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Abstract

Recent studies on the behaviour of Liberal Democrat MPs have recognised their relative cohesiveness on whipped votes when compared to Labour and the Conservatives, but whilst this trend – recent high-profile splits notwithstanding – continues, few studies have focussed upon its causes. This paper uses the MPs’ voting records, personal papers, interviews and wider contextual data to chart the extent of that unity over time, and to explore its origins, including group composition, structure, patronage, relations with the extra-parliamentary party and other parties as well as national party image. It finds the key to this unity in a combination of medium- and long-term features of the group, rather than a single short-term determinant, and that the removal of any one of these can jeopardise that unity.
Growing Without Pains

Explaining Liberal Democrat MPs’ behaviour

Last month’s split amongst Liberal Democrat MPs over the proposed Euro-referendum was the subject of surprised commentary; but the surprise was itself a sign of recently changed expectations. The Liberal Democrats have in the last ten years shown a historically uncharacteristic cohesion, whilst the group’s size has trebled. Cowley (2002, 214) recognised that ‘Liberal Democrats were a cohesive bunch when the whips were on’ and more recently (2005a) that ‘there are very few dissenting votes cast by Lib Dems against their whip.’ However he went on to say that ‘documenting this, though, is the easy part. Explaining it is far harder.’ This is curious in a party reputed for being ‘ever-indecisive’ (Daily Telegraph 26 February 1999) in Parliament, and still unpredictable when the whips are off (Cowley 2002, 214; 2004; 2005b, 284). This paper places recent events into perspective, and to identify both the extent of the change which has taken place, and the causes of that change. It finds that the extent of this change has been somewhat overstated, and that its causes are varied, and traceable over decades rather than years. 

Changing characteristics of the Liberal (Democrat) Parliamentary Party

Three features were held until the 1970s to characterise the Liberal group: limited size; absence; and indiscipline (Norton 1983). Each of these was quantifiably more characteristic of the group then than today. The size of the group has multiplied tenfold in five decades (see Figure 1). The growth – particularly when the results of by-elections are included – is mostly gradual, with only one slump, and one surge.
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Figure 1: Number of Liberal (Democrat) MPs, 1956-2006

Throughout the 1950s the Liberals had six MPs, and leading Liberals privately feared that none would survive future elections. Despite periodic by-election gains, it was not until the revival of 1972-74 that the size of the group rose consistently into double figures. The Alliance edged the number of Liberal MPs towards 20, a goal achieved within two years of the formation of the Liberal Democrats; by-election victories and defections expanded the group to 26 by 1996.

At the following year’s General Election, the Liberal Democrats more than doubled their representation at the previous election to 46. Though some gains from the Conservatives were surrendered, victories at the expense of Labour more than compensated, and the group swelled to 52 in 2001, 62 in 2005 and following the 2006 West Dunfermline by-election to 63.

Liberal MPs in the past were also mocked for their irregular attendance, which Clement Davies regarded as ‘my greatest problem.’
 The Liberal Assembly called for extended pairing arrangements, and David Steel, as Whip in the early 1970s, excused MPs from any sittings after midnight. MPs were sometimes more often absent than present (see Table 1).
 This gave rise to acrimony: Grimond’s mother-in-law complained that he was ‘literally maid-of-all-work to the party’ (Pottle 2000, 242). Whips under Grimond and Steel had to write to the press to defend the Liberals’ attendance record (Wade 1961; Smith 1977, 181). 

Today’s figures are better than before (see Table 2).
 During the first two years of the 2005 Parliament, though 22 of the 63 Liberal Democrat MPs had been at fewer than the House average of 70-75% of divisions, 48 had voted in two-thirds of divisions, and 14 had exceeded the average for all MPs.
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Table 1: Liberal MPs’ % attendance at Parliamentary divisions, 1951-73

	% attendance
	No. of MPs

	80+
	6

	70-79
	35

	60-69
	13

	50-59
	6

	Below 50
	3


Table 2: Attendance at divisions by Liberal Democrat MPs, 2005-07

Thirdly Liberal MPs were accused of splitting, a reputation Stunell feels persists: ‘our critics in ’97 – they’re still capable of saying it – took the view that we would be a rabble who voted three ways on everything – and that was on a good day.’ 

The ill-discipline in the 1950s was real, but exaggerated by a small number of high-profile personalities and the memory of inter-war feuds. Roderic Bowen, elected in 1945, called his colleagues ‘to put it politely, a very mixed bag.’ Frank Byers, Whip from 1946-50, told his successors that he had ‘a pretty impossible task’, and Grimond wrote that ‘the disagreements were deep and exhausting’ (1979, 147). Jeremy Thorpe at the time found that ‘the Parliamentary Party … justifiably earned the derision of the rest of the House’ (1999, 132). This fragility was experienced under the next slender Labour majority, when Tim Beaumont told Richard Wainwright that ‘the Parliamentary Party … is in an extremely emotional and touchy state. It is, therefore, very difficult to make strong rules which it will observe.’

