundrum. If this is a ‘Liberal Age’, why the bloody hell aren’t I Prime Minister?


Interview, Total Politics, April 2009


George Bush may well turn out to be the last US President to have had an emotional tie to Europe. In future we are likely to be judged by Washington, not on the basis of history, but according to a rather cool, even brutal appraisal of what we can deliver when it comes to pursuing our joint interests – and here the answer is not much, if Afghanistan is anything to go by.


At the Hay Literary Festival, May 2009


An instrument of excruciating torture for the Liberal Democrats, where our hearts and emotions went one way but the mathematics the other.


On the outcome of the 2010 election, cited in R. Wilson, Five Days to Power (2010)


Fuck it! If this is what you’re going to fight for – even with the bloody Tories – you’d better count me in.


At the meeting of the Liberal Democrat parliamentary parties and Federal Executive which approved the coalition, 11 May 2010


The thing that we have in our party title – liberal – goes back thousands of years. You should be proud of that. It should give us strength, and it should make us campaign even harder … Henry Gibson once said, ‘You do not go out to battle for freedom and truth wearing your best trousers.’ Sometimes I think our party wears its best trousers too much. This is our heritage and it is also our message today – and we should be proud of it.


At the Liberal Democrat History Group meeting to launch the book Peace, Reform and Liberation, Birmingham, 19 September 2011


Power is not just moving laterally from nation to nation, it’s also moving vertically. What’s happening today is that the power that was encased, held to accountability, held to the rule of law, within the institutions of the nation state, has now migrated in very large measure on to the global stage.


TED talk, Brussels, November 2011


People say to me, ‘The Chinese, of course, they’ll never get themselves involved in multilateral peace-making around the world.’ Oh yes? Why not? How many Chinese troops are … serving under the UN command in the world today? 3,700. How many Americans? 11.


TED talk, Brussels, November 2011


I was not born a Liberal. I became one nearly forty years ago. When a man in a bobble hat knocked on my door and asked for my vote. To be honest I told him I wasn’t interested. I was fed up with all politicians. But he was insistent. So I told him if he could persuade me Liberalism was different, he could have my vote … So, if you ever wonder, over the next few years, as I am coaxing, cajoling, even perhaps trying to compel you; when you are dead on your feet but I need you to get out and sign up more members and deliverers, or knock on another 100 doors, or deliver another 1,000 leaflets; well, if you want to know who to blame – not me; you can blame that modest man in a bobble hat who went out one evening in the dark and the cold and knocked on somebody’s door with a message of hope. A modest man who had immodest ambitions for our party and our country. Summed up in the simple, liberal demand that every citizen should be enabled to live their lives to the full.


At the Liberal Democrat conference, Brighton, March 2013


I’m sure that you, like me, have often told children and grandchildren that it’s not the winning that matters, it’s the taking part. Well let me let you into a little secret. That’s bollocks.


At the Liberal Democrat conference, Brighton, March 2013


The Liberal Party and its members, then and now, do not pretend to be the elite. They are, for the most part, the very ordinary in the best sense of that word. And yet, somewhat to my surprise, I have felt a greater sense of privilege working with them, and been more humbled and inspired by what they were able to achieve through dedication, sacrifice and a refusal to accept the odds, than I ever felt amongst the elites of my previous careers.


A Fortunate Life: The Autobiography of Paddy Ashdown (2009)


In a life that has, I suppose, had some small excitements, nothing that I have ever experienced so terrorised me as having to stand up as a young, inexperienced, wet-behind-the-ears leader of my party to question her [Margaret Thatcher] in the House of Commons when she was at the full plenitude of her powers, with the inevitable result that I would be ritually handbagged twice a week in front of the microphones of the nation. Thank God there was no television in the Chamber then.


Tribute to Mrs Thatcher in the House of Lords, 10 April 2013


We believe that government’s first role is not to help people but to help people help themselves. We prefer the hand-up to the hand-out.


Attributed


The most frightening period of my life.


Attributed; on the first two years of the Liberal Democrats


H. H. Asquith


1852–1928; MP (Liberal) East Fife 1886–1918, Paisley 1920–24; Home Secretary 1892–95, Chancellor of the Exchequer 1905–08, Prime Minister 1908–16; leader of the Liberal Party 1908–26; created Earl of Oxford and Asquith 1925


A mischievous and injurious scheme.


On the proposal for votes for women, in the House of Commons, 27 April 1892


In politics I think he may fairly be described as an idealist in aim and optimist by temperament. Great causes appealed to him. He was not ashamed, even in old age, to see visions and to dream dreams.


Tribute in the House of Commons to Henry Campbell-Bannerman following his death in April 1908


Too many pubs.


When asked to summarise his arguments for the Licensing Bill, 1908, cited in M. Tester, Wit of The Asquiths (1974)


We must wait and see.


Used repeatedly during a debate on the Parliament Act Procedure Bill, in the House of Commons, 4 April 1910. Later used to characterise Asquith’s attitude to the First World War and other issues


The Army will hear nothing of politics from me – and in return I expect to hear nothing of politics from the Army.


Following the Curragh Mutiny, Ladybank, 4 April 1914


We shall never sheathe the sword which we have not lightly drawn until Belgium receives in full measure all and more than all that she has sacrificed, until France is adequately secured against the menace of aggression, until the rights of the smaller nationalities of Europe are placed upon an unassailable foundation, and until the military domination of Prussia is wholly and finally destroyed.


At the Guildhall, London, 9 November 1914


There is nothing to be got by being a Liberal today. It is not a profitable or remunerative career.


To the National Liberal Federation, 26 November 1920


Youth would be an ideal state if it came a little later in life.


The Observer, 15 April 1923


It is fitting that we should have buried the Unknown Prime Minister by the side of the Unknown Soldier.


On the interment of Andrew Bonar Law’s ashes at Westminster Abbey, November 1923, cited in R. Blake, The Unknown Prime Minister (1955)


We are a dying party, set between the upper and the nether millstones.


