


Praise for Haldane

‘There is something perennially fascinating about the sensitive polymath. John 
Campbell has written a magisterial biography of such a figure—an immensely 
readable account of an extraordinary life. This is, quite simply, a triumph of 
the art of conveying the texture of human affairs and the events of an era. It 
is a major and lasting achievement.’ — Alexander McCall Smith

‘A labour of love. Haldane is rescued from “the condescension of posterity”, 
his achievement in war and peace is finally recognised, and his rightful place 
in  history is secured.’ — Gordon Brown

‘This captivating, ground-breaking book firmly re-establishes Lord Haldane 
in the national consciousness as a remarkable statesman of the early twentieth 
century. Many of his innovations are still flourishing today, and his thoughts 
on statecraft have much to teach our leaders.’ — Sir Anthony Seldon, British 
political biographer

‘An outstanding biography that will have Haldane recognised, at long last, as 
one of our very greatest twentieth-century statesmen.’ — Sir Malcolm 
Rifkind, former Secretary of State for Defence and Foreign Secretary

‘My Grandfather found Haldane to be unfailingly kind and in particular sup-
ported him in 1915 when Haldane lost Office. This book brings Haldane 
marvellously to life, centre stage on the then political map of Britain. It not 
only remarkably tells Haldane’s extraordinary and neglected story, but the 
exceptional images so cleverly illustrate his life and the turbulent times in 
which he lived. A must read.’ — The Rt Hon Sir Nicholas Soames

‘We should thank John Campbell and we should thank Haldane. Haldane saw 
what our country needed and he quietly and brilliantly introduced those 
changes and creations, many of which are still with us. We in intelligence, and 
many others, are much indebted to Haldane. Mr Campbell tells us why.’ 
— Sir Colin McColl KCMG, former chief of MI6

‘Most politicians would view themselves as an outstanding success if only one 
of Haldane’s reforms were credited to them. He transformed the British 
Army, brought into existence many of the great civic universities, and even 
proposed a Supreme Court 100 years ahead of his time. John Campbell brings 
Haldane to the front of the political stage, where he belongs, and details well 



his supreme intellect and political method, which has so much to teach for 
today’s politics.’ — The Rt Hon Frank Field DL, former MP

‘A welcome and enjoyable biography of a towering yet overlooked figure—
Haldane was a transforming war minister, a visionary Lord Chancellor, a pas-
sionate supporter of education, and much more. Like the best biographies, this 
book casts revealing light on the times in which he lived.’ — The Rt Hon. The 
Lord Neuberger of Abbotsbury, former President of the UK Supreme Court

‘Few if any of today’s public figures can stand comparison with Haldane, 
architect of so much of what we take for granted in our government and civic 
society. Campbell’s account summons back to life this giant of public admin-
istration.’ — Professor Sir David Omand GCB, former Director of GCHQ 
and Home Office Permanent Secretary

‘An immensely readable, painstakingly researched biography of a little-known 
polymath statesman to whom Britain is more indebted than it knows. In this 
Who’s Who of early-twentieth-century politics, Campbell delves deep into 
Haldane’s complex and fascinating personality, in so many ways ahead of his 
time. He makes his hero our hero.’ — Sir Peter Westmacott GCMG LVO, 
former British Ambassador to Turkey, France and the United States

‘A refreshing and compelling new biography of the leading philosopher-
statesman of modern Britain. Haldane has had enormous influence, not 
least in re-organising the British Army to prevent a quick German victory 
in 1914, as well as in developing British education, the security services 
and the machinery of modern government.’ — Martin Pugh, former 
Professor of History, Newcastle University, and author of The Making of 
Modern British Politics 

‘I wish I could have read this as my guidebook before taking on my Prime 
Ministerial duties, back in 2009. Now I can only hope that current and future 
leaders will use their chance to do so.’ — Gordon Bajnai, former Prime 
Minister of Hungary

‘A meticulously researched life of Haldane which rightly defines him as the 
ultimate polymath. Haldane’s multiple achievements are a lesson to today’s 
politicians: that so much more can be achieved by reaching across party lines 
when searching for benign change. We have all forgotten how much our mili-
tary, intelligence services, universities and research communities continue 



to  benefit from Haldane’s impact, a century later. This work sets the record 
straight.’ — Sir David Cooksey GBE, Chair of the Francis Crick Institute

‘The debt the United Kingdom owes to Haldane is as great as to any other 
twentieth-century statesman. John Campbell’s immensely readable study 
reminds us of the achievements of this extraordinary public servant. Haldane’s 
instinct to work constructively across the Party divide shows the importance 
of broad consensus in delivering lasting institutional reform. His search 
for  long-term solutions to our country’s needs has never seemed more appo-
site.’ — Robert Gascoyne-Cecil, 7th Marquess of Salisbury, former Leader of 
the House of Lords

‘A remarkably intimate story of an exceptional man who created the British 
Army of 1914. These carefully considered reforms, resolutely fought for by 
Haldane in 1907, saved the nation from defeat.’ — Major-General Sir Evelyn 
Webb-Carter

‘A truly superb book. Not only is it a remarkable biography of an extraordi-
nary life, it also provides important insights into Haldane’s role in laying the 
foundations of the British university system. It traces how his education in 
Scotland and Germany moulded his beliefs about the purpose of life and the 
capacity of universities to inspire minds that contribute to the intellectual 
advancement and well-being of society. A profoundly humane account of one 
of Britain’s most enlightened and influential, yet insufficiently recognised, 
reformers of the twentieth century.’ — Colin Mayer CBE FBA, Peter Moores 
Professor of Management Studies, Said Business School, University of Oxford

‘The great sadness is that Richard Haldane was Chancellor of St Andrews, 
Scotland’s first university, for only two months before he died in August 1928. 
In inviting him to fill this key governing role, St Andrews knew it was appoint-
ing one of “the most powerful, subtle and encyclopaedic intellects ever 
devoted to the public service of his country”. This great and long overdue 
book explains why St Andrews was so keen to make him one of its own.’ 
— Sir Ewan Brown CBE FRSE, former senior governor of the University of 
St Andrews
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PREFACE

si monumentum requiris, circumspice 
(If you seek his monument, look around you)

Epitaph to Sir Christopher Wren on his tomb at St Paul’s Cathedral

Sixty years ago, when I was twelve, crammed with my mother and four 
siblings into an Armstrong Siddeley, my father drove us from our home 
in Newcastle to Scotland for our summer holidays. Reaching Auchterarder 
in Perthshire later that morning we saw a valley with some gently rising 
hills beyond. Twisting along the country lane towards them we caught 
glimpses of a turreted house high on the hillside. We crossed a narrow 
stone bridge over a burn and turned into its drive. Sweeping steeply up 
past great trees and rhododendrons the car scrunched to a halt on a ter-
race directly beneath the house. A last parental invocation to be polite 
and ask questions and we tumbled out onto the broad terrace. A glorious 
100-mile panorama of the southern Grampians stretched across the 
horizon below us.
 The house was called Cloan. A short white-haired man of sixty, a busi-
ness partner of my father, and a formidable grande dame with a twinkle in 
her eye came out of the low front door with their two children to greet 
us. The tousle-haired boy was my age and wore an open-necked shirt and 
over-large trousers clamped to his waist with an elastic belt. My hair was 
well brushed and I recall immediately feeling that I was inappropriately 
dressed in my new, rather shiny suit. We were ushered into the vast 
14-foot-high drawing room. On the ceiling there was a stamp. I was a 
stamp collector. It was just identifiable as a George V penny red. How did 
it get there? ‘Ah,’ our kindly host said, ‘that was a party trick of 
J.  M.  Barrie, the author of Peter Pan.’ He went on to explain that, ‘back in 
Lord Haldane’s time’, forty years ago, Barrie had wagered a fellow guest 
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that, without the use of a ladder or pole, he could stick a stamp on the 
ceiling. Taking one from the writing table, he had apparently licked the 
back of the stamp, turned over a corner which he stuck to a half-crown, 
and sent the coin spinning into the air. The half-crown had returned to his 
outstretched hand; the stamp for forty years had remained on the ceiling.
 Dick, the boy with tousled hair, took me to explore the house. We went 
through various rooms before arriving at the dining room, where lunch 
was laid. It was quite dark. He turned on the lights. Several portraits lined 
the walls, but one caught my attention above the fireplace. Lit by its own 
picture light, it was of a man with a pale serious face, rather dramatically 
swathed in a dark cloak against an equally dark background. I asked who it 
was. ‘Lord Haldane,’ was the reply. ‘Who was he?’ ‘My father’s uncle. He 
lived in this house. He was War Minister; he saved Britain.’ Little did I 
know it, but the whole course of my life changed at that moment.
 Dick and I somehow clicked that day and, as the look of my clothes and 
hair became more sensibly casual, we gradually became the closest of 
friends. Over our lives we have been involved in many things together. 
After we had both married, started to have children and become recipro-
cal godparents, he and his wife Jenny moved permanently to Cloan to run 
the house and the estate. Since then and for the whole of my adult life it 
has been an oasis where our families have relaxed together in its pure 
Highland air.
 Until very recently, when Dick moved to a smaller house on the estate, 
and a cousin acquired Cloan, remarkably little had changed since Haldane’s 
death. His spirit and the possessions he knew and loved lived on in the 
house. His Lord Chancellor’s purse, ministerial dispatch boxes, and set of 
large military lithographs presented to him by the Kaiser all had their 
places, together with framed Punch cartoons on the back staircase depict-
ing him as a marathon runner, a dove of peace or a bronzed warrior. The 
ribbons and insignia of his Order of Merit and Knight of the Thistle, and 
endless silver trowels and commemorative keys used to lay the foundation 
stones of, or to declare open, a stream of educational and military estab-
lishments throughout Britain, shone from their cases in the drawing room. 
Sitting in Lord Haldane’s study, high on the second floor, the view from its 
windows over the mountains changing with the passing of the seasons, 
snow-capped on a clear winter’s day, sheets of rain moving over the great 
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strath on other wild days, is where I came gradually to understand and, 
eventually, to love Haldane. This is where he would go to think; and what 
magnificent thinking he did.
 Haldane’s presence was palpable at Cloan. What I have since come to 
realise, with ever-increasing surprise and delight, is that that continuing 
presence extends well beyond the confines of his Scottish home. Indeed, 
if you know what you are looking for, it pervades much of our national life 
today. A walk from my London home, immediately west of Kensington 
Gardens, to Haldane’s home at 28 Queen Anne’s Gate in Westminster 
illustrates the point. Every time I make the journey, I seem to walk in 
Haldane’s footsteps.
 We pass, at first, Kensington Palace. There, behind the ornate railings, 
and topped by a generous ostrich-feathered hat, stands on its pedestal the 
swaggering statue of King William III presented by Kaiser Wilhelm II to 
King Edward VII on his 1907 visit to London. It was on this visit that 
Haldane, the German-speaking Secretary of State for War, attended a 
critical late-night meeting of the Kaiser and his ministers at Windsor. He 
could subsequently claim to be ‘the only Englishman who has ever been a 
member of the German Cabinet’.1