The Party came to celebrate this as a reflection of free thinking: Arlott (1956) claimed ‘the six Liberal MPs are the only men in the House of Commons not compelled by three-line whips to vote against their conscience’ and the Liberal Assembly deplored the regular use of the three-line whip by the main parties. Richard Wainwright complained (1974) that ‘MPs in the two main parties are forced to put party loyalty before conscience and constituents’ welfare’ and Cyril Smith regarded his appointment as Whip as ‘the ultimate irony of my career’ because of ‘my deeply held and often expressed animosity towards the whipping system itself’ (Smith 1977, 177)

The situation today shows a marked contrast. Stunell takes pride that ‘we have had less rebellion, more unanimity than either the Conservative Party or the Labour Party.’ His successor insists that ‘at the end of the day, when it comes to working as a Parliamentary Party, there is a practical recognition that the only way that you can give substance to the Party view is by coalescing around a uniform view.’ This was confirmed by Cowley who pointed out at the end of the 2001 Parliament that ‘we currently make the running total just 40 [Lib Dem] rebellions since 2001, compared to over 200 by Labour MPs; and the 18 votes cast against the whip by the most rebellious Lib Dem, Mike Hancock, pale by comparison to Jeremy Corbyn or John McDonnell’ (2005a). Since 2005, rebellion has been similarly scarce on the Lib Dem benches (see Table 3): regardless of whipping, there were 19 Lib Dem MPs who in two years had not broken ranks with their colleagues once; and none had done so at ten out of  473 divisions.
 
	'Rebellions'
	No. of MPs

	0
	19

	1
	0

	2
	11

	3
	10

	4
	11

	5
	4

	6
	3

	7
	3

	8
	1

	9
	1


Table 3: Rebellions against group voting pattern by Lib Dem MPs, 2005-07

The issue addressed here is the cause of these changes in behaviour. The factors are assessed under six headings: composition; organisation; relations with the extra-parliamentary party; patronage; national party image; and relations with other parties.

Composition

Until the 1980s, the Liberal group was often seen as ‘a league of independents’ (Drucker 1979, 79) relying upon personal votes, with access to more column inches than most back-benchers. This gave them a strong sense of their individual importance, and inhibited efforts to coax MPs into a common position. 

More than one former Whip used the phrase ‘prima donnas’ to describe such figures; Alan Beith even identified ‘a Darwinian process of natural selection of Liberal MPs.’ David Walter (2003) contrasted today’s MPs with the ‘group of outsize local personalities who frequently diverged on policy issues’ in 1962.
Taking the 15 Liberal MPs of 1974 as a sample, apart from the Leader and his predecessor, five had won their seats at by-elections; two continued television careers; two others successfully piloted Private Members’ Bills onto the statute book. The paragon of personalities was Cyril Smith: former Labour Mayor of Rochdale, he lived in his childhood home, and won in his own words ‘largely on personality grounds.’
Liberals usually represented sizeable, remote constituencies (see Table 4). Until 1997, only at the elections of 1974-83 had most Liberal MPs come from outside Scotland and Wales. No Liberal MP represented a London seat until 1983, and only two came from the South East.
 Some had never met their colleagues before arriving at Westminster; one had never even been to London.
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	1955
	0
	2
	4

	1959
	0
	3
	3

	1964
	0
	2
	6

	1966
	0
	6
	6

	1970
	0
	2
	4

	1974 (F)
	0
	9
	5

	1974 (O)
	0
	8
	5

	1979
	0
	7
	4

	1983
	1
	9
	7

	1987
	1
	6
	10

	1992
	1
	9
	10

	1997
	6
	34
	12

	2001
	6
	40
	12

	2005
	8
	47
	15


Table 4: Geographical distribution of Liberal seats, 1955-2005

This dilemma was worsened by some MPs’ perilous majorities. In 1970 the group could have been reduced to three by the switching of 800 votes. Unsurprisingly, in the first session of that parliament MPs were at only 27% of divisions, and under half the divisions in each session before 1974. At six of the eight elections between the ending of pacts with the Conservatives and the formation of the Liberal Democrats, most of the MPs nursed majorities below 10%.

Whilst geography may explain past absence there does not appear to be a clear correlation today. Although only one MP from Scotland or Wales is to be found amongst the 14 above-average attenders, likewise only one London MP is there. There are seven Scottish and Welsh seats amongst the 22 poor attenders, and two London MPs. There are clearer relationships with marginality and incumbency, the above-average attenders having half the mean years’ experience (4.7) and percentage majority (7.5) of the below-average attenders (9.4 and 15.5 respectively). Extremes of attendance are accountable for by personal circumstances: two of the top five are former or current Whips; the bottom two are Charles Kennedy and Mark Oaten.

This change has not gone unnoticed. Alan Beith acknowledged when there were 46 MPs that ‘there’s not much to be gained from being a prima donna in a group of that size.’ Jonathan Calder (2002) said of the 2001 parliament that ‘becoming a Liberal or Liberal Democrat MP used to have one great consolation. If you held your seat for any length of time you automatically became a minor celebrity. … Joining a parliamentary party 52 strong … fame no longer comes so easily.’ 