After defeat in the 1924 election, cited in C. Cook, The Age of Alignment: Electoral Politics in Britain 1922–29 (1975)


We have now for nearly three years been trying the experiment of ‘Liberal Reunion’. There is not one of us that does not know that in practice it has turned out to be a fiction, if not a farce.


Memorandum, 6 October 1926, cited in T. Wilson, The Downfall of the Liberal Party 1914–35 (1966)


There is only one way in which liberalism can ever be killed, and that is by suicide.


At Greenock, 15 October 1926


A great political party which is not for the time being in a majority should never allow itself to succumb to the temptation to degenerate into a bargaining counter.


At Greenock, 15 October 1926


The Liberal Party … can point to the richest record of actual achievement in the removal of abuses and the extension of freedom, in securing, step by step, that predominance of the general over the particular interest, which I have described as one of the greatest principles.


At Greenock, 15 October 1926


Look neither to the right nor to the left, but keep straight on.


At Greenock, 15 October 1926


There is no more striking illustration of the immobility of British institutions than the House of Commons.


Fifty Years of Parliament, Vol. 2 (1926)


The War Office kept three sets of figures – one to mislead the public, another to mislead the Cabinet, and the third to mislead itself.


Cited in A. Horne, The Price of Glory (1962)


A Chimborazo or Everest among the foothills of the Baldwin Cabinet.


On Winston Churchill, cited in R. Jenkins, Asquith (1964)


He is a wonderful creature, with a curious dash of schoolboy simplicity, and having what someone said of genius – a zig-zag streak of lightning in the brain.


On Winston Churchill, cited in M. Tester, Wit of The Asquiths (1974)


A chip off the old Blockhead.


Description of the son of a Tory peer, cited in M. Tester, Wit of The Asquiths (1974)


They had hardly even a prejudice in common.


On an alliance between Morley and Harcourt, cited in M. Tester, Wit of The Asquiths (1974)


Rather a dusty lot.


On the Gladstonian Cabinet, cited in M. Tester, Wit of The Asquiths (1974)


It is an impossible audience … It is like speaking by torchlight to corpses in a charnel-house.


On addressing the House of Lords, cited in M. Tester, Wit of The Asquiths (1974)


In public politics as in private life, character is better than brains, and loyalty more valuable than either; but I shall have to work with the material that has been given to me.


Attributed, in conversation to Margot Asquith


It may seem a truism to say that the Liberal Party inscribes among its permanent watchwords the name of liberty … but liberty itself, like so many of the rallying cries in the secular struggle of parties, is a term which grows by what it feeds on, and acquires in each generation a new and larger content.


Attributed


Mr Asquith says in a manner sweet and calm,


Another little drink won’t do us any harm.


Music-hall song


Margot Asquith


1864–1945; political hostess and author; wife of H. H. Asquith


I was reminded of George Eliot’s remark, ‘When a man wants a peach, it is no good offering him the largest vegetable marrow.’


On hearing that Campbell-Bannerman, in planning the Liberal administration of 1905, intended to make R. B. Haldane Home Secretary instead of Lord Chancellor, cited in R. Jenkins, Asquith (1964)


I was tired of cleverness – the clever among Henry’s colleagues were not always loyal, and the loyal, with notable exceptions, were not too clever.


Autobiography (1920)


If not a great soldier, he is at least a great poster.


On Lord Kitchener, More Memories (1933)


No amount of education will make women first-rate politicians. Can you see a woman becoming a Prime Minister? I cannot imagine a greater calamity for these islands than to be put under the guidance of a woman in 10 Downing Street.


Off The Record (1943)


Lord Birkenhead is very clever but sometimes his brains go to his head.


On F. E. Smith, The Listener, 11 July 1953


He never saw a belt without hitting below it.


On David Lloyd George, The Listener, 11 July 1953


The t is silent, as in Harlow.


To Jean Harlow, who had been mispronouncing her name, cited in T. S. Matthews, Great Tom (1973)


What a pity when Christopher Columbus discovered America that he ever mentioned it.


Cited in M. Tester, Wit of The Asquiths (1974)


That clash of flint with steel.


On a dispute between Lord Rosebery and Sir William Harcourt, cited in M. Tester, Wit of The Asquiths (1974)


It caught on like wildfire with the semi-clever and moderately educated – the Imperialists, Dukes, Journalists and Fighting Forces.


On Joseph Chamberlain’s proposal for tariff reform, cited in M. Tester, Wit of The Asquiths (1974)


I think there is something horribly vulgar in trying to get too familiar with men’s souls.


To General Booth, founder of the Salvation Army, cited in M. Tester, Wit of The Asquiths (1974)


He has not a ray of humour, and hardly any sensibility. If he were a horse I certainly would not back him.


On Sir Charles Dilke, cited in M. Tester, Wit of The Asquiths (1974)


Henry is as indifferent to the press as St Paul’s Cathedral is to midges.


On her husband, cited in M. Tester, Wit of The Asquiths (1974)


I always knew Lloyd George had won the war, but until I read his memoirs, I did not know he had won it single-handed.


Letter to T. Jones, cited in M. Tester, Wit of The Asquiths (1974)


The amount of silly things that I have heard clever people say makes me wonder what is left for the stupid.


Cited in M. Tester, Wit of The Asquiths (1974)


His modesty amounts to a deformity.


On H. H. Asquith, cited in G. Knight, Honourable Insults (1990)


The most sophisticated untrue unsound gerry-built quick clever affectionate vulgarian I’ve ever seen.


On Andrew Bonar Law, cited in the Independent on Sunday, 18 April 1999


Clement Attlee


1883–1967; MP (Labour) Limehouse 1922–50, Walthamstow West 1950–55; leader of the Labour Party 1935–55; deputy Prime Minister 1942–45, Prime Minister 1945–51; created Earl Attlee and Viscount Prestwood 1955


He [Churchill] has been a very ardent lover of this elderly spinster, the Liberal Party. The elder sister – the National Liberals – was married long ago; she is now deceased. This now is the younger sister, but she is getting on. I can never make out whether the Rt Hon. Member for Woodford is going to play Petruchio or Romeo. He has given her a slap in the face, then offers her a bunch of flowers.