 Moving east we find the Albert Memorial, the northern tip of Alberto-
polis—the stretch of land in Kensington owned by the prince’s 1851 
Exhibition Commissioners. Haldane had many dealings with those com-
missioners and their successors. At the request of Prince Albert’s son, 
Edward, Prince of Wales, Haldane persuaded them in 1900 to make avail-
able a major part of the Imperial Institute, opened on that land in 1893, 
for the new headquarters of London University. A few years later he nego-
tiated access to further land adjacent to the institute to be the birthplace, 
in 1907, of his beloved Imperial College.
 Crossing the interconnecting road from Kensington Gardens into Hyde 
Park, we immediately come to the fields south of Rotten Row on which 
the Crystal Palace had stood at the time of the Great Exhibition. Here, on 
19  July 1919, after the signing of the Treaty of Versailles, the massed ranks 
of servicemen and women from the British Empire and her allies assem-
bled for the great Victory March which commemorated the formal end of 
the First World War. Led by Field Marshal Sir Douglas Haig, the first 
troops set off at 10 a.m. to wind their way north and south of the Thames 
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before the greatest crowds ever gathered in London. At noon they reached 
Buckingham Palace where King George V took the salute and gave a lunch 
for the most senior officers and politicians. That evening a magnificent 
fireworks display, also in Hyde Park, rounded off the celebrations, starting 
with the wonderfully named Special Colossal Word Device, ‘Victory: 
Thanks to the Boys’, before moving through eighty-four dazzling stages. 
The programme included Special Colossal Fire Portraits of the King, the 
Queen, Lloyd George, and Haig—but not Haldane. Yet this was the man 
who created the army that, reinforcing the French allies, saved Paris from 
falling to the Germans in 1914. In recognition of this and the nation’s 
forgetfulness, as soon as the lunch was over, Haig made his way direct to 
see Haldane in Queen Anne’s Gate. Haig would later call Haldane ‘the 
Greatest Secretary of State for War England has ever had’.
 Now we stride down Constitution Hill towards Buckingham Palace to 
reach the Queen Victoria Memorial from which George V had taken the 
salute. The monument was unveiled in 1911 in the presence of King 
George V and the Kaiser, this time making another state visit to honour 
his grandmother. It was on that visit that the Kaiser, together with several 
of his generals, invited himself to lunch at Haldane’s London home, or 
‘the dolls’ house’ as the Kaiser called it. This encounter hammered 
another nail into the coffin of doubt as to Haldane’s true loyalty in the 
public mind, doubt that would, in time of war, bury Haldane’s reputation 
and political career.
 But all that lay well in the future as, literally in Haldane’s footsteps, we 
now enter the Mall. For it was here, in December 1905, in the thickest of 
London fogs, that Haldane stepped out of the hired brougham carriage in 
which he had been travelling with Edward Grey from Buckingham Palace, 
having received their respective seals of office as War Secretary and Foreign 
Secretary in the new Liberal government. Having hoped to help the driver 
find the way, Haldane became immediately lost. Thankfully, we can make 
our way more easily than he did to the south side of Pall Mall, where he 
eventually arrived at what was then the War Office (the site of what is now 
the Royal Automobile Club) to begin his long struggle for the reformation 
of the British army.
 Further along Pall Mall a brief diversion into Carlton Gardens takes 
us past the home of Arthur Balfour, the Conservative prime minister 
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who, like his Liberal friend Haldane, was one of that rare breed: the  
philosopher-statesman. This close cross-party friendship was to bear enor-
mous fruit in the fields of education and defence. Immediately adjacent to 
Balfour’s home we pass the magnificent premises now occupied by the 
Royal Society and the British Academy. Unusually for politicians, both 
Balfour and Haldane were members of each of these august academic and 
scientific societies.
 From there we head north to St James’s Square to pass the London 
Library. It was here that, as its vice-president, Haldane, overworked and 
ill, presided in the absence of its president, Balfour, at the Library’s annual 
meeting on 6  July 1928. This proved to be Haldane’s last official commit-
ment. Shortly afterwards he made his final journey north to meet his death 
at Cloan.
 Crossing Piccadilly, we enter the courtyard of Burlington House, the 
home of the Aristotelian Society, one of the leading philosophical societies 
of Great Britain. Haldane often debated and presented papers to the soci-
ety, and was at one time its president. As we shall discover, philosophy was 
foundational to every aspect of Haldane’s life. Taking a short cut through 
the main doors of the Royal Academy, we emerge onto Burlington 
Gardens through the building that, until 1900, housed the headquarters 
of London University, which owed its existence as a teaching university 
to Haldane. The London office of my company, Campbell Lutyens, directly 
faces that handsome Victorian building with its eighteen statues of 
 celebrated men, including several of Haldane’s heroes—Aristotle, 
Plato,  Goethe, Adam Smith (whose biography he wrote), Newton and 
David Hume.
 Heading west, once more, we resume our journey to Regent Street 
where we find the Café Royal. Here, Haldane and Edward Grey met over 
dinner and finally decided that they would join Asquith and serve in 
Campbell-Bannerman’s government. Haldane rushed from the restaurant 
to tell the prime minister that he would take the War Office and lift to his 
lips the chalice which, for so many statesmen, had proved to be poisoned. 
The history of Europe in the twentieth century was written that evening.
 Heading south down Haymarket and across Trafalgar Square we arrive 
on the Embankment, and are immediately overlooked on our right by the 
National Liberal Club where Haldane in his darkest hour in June 1915 was 
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famously dined out by well over 200 MPs, each dismayed at his removal 
from office after the Conservatives had refused to join the coalition gov-
ernment alongside the ‘Germanophile’ Haldane.
 A little further along we pass on our left the 1923 monument to the 
casualties of the Royal Air Force in the First World War. By establishing the 
Advisory Committee for Aeronautics in 1909, and chairing the committee 
on the creation of the Air Service in 1912, Haldane became midwife to the 
Royal Flying Corps and its successor the RAF.
 Retracing just a few steps, we can cut through from the Embankment 
to Whitehall. Here Haldane is ubiquitous. Immediately adjacent to the 
Banqueting House we find the building which housed the ‘New’ War 
Office, opened in December 1906, where Haldane spent nearly the whole 
of his term of office until 1912. His rooms there are still named the 
‘Haldane Suite’. Proceeding south we reach Downing Street where, at 
number 10, Haldane sat for ten-and-a-half years in Campbell-Bannerman, 
Asquith and MacDonald’s Cabinets. But, much less well known, we also 
find here the building that housed the courtroom of the Judicial 
Committee of the Privy Council, once the supreme appeal court of the 
empire. In that courtroom Haldane often pleaded as a barrister and, on 
becoming Lord Chancellor in 1912, he became the committee’s president. 
It was here that he was to influence so profoundly the development of the 
Canadian constitution, and where his name and his judgments were to 
become known throughout the empire.
 Returning onto Whitehall we pass the Cenotaph, designed by Haldane’s 
favourite architect Edwin Lutyens to commemorate the glorious dead of 
the Great War, to reach Parliament Square. Here, together with the ‘execu-
tive’ in Downing Street, we find the two remaining chambers of the heart 
which represents British constitutional life. On its east side overlooking 
the river we pass the ‘legislature’, comprising the House of Commons, 
where Haldane served for twenty-four years as MP for Haddingtonshire 
(now East Lothian), and the House of Lords, of which he was a member 
for sixteen years, and over whose deliberations, as Lord Chancellor, he 
presided for nearly five years. On the west side we find the ‘judiciary’ in 
the form of the Supreme Court of the United Kingdom, which finally 
came into being in 2009, ninety-six years after Haldane as Lord Chancellor 
had first called for its creation in 1913.
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 At last, exhilarated and perhaps a little exhausted by our journey, we exit 
Parliament Square along Birdcage Walk, turn left up Cockpit Steps, and 
enter Queen Anne’s Gate. There, at number 28, we find a blue plaque on 
the wall: ‘Lord Haldane, 1856–1928, Statesman Philosopher and Lawyer, 
Lived Here’, the only recognition of Haldane in a public place in Britain, 
despite Asquith’s call for ‘a statue in gold’ to be raised in his honour.
 This was the house where Grey came to stay with Haldane over the 
terrible ten weeks from late July until early October 1914 when the world 
crashed into war; the house from which, on hearing news of the imminent 
invasion of Belgium on the evening of 2  August 1914, they immediately 
went over to Downing Street to alert the prime minister; and the house 
from which Grey left the following day for the Commons to deliver the 
speech that roused and united the nation to enter the war. And it was also 
where, in happier post-war times, Einstein would come to stay as 
Haldane’s guest on his first trip to Britain in 1921.
 There are of course many other journeys that we could take in the 
 footsteps of Haldane, not just in London, but in other cities, especially 
those cities around England and Wales with civic universities. Liverpool, 
Manchester, Leeds, Sheffield, Nottingham, Reading, Bristol and 
Southampton—all bear Haldane’s imprint. His work was fundamental to 
the development of educational institutions as diverse as London University, 
the LSE, the University of Wales and what is now the National University 
of Ireland and Queen’s University Belfast. Even adult education and work-
ers’ education were integral elements of Haldane’s vision. No man did 
more to lay the foundations of our modern tertiary education system.
 Many people in Britain have family or friends who have served in the 
army, the Territorials or the RAF, or in the Officers’ Training Corps at 
school or university, or have been Boy Scouts. Some of us, knowingly or 
unknowingly, have friends serving with MI5 or MI6. Many of us have 
friends or family members learned in the law, or active in political life. 
Certainly, the research carried out by the Medical Research Council, or 
funded by the University Grants Committee, has had a widely beneficial 
impact on nearly all of us. Every one of those professions and organisations 
has been advanced in its development by Haldane’s work and enthusiasm. 
Yet hardly anybody knows that, or his name.
 There is often only one degree of separation between the work and 
achievements of Haldane and the lives of many people in Britain and also 
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beyond her shores, particularly in Canada. Increasingly, I have felt that 
Haldane is to be found under almost every stone, for he had an exceptional 
capacity to translate well-thought-through concepts into successful prac-
tice. That is why so many of the organisations that he created and influenced 
are still at the centre of our life today, nearly a century after his death.
 I write at a time of extraordinary debate on the constitutional structure 
of the United Kingdom and of the European Union; of deep divisions over 
the role of NATO and of the United Nations; of significant differences in 
international relations and styles of diplomacy. Profound issues need to be 
addressed in the fields of world trade, the interaction of capitalism and 
socialism, and the optimisation of the interdependent roles of the public 
and private sectors. It is understandable to feel daunted. All these issues 
have to be thought through by national leaders in real time in an era which 
is witnessing the advance of populism within the vacuum created by poor 
leadership and when the unremitting daily pressure on politicians tempts 
them to prioritise issues that are short term and immediate over those 
which may be enabling only over the longer term. At times like this, I 
believe that we can take courage from Haldane’s life and approach and see 
in him the means of delivering successful time-tested change.