However, the change was not exclusively because of growth: it was a change of candidate selection which also altered the composition of the Parliamentary group. In 1994, McKie (1994) bemoaned the decline of colourful characters amongst Liberal Democrats, which he attributed to the advantage the Party’s selection process gave to candidates with a local government background.  

Current Liberal Democrat MPs have more experience as councillors over decades in sizeable party groups, and as group or council leaders, when compared with their predecessors. Amongst the 2005 intake, over a third (23) have no council experience; but the rest include 13 former leaders or deputy leaders of authorities, six Leaders or Deputies of party groups; cabinet members, committee chairs, and two Mayors. It is this aspect of the composition of the parliamentary party that Stunell sees as significant:

We had, and still have, people of a wide range of views and a wide range of experiences … but on the whole a much deeper understanding about how these things work than the kind of people who won by-elections not necessarily because of any very well-developed process of selection, or indeed not necessarily very deeply embedded in the culture of the Party. … We’d got being a prima donna out of our systems. If you wanted things to succeed, you had to play as a team.’

Organisation, Leadership and resources

Another cause of the Liberal Democrats’ improved discipline might be better organisation. The term ‘Shadow Cabinet’ was quietly dropped after the War, and until the mid-1980s, Rasmussen’s description remained fair: ‘the organisation of the LPP can be disposed of in a few words. With the decrease in the party’s size virtually all organisation other than that of the Leader and the chief whip have disappeared.’ (Rasmussen 1962, 50).

Even the positions of Leader and Whip were recognisedly unenviable, for which recruits were thin on the ground. Grimond became Chief Whip within three days of taking his seat, and ‘soon found myself struggling … I must have been the idlest Whip of any Party at any time’ (Grimond 1979, 147, 214). His successor wrote that the job ‘can often be a thankless task’ (Wade 1978, 54), and Eric Lubbock still jokes that he ‘joined the Liberal Party in 1960, was elected a councillor in 1961, won the Orpington by-election in 1962, and was appointed Chief Whip by Jo Grimond in 1963. Since then … it has been downhill all the way’ (Liberal Democrat Party website).

Lubbock, like all Whips before 1988, received no specific induction to his post; in 1950 and 1970 the outgoing Whip had already lost his seat. Leaders, too, became burdened by attention and expectation: Grimond complained that ‘The Liberal Party is like a clock which has got to be constantly wound up. … So long as the party has a leader, it expects him to be constantly available’ (Pottle 2000, 306). Steel took a sabbatical following the 1983 election.

Limited organisation manifested itself in group culture. Weekly meetings were open and spontaneous: business was discussed around the dinner-table, in what one present described as ‘a pleasant, often amusing ‘think-tank’ session where future plans and policy were discussed to a background of gentle banter’ (Smith 1977, 195). Clement Davies became Leader after each MP left the room to be discussed by the rest. Grimond took office without a contest, and for the battle to succeed him, Jeremy Thorpe won a vote amongst twelve MPs whose papers were cast in a champagne cooler. 

The only other structure was MPs’ policy responsibilities. This was sometimes nominal, and any MP might have to monitor several Cabinet ministers. The Whip relied upon the goodwill of MPs, and was either given variable support, or spokesmen with few resources took the initiative in crafting policy. David Steel described this in the early ’70s as ‘a pretty hand-to-mouth business.’ David Alton took on the Telecommunications Bill because no-one else would do it, shadowed four ministries during his first two parliaments, ‘and often had to make policy on the hoof.’ 
The growth of the group and its media profile in the 1970s increased demands on the Whip. Steel became ‘fed up’ with a job he remembers as a ‘sort of Deputy Leader-come-spokesman-come-general dogsbody next to the Leader’; his successor called it ‘a job with lots of kicks and very few ha’pence’; Alton recalls that ‘anyone who wanted to take a pot-shot at the leader, but didn’t want to do so directly, would often put you in their sights instead’ (Steel 1989, 84; Smith 1977, 178).
Following the 1983 General Election, a debate was sparked by proposals from three MPs: they argued that the Leader had grown away from the Parliamentary Party, and that MPs had to retrieve control of the manifesto and party political broadcasts. Richard Wainwright agreed that ‘the Parliamentary Party urgently needs at least one colleague wholly accountable to the PLP.’

Steel dismissed much of the criticism, reiterating previous leaders’ laments that ‘every elected Member in the Commons should be willing to accept a portfolio agreeable to him and take a fair share of the work as a member of the team. I cannot force this on unwilling colleagues…’

Steel acknowledged that the campaign had come to be seen as a ‘one man band’, and his critics secured the election of the Chief Whip, and the reinstitution of the position of Deputy Leader, a measure Jo Grimond had urged. David Alton, the first elected Whip, also took on a deputy whip in Jim Wallace, thereby establishing a tradition which has seen four of the subsequent five deputy whips go on to be Chief Whip. Alan Beith became Deputy Leader in 1985.