In the House of Commons, 1950, cited in D. Dutton, A History of the Liberal Party (2004)


All of the things that the Liberals have worked for we have carried out.


Used in Labour election literature, 1951


A dead fly.


Describing Violet Bonham Carter, 1951, cited in M. Tester, Wit of The Asquiths (1974)


Aung San Suu Kyi


b. 1945; Burmese politician, held under house arrest for much of 1989–2010


It’s very different from living in academia in Oxford. We called someone vicious in the Times Literary Supplement. We didn’t know what vicious was.


Cited in The Observer on her return to Myanmar (Burma) in 1988


It is not power that corrupts but fear. Fear of losing power corrupts those who wield it and fear of the scourge of power corrupts those who are subject to it.


Freedom from Fear (1991)


The quest for democracy in Burma is the struggle of a people to live whole, meaningful lives as free and equal members of the world community. It is part of the unceasing human endeavour to prove that the spirit of man can transcend the flaws of his own nature.


Freedom from Fear (1991)


The people of Burma view democracy not merely as a form of government but as an integrated social and ideological system based on respect for the individual. When asked why they feel so strong a need for democracy, the least political will answer: ‘We just want to be able to go about our own business freely and peacefully, not doing anybody any harm, just earning a decent living without anxiety and fear.’ In other words they want the basic human rights which would guarantee a tranquil, dignified existence free from want and fear.


Freedom from Fear (1991)


It was predictable that as soon as the issue of human rights became an integral part of the movement for democracy the official media should start ridiculing and condemning the whole concept of human rights, dubbing it a western artefact alien to traditional values.


Freedom from Fear (1991)


It is a puzzlement to the Burmese how concepts which recognise the inherent dignity and the equal and inalienable rights of human beings, which accept that all men are endowed with reason and conscience and which recommend a universal spirit of brotherhood, can be inimical to indigenous values.


Freedom from Fear (1991)


The proposition that the Burmese are not fit to enjoy as many rights and privileges as the citizens of democratic countries is insulting. It also makes questionable the logic of a Burmese government considering itself fit to enjoy more rights and privileges than the governments of those same countries.


Freedom from Fear (1991)


In societies where men are truly confident of their own worth, women are not merely tolerated but valued.


At the Forum on Women, China, 1995
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Francis Bacon


1561–1626; writer and philosopher; MP for various constituencies 1584–1617; created Baron Verulam 1618, Viscount St. Albans 1621; Lord Chancellor 1618–21


He that will not apply new remedies must expect new evils; for time is the greatest innovator.


Essays, third edition (1625)


Walter Bagehot


1826–77; Liberal economist and constitutional writer; editor of The Economist 1860–77


The path of great principles is marked through history by trouble, anxiety, and conflict.


Saturday Review, 16 February 1856


It has been the bane of many countries which have tried to obtain freedom, but failed in the attempt, that they have regarded popular government rather as a means of intellectual excitement than as an implement of political work.


Saturday Review, 16 February 1856


No real English gentleman, in his secret soul, was ever sorry for the death of a political economist.


Estimates of some Englishmen and Scotchmen (1858)


He believes, with all his heart and soul and strength that there is such a thing as truth; he has the soul of a martyr with the intellect of an advocate.


On W. E. Gladstone, National Review, July 1860


There is no method by which men can be both free and equal.


The Economist, 5 September 1863


In such constitutions [e.g. England’s] there are two parts … first, those which excite and preserve the reverence of the population – the dignified parts … and next, the efficient parts – those by which it, in fact, works and rules.


The English Constitution (1867)


A cabinet is a combining committee – a hyphen which joins, a buckle which fastens, the legislative part of the state to the executive part of the state.


The English Constitution (1867)


It has been said that England invented the phrase, ‘Her Majesty’s Opposition’; that it was the first government which made a criticism of the administration as much a part of the polity as administration itself. This critical opposition is the consequence of cabinet government.


The English Constitution (1867)


It is often said that men are ruled by their imaginations; but it would be truer to say that they are governed by the weakness of their imaginations.


The English Constitution (1867)


The Queen … must sign her own death-warrant if the two Houses unanimously send it up to her.


The English Constitution (1867)


Above all things our royalty is to be reverenced, and if you begin to poke about it you cannot reverence it … Its mystery is its life. We must not let in daylight upon magic.


The English Constitution (1867)


The Sovereign has, under a constitutional monarchy such as ours, three rights – the right to be consulted, the right to encourage, the right to warn. A king of great sense and sagacity would want no others.


The English Constitution (1867)


A severe though not unfriendly critic of our institutions said that ‘the cure for admiring the House of Lords was to go and look at it’.


The English Constitution (1867)


The House of Commons lives in a state of perpetual potential choice: at any moment it can chose a ruler and dismiss a ruler. And therefore party is inherent in it, is bone of its bone, and breath of its breath.


The English Constitution (1867)


An Opposition, on coming into power, is often like a speculative merchant whose bills become due. Ministers have to make good their promises, and they find difficulty in doing so.


The English Constitution (1867)


It is an inevitable defect, that bureaucrats will care more for routine than for results.


The English Constitution (1867)


The natural impulse of the English people is to resist authority.


The English Constitution (1867)


In plain English, what I fear is that both our political parties will bid for the support of the working man; that both of them will promise to do as he likes, if he will only tell them what it is; that, as he now holds the casting vote in our affairs, both parties will beg and pray him to give that vote to them. I can conceive of nothing more corrupting or worse for a set of poor Ignorant people than that two combinations of well-taught and rich men should constantly offer to defer to their decision, and compete for the office of executing it.


