
Flaws in Thinking Exposed 
 
In the aftermath of their electoral implosion, Tom Miers argues that the way back 
for Lib-Dems is to return to their philosophical roots. 
 
It is difficult not to feel sorry for Liberal Democrat candidates. Mostly worthy figures, 
they are victims of a political implosion more dramatic even than the disaster that befell 
the Scots Tories in 1997.  
 
Yet this election brutally exposed the flaws in Lib-Dem political thinking. 
  
For years the strategy has been to ape the soft-left consensus that Lib-Dem leaders 
thought characterised the middle ground of British politics. Voting Lib-Dem became a 
polite way of voting Labour, particularly in rural and suburban where Labour is regarded 
as a bit, ahem, too robust. 
 
This worked well in building a party of permanent polite protest, with some on the 
respectable right also joining in too, to hold their noses at the excesses of Thatcherism, or 
to beat Labour in the odd urban seat. 
 
The second arm of the strategy was to campaign for electoral reform. With proportional 
representation, Lib-Dems hoped the votes won in their carefully constructed coalition of 
the courteous would be translated into power. 
 
But now the contradiction is exposed. Power without principle does not work. Being in 
government forces politicians onto one side or other of the great philosophical divide that 
defines politics – is state intervention the best means to solve the problem or not? 
 
It is no good trying to be all things to all men once in office. The voter sees through you 
straight away. Pretending that you’re in favour of tuition fees there but not here becomes 
very hard to sustain. 
 
The Lib-Dems were right to join the Tories in coalition at Westminster. To prop up a 
failed Labour administration would have been grossly dishonourable, and in the end 
politically just as damaging. 
 
Much of the Lib-Dem leadership, especially down South, has seen the merits of a 
reforming agenda, or at least the necessity of restoring budget continence to government. 
 
This makes coalition with the Tories intellectually credible. But the price this week has 
been appalling. It transpires that most Lib-Dem voters are not liberal at all – they’re 
consensus socialist types who have now fled to either Labour or the SNP in horror. 
 
How should the party respond to this cataclysm? One option is to return to the previous 
strategy. Leave the coalition and embrace permanent ‘responsible’ opposition once more. 
Try, painstakingly, to rebuild that polite, soft-left coalition again. It might work, in its 



fashion, after a while. There may be a small gap in the market, if Labour drifts to the left 
and the SNP puts off enough unionist voters. 
 
But what then? PR at Westminster looks further away that ever, and it hasn’t helped the 
party in Scotland much. In the end, the socialist-lite route has no satisfactory ending. 
 
Much more preferable would be for the party to reinvent liberalism for the modern era, to 
try to recreate a philosophical identity which voters can recognise. Where to start? Step 
one might be to end the obsession with electoral reform and remember: True liberalism is 
not about pursuing political power, but restricting it. 
 
 
 