The election of the Whip remains a distinctive feature of the Liberal Democrats, and reflects a dynamic relationship developing before 1985. Cyril Smith had declined to be appointed to the position without the endorsement of the other MPs, and today’s Whip Paul Burstow regards his accountability to parliamentary colleagues as a significant factor, arguing that ‘it probably goes to speak to quite a lot of why it is we are successful at maintaining such discipline, that the way the Whip operates within the Liberal Democrat Parliamentary Party is very much on a consensual basis, and therefore to have your Chief Whip elected rather than appointed helps to play to that strength.’

The Deputy Leader’s position was also retained with the formation of the Liberal Democrats, and in 1994 the structure of the Parliamentary Party was developed with the institution of policy groups embracing all MPs. Something resembling this system is retained by the current Chief Whip to involve more junior back-benchers in the decision-making process as the group widens. By 1997, however, the organisation was unequal to the task of co-ordinating a group of 46 MPs. Andrew Stunell, who became Deputy Whip, and Chief Whip after 2001, argues that there was a ‘new broom’ approach and that some MPs were ‘not particularly convinced that the systems used in the House by the Liberal Democrats prior to ’97 were particularly businesslike or appropriate.’ New rules were established, including the institution of a Chair of the Parliamentary Party, first suggested in 1983, but rejected by Steel. Steel witnessed these changes as the representative of the Liberal Democrat Peers, and says the atmosphere had radically changed, becoming ‘more like a public meeting.’

The material resources supporting this organisation have also improved. Grimond’s rooms were ‘at the end of a long, winding subterranean corridor.’ Until Steel became Whip the offices were in two rooms, funds came in part from the Joseph Rowntree Foundation, and staff were chiefly volunteers into the late 1980s. Steel saw office space double, and in 1974 there came the introduction of ‘Short’ money, to which was added a travel fund in 1993. Short money provided the Liberal Democrats with £187,200 in 1987, and an increase following Neill Committee recommendations took this to £1,085,009 by 1999. From 1997 onwards, this has funded an enhanced training schedule for Liberal Democrat MPs involving residential courses and ‘awaydays’.

Charles Kennedy reintroduced the Shadow Cabinet: this meant a second weekly meeting, a day ahead of the MPs’ meeting, of the twenty or so with responsibility for monitoring Cabinet ministers, ‘a smaller group of people to look at the broad policy issues and form views and make recommendations to the wider Parliamentary Party.’ Some disquiet was expressed at this, and it is common for issues to be discussed fully at both meetings to avoid back-bench anxiety about exclusion from policy-making. 

In 2006, a second Deputy Whip was added, supervising a number of existing ‘duty’ whips. The two Deputies – Jenny Willott and Adrian Sanders – divide their responsibilities between the pastoral and the disciplinary respectively. Their junior whips were reorganised along policy lines, each being responsible for a group of back-benchers with an identified policy commitment. The most experienced MPs including former leaders are looked after by the Chief Whip.

Studies of the Party argue that the Leader has more power than in the main parties, strengthened by media attention, acclaimed by the extra-parliamentary party, and challenged by few colleagues (Rasmussen 1962; Norton 1983; Ingle in McIver 1996). The development of an elaborate and well-resourced organisation around the leader, however, has at once hemmed him in and established lines of communication with back-benchers. This has helped to stabilise their behaviour.

The party in the country
Another guiding force amongst parliamentarians can be their awareness of the  reaction of party members, in branch meetings, annual conferences or ballots on leadership, candidature or constitutional change. This too has been an increasingly clear voice to Liberal Democrat MPs.

Until the 1970s, there were few points of contact between the Liberal Party outside Parliament and the MPs they supported. The annual Assembly’s problem was that it had neither legal nor political authority in the Party. Studies point to ‘powerlessness’ of the Assembly compared with the Council and the Standing Committee (Lees and Kimber 1972) or dismiss it as ‘a largely self-selecting group of grandees, candidates and principal activists. Its composition was also heavily dependent upon where it met’ (Ingham 2005). 

MPs themselves thought little of the Assembly: Roderic Bowen regarded it as ‘a jamboree’ and Grimond even toyed with the idea of abandoning it altogether. Alan Beith concluded that because of their rarity in the 1960s, ‘there was every reason for MPs to believe that the Party would have to put up with any dissent on their part’ and that although ‘there has always been a sport of gaining a victory over ‘the establishment’, the Party likes its MPs.’ Each Leader in turn made clear that the policy in Parliament could not be dictated from the Assembly, and on issues such as defence the Assembly periodically found itself snubbed. David Alton argues the Assembly was too preoccupied with ‘hobby horses’, whereas  many of the Thatcher reforms produced no detailed Assembly response.
In 1970, David Steel acknowledges, there was still ‘very little’ contact between Liberal MPs and the party organisation, but the 1974 Assembly held its first ‘Accountability session’ at which MPs defended themselves: this is now a twice-yearly full report and debate at Liberal Democrat conferences. In 1976 the activists won the right to elect the Party leader. 