The English Constitution, second edition (1872)


We have in England an elective first magistrate as truly as the Americans have an elective first magistrate. The Queen is only at the head of the dignified part of the constitution. The prime minister is at the head of the efficient part.


The English Constitution, second edition (1872)


If we know that a nation is capable of enduring continuous discussion, we know that it is capable of practising with equanimity continuous tolerance.


Physics and Politics (1872)


In happy states, the Conservative party must rule upon the whole a much longer time than their adversaries. In well-framed politics, innovation – great innovation that is – can only be occasional. If you are always altering your house, it is a sign either that you have a bad house, or that you have an excessively restless disposition – there is something wrong somewhere.


The Chances for a Long Conservative Regime in England (1874)


The being without an opinion is so painful to human nature that most people will leap to a hasty opinion rather than undergo it.


The Economist, 4 December 1875


Good government depends at least as much on an impartial respect for the rights of all as it does on energy in enforcing respect for the authority which protects those rights.


The Economist, 27 May 1876


The characteristic danger of great nations, like the Romans or the English, which have a long history of continuous creation, is that they may at last fail from not comprehending the great institutions which they have created.


Fortnightly Review, 1 November 1876


Capital must be propelled by self-interest; it cannot be enticed by benevolence.


Economic Studies (1880)


If he were a horse, nobody would buy him; with that eye, no one could answer for his temper.


‘Lord Brougham’ in Biographical Studies (1881)


Mikhail Bakunin


1814–76; Russian anarchist


The liberty of man consists solely in this, that he obeys the laws of nature, because he has himself recognised them as such, and not because they have been imposed upon him externally by any foreign will whatsoever, human or divine, collective or individual.


Dieu et l’État (1882)


Freedom is the absolute right of all adult men and women to seek permission for their action only from their own conscience and reason, and to be determined in their actions only by their own will, and consequently to be responsible only to themselves, and then to the society to which they belong, but only insofar as they have a made a free decision to belong to it.


Dieu et l’État (1882)


James Baldwin


1924–87; American writer


Freedom is not something that anybody can be given; freedom is something people take and people are as free as they want to be.


‘Notes for a Hypothetical Novel’, Nobody Knows My Name (1961)


Stanley Baldwin


1867–1947; MP (Conservative) Bewdley 1908–37; Chancellor of the Exchequer 1922–23, Prime Minister 1923–24, 1924–29, 1935–37, Lord President of the Council 1931–35; created Earl Baldwin of Bewdley and Viscount Coverdale of Coverdale 1937


A Rolls-Royce mind, without a driver.


On Sir John Simon, cited in R. Douglas, History of the Liberal Party 1895–1970 (1971)


He spent his whole life in plastering together the true and the false, and therefrom manufacturing the plausible.


On David Lloyd George, cited in G. Knight, Honourable Insults (1990)


A. J. Balfour


1848–1930; MP (Conservative) Hertford 1874–85, Manchester East 1885–1906, City of London 1906–22; First Lord of the Treasury 1891–92, 1895–1905, Prime Minister 1902–05, Foreign Secretary 1916–19; created Earl of Balfour, Viscount Traprain of Whittingehame 1922


A mere cork, dancing on a current which he cannot control.


On Henry Campbell-Bannerman, letter to Lady Salisbury, 1906, cited in B. Dugdale, Arthur James Balfour (1939)


Asquith’s lucidity of style is a positive disadvantage when one has nothing to say.


Cited in G. Knight, Honourable Insults (1990)


He is, and always was, in everything except essentials, a tremendous Tory.


On Gladstone, cited in P. Clarke, A Question of Leadership (1991)


Conservative prejudices are rooted in a great past and Liberal ones in an imaginary future.


Cited in D. Englefield, J. Seaton & I. White, Facts About the British Prime Ministers (1996)



Honor Balfour


1912–2001; journalist; Liberal candidate


Not only am I fighting the press boycott but the boy Prescott.


On her experience as an Independent Liberal candidate in the Darwen by-election, 1943 – the local paper refused to report her campaign because she was defying the wartime electoral truce, whereas Stanley Prescott was her Conservative opponent; attributed


Jackie Ballard


b. 1953; MP (Liberal Democrat) Taunton 1997–2001


Male politicians get away with being far more scruffy, ugly and overweight than female politicians, which annoys me.


Independent on Sunday, 28 March 1999


Desmond Banks


1918–97; President, Liberal Party 1968–69; created Baron Banks of Kenton 1975


Just as there are one or two Liberals on the Right who believe in nothing but free trade and laissez-faire so there are Liberals on the Left like Lady Megan [Lloyd George] who view the Labour Party through rose-tinted spectacles. If once she learns to appreciate the point of view of those Liberals with [her views], who firmly believe in modern Liberalism as it has evolved from Asquith and Lloyd George through the Yellow Book to Full Employment in a Free Society, ownership for all and co-ownership in industry, yet who detest Labour Party theory and much of its practice, then the hopes of Party unity will be high. Modern Liberals, though they reject laissez-faire which Asquith described as administrative nihilism, have not rejected the principle of the freedom of world trade which Asquith did so much to uphold. Nor are they any less conscious of the need to defend the liberty of the subject against all assaults. Liberals are prepared with Lady Megan to use the weapon of state intervention but as [we were] reminded in our last issue ‘they must use it cautiously and never with gay abandon’.


Editorial, The Middle Road, February 1951


The conception of the free movement of men, goods, capital and ideas over the frontiers of the nations is a great one, and the Liberal Party must support every movement in that direction. The taxation of land values has, perhaps, been to some extent neglected by the Party in recent years. Adam Smith and Henry George are certainly prophets to be honoured among Liberals. But they are prophets, not gods – and not the only ones at that.


Editorial, The Middle Road, April 1951


But it takes so long to write ‘disenfranchised Liberal’ on the ballot paper.