 1

INTRODUCTION

In the summer of 1900, forty-three-year-old barrister and Liberal MP 
Richard Burdon Haldane was staying with Sir John and Lady Horner and 
their two daughters at Mells Park, the Horner family home in Somerset. 
Haldane’s fellow guest was Raymond Asquith, eldest son of his closest 
political ally and future prime minister H.  H.  Asquith. Haldane and 
Raymond’s father were the leading lights of the younger Liberals, the for-
mer acting as the brains of their wing of the party, the latter as their 
mouthpiece. Haldane could not wear his learning lightly, as his friend 
Asquith did. His sheer physical bulk, the slow stateliness of his move-
ments, and his labyrinthine sentences seemed weighty with it. These char-
acteristics, together with his preference for operating behind the political 
scenes and his love of German culture, meant that Haldane was never 
easily understood by the Great British public. It was a lack of understand-
ing that would have serious consequences for Haldane and for the nation 
in the opening years of the war.
 But those terrible days were far off in the halcyon atmosphere of 
Mells Park in 1900. 100 feet beneath the terrace of the house ran a 
stream which had been dammed to form a lake ‘covered with waterlilies 
and fringed with bulrushes’, a perfect spot for swimming. It was a beau-
tiful July afternoon. At 4.30 p.m., just before tea was served, Haldane—
not known for his athletic physique—suggested a bathe. The response 
was unenthusiastic, except from the eldest of the Horner daughters, 
Cicely, whom Raymond considered ‘about as perfect a specimen of 
female beauty as I have ever seen’ (although it was her sister Katharine 
whom he would marry a few years later). The whole party moved down 
to the lakeside to watch the two bathers; the spectators were ‘amply 
rewarded’.1 Raymond, towards the end of his stay at Mells Park, 
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recorded the scene in a letter to a friend. With his ‘uncanny gift of exact 
phrase’, he achieves the rare feat of capturing the essence of a man so 
easily misunderstood.2 Where the public could only see a suspicious 
gravity in Haldane’s being, Raymond perceived his essential and comple-
mentary lightness:

Haldane is an imperfect but courageous performer in the water and to see his 
immense but stately figure clad in a very scanty bathing dress and recklessly 
precipitating from dizzy altitudes into this very green and flowery pond was 
really exquisite: the quiet slowness and dignity with which he put himself in 
the most ridiculous situations proved to me more conclusively than anything 
else could have done the real bigness of the man—to see this vast white mass 
with the brain of Socrates and the shape of Nero executing his absurd antics 
from a thin plank which bent double under his weight and sporting fantasti-
cally in the water with a divinely beautiful girl no whit abashed recalled the 
sunniest days of the Roman decline. Finally he came out and after lurking 
coyly in the bushes for a few minutes reappeared clad in nothing but a bath-
towel and a panama hat and joined us for tea on the lawn where he was soon 
explaining the theory and history of Buddhism—its superiority to 
Christianity and its weaknesses as a practical religion—to a host of local 
spinsters who had flocked in for food and gossip. It was magnificent. At 
11–30 p.m. he left in a carriage for Bath 15 miles off having to be in the 
courts at 10 tomorrow and in the train all tomorrow night and the night 
after—on his way up and down to Edinburgh where he is pleading on 
Tuesday. He is a marvellous man, and never loses flesh through it all.3

This is a snapshot of a man who, at his death, The Times would describe as 
‘one of the most powerful, subtle, and encyclopaedic intellects ever 
devoted to the public service of his country’.4 On that July afternoon he 
was already the most vocal member of the House of Commons in the 
cause of education, a champion for universities, for widening access, and 
for a dramatically improved state school system. He was not yet, however, 
the Secretary of State for War responsible for creating the British army 
that would fight the bloody battles of the First World War in which 
Raymond would die, nor yet the Lord High Chancellor of Great Britain 
who would help to shape the modern British and Canadian states.
 Haldane has largely been forgotten today, lost behind a range of his 
contemporaries whose personalities are more instantly accessible and 
whose deeds are more easily amplified—individuals such as Lloyd George 
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and Churchill who dominate our history books. And yet, in Haldane even 
Churchill met his match, as Lionel Curtis remembered:

Winston Churchill one day ran into him in the lobby of the House, tapped 
him on his great corporation and asked, ‘What is in there Haldane?’ ‘If it is 
a boy,’ said Haldane, ‘I shall call him John. If it is a girl I shall call her Mary. 
But if it is only wind, I shall call it Winston.’ W.  C.  is not often repaid in his 
own coin.5

It is high time Haldane is remembered.

* * *

It is the purpose of this book to put that right. It also aims to offer an 
example of statesmanship that we so vitally need today. I have therefore 
not chosen the classic chronological structure that simply tells a story. 
Rather, I have chosen, in Part 1, to take deep dives into the key personal 
foundations of Haldane’s statesmanship: the family traditions that he inher-
ited; the emotional world in which he was grounded; the friends who 
supported him; the philosophy that directed him; and the economic think-
ing that kept him active in the pursuit of sound government. This introduc-
tion consequently limits its focus to a sketch of the early years of Haldane’s 
life, stopping short of his entry into Parliament in December 1885 at the 
age of twenty-nine.
 In Part 2 we turn from the more personal and intellectual themes of 
earlier chapters to look at the very practical ways in which Haldane built 
upon these foundations as a statesman—the ways in which he reformed 
both the educational landscape and the defences of the country, and the 
manner in which he allowed his philosophy to contribute to enhancing 
the structure of the British and, indeed, the Canadian state. I’m conscious 
that this thematic approach may sacrifice the clarity that a chronological 
approach can bring, but it should grant us an even more important per-
spective regarding just what Haldane achieved in each of the three major 
fields in which he brought his influence to bear. Given such a structure, 
Part 2 has its own introductory chapter that paints a picture of the politi-
cal world in which Haldane operated, while Chapter 7 picks up the story 
of his legal and political careers from 1885 onwards. The chronology 
provided in Chapter 7 should therefore help to ground the three thematic 
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chapters that follow. My hope is that our exploration of Haldane’s states-
manship through these years will sound a message of hope for all who 
despair in our present political climate. Of course, Haldane’s was a 
unique life—‘God has broken the mould,’ as Lady Horner once said of 
him—and his times were different from our own.6 But his selfless com-
mitment to public service, his guiding fundamental principles and the 
techniques he deployed in his statesmanship are as relevant and as neces-
sary today as they ever were.