Alton built bridges to the party in the country, supporting candidates and bringing activists into the Whip’s office. On sensitive issues like defence, the Leader could by the 1980s be made to suffer for ignoring the Assembly. It is surely more than coincidence that when asked to name the issue on which the Liberal Democrats outside Parliament had made the greatest impact upon MPs’ policy, the current Chief Whip named the renewal of Trident. On policy more generally, however, the extra-Parliamentary Party’s impact remains limited: Russell et.al. (2002, 65) concluded that the Parliamentary Party retains a ‘de facto power of veto over the design of policy.’ 
At branch level, the impact of Liberal organisation on the MPs was weaker still. The number of affiliated Liberal Associations varied between 71 and 420 before 1962, and the average for the period, 338, is just over half the total possible. Fewer than 50 of these fought all six Parliamentary elections following the War. McKenzie noted the Liberal Association’s constitutional duty to ‘keep watch on the legislative and administrative work of the Government.’ (McKenzie 1955, 593). However, by the 1950s, most Associations were concentrating upon survival more than policy-making (Ingham 2005). 

Even Associations with MPs were cautious. Members would report regularly to their Association on events in Parliament, but did not feel bound by local opinion, and even the Leader’s Association could go over a year before reconvening after an election. Limited numbers also weakened activists’ impact. Kavanagh confirmed four decades later that in many seats ‘a local party is centred on a small group or an enterprising individual and may come to life only every few years with the calling of a general election’ (Bogdanor 1983, 132).

Between 1950 and 1974, the Liberals never contested more than 365 seats; after that date, however, there was consistent activity in most branches, and it might therefore be greater in those seats with MPs than in most. However, the impact of Associations on party discipline can be disruptive. Associations are keen to promote local concerns first – if necessary at the expense of party unity. Most important is strategy: the Associations with no Conservative opponent in the past warned against offending the Conservative government; more recently those challenging Conservatives were keen on ‘constructive opposition’, whereas others fighting Labour, like Liz Lynne in Rochdale, were sceptical about working with Blair.

The absence of deselections so far amongst the expanded number of MPs suggests that this relationship persists: local parties tend to have strengthened local electoral interests and MPs’ personal convictions, rather than challenging them. The same relationship of mild deference shown by the Assembly to MPs is duplicated at constituency level, and for similar reasons. Dick Taverne was told by a Liberal activist that ‘a Liberal Association without its own Parliamentary candidate is like a parish without a vicar.’ This may be weakening as the national profile of the party, and local awareness of its significance, grows, and as Liberal Democrat MPs become less rare.

Patronage

The growth in the group has expanded the pool from which the more elaborate hierarchy of the group can be filled; and at the same time the rewards for being recruited to fill those positions have become more substantial. This helps motivate and co-ordinate back-benchers, and though Liberal Democrat Whips deny this, they do so with less indignation than in the past.

Until the 1990s, the Liberal leadership had few incentives to offer. The spoils of office were unavailable, and this was always a possible explanation for indiscipline. Any rewards came outside the Party: when Grimond became Leader in 1956, Clement Davies compensated Roderic Bowen with the position of Chairman of the Montgomery Quarter Sessions. ‘Our only weapon’ said Eric Lubbock of his time as Whip, ‘was persuasion’; Alton found twenty years later that ‘there weren’t many carrots or sticks.’ 

Even after 2001, Cowley argued (2002, 215) that the Leader ‘suffers from a distinct lack of carrots’ and Andrew Stunell finds the idea of using preferment as an instrument of control laughable:

We have no sanctions. … It would be pretty dangerous for any Chief Whip to say ‘I can make you Chairman of a Select Committee in the next parliament as long as you vote the right way on Iraq’, for instance. No Member of Parliament would believe that the Chief Whip could deliver. 

The group’s protocols, Stunell says, even set out the criteria by which rooms are allocated amongst MPs. Select Committees Chairs were won by MPs such as Archy Kirkwood on personal merit; curtailment of trips would not produce compliance; and as for deselection or peerages, ‘it never even occurred to me that that was within my hands.’ 

Nonetheless, the career prospects of Liberal Democrat MPs are better than 20 years ago, and rewards exist for commitment to the cause which their forerunners could not have dreamed of. 

This development has been visible since the formation of the Liberal Democrats. In 1989, Paddy Ashdown convinced his three Welsh MPs to retract a unilateral change of Party label by threatening to withdraw their spokesmanships and even the whip itself. At the same time, however, he was keen to coax Alan Beith into a high profile position partly because he represented a distinctive element of the Party. The distribution of responsibilities was beginning to look more like a traditional process of give-and-take. Ashdown’s diaries acknowledge the importance of his Chief Whip Jim Wallace in determining spokesmanships; (Ashdown 2000, 9, 10, 55) Charles Kennedy found the novel challenge of disappointing aspirant back-benchers a particularly difficult one (Hurst 2006, 105).