Response to the suggestion that Liberals should spoil their ballot papers where there was no Liberal candidate, general election, 1964


John Bannerman


1901–69; chairman, Scottish Liberal Party 1954–64; created Lord Bannerman of Kildonan 1967


It’s boy David.


Describing David Steel on his by-election victory, 1965; subsequently used by the Scottish Daily Express in its report of the by-election


Anthony Barber


1920–2005; MP (Conservative) Doncaster 1951–64, Altrincham & Sale 1965–74; Chancellor of the Exchequer 1970–74; created Baron Barber of Wentbridge 1975


The Liberals have no chance of forming a government and cut no ice in Parliament. The hard fact is that the Liberal Party is as irrelevant to the reality of present-day politics as a pair of Victorian opera glasses to a moon probe.


Orpington and Kentish Times, 7 February 1964


Francis Thornhill Baring


1796–1866; MP (Whig/Liberal) Portsmouth 1826–65; Chancellor of the Exchequer 1839–41; created Baron Northbrook 1866


A body of men connected with high rank and property, bound together by hereditary feeling and party ties, as well as higher motives, who in bad times keep alive the sacred name of freedom.


Describing Whigs, 1830, cited in B. Mallet, Thomas George, Earl of Northbrook: A Memoir (1908)


Frédéric Bastiat


1801–50; French economist


If goods do not cross frontiers, armies will.


Attributed


Tim Beaumont


1928–2008; President, Liberal Party 1969–70; created Baron Beaumont of Whitley 1968


I am a Liberal because, as John Pardoe crystallised it, the hatred of Tories is the beginning of wisdom and to be Old Labour was to be centralist and undemocratic and to be New Labour is not to be on the side of the poor and afflicted.


Cited in D. Brack (ed.), Why I am a Liberal Democrat (1996)



Max Aitken, Lord Beaverbrook


1879–1964; press baron; MP (Conservative) Ashton-under-Lyme 1910–16; created Baron Beaverbrook 1917; Lord Privy Seal 1943–45


Don’t thank God. Thank Clem Davies.


Response to his employee Alan Wood’s comment, ‘Thank God!’, on hearing that Neville Chamberlain had resigned and been replaced by Winston Churchill, 10 May 1940 – Davies had played a key role in Chamberlain’s downfall, cited in A. Wyburn-Powell, Clement Davies: Liberal Leader (2003)


Churchill was perhaps the greater man but George was more fun.


On David Lloyd George, cited in K. O. Morgan, David Lloyd George: Welsh Radical as World Statesman (1963)


He does not care in which direction the car is travelling, so long as he remains in the driving seat.


On David Lloyd George, The Decline and Fall of Lloyd George (1963)


Henry Ward Beecher


1813–87; American preacher and reformer


Liberty is the soul’s right to breathe, and, when it cannot take a long breath, laws are girdled too tight.


Proverbs from Plymouth Pulpit (1887)


Alan Beith


b. 1943; MP (Liberal, Liberal Democrat) Berwick-upon-Tweed 1973–; Liberal Chief Whip 1976–85, deputy leader of the Liberal Party 1985–88, deputy leader of the Liberal Democrats 1992–2003


If it means an intolerance to people who are simply different in their outlook and style to the rest of us, then I think it is rather a dangerous concept and there is no way you can enforce every law, every minute of every day.


On the concept of zero tolerance in law enforcement, The Independent, 11 April 1997


Fundamental to Liberalism is the belief in the freedom of the individual. That freedom is threatened from many directions: by over-mighty states, by private concentrations of power, by the actions of other individuals, or by circumstances which leave the individual without access to power or opportunity. A preoccupation of Liberalism has therefore been the creation of a democratic system of government which can protect individual liberty and whose institutions are themselves restrained from usurping the freedom of the individual.


Foreword to the Liberal Democrat policy paper It’s About Freedom (2002)


The instinct of a Liberal is to distribute power as widely as possible, and to hold to account all those who exercise it.


Attributed


Hilaire Belloc


1870–1953; historian, poet and novelist; MP (Liberal) Salford South 1906–10


Gentlemen, I am a Catholic … if you reject me on account of my religion, I shall thank God that He has spared me the indignity of being your representative.


To the voters of South Salford, 1906, cited in R. Speaight, The Life of Hilaire Belloc (1957)


A man can no more make a good speech in such a place than sing a song in it.


On the House of Commons, 29 July 1930, cited in The Political Diary of Hugh Dalton (1986)


The choice lies between property on the one hand and slavery, public or private, on the other. There is no third issue.


An Essay on the Restoration of Property (1936)


Arnold Bennett


1867–1931; writer


Seventy minutes had passed before Mr Lloyd George arrived at his proper theme. He spoke for a hundred and seventeen minutes, in which period he was detected only once in the use of an argument.


Things That Have Interested Me (1921)


Every Briton is at heart a Tory – especially every British Liberal.


Commenting on the contemporary political scene, in Journal, December 1929


Nicholas Bennett


b. 1949; MP (Conservative) Pembroke 1987–92


Liberal Democrat support would be impressive only if it was measured on the Richter scale.


Cited in G. Knight, Honourable Insults (1990)


Jeremy Bentham


1748–1832; philosopher


The greatest happiness of the greatest number is the foundation of morals and legislation.


The Commonplace Book (1843)


Every law is an infraction of liberty.


Principles of the Civil Code in Collected Works, Vol. 1 (1843)


The only object of government ought to be the greatest possible happiness of the community … It fulfils this object by creating rights, which it confers upon individuals: rights of personal security, rights of protection for honour, rights of property, rights of receiving aid in case of need.


Principles of the Civil Code in Collected Works, Vol. 1 (1843)


Right … is the child of law: from real laws come real rights; but from imaginary laws, from laws of nature, fancied and invented by poets, rhetoricians, and dealers in moral and intellectual poisons, come imaginary rights, a bastard brood of monsters.


Anarchical Fallacies in Collected Works, Vol. 3 (1843)


Natural rights is simple nonsense: natural and imprescriptible rights, rhetorical nonsense – nonsense upon stilts.