* * *

Richard Burdon Haldane was born on 30  July 1856, within the grandeur 
of the Haldanes’ Edinburgh home, 17 Charlotte Square. With its palatial 
facades designed by Robert Adam and its vast rooms, the square was one 
of Scotland’s most enviable addresses. On his father’s side, Haldane hailed 
from an ancient Scottish family of public servants; on his mother’s, a 
tradition of intellectual accomplishment and legal acumen, which 
included the notable figure of John Scott, first Earl of Eldon, who twice 
served as Lord High Chancellor of Great Britain—as his great-great-
nephew, Haldane, would do. Uniting the families was a strong 
Protestantism of a Calvinistic variety. ‘Religion permeated our lives’, 
Haldane’s sister Elizabeth recalled, ‘and a sense of sin and its conse-
quences seemed to dog our footsteps when we remembered what it 
meant.’7 But the family’s summers and autumns were spent in the rejuve-
nating atmosphere of Cloan, their small estate in Perthshire. Elizabeth 
gratefully remembered: ‘The oppressive theology that was apt to over-
shadow our lives was blown away by the fresh country breezes.’8

 The Britain into which Haldane was born was, in many ways, one of the 
most self-assured nations on the planet, revelling in its industrial pre-
eminence, imperial expansion and scientific discovery. Scotland itself—or 
North Britain as it was often called—not only rested content with its place 
within the Union, but still basked in its Enlightenment heritage. It contin-
ued to lead the way in education and to produce a stream of thinkers and 
inventors shaping the contemporary world. Alexander Graham Bell, the 
inventor of the telephone, was born nine years before Haldane and only a 
few hundred paces from the Haldanes’ front door. England had her own 
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inventors, too, not least George Stephenson, the pioneering railway engi-
neer. Indeed, with the railway boom of the decades preceding Haldane’s 
birth, travel had never been easier between the two nations (a fact that 
Haldane was to take full advantage of once he flew the nest). The growth 
of Britain as an industrial power meant that, in 1850, it could boast of 
having the highest income level in the world.9

 But the swagger masked a growing unrest. The opportunities for profit-
making open to the few often meant a corresponding oppression of the 
many. Urbanisation had brought overcrowding and new health problems. 
The Crimean War had only just ended and had been characterised by mili-
tary fiascos and appalling casualties, stirring up riots at home. Darwin 
would shortly publish his On the Origin of Species, and old religious certain-
ties would become open for dispute. The Whigs who governed in 
Parliament when Haldane was born would soon be submerged within the 
Liberal Party, while the rumbles of organised labour could be heard as it 
rallied itself for an assault on the seats of power. It was into this cocktail of 
arrogance and anxiety, of stability and change, that Haldane was born. To 
navigate his way through this period of flux would require a steady head 
and firm principles—he was to perform the task with admirable ability.
 He would also have to make his way in a family setting that was far 
from straightforward. His father, Robert Haldane, had lost his first wife 
during the birth of their sixth child (who also died), and his second wife, 
Mary Elizabeth, twenty years Robert’s junior, was to lose her first child 
in infancy. Mary subsequently bore five children, the eldest of whom was 
our Haldane, Richard; the second, Geordie, would die at sixteen from 
diphtheria. Loss was part of the fabric of their lives. And for Mary 
Haldane’s children, so too was ambition. She had marked out Richard 
from childhood as a future Lord Chancellor, and his siblings would each 
eventually attain distinction in their respective fields. John, a distin-
guished physiologist and Fellow of New College, Oxford, invented the 
gas mask, identified carbon monoxide as a source of poisoning in mines, 
and developed the first diving decompression tables, amongst many 
other achievements; Elizabeth held numerous positions of national 
importance and was the first woman to be appointed a justice of the 
peace in Scotland; William became Crown Agent for Scotland and was 
knighted. We will have more to say on the remarkable characters that 
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made up the Haldane family in Chapters 1 and 2, but it is at least clear 
that Haldane was, from early on, destined for great things.
 Haldane and his brothers received their schooling at the Edinburgh 
Academy, an institution founded with the support of a host of Scottish 
luminaries, including Sir Walter Scott, in 1824. Its purpose was to provide 
an education for the sons of Scotland’s middle and upper classes that would 
rival the great public schools of England. The school had already produced 
many eminent men, including Archibald Campbell Tait, the first Scotsman 
to be an Archbishop of Canterbury, James Clerk Maxwell, ‘the father of 
modern physics’, and Robert Louis Stevenson, the celebrated writer.10 
Although the published prize lists show that Haldane won prizes for ‘schol-
arship’ every year for his last four years at the school (he was always within 
the top eight highest-performing pupils in his class, though never first), the 
Academy’s diet of Latin and Greek classics did little to rouse the excite-
ment of his natural disposition towards abstract thought and practical 
action. ‘School was indeed never an interesting period to me,’ he wrote 
later in life.11

 But a vivid depiction of him as a schoolboy is to be found in ‘The 
Edinburgh Academy Chronicle’ of 1909. Haldane, by this time Secretary 
of State for War, had recently visited the school to review its newly 
established officers’ training corps—a key component of the so-called 
Haldane Army Reforms. The ‘Chronicle’ records the parade and 
Haldane’s speech, and adds the following letter written to the Daily Mail 
by an old classmate:

SIR,—I recollect the present War Minister at school very distinctly. He had 
then, as now, a substantial figure, and wore knickerbockers with scarlet 
stockings.

I daresay few would believe that Mr.  Haldane was, as a boy, a very fair slow 
bowler, and I remember him playing for the Second Eleven of the school. 
…

I have never seen him in Parliament, but his attitude in class when answer-
ing a question was almost impressive. With hand uplifted and head 
advanced, and eyes turned back as if searching into the depths of his inner 
consciousness, he would slowly and deliberately deliver himself of what he 
had to say. ‘Solid and sound’ would have been the general verdict on his 
character, and he is the only one of his class-fellows to rise to eminence.12
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Haldane formed a great allegiance to his principal master at the Academy, 
Dr  James Clyde, a model of stoicism who instilled in him a scepticism 
concerning the religious authority of the Bible. Likewise, he made a life-
long friendship with his contemporary John Kemp, who would go on to 
co-translate Schopenhauer’s The World as Will and Idea with Haldane and 
‘devil’ for him at Lincoln’s Inn.

* * *

But it took matriculation onto the Arts course at Edinburgh University at 
the age of sixteen for Haldane really to become intellectually alive. Here 
he attended the lecture rooms of some of the country’s leading scholars. 
William Young Sellar, professor of Humanity (that is, Latin), was to be the 
greatest influence, taking a personal interest in developing the young 
Haldane’s mind and connections. Haldane would visit him in his home, 
meeting there some of the great literary figures from across the border, 
including the well-known Master of Balliol, Benjamin Jowett, and the 
critic Matthew Arnold. Through Sellar and his friends ‘I learned … some-
thing of the wider outlook on life which literature could give’.13