In the first appointment of Departmental Select Committees in 1979, only one Liberal had a place. The number remained below six until 1997, but has been in double figures since then, reaching 26 in the current Parliament. Most Committees have two Liberal Democrat Members, and only the Northern Ireland Committee has none. Three of the Committees now have Liberal Democrat Chairs, and though these may have been earned on merit, the precedent of Party representation has been established (see Table 5). 
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Table 5: Number of Liberal (Democrat) MPs, seats on Departmental Select Committees, and Chairs of Departmental Select Committees, 1979-2005

The ratio of MPs receiving peerages upon leaving the Commons has likewise changed (see Table 6). Three of the five who retired or were defeated in the elections of 1959-66 were ennobled; of the twelve who left during the 1970s, five received titles; and for the cohorts of 1983-92, 11 departures gained only three peerages. The last three elections, however, have seen 17 of 28 former MPs enter the Lords. Moreover, the wait for elevation is shorter than in the past – whereas Mark Bonham Carter (defeated 1959) and Graham Tope (February 1974) waited 27 and 20 years respectively, all but four MPs going to the Lords since 1983 transferred immediately, and none waited more than two years. 

Two others leaving since 1997 went to become MEPs, another two MSPs. Two MPs defeated in 2005 remained PPCs. Only five, therefore, did not go on to other work as party representatives.  

  
[image: image3.wmf]Left

Entered 

Commons

Lords

1959 

1 

1 

1964 

2 

1 

1966 

2 

1 

1970 

5 

0*

1974 (F)

2 

1 

1974 (O)

2 

2 

1979 

3 

2 

1983 

1 

1 

1987 

5 

1 

1992 

5 

1 

1997 

9 

6 

2001 

8 

4 

2005 

11 

7 
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following his defeat in 1970, but 

by inheritance rather than creation.

Table 6: Liberal (Democrat) MPs leaving Commons following defeat or retirement, and number of these entering the Lords, 1959-2005
Liberal Democrat MPs can at least regard their position as a full-time and permanent one. Past Liberal MPs had unexpected victories and uncertain futures, and invested less hope and effort in a career in the Party. Clement Davies even forgave absenteeism amongst MPs because ‘we all need to earn our own living.’
  
The current Chief Whip acknowledges the role of the Whip with the Leader in identifying and cultivating talent, and the impact this may have upon Liberal Democrats’ attitude:

There is now if you like to think of it in these terms a series of steps that you can take, starting off as a junior spokesperson, gaining promotion at some point to the Shadow Cabinet, or a different channel which is the Select Committee route. … Any Leader who doesn’t actively engage with their Chief Whip about a reshuffle and what might be their contribution to it is missing a valuable source of information to the process.

John Hemming, who joined the Liberal Democrats in the 2005 intake is blunter, saying that the dynamic within the party is, as in most organisations, ‘that of the client-patron structure’:

Let’s be straight about powers of patronage. Within a political party, there are all sorts. … You’ve got spokespeople; positions on committees, things like that. We have a number of chairs of select committees, and to a certain extent that can be influenced by the Party leader. You have funding for your General Election campaign, which comes from the national party, sometimes substantially … There are people who want to be in with the ‘in crowd’ because that delivers the goodies.

National Party Image

Whips seeking to marshal Members can ask them to avoid handing opponents propaganda ammunition by publicly exhibiting division. Reports of disloyalty will be exaggerated in the press and the broadcast media, and revisited in election campaigns by the other side. This can explain outward appearances of unity.

Before 1960 there was hardly any such national impression of the Liberal Party at all, with the demise of the News Chronicle and the defection of the Manchester Guardian. The Daily Mirror made a point of announcing that it would acknowledge Liberal policy following the Orpington by-election. There was little prospect that news of Liberal division would reach voters’ ears.

The development of television news changed this. Grimond was widely recognised as benefiting from television coverage, but with this attention came scrutiny of his colleagues. Liberal Whips of the 1960s and 1970s mentioned their reliance upon reference to the divisions of the 1950s as a cautionary tale with which to give back-benchers pause for thought. Alan Beith remembered ‘Frank Byers used to remind [MPs] of the dangers of repeating those mistakes.’ Even David Alton, who did not enter the Commons until 1979, was told by Lord Wade about the splits of the 1950s.

In the 1970s, Liberal MPs experienced media attention with the by-election successes of 1972-73 and the Lib-Lab pact of 1977-78. During the minority government of 1974, according to David Steel, they had to be ‘more careful about what we were doing and what we were voting for and against.’ The Thorpe trial brought further, unwanted, publicity in between. As the subject of everything from investigative journalism to tabloid headlines or cartoonists and satirical impersonators, Liberal MPs became widely recognised.
 