Anarchical Fallacies in Collected Works, Vol. 3 (1843)


He rather hated the ruling few than loved the suffering many.


On James Mill, cited in H. N. Pym, Memories of Old Friends, being Extracts from the Journals and Letters of Caroline Fox (1882)


Isaiah Berlin


1909–97; philosopher


Liberty is liberty, not equality or fairness or justice or human happiness or a quiet conscience.


Two Concepts of Liberty (1958)


It is this – the ‘positive’ conception of liberty: not freedom from, but freedom to – which the adherents of the ‘negative’ notion represent as being, at times, no better than a specious disguise for brutal tyranny.


Two Concepts of Liberty (1958)


The fundamental sense of freedom is freedom from chains, from imprisonment, from enslavement by others. The rest is extension of this sense, or else metaphor.


Four Essays on Liberty (1969)


Injustice, poverty, slavery, ignorance – these may be cured by reform or revolution. But men do not live only by fighting evils. They live by positive goals, individual and collective, a vast variety of them, seldom predictable, at times incompatible.


Four Essays on Liberty (1969)


Those who have ever valued liberty for its own sake believed that to be free to choose, and not to be chosen for, is an inalienable ingredient in what makes human beings human.


Four Essays on Liberty (1969)


Few new truths have ever won their way against the resistance of established ideas save by being overstated.


Vico and Herder (1976)


No society is free unless it is governed by two interrelated principles: first, that no power but only rights can be regarded as absolute; second, that there are frontiers within which men should be inviolable.


Attributed


Leonard Bernstein


1918–90; American conductor, pianist and composer


A liberal is a man or a woman or a child who looks forward to a better day, a more tranquil night, and a bright, infinite future.


New York Times, 30 October 1988



Aneurin Bevan


1897–1960; MP (Labour) Ebbw Vale 1929–60; Minister for Health 1945–51


We know what happens to people who stay in the middle of the road. They get run down.


The Observer, 6 December 1953


Lloyd George was a bigger man than Churchill, and one of the biggest things about Churchill was that he knew it.


Cited in M. Foot, Loyalists and Loners (1986)


William Beveridge


1879–1963; academic; MP (Liberal) Berwick-upon-Tweed 1944–45; created Baron Beveridge of Tuggal 1946


The object of government in peace and in war is not the glory of rulers or of races, but the happiness of the common man.


Social Insurance and Allied Services (the Beveridge Report) (1942)


Want is one only of five giants on the road of reconstruction … the others are Disease, Ignorance, Squalor and Idleness.


Social Insurance and Allied Services (the Beveridge Report) (1942)


This is the greatest advance in our history. There can be no turning back. From now on Beveridge is not the name of a man; it is the name of a way of life, and not only for Britain, but for the whole of the civilised world.


To Harold Wilson on the publication of the Beveridge Report, cited in H. Wilson, Memoirs: Making of a Prime Minister 1916–64 (1986)


Ignorance is an evil weed which dictators may cultivate among their dupes, but which no democracy can afford among its dictators.


Full Employment in a Full Society (1944)


If full employment is not won and kept, no liberties are secure, for to many they will not seem worthwhile.


Full Employment in a Full Society (1944)


The ultimate aims of Liberalism are unchanged – equal enjoyment of all essential liberties secured by the rule of law, material progress for the sake of increasing spiritual life, toleration for variety of opinion, the common interest of all citizens over-riding every sectional privilege at home, peace and goodwill and international trade abroad. These aims endure. Today they must be pursued by new methods, by positive radical methods based on experience, suited to changed conditions. Liberalism is a faith, not a formula.


Why I am a Liberal (1945)


In many practical measures for improving the material conditions and the security of the masses of the people, Liberal and Labour will go together, as with them will go many Tory reformers. But as distinct from Labour, Liberals will always have more consciously in mind as their aim, not material progress but spiritual liberty; they will emphasise the importance of the individual and the need to let each man develop on his own line, so long as he does not harm others.


Why I am a Liberal (1945)


The outstanding merit of Liberalism as a political creed – that it stands for the general interest – means that the Liberal Party, unlike both its rivals, cannot count on automatic support from any sectional interest. It must build its own organisation for itself and its ideals.


Why I am a Liberal (1945)


Liberties are not all equally important. The error of the individualists is to treat them as if they were. The essence of Liberalism is to distinguish between essential liberties to be preserved at all costs, and lesser liberties which should be preserved only so far as they are consistent with social justice and social progress.


Why I am a Liberal (1945)


Bible


The vile person shall be no more called liberal, nor the churl said to be bountiful.


Isaiah 32, 6


But the liberal deviseth liberal things; and by liberal things shall he stand.


Isaiah 32, 8


Ambrose Bierce


1842–1914; American writer


Conservative, n. A statesman who is enamoured of existing evils, as distinguished from the Liberal, who wishes to replace them with others.


The Cynic’s Word Book (1906)


Liberty, n. One of Imagination’s most precious possessions.


The Devil’s Dictionary (1911)


Christopher Bigsby and Malcolm Bradbury


Writers; Bigsby: b. 1941; Bradbury: 1932–2000


Liberals think that goats are just sheep from broken homes.


From BBC TV, The After Dinner Game, 1975


You know what they say: if God had been a liberal, we wouldn’t have had the ten commandments. We’d have had the ten suggestions.


From BBC TV, The After Dinner Game, 1975


Bill of Rights


1689


[The] Lords Spiritual and Temporal and Commons … being now assembled in a full and free representative of this nation … do in the first place (as their ancestors in like case have usually done) for the vindicating and asserting their ancient rights and liberties declare


That the pretended power of suspending of laws or the execution of laws by regal authority without consent of Parliament is illegal.


That the pretended power of suspending of laws or the execution of laws by regal authority as it hath been assumed and exercised of late, is illegal.