 John Stuart Blackie, professor of Greek, also played a pivotal role in 
widening Haldane’s outlook. For it was this eccentric professor who per-
suaded Haldane’s parents to allow their son, still in his seventeenth year 
and in the midst of a religious crisis, to attend the University of Göttingen 
for a term in 1874. It was the start of Haldane’s lifelong love of German 
education and literature, the place where he would meet the celebrated 
Professor Hermann Lotze, and where his passion for philosophical reflec-
tion would take hold. This passion grounded all of his subsequent activi-
ties, whether in the law, politics, educational reform or military organisa-
tion. It was in Göttingen that the seeds of Haldane’s success as a statesman 
were sown; so, too, the seeds of his downfall. Forty years later, it was no 
boast for a British statesman to have attended a German university, let 
alone to have liked it. It could even mean the end of a career.
 In the 1870s Haldane’s career was only just taking shape. After his spell 
in Germany, he returned to Edinburgh to complete his studies, focusing 
on philosophy in particular. It paid off. Along with his first-class degree, 
Haldane won every major prize in the discipline, not least the Ferguson 
Scholarship for which students at all four Scottish universities were eligi-
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ble. Yet it was the law, not academic philosophy, to which he turned for a 
living. Not long after the death of his father in 1877, Haldane, aged 
twenty-one, moved to London to read for the Bar at Lincoln’s Inn. Called 
to the Bar two years later, with chambers at 5 New Square, Haldane spe-
cialised in conveyancing (the process of moving the legal ownership of 
property or land from one person to another). After a slow start and mini-
mal financial returns, he received his big break with a request to assist the 
‘leader of the English Bar and the great Chancery Counsel’, Horace Davey. 
Haldane was to ‘devil’ for Davey; in other words, read his briefs and mug 
up on the legal authorities before a case. At first, Haldane thought him 
‘very cynical & disagreeable but extremely clever’.14 He went on, how-
ever, to establish a deep rapport with Davey, admiring his razor-sharp 
mind.15 Davey’s admiration of Haldane must have been great, too, for it 
was not long before the junior counsel was left to hold his own, in Davey’s 
place, in cases as weighty as an application for special leave to appeal by the 
government of Quebec before the Privy Council (Haldane’s first battle on 
behalf of the Canadian provinces) and the Scottish Petroleum case of 1883 
before the Master of the Rolls, Sir George Jessel, and two Lords Justices 
of Appeal. In the latter case, Haldane’s arguments roused the excitement 
of ‘the great Sir George’, who proceeded ‘to play with me as a cat does a 
mouse’ and ‘to throw the power of his personality into the struggle’. By 4 
p.m. Jessel was looking very ill. Two days later he was dead. As Haldane 
records in his Autobiography, ‘My brother barristers affected to reproach 
me for having killed Jessel. If I had, it was indeed unwillingly, for I had the 
highest admiration and deep regard for that great judge.’16

 These cases won Haldane the respect of London’s major firms of solici-
tors, and his business quickly grew. By the time he took silk in 1890—at 
the age of thirty-three, ‘the youngest Q.C. made for 50 years’17—he was 
earning the considerable sum of nearly £2,500 a year (roughly equivalent 
to £300,000 today). In his last year at the Bar in 1905, before entering 
government, that figure was approaching the enormous sum of nearly 
£20,000 (today’s £2,400,000).18 The intervening years saw Haldane estab-
lish himself as—in the words of John Buchan—‘a tremendous figure at the 
Bar’ and ‘a most formidable advocate, especially in cases of constitutional 
law’.19 In those days of empire, Haldane’s detailed learning in the different 
systems of law in the British dominions—whether Buddhist, Maori, 
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French, Roman-Dutch, Islamic or Hindu—brought him constantly before 
the judges of the House of Lords and Privy Council. He developed a par-
ticular speciality in questions surrounding the Canadian constitution, 
appealing on behalf of the provinces seven times before the Judicial 
Committee of the Privy Council between 1894 and 1904.
 This command of the Bar grew concurrently with his rise as a Member 
of Parliament, having entered the Commons as a Liberal in 1885. The 
story of Haldane’s political life, which commenced at that time, is reserved 
for Chapter 7. But before we come to Haldane the statesman, we need to 
understand Haldane the man. What were the conditions that made his 
remarkable political career possible? Haldane’s achievements in education, 
laying the bedrock of the university and state school systems that we know 
today in Britain; his creation of the army that, with its French allies, saved 
Paris from falling to the Germans in the opening months of the First World 
War; his fashioning of the British state in its governmental and administra-
tive forms; his shaping of the Canadian constitution in favour of provincial 
over federal empowerment—behind all this stood one human being.
 He was a man acutely conscious of the weight of his ancestry, but who 
felt liberated by the support of three outstanding women who loved him 
dearly: his mother, his sister and Frances, Lady Horner. He was a man 
crushed by grief at the early death of his brother, and twice plunged into 
black despair by romantic rejection. He was a man surrounded by the wid-
est circle of friends, including King Edward VII, a Rothschild or two, and 
Einstein. Such relationships form the focus of our first three chapters. The 
remaining chapters of Part 1 guide the reader through two key components 
of Haldane’s rich intellectual world: his philosophical beliefs and his eco-
nomic commitments. Armed with an understanding of these, the way is 
clear for grasping, in Part 2, the mastery of Haldane’s statesmanship.
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A FAMILY TRADITION

The one and only secret of happiness lies in the performance of duty in the best and 
most conscientious manner.

John Burdon Sanderson to Haldane, 18741

Richard Burdon Haldane, a plucky thirty-four-year-old barrister, is fight-
ing a case he knows he can’t win. On the bench before him is Sir Edward 
Ebenezer Kay, a High Court judge in the Chancery Division. Kay doesn’t 
much like what he’s hearing from the budding legal mind and lets it be 
known; he treats Haldane without consideration, and speaks ‘rather offen-
sively’. This is not the kind of behaviour the well-bred Scotsman is used to. 
But Haldane isn’t intimidated by the judge, and has the mental toughness 
to make a stand. Describing the action in a letter later that day to his 
mother, he writes that Kay ‘got it back like lightning in a Burdon Sanderson 
& not a Haldane spirit. I lost my case—indeed it was hopeless—but he 
will be careful the next time.’2

 What ‘spirits’ were these that Haldane was aware of inheriting? Was one 
quick and cutting, the other slow and courteous? Who were these Burdon 
Sandersons and these Haldanes with their distinctive attitudes?
 Remarkably, the latter family have claimed to trace their lineage all the 
way back to Charlemagne,3 and a glance at their accomplishments sug-
gests a resourcefulness and commitment to public duty that can have few 
rivals.4 We find these characteristics embodied, for instance, in the pow-
erful Sir John Haldane (d. 1493), who was successively ambassador to the 
courts of France and Denmark under James III, Master of the King’s 
Household, Sheriff-Principal of Edinburgh, and Lord Justice-General of 
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Scotland ‘benorth the Forth’.5 They are there again in John Haldane of 
Gleneagles (1660–1721), who sat in the last Scottish Parliament and was 
one of the forty-five Scottish members of the first Unionist Parliament in 
1707, earning him the nickname ‘Union Jack’.6 Nor should we forget his 
infamous son Patrick Haldane (1683–1769), professor of Greek, then 
Ecclesiastical History at the University of St Andrews,7 who went on to 
hold office as a commissioner valuing and disposing of estates forfeited by 
Jacobites upon conviction after the 1715 uprising (a role he executed 
with such ruthlessness that he earned the name ‘the curse of Scotland’),8 
eventually rising to Joint-Solicitor-General for Scotland, a month before 
Culloden. Patrick’s son, Brigadier-General George Haldane (1721–59), 
was governor of Jamaica, a position he obtained through supporting the 
rehabilitation of William Pitt the Elder’s political career in 1757,9 though 
George died of what is likely to have been yellow fever within four 
months of his arrival on the island. Patrick’s half-brother, Robert Haldane 
(1705–67), took a quite different career route. Robert was the first ever 
Scot to command a ship of the East India Company and is said to have 
made £70,000 in a single voyage. Still, this did not preclude a parliamen-
tary career. When his nephew, George, accepted his posting to Jamaica in 
1758, his seat for Stirling Burghs became vacant and Robert slipped into 
his shoes without opposition.
 Command of the sea also fell to Admiral the Viscount Duncan (1731–
1804), son of Helen Haldane10 (maternal grandmother of Haldane’s grand-
father) and hero of the Battle of Camperdown against the Dutch during 
the Napoleonic Wars—‘one of the most complete victories in the age of 
fighting sail’.11 If the spirit of public service, so evident in Richard Burdon 
Haldane, can be discerned in the preceding distinguished men (putting to 
one side their—at times—unpalatable self-seeking), then it is in the traits 
of kindness and courage that a connection between the two viscounts is to 
be found. As one biographer puts it: ‘Duncan’s reputation for coolness, 
courage, and daring was well deserved,’ while his ‘kindly, unaffected, and 
modest nature, noted by contemporaries, is a feature of his correspon-
dence’. He was a man, we are told, ‘reluctant to find fault with subordi-
nates’, though ‘severe with those who failed in their duty.’12 In this, we 
have a fine description of Haldane at the War Office. A depiction of the 
heroic admiral ‘calm in the midst of gun and cannon fire’ is still to be 
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found hanging in the Scottish National Portrait Gallery today.13 Behind the 
hero, an officer blows a trumpet, symbolising the fame Duncan would 
win. One searches the walls in vain, however, for a portrait of his descen-
dant, the Secretary of State for War.