The emergence of the Alliance increased exposure, the Liberals and their partners sharing 22% of the photographs published in national dailies in the 1987 election campaign. The same papers devoted between six and 28 per cent of their stories to the Alliance. On television, the Alliance successfully fought for equal air time with the two main parties at the same election (Butler and Kavanagh 1987, 167-69). The dangers posed by such attention were illustrated by the adverse coverage received after Owen and Steel accidentally went through separate lobbies during the 1983 parliament; or the lurid full-page attack The Sun launched on Liberal Democrat policy under Kennedy (17 July 2004). 

Another barometer of public attention is criticism of Liberal MPs by other parties: Grimond was ignored by Labour, and only mentioned in 1% of Conservative elections addresses (Butler et.al. 1960, 131; 1964, 143; 1966, 103); in October 1974, however, 29% of Conservative addresses pointed to the dangers of voting Liberal. By 1987, twelve per cent of both parties’ election addresses were pointing to the dangers posed by Alliance success (Butler 1987, 222). 

	 
	MPs
	Inheritors

	1959
	6
	1

	1964
	9
	1

	1966
	12
	1

	1970
	6
	1

	1974 (F)
	14
	1

	1974 (O)
	13
	1

	1979
	11
	0

	1983
	17
	1

	1987
	17
	2

	1992
	20
	3

	1997
	46
	4

	2001
	52
	9

	2005
	62
	15


Table 7: Liberal (Democrat) MPs and those who had ‘inherited’ their seat directly from a Liberal (Democrat) predecessor, 1959-2005 
The importance of national party identity to Members can be quantified in the number of Liberal Democrats inheriting their seat directly from a retiring Liberal Democrat (see Table 7). Only four direct handovers between Liberals took place between 1945 and 1997. Long-held seats such as Carmarthen and Colne Valley were lost when their MPs retired, reinforcing the view that Liberal seats were held on personal votes. Since 1997, however, a larger number of MPs have been unable to claim that it was they who won the seat, and almost of quarter of the 2005 intake took over from a Liberal Democrat predecessor. ‘There are’ says Steel, ‘people there now who are there because of the organisation and the political swings in their constituencies.’

Such Members are keenly aware of the impact upon their prospects of poor media coverage for the party as a whole, and are therefore more reluctant to bring it about than their predecessors. ‘The current Liberal Democrat Parliamentary Party’ says Walter, ‘is far more coherent, not least because most of its members know that they owe their seats to the programme and the efforts of the national party, rather than simply to being local heroes’ (Walter 2003).

Relations with other parties

A structural feature of the Liberal Democrats in Parliament the impact of which is often overlooked is their relationship with competitor parties. This has been a factor of fluctuating character but continued importance in the behaviour of the party’s MPs.

Before 1964, many Liberal MPs depended upon the goodwill of another party. Only two Liberals elected in 1945 had faced opponents from both main parties, and until 1964 the Conservatives stood aside for between two and five of the MPs. Elements of the Conservative leadership pressed eagerly for a closer relationship between the parties, and in a handful of constituencies, formal ‘straight fight’ arrangements existed. This helps to explain the support offered to Churchill by Liberal MPs from 1951-55. After 1959, however, the Party pursued a strategy of closer links to Labour, and sought to offer limited support to Wilson from 1964-66. Wilson’s Chief Whip regarded Liberal by-election successes as ‘something of a gain for us’ and recalled the ‘useful fund of goodwill’ he established with Liberal MPs (Short 1989, 117, 172). Eric Lubbock continued the close relationship with Short’s successor Jon Silkin, and saw anti-discrimination laws and the Ombudsman as fruit of this.

These developments were sometimes reflected in pairing arrangements, which for Liberal MPs have varied. In the 1950s, these were informal, and at one point Donald Wade even paired with Labour Members when supporting the Conservative Government; pairing became formalized and friendly under Wilson, a system sustained under Heath. It was in 1976 that pairing was ended altogether: this was the immediate result of Thatcher’s insistence to Labour Whips that Liberals not be used as pairs, but Crossman had already expressed doubts about the possibility of accommodating a sizeable third party in the ‘usual channels’ (Wade 1955 and 1978; Crossman 1974).  

In the 1980s the Liberals’ main external challenge arose from the need to co-ordinate with the SDP, which in the view of both Alton and Smith was at the root of most internal difficulties of the period. Under Major the Conservatives cultivated Ashdown to ensure the passage of European legislation. As Ashdown came to feel he had gained little, the strategy shifted to a closer relationship with New Labour, and ‘constructive opposition’ after 1997. There was first pressure to acknowledge the Blair victory, but then, as Cowley shows, increasing resistance to the Government’s perceived betrayals of this support in the areas of public services, constitutional reform and foreign policy. The Liberal Democrats now have some pairing arrangements, but these are patchy – so much so that the current Chief Whip claims even to have been offered as pairs Labour rebels who would have voted with the Liberal Democrats (Ashdown 2000; Cowley and Stuart 2004).