That the commission for erecting the late court of commissioners for ecclesiastical causes and all other commissions and courts of like nature are illegal and pernicious.


That Levying money for or to the use of the crown by pretence of prerogative without grant of Parliament for longer time or in other manner that the same is or shall be granted is illegal.


That it is the right of the subjects to petition the king, and all commitments and prosecutions for such petitioning are illegal.


That the raising or keeping a standing army within the kingdom in time of peace unless it be with the consent of Parliament is against law.


That subjects which are Protestants may have arms for their defence suitable to their conditions and as allowed by law.


That election of members of Parliament ought to be free.


That the freedom of speech and debates or proceedings in Parliament ought not to be impeached or questioned in any court or place out of Parliament.


That excessive bail ought not to be required, nor excessive fines imposed, nor cruel and unusual punishments inflicted.


That jurors ought to be duly impaneled and returned and jurors which pass upon men in trials for high treason ought to be freeholders.


That all grants and promises of fines and forfeitures of particular persons before conviction are illegal and void.


And that for redress of all grievances and for the amending, strengthening, and reserving of the laws, Parliament ought to be held frequently.


And they do claim, demand and insist upon, all and singular, the premises as their undoubted rights and liberties…


The Bill of Rights, 1689, from The Statutes of the Realm (1819); the spelling has been modernised


Nigel Birch


1906–81; MP (Conservative) Flintshire, later Flintshire West 1945–70; Economic Secretary, HM Treasury 1957–58; created Baron Rhyl of Holywell 1970


An extremely respectable elderly spinster soliciting outside a pub on a wet Monday evening.


On Jo Grimond’s attitude to the Labour Party, The Times, 27 September 1965


Birmingham Liberal Association


A body of well-intentioned elderly people, who have been unable to make any impression on local opinion … [with] no coherent or continuing policy. The offices are uninviting; the staff are inadequate; and the atmosphere indicative of a decaying cause.


Report of the Enquiry Committee into the state of Birmingham Liberal Association, February 1946



Augustine Birrell


1850–1933; MP (Liberal) Fife West 1889–1900, Bristol North 1906–18; President, Board of Education 1905–07, Chief Secretary for Ireland 1907–16


The Master should have added that he can go further, for it is obvious that the affairs of the world are built upon the momentous fact that God also is a Trinity man.


1902, at a dinner at Trinity College, Cambridge, at which the Master proposed a toast to the King and Prime Minister, both Trinity men, cited in a letter from Harold Laski to Oliver Wendell Holmes, 4 December 1926


Wordsworth has been called the High Priest of Nature. Burke may be called the High Priest of Order – a lover of settled ways, of justice, peace and security. His writings are a storehouse of wisdom, not the cheap shrewdness of the mere man of the world, but the noble, animating wisdom of one who has the poet’s heart as well as the statesman’s brain. Nobody is fit to govern this country who has not drunk deep at the springs of Burke.


Obiter Dicta (1910)


Liberalism is not a creed but a frame of mind.


Attributed to Birrell in J. Morley, Recollections (1917)


What a grateful thought that there is not an acre in this vast and varied landscape that is not represented at Westminster by a London barrister.


On the view from a Fife hilltop, including Asquith’s, Haldane’s and his own constituencies, cited in H. H. Asquith, Memories and Reflections, Vol. 2 (1928)


William Blackstone


1723–80; jurist and judge; MP Hindon 1761–68, Westbury 1768–70


The absolute rights of man, considered as a free agent, endowed with discernment to know good from evil, and with power of choosing those measures which appear to him to be most desirable, are usually summed up on one general appellation, and denominated the natural liberty of mankind. This natural liberty consists properly in a power of acting as one thinks fit, without any restraint or control, unless by the law of nature: being a right inherent in us by birth, and one of the gifts of God to man at his creation, when he endued him with the faculty of freewill.


Commentaries on the Laws of England (1765–69)


It is better that ten guilty persons escape than one innocent suffer.


Commentaries on the Laws of England (1765–69)


Andrew Bonar Law


1858–1923; MP (Conservative) Glasgow Blackfriars & Hutchesontown 1900–06, Camberwell, Dulwich 1906–10, Bootle 1911–18, Glasgow Central 1918–23; Chancellor of the Exchequer 1916–19, Prime Minister 1922–23


An example of destructive violence to which there is no parallel since the Long Parliament.


On the record of the Asquith government, at the Royal Albert Hall, 26 January 1912


I am afraid I shall have to show myself as very vicious, Mr Asquith, this session. I hope you will understand.


Letter to H. H. Asquith, 9 April 1912


George will always be his own party.


On David Lloyd George, 1922, cited in D. Englefield, J. Seaton & I. White, Facts About the British Prime Ministers (1996)



Mark Bonham Carter


1922–94; MP (Liberal) Torrington 1958–59; created Baron Bonham Carter of Yarnbury 1986


It is the task of a radical party to make a re-appraisal of the British position and having made it to lead the country in new directions. There is nothing shameful in not being a great power, nor is it necessarily boring. For the bulk of our history we have had to make terms with our more powerful neighbours and develop a way of life in conformity with our means. Since the great powers of the twentieth century have little room to manoeuvre, and since their posture is of necessity pretty rigid, an escape from the world’s predicament may well be found by those who, having experienced greatness, have recently descended into the middle ranks. They can afford to experiment with new types of political association; indeed they must. It is for them to develop forms of international cooperation, perhaps a pattern of international democracy, which may allow the tiny world we share with so many other societies at such contrasting levels of development to develop without the total destruction of us all, but which, at the same time, will have to take into account the enduring fact that, although some societies will always regard others as bad, to treat them as intolerable is today to jeopardise the survival of mankind.


‘Liberals and the Political Future’, Radical Alternative, 1962


Violet Bonham Carter


1887–1969; President, Women’s Liberal Federation 1923–25, 1939–45; President, Liberal Party 1945–47; created Baroness Asquith of Yarnbury 1964


We are asked to choose between one man suffering from sleeping sickness, and another from St Vitus’s Dance.