* * *

Two brothers of the Haldane line stand out above all these illustrious fore-
bears as significant for our story: Haldane’s paternal grandfather, James 
Alexander Haldane (1768–1851) and his brother Robert Haldane (1764–
1842), nephews of Admiral Duncan. Men of the sea turned evangelists, 
they had, in R.  B.  Haldane’s view, ‘the making of heros [sic] in them’.14 
James Alexander (as he was known), even before the fervour of the Gospel 
took hold of him, certainly showed his heroic qualities. As captain of the 
Melville Castle, a ship of the East India Company, he famously quelled a 
mutiny on board a neighbouring ship, the Dutton, with a composure in the 
face of danger that still astonishes. The men had risen against their officers 
in outrage for want of supplies and were threatening to blow up the ship 
in protest. Haldane put a stop to the threats in a manner more reminiscent 
of an episode of Hornblower than a real-life crisis:

The scene was appalling, and to venture into the midst of the angry crew 
seemed to be an act of daring almost amounting to rashness. Ordering his 
men to veer round by the stern, in a few moments Captain Haldane was on 
the quarter-deck. His first object was to restore the officers [sic] compo-
sure and presence of mind. He peremptorily refused to head an immediate 
attack on the mutineers, but very calmly reasoning with the men, cutlass 
in hand, telling them that they had no business there, and asking what they 
hoped to effect in the presence of twenty sail of the line, the quarter-deck 
soon cleared. … Two of the crew, intoxicated with spirits, and more hardy 
than the rest, were at the door of the powder magazine, threatening with 
horrid oaths that whether it should prove Heaven or Hell they would blow 
up the ship. One of them was in the act of wrenching off the iron bars from 
the doors, whilst the other had a shovel full of live coals, ready to throw in! 
Captain Haldane, instantly putting a pistol to the breast of the man with the 
iron bar, told him that if he stirred he was a dead man. Calling at the same 
time for the irons of the ship, as if disobedience were out of the question, 
he saw them placed, first on this man and then on the other. The rest of the 
ringleaders were then secured, when the crew, finding that they were over-
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powered, and receiving the assurance that none should be removed that 
night, became quiet, and the Captain returned to his own ship. Next day, 
the chief mutineers were put on board the Regulus, King’s ship, and the 
rest of the crew went to their duty peaceably.15

James Alexander’s brother, Robert, also made a name for himself as a naval 
man, but gave this up early for a life committed to the spreading of a 
certain Calvinistic theology that had captured both his and his brother’s 
minds and hearts while still young men; so committed in fact, that Robert 
sold his estate at Airthrey to fund a hugely expensive mission to Bengal. 
This mission fell through before it even got going, and once his brother 
had likewise left life on the high seas behind him, together they set about 
taking their unique, impassioned brand of Protestantism into the sleepy 
parishes of their native Scotland, establishing the Society for the 
Propagation of the Gospel at Home in 1798 and building vast preaching 
centres, known as ‘tabernacles’, throughout Scotland, both to great effect. 
The Congregational movement north of the border ‘is to be traced to the 
work and philanthropy of the Haldanes’,16 as is the rise of the Baptists as a 
distinct denomination, due to the brothers’ conviction on that issue.17 
And, according to a study on The Church in Victorian Scotland, ‘so far as 
Scotland is concerned [Robert Haldane] has a good claim to be called the 
Founding Father of Fundamentalism.’18 Robert even founded a school of 
religious thought on the Continent opposing rationalist views of 
Christianity, after a year spent in Geneva and two in Montauban. When 
R.  B.  Haldane visited the south of Germany long after the deaths of Robert 
and James Alexander, he would still be asked if he was a ‘Haldanite’.19

 Robert’s primary impact came through his writing and the enormous 
funds he put into their enterprises (£70,000, it is estimated, between 
1798 and 1810, roughly equivalent to £5,500,000 today), while James 
Alexander had the gift of preaching.20 For the latter’s grandson, this 
evangelical inheritance was absolutely central to his conception of his 
own mode of reaching ‘the people’, but this time on political issues, such 
as free trade and, above all, ‘the gospel of Education’.21 The number of 
references in his daily letters to his mother to taking on the mantle of 
these evangelists is quite remarkable. At a ‘non-party address on the 
“Rights & Duties of working men”’, Haldane reflects: ‘I had a solemn 
message to these poor agricultural labourers. It is preaching the Gospel, 
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this.’22 Speaking at an event two years later, he makes ‘the chapel resound 
& they said it was like my grandfather’.23 In 1903 he sees himself as ‘a 
sort of Evangelist, stirring people up about this Education business’.24 
Before a speech in his constituency in the same year, he is ‘ready for the 
battle … I feel a little like James Haldane did. Very keen and full of 
conviction.’25 Back in London, about to start ‘out for the Midlands to 
speak at Wellington on Free Trade’, Haldane feels ‘like my Grandfather 
preaching the Gospel. It is a time when a fighting attitude is essential.’26 
Although by 1916 Haldane feels he has ‘preached many sermons’27 on 
education, he is still buzzing with evangelical fervour for the cause:

I speak today at 4.30. Of course there are attacks on me in anticipation, but 
I do not mind these. I have a strong bodyguard of supporters, well organ-
ised, who think with me, and above all I have the truth on my side.

It is like the Campaigns of Robert & James Haldane over again.

I don’t know how I shall do, but one must live by faith. At all events there 
is abundant public interest.28

The interest is so great, in fact, that Haldane finally, a few weeks later, 
arrives at a point of genuine clarity about the nature of his public position: 
‘I feel as if at 60 a new call has come to me from the people, to be an 
evangelical, like my forefathers, in the cause of education. I am receiving 
invitations to great meetings to stir them up.’29

 The references to the Haldane brothers continue right up until the end 
of his correspondence with his mother, with Haldane at sixty-four likening 
himself, with youthful exuberance, to ‘a missionary’ and, at sixty-six, ‘a 
Revival preacher’ in the style of his ancestors.30

 So, the slow and courteous manner we initially inferred from Haldane’s 
response to Judge Kay doesn’t quite seem to hit the mark for a description 
of the Haldane ‘spirit’. It seems, rather, to be a spirit defined by a ‘fighting 
attitude’, one ‘full of conviction’, capable of ‘stirring up’ the people to the 
cause at hand. It is also, if his earlier forebears are anything to go by, a 
spirit bound by the notion of duty, both to the public and to the monarch. 
Such a cocktail of characteristics undoubtedly finds embodiment in 
Richard Burdon Haldane, but so far we only have half of the story.

* * *
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What about the ‘lightning’ spirit of the Burdon Sandersons? We certainly 
don’t see much of it if we look to Haldane’s maternal great-grandparents; 
but we do see two other facets of his character neatly personified in them. 
As his mother, Mary Elizabeth Haldane (née Burdon Sanderson), put it: ‘Sir 
Thomas Burdon [who was mayor of Newcastle in 1810 and 1816] was a 
complete man of the world. … He was open-handed and generous, and 
was idolized in Newcastle owing to his liberal actions, while his wife, 
though attractive, was retiring and loved study.’31 Mary’s maternal grandfa-
ther, Sir James Sanderson (1741–98), as Sheriff of London then Lord Mayor 
on two occasions,32 showed another aspect so marked in his great-grandson: 
boldness in the face of adverse public opinion and behaviour. As Mary again 
remarked, Sir James ‘distinguished himself in the latter part of the eigh-
teenth century by his fearless manner of grappling with the dangers and 
difficulties which attended the circulation of revolutionary principles in this 
country’.33 He was evidently a man who would put his own well-being in 
jeopardy for the sake of others, for he ‘lost his life, it is said, by sending Pitt 
[the Younger] home in his carriage after a late sitting in the House of 
Commons and himself returning in a damp hackney coach’.34

 It was Sir James’s daughter who married Sir Thomas’s son, who took on 
the additional surname of his father-in-law, becoming Richard Burdon 
Sanderson. He, too, distinguished himself, but this time in the academic 
arena, winning the coveted Newdigate Prize at Oxford in 1811 and the 
English Essay prize in 1814. He became a Fellow of Oriel, a reward 
reserved for the cream of Oxford graduates, and then pursued a legal 
career to follow his illustrious uncles, Lords Eldon and Stowell. It was the 
Earl of Eldon who appointed him Secretary of Presentations. But it was 
this post that was to be his undoing in the worldly sense and his making, 
as far as he saw it, in the spiritual sense. A strongly religious young man, 
Burdon Sanderson was disgusted with ‘the abuse of clerical patronage for 
political purposes’,35 which he discovered in this post, and decided to 
resign from his position and leave the Church of England. This decision 
deeply hurt his uncle, who had taken him under his wing and bore hopes 
of greatness for his nephew. Yet this decision, under the power of a firm 
conscience, shows us once again an aspect of the Burdon Sanderson spirit 
that can be traced down to his grandson, the statesman. According to 
Haldane’s mother: ‘My father was not one to flinch, even if the sacrifice 
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cost him almost his life. He was devotedly attached to his uncle, and his 
work was congenial to him, but he felt he must give it up, cost him what 
it might; and he did so.’36 His daughter’s son (our Haldane, that is), who 
remained steadfastly silent for the sake of the government under the great-
est pressure to make good his name, who refused to submit to the histri-
onics of those crying for compulsory service, who ‘preached’ the reform 
of the education system in the teeth of attacks from grim-faced traditional-
ists and churchmen; this son seemed to demonstrate again and again this 
spirit of sacrifice for the sake of the greater good, as he saw it, which so 
marked the grandfather he was named after.
 But, for Richard Burdon Haldane, success in the eyes of the world and 
weighty spiritual duties were not necessarily to be distinguished. His 
trajectory towards the Woolsack (the red seat made of wool reserved for 
the Lord Chancellor in the House of Lords) was encouraged, in fact, by 
his deeply religious family, particularly his mother, who longed to see 
her son fulfil the office that her great-uncle had once held for so long. 
Even his nurse cherished hopes in this direction, as Haldane recounts in 
his Autobiography:

When I was about six years old and my nurse had taken me on a visit to 
Montague Grove at Hampstead, the London house of Richard Burdon 
Sanderson, my maternal grandfather, she conducted me to see the House 
of Lords, then in recess. She persuaded the attendants there to let her place 
me seated on the Woolsack, and then exclaimed: ‘The bairn will sit there 
some day as of right.’ ‘Perhaps so,’ our Highland butler observed, ‘but by 
that time, Mistress Ferguson, your head will be weel happit.’ At all events, 
for the English Bar I was destined by general family acclamation, and into 
the spirit of the decision I entered early.37

It is unsurprising that Haldane’s nurse felt so confident in his ‘right’ to this 
great office when we consider his mother’s perspective on his chosen path. 
As Haldane’s sister, Elizabeth Sanderson Haldane, reflects:

Her [Mary Elizabeth Haldane’s] eldest son had chosen the law as his profes-
sion, to her great pleasure, as her connexions were largely legal, and it was a 
special delight to her that he twice occupied the position of Lord Chancellor. 
It was the position her grand-uncle had held for nearly twenty-five years, and 
her brother had married the sister of another Lord Chancellor (Lord 
Herschell), so that she felt it was a sort of family possession.38
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It was a connection that undoubtedly supported Haldane’s ascendency. In 
1904, seven years before Haldane donned his robes as Lord Chancellor, we 
find him writing to his mother:

The Editor of the Times told me that the old Lord Chancellor [Lord 
Halsbury] had actually taken him aside to impress on him the other day that 
I was his only fit successor, both as Chancellor & as Speaker of the H of 
Lords, & that the Times should [be] supportive. The old Chancellor lays 
stress, too, on my being Lord Eldon’s great grandnephew.39

These circumstances make it quite natural that seven years later Haldane 
should write: ‘It seems strangely familiar to be in the great Lord Eldon’s 
place.’40

 But to what extent was Haldane actually like his famous ancestor? True, 
both had their houses targeted by activists of one form or another; but 
when we consider that Eldon was viewed as ‘the epitome of resistance to 
all reform’41 by the liberals of the time, we begin to realise that their hard-
ships sprang from very different viewpoints. Haldane was fundamentally a 
great reformer, who would travel hundreds of miles through the night, 
often multiple times a week, just to speak on platforms where he felt that 
his gospel of a radically revamped education system or a drastically 
restructured British army needed to be heard. Eldon, on the other hand, 
staunchly opposed reform at almost every turn, whether it was the aboli-
tion of slavery, Catholic emancipation, or the revolutionary reform bills of 
the 1830s. Gladstone, one of Haldane’s political heroes, even described 
Eldon as ‘the great champion of all that was most stupid in politics’.42

 And yet, Eldon and Haldane were not entirely dissimilar. Their habits of 
forming judgments and of working are reminiscent of each other. Eldon 
would look to take all sides of an argument into consideration, which 
meant he crept only tentatively towards a conclusion, finding countless 
qualifications to modify each point. It was a process tortured enough to 
earn him the title Lord Endless—a name given him by Jeremy Bentham, 
no less. While Haldane could get through a vast amount of legal work and 
judgments in a very short space of time, he was certainly prone to a style 
so involved and intricate—both characteristics of Eldon’s oratory and 
judgments—that it could frustrate listeners, causing a ‘lucid fog’ to 
descend upon the brain.43 A great advocate for emphasising the multiplic-
ity of aspects that make up any feature of reality, Haldane, like his great-
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great-uncle, was prone to prod and test his object of attention at lengths 
that only the very patient could accept with equanimity.
 As a young trainee lawyer, Eldon showed a capacity for industry that 
few could match, working ‘from four in the morning until late at night, 
sometimes with a wet towel round his head to keep him awake’.44 Perhaps 
it is this industrious spirit that meant Haldane could write to his mother 
about his own experience as a young barrister in these terms, without fear 
that she would think him excessive: ‘No briefs today. … Since coming up 
[to London] one has been getting through between eleven & twelve hours 
reading a day & I intend to keep on doing this.’45 Haldane’s often baffling, 
at times unhealthy, working habits begin to make a little more sense when 
we bear his ancestry in mind. Haldane, at least, felt it was in the blood: ‘I 
think you and my father have given me a strong nervous system—for I 
rarely tire & I require very little sleep.’46

 Eldon and Haldane had their similarities in other respects too. Both 
were fiercely loyal to the Crown and developed personal relationships with 
their sovereigns. George III was to stress that Eldon was ‘my Lord 
Chancellor’. Eldon was indeed one of the principal defenders of George’s 
authority when the first bouts of madness showed themselves. After one 
episode, George thanked him personally at Windsor ‘for the affectionate 
fidelity with which he [had] adhered to him when so many had deserted 
him in his malady’.47 George’s successor, after initial suspicions, warmed 
to Eldon enough to call him affectionately ‘Old Bags’, after the bag which 
bore the Great Seal. He even turned to Eldon to reinforce his authority 
over his seventeen-year-old daughter, Princess Charlotte, after she had 
objected to her father’s choice of attendants. The princess tearfully 
recounted that she had been compared to a ‘collier’s daughter’ after Eldon 
had boldly exclaimed, in the presence of her father, that he would have 
locked her up if she had been one of his own daughters.
 Haldane, while never reaching such heights (or depths) of boldness, was 
certainly one of the ministers dear to Edward VII.  Even before Haldane 
took office, he could report that ‘The King and the Prince of Wales are 
very well disposed to your Bear’48 (as his mother playfully called him). 
Meeting Edward in his favourite German spa, Marienbad, Haldane (by this 
time in office) was whisked off alone with the king to a little café in the 
forest to drink coffee like regular civilians and discuss political events.49 
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The king, apparently, believed him the best Secretary of State in his experi-
ence.50 Perhaps the king’s regard for his minister led to the strange behav-
iour we find described in this letter from Haldane back to his mother:

I spent yesterday with the King at Taplow. He & I really get on well. He 
was affectionate—took me out in his motor to make a call—had a pho-
tograph taken of himself & the others on the lawn in which he insisted 
that I should be lying on the grass talking to him. He arranged the posi-
tion of my feet so that my boots might not come out of focus & appear 
big. In the afternoon he took me for a walk alone. I did my best to 
smooth over ruffles with the others.51

The photo in question makes Haldane appear quite absurd, and one won-
ders if the king didn’t enjoy taking advantage a little of his loyal subject. 
Edward certainly felt comfortable enough with Haldane to tease him gen-
tly, on one occasion pronouncing the old, unfashionable hat upon Haldane’s 
head to be an inheritance from Goethe.52 But there can be no doubt about 
the deep bond of affection between the two men, and Haldane’s letters 
reflecting on the loss of his king in 1910 are touching to read. As the end 
approaches, Haldane writes: ‘He will probably be gone before I can be 
near, my dear King & master. It is a blow to the nation, & to me individu-
ally a personal sorrow. For I was nearer to him than others.’53 And when 
the time came: ‘The relation between myself and my King was not a usual 
one & something personal is snapped in two.’54 Haldane was even sent for 
by Queen Alexandra in her first days of mourning. As Haldane recounted 
to his mother:

I saw her alone in the room where he lay. She told me, as I had my last 
look at him, reposing uncoiffured on his bed, that he was fond of me & 
cared for my work for him. … I kissed her hand & promised that I would 
never forget him or her. … I stayed about a quarter of an hour with her 
while we stood by his side. He looked little changed, the old expression 
with perfect peace.55

Just as George III’s son, George IV, turned to Eldon at a time of trial, so 
too did Edward’s son, George V, turn to Haldane in a moment of diffi-
culty. At the collapse of the government in 1916, George secretly called 
upon Haldane, who was by this time persona non grata in the public eye, 
‘for advice in the interregnum, about the constitutional position. … Of 
course this is very private & I shall not go near the Palace. But the consti-
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tutional problems are grave.’56 It is this legal expertise that brings us to 
the final note of similarity between Lords Haldane and Eldon, for both 
left distinctive marks upon the law.
 Eldon, already known as ‘the great luminary of the law’57 while still a 
young man, is said to be ‘one of the principal architects of equity jurispru-
dence’, while Haldane was ‘particularly strong … in the uncertain area 
where the principles of common law and equity overlap’.58 Haldane’s own 
lasting impression has been left by his distinctive shaping of the Canadian 
constitution, having contributed to a remarkable thirty-two judgments on 
the country’s legislative matters between 1911 and 1928. Haldane’s legacy 
in this respect is hotly disputed, championed by some for its radical 
devolvement of powers to the provinces and vilified by others for its tight 
restrictions on the centralised federal government. There will be more to 
say on this later in the book, but what we can say at present is that Haldane, 
like his great predecessor on the Woolsack, was not simply a lawyer con-
tent to preserve the status quo. Both men sought to fashion the law to meet 
the needs of the time (though in Eldon’s case, he sought to do this in a way 
that was consistent with his conservatism). Nor was Eldon the only ances-
tor to set an example in this regard. Eldon’s brother, William Scott, Baron 
Stowell (1745–1836), was a famous judge on the Admiralty bench. 
According to one biographer, Stowell ‘laid foundations for the interna-
tional law of war which remained important into the twentieth century’.59 
Hence Haldane could write to his mother in 1921: ‘The House of Lords 
still occupies me with Admiralty appeals—more a subject for Lord Stowell 
than for myself.’60