Pairing arrangements reflect the size of the government’s majority as well as its disposition. However, they may help to explain Liberal Whips’ difficulties in ensuring attendance in the past, and relations with other parties certainly explain difficulties in bringing about discipline. The period since 2001 has been rare in seeing the third Party fighting all comers with equal vigour, albeit in different regions. This has liberated the Liberal Democrats from the obligations of cohabitation.

Conclusion 

Although the number of Liberal Democrat MPs changed dramatically in 1997, the causes of their cohesiveness have been more long-term and varied than that. A sense of national party fortunes and their importance grew from the 1960s; from the 1970s, resources improved, the party in the country began to exert more influence, and in the 1980s the Parliamentary Party became more layered in its structure. The 1990s saw composition start to change, and the doubling in size of the group was a catalyst for these various factors, confirming a new atmosphere, organisation and purpose which had nonetheless been brewing over decades.

One important factor has stayed with the Party throughout the last half-century: its atmosphere. This feature is the most intangible, but is recognised amongst MPs past and present; back-benchers, whips and leaders. The strong convention of consensus-building developed in the days of dining-table politics has persisted in the era of the ‘mass meeting.’ Whips from the 1960s to the 1980s relied upon goodwill to bring about basic attendance and co-ordination. This was cultivated in the weekly meeting, but could where necessary be strengthened by appeals to individual dissidents by the Whip or the spokesperson, and was sometimes highlighted by emphatic statement of the party line at the start of a debate on the floor of the House. The ownership of policy by MPs is protected by the election of the Chief Whip and the induction process and policy groups in the Parliamentary party. The group remains small enough to allow any Member to speak at meetings, and for the Leader to be accessible for informal contact in the Commons dining-room. 

The group is not without its challenges: one source even described it in the wake of the 2005 election as ‘profoundly dysfunctional’, and Andrew Stunell was obliged to issue a string of increasingly insistent electronic messages to his MPs as the leadership crisis unfolded. However, the group survived that crisis, as it had the ructions of the Alliance, the Thorpe scandal and other leadership problems (Hurst 2006, 226). 

What is significant about the parliamentary group is not so much the changes which have taken place as the culture of group identity which has, over forty years, progressively displaced the assumption of individualism, and which has been consolidated by organisational developments. The continuation of discipline relies upon a blend of the right leadership style, organisation and recruitment, and relationship with the extra-parliamentary party and with other parties. As the recent split over the European referendum demonstrated, it is neither necessary nor impossible that the days of discipline in the Liberal Democrats will end. 

Matt Cole is a Lecturer on the Hansard Society’s International Scholars programme at the London School of Economics, and is currently writing the biography of former Liberal MP Richard Wainwright with the support of the Scurrah Wainwright Trust.



Notes





� Clement Davies (Liberal Leader 1945-56) to Sir Archibald Sinclair 12 April 1946, Thurso Papers IV, Box 1, File 10.


� Figures are calculated from detailed tables in the Conservative Campaign Guides of 1955-Feb 1974.


� Figures are calculated from the attendance records of MPs of Public Whip at � HYPERLINK "http://www.theyworkforyou.com/" ��www.theyworkforyou.com/� (28 May 2007) between the 2005 General Election and the Whitsun recess of 2007.


� Tim Beaumont to Richard Wainwright, 13 November 1964. Wainwright papers 9/5


� Figures are calculated from the voting records of MPs on Public Whip between the 2005 General Election and the Whitsun recess of 2007. By way of comparison, McDonnell had rebelled 80 times against his Labour colleagues, and Corbyn 97 times, at the same point.  


� Orpington (Eric Lubbock, 1962-70); the Isle of Wight (Stephen Ross, 1974-87)


� Both Roderic Bowen (Cardiganshire, 1945-66) and Jo Grimond (Orkneys and Shetlands, 1950-83) claimed never to have met their colleagues before arriving in the Commons; Alisdair Mackenzie (Ross and Cromarty, 1964-70) had never visited London (see Ellis 1974, 74-75). 


� Richard Wainwright to Cyril Smith, 2 September 1983


� Steel to Liberal MPs, 18 August 1983. Wainwright papers.


� See The Times Guide to the House of Commons, London: Times Books 1983; Drewry, G., New Select Committees: a Study of the 1979 Reforms (2nd ed.), Oxford: Oxford University Press 1985; Dod’s Parliamentary Companion 1990, 1993, 1998, 2002; � HYPERLINK "http://www.parliament.uk/" ��http://www.parliament.uk/�, 11 June 2007


� Davies to Archibald Sinclair, 12 April 1946, Thurso Papers IV, Box 1, File 10.


� A memorable indicator of this was the television drama The Fall and Rise of Reginald Perrin (BBC 1976-79). In the second series, based upon David Nobbs’s 1977 book The Return of Reginald Perrin, Mrs Perrin uses the names of Liberal MPs as fictional colleagues so that Perrin does not discover she is working for his former employer (Nobbs 1990, 345). Only by the 1970s could this have worked with a TV audience, or have plausibly failed when Perrin realised the connection between the names.
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