On the collapse of the coalition government into factions led by Bonar Law and Lloyd George, 1922, cited in M. Tester, Wit of The Asquiths (1974)


Mr Lloyd George has split one party, and there is evidently some chance of his wrecking another. Perhaps, before many months have passed, he will be trying to build a raft – out of the splinters of both.


1922, cited in M. Tester, Wit of The Asquiths (1974)


We hear much talk about the Lion lying down with the Lamb. I can only say for myself that I have never seen Mr Lloyd George look less voracious – or my father more uneatable.


On Liberal reunification for the 1923 election, cited in M. Tester, Wit of The Asquiths (1974)


We Liberals have nothing so gaudy to show as their red flags and blue blood.


On the Labour Party following the defections from the Liberal Party of Lord Haldane and Lady Warwick, 1924, cited in M. Tester, Wit of The Asquiths (1974)


[The Conservatives have] settled down quite comfortably with Mr Churchill now, and he is very useful to them; but it’s taken a world war to make them touch him with a bargepole. Let us be fair to them – they are not always wrong – but they are always wrong at the right moment and right twenty years too late. The task of statesmanship is to forestall events, not to be dragged helpless at their flying heels.


On the Conservative Party, election broadcast, 23 June 1945


A Britain without Liberalism would be a Britain that had lost its soul.


June 1945, cited in J. McCallum & A. V. Readman, The British General Election of 1945 (1947)


We are not satisfied with this milk-and-water Beveridge they call National Insurance – we like our beverage neat.


1945, cited in M. Tester, Wit of The Asquiths (1974)


The Conservative Party have all suddenly become Liberal, under another name of course. Once again they have caught the Liberals bathing, and stolen their clothes – or so we read in the press. We do not begrudge them our Liberal clothes, if only they would wear them!


On the Tories’ Industrial Charter, cited in M. Tester, Wit of The Asquiths (1974)


Even the election didn’t really dishearten me – I still believed we could stage a come-back – a great revival. Well, now quite frankly I do not believe that can happen (certainly not by 1950) … One must face the possibility of Parliamentary extinction.


Letter to Megan Lloyd George, 17 November 1947


It is an action so subtle and intricate, and beyond me, that I think it would be understood only by Freud.


Referring to Megan Lloyd George’s decision to vote against a motion criticising the Labour government on the rising cost of living which she herself had tabled, 1950, cited in M. Tester, Wit of The Asquiths (1974)


Sir Stafford Cripps has a brilliant mind – until he makes it up.


1951, cited in M. Tester, Wit of The Asquiths (1974)


Mr Bevan is such a gift horse to his opponents that it would be ungrateful of us to look him in the mouth.


On Aneurin Bevan at Holyport, 1951, cited in M. Tester, Wit of The Asquiths (1974)


A political refrigerator.


Describing Clement Attlee, Colne Valley 1951, cited in M. Tester, Wit of The Asquiths (1974)


If Mr Attlee believes me to be a Conservative, he must believe me to be a liar – and a lunatic as well … Who but a stark mad Conservative would spend, as I have done, some twenty years in the wilderness pretending to be a Liberal.


At Colne Valley, 1951, cited in M. Tester, Wit of The Asquiths (1974)


I don’t feel like a dead fly – I mean to do some flying, and some buzzing, and even possibly some stinging in the next few weeks!


After Clement Attlee described her as ‘a dead fly’, 1951, cited in M. Tester, Wit of The Asquiths (1974)


[I] almost persuaded myself during the ’51–56 Government [that] Toryism was shading into Liberalism … Now I feel there is a reversion to type.


After the Suez crisis, letter to W. Monckton, cited in K. Morgan, The People’s Peace (1990)


When I went to Torrington, I had a strange feeling that I was a member of an army of liberation, setting out to free territory which had been held by Quislings and collaborators, whose day was at an end. There are still thousands of Liberals living in occupied territory, whom we have yet to liberate. The message which goes out to them today is ‘Hold on, hold out, we are coming’, and we are!


At the National Liberal Club, March 1958, following her son’s victory in the Torrington by-election, cited in J. Thorpe, In My Own Time (1999); the ‘Quislings and collaborators’ were National Liberals


Wade is ill, Jeremy is ill, Clem [Davies] is a chronic absentee and useless when present. [Grimond] wrote imploringly to Bowen to be with him for the Berlin debate on Monday and to speak – and Bowen replied that he had ‘a function’. He does damn all in the House. As Jo says – why go into it?


On the state of the Liberal Party in the House of Commons, July 1961, cited in D. Dutton, A History of the Liberal Party (2004)


Lloyd George needed, in order to deploy his great gifts, a great stage, footlights, and, above all, an audience. But he was not an actor – he was a medium. He lived and fed on his immediate surroundings – in fact he seemed almost to be created by them, sometimes to his advantage, and sometimes to his detriment.


Romanes Lecture, 1963, cited in M. Tester, Wit of The Asquiths (1974)


If goods do not cross frontiers, armies will.


On free trade, Winston Churchill as I Knew Him (1965); more commonly attributed to Bastiat


Government decisions should be reached behind closed doors. Watching the Government planners trying to make up their minds in public is not only demoralising but amounts to indecent exposure.


On the much-trailed decision to cancel orders for the TSR2 and other advanced UK military aircraft, 1967, cited in M. Tester, Wit of The Asquiths (1974)


She … flashed into our lives like some dazzling bird of paradise, filling us with amazement, amusement, excitement: sometimes with a vague uneasiness as to what she might do next … She was a law unto herself.


On her stepmother, Margot Asquith, cited in M. Tester, Wit of The Asquiths (1974)


My father liked thinking alone – Winston Churchill liked thinking aloud.


Cited in M. Tester, Wit of The Asquiths (1974)


We have held the Liberal faith. We are not as some of the ex-Liberal families are – scattered among the various parties like confetti.
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