 The final family member on his mother’s side who acted as a guiding 
light for Haldane’s life was his uncle, Sir John Burdon Sanderson (1828–
1905), a scientist of international renown. Sir John was a pioneer of germ 
theory and experimental pathology, while also a landmark figure in the 
history of physiology. Someone to whom even Darwin turned for scientific 
aid, he was the first ever professor of his discipline at Oxford and was 
responsible for the creation of the Faculty of Medicine at the university. 
From his uncle, Haldane learnt two things. Firstly, he learnt the vital 
importance of scientific investigation for an understanding of life’s prob-
lems and complexities. In an age when classical study was considered the 
summit of human learning, Haldane knew that such study alone was far 
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from sufficient as a guide to understanding the rich variety of reality. And, 
because scientific enquiry was in the family, as it were, Haldane took it as 
entirely natural that one should have its methods and findings to hand in 
whatever investigation was under way. Secondly, Sir John was an early influ-
ence on Haldane’s understanding of duty—that paragon of Victorian virtue. 
In an early letter written to the teenage Haldane in the midst of his anxiet-
ies about life’s meaning and purpose, we find his uncle stating:

The question no longer is how to make things in general better than they 
are but how to overcome the definite obstacles which stand in the way of 
progress in a given direction. In this way one is brought face to face with 
duty & soon learns that the one and only secret of happiness lies in the 
performance of duty in the best and most conscientious manner.61

This emphasis on the renunciation of self for the duty that lies before one 
is at the very heart of Haldane’s approach to his vocation as scholar and 
statesman. As he himself put it:

It is not in Nature, but as immanent in the self … that we find God; and 
so it is that this great truth pervades every relation of life. ‘He who would 
accomplish anything must limit himself.’ The man who leads others must 
himself be capable of renouncing. Not in some world apart, but here and 
now, in the duty, however humble, that lies nearest us, is the realisation of 
the higher self—that self that tends Godward—to be sought. And this 
carries with it something more. To succeed is to throw one’s whole 
strength into work; and if work must always and everywhere involve the 
passage through the portal of renunciation, be it special and even con-
tracted, then the only life that for us human beings can be perfect is the 
life that is dedicated.62

In a sense, it is this emphasis on renunciation and dedication that acts as the 
river which unites the various streams that we have seen flowing from both 
Haldane’s paternal and maternal forebears. Haldane’s own expression of 
the need for these virtues, as discovered in the above quotation, is evi-
dently moulded by his philosophical studies, which we shall come to later 
in Part 1, and which are unique to his historical context. But, despite the 
differences with his ancestors in how these ideas take shape, the conclu-
sions are the same. The old Protestant work ethic is here reworked for an 
age that was beginning to reject the prior certainties of Calvinistic theol-
ogy. Here again is the inherited sense of the significance of suffering for the 
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development of one’s humanity. In this way, Haldane was able to keep that 
most personal of bonds, the most important relationship of his life—his 
bond with his mother—so close and intact. He could say the things he 
knew she wanted to hear, about faith, about God, about service, and rest 
assured that he was in no way intellectually compromising himself. But as 
this suggests, for all his need of an intellectual framework and bedrock to 
make his way through life, Haldane’s emotional attachments were just as, 
if not more, foundational to his existence.
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THE HEAD AND THE HEART

How little life can be understood from the outside.

Haldane to Lady Horner, 19051

We often set the head and the heart in opposition. The problem with pre-
senting Haldane the man is that there is a temptation to forget the heart 
entirely. His obsession with matters of the mind, coupled with his unmar-
ried state, initially suggest that we are dealing with a person for whom 
emotions were of little account, for whom the languages of passion and of 
love were irrelevant, if not unknown. His nephew, Graeme Haldane, once 
told the biographer Dudley Sommer:

I doubt … whether I or anyone else really succeeded in establishing the 
closest form of human friendship [with Haldane]. My uncle lived in a men-
tal world into which it was extremely difficult for other minds to penetrate 
fully. To some extent he naturally lived a lonely life which could not be 
completely shared by anyone.2

Reading this we don’t wonder that, when the young Liberals sought to 
work out a fresh social programme at the turn of the century, Haldane was 
viewed as the ‘“mind” of the new outlook as distinct from its drive & 
human approach’.3 This particular emphasis of approach meant that, when 
Sommer’s biography appeared, Harold Nicolson wrote to the author in 
surprise: ‘I gather from your book that he was a kindly man. … But the 
impression he gave to those who did not know him was of being an aloof 
and rather inhuman little person.’4

 This chapter seeks to show just how off the mark we would be to accept 
this impression. Previous studies, in an effort to resist the image of a cold-



HALDANE

28

hearted Haldane, have stressed the importance of his relationship with his 
mother and the tragedy of his failed engagement to Val Munro Ferguson. 
But a careful sifting of archival material and consideration of a new body of 
letters, brought to light in 2010, allow us to go much further than past 
portraits of Haldane’s character. In what follows, we will not only take a 
fresh look at just what his relationships with his mother and with Val reveal, 
but also at a number of other key relationships that are able to demonstrate 
more clearly than ever before just how human he was. It will also become 
plain that, in many respects, the impression that the head dominated with 
Haldane is partly a result of the influences of certain people and emotions 
upon his heart.
 It is perhaps helpful to begin with an insight into the world in which 
Haldane grew up, and the characters of his parents and siblings. His early 
life is a fascinating mixture of extreme religious observance and homely 
harmony. Both the Haldane and Burdon Sanderson sides of the family 
insisted that the God who is revealed in Jesus Christ, and discovered in 
the Scriptures (narrowly and strictly interpreted), was to be the founda-
tion of the family and its practices. For this reason, Haldane’s mother, 
Mary Elizabeth Haldane (née Burdon Sanderson), guided by her father, 
refused the suitor to whom she was most attracted in her youth, because 
he did not possess the requisite religious commitments. This was to be a 
source of great sorrow for her throughout her life, despite the happiness 
that her later marriage brought her, particularly in her children. A further 
sorrow was to have a plan for her to go to London, where she might 
cultivate her burgeoning artistic skill in the studio of Henry Sass, aban-
doned as unsuitable for a young lady in her position. Despite her great 
fondness for her parents, her upbringing, dominated by governesses, was 
of the most rigid sort. Her feet were placed in stocks during lessons, 
while her back had to hold a backboard in place; she remembered being 
shut in the cellar for not showing sufficient respect to the butler, and 
being kept in an empty room for a day as a form of corporal punishment, 
with only bread and water for sustenance. And when she was forced to 
learn Psalm 139 for another misdemeanour (these acts were often fabri-
cated by her governess and then reported to her parents), she developed 
an acute sense of sin: ‘I was often kept awake by the thought of the sinful-
ness of my nature and with the sense that at any moment judgement 
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might be passed upon me. I knew that I was a great sinner and that God 
was my judge and must condemn me.’5

 Her sex had been a disappointment to her grandfather, who ‘did not 
reply to the announcement [of her birth], as I was to have [been] named 
after him and been his heir had I been a son’.6 When she tells the story of 
her father building a new family home, we are not surprised that she was 
surrounded by a sense of her own worthlessness:

The Manor House of Jesmond was pronounced to be in a dangerous condi-
tion … and it was entirely rebuilt and a new foundation stone laid. This 
was done to the great disappointment of my sister and myself, because our 
names were not placed on the stone, but only my brother’s. From that time 
forward the fact of my being merely a daughter rankled in my mind, and 
during my childhood, and for years afterwards, I used to feel as if I was 
nobody to anybody.7

Hardship, then, was a given in her life, even before the many deaths she 
was to face as a married woman (two sons; her eldest brother and his two 
daughters in a railway accident; her husband; and three grandchildren in 
the First World War). Being denied worldly solace early in life perhaps 
accounts for her need to find peace in that which is beyond the world, and 
her consistent suggestions that temporal sorrows ought to seek alleviation 
in the light of the eternal. This was to give her great empathy with those 
who suffered and paved the way for the immense serenity she exhibited in 
older age, when she was famed for her ability to give comfort to the per-
plexed or sad and courage to the frightened. She was never harsh with her 
own children, and even shocked them sometimes by the merciful attitude 
she showed to those they had been taught by their religious teachers to 
consider damned.8

 The man she was to marry, Robert Haldane, a widower with five chil-
dren, found his solace, too, in things divine, but in his case the darker side 
of religion had a greater prominence, given the harsh Scottish Calvinism 
of his own father. When Robert (by profession a Writer to the Signet)9 
preached to the locals at Cloan, in a little barn built for the purpose, he 
preached ‘the Word of God in all its strictness’.10 Haldane’s sister recol-
lected: ‘Religion permeated our lives, and the sense of sin and its conse-
quences seemed to dog our footsteps when we remembered what it 
meant.’11 This was coupled with ‘a Puritan dread of pleasure—even artistic 
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pleasure—unless it were to lead to something useful to mankind’.12 But 
Robert was a good, kind man, who loved animals and a simple country 
life. Despite the austerity of his theology, he was devoted to his children, 
and in his final years came to rely on the eldest son of his second marriage. 
Thirty-four years after his death in 1877, Mary reminds Haldane:

You upheld your dear father when he sorely needed support. Those times I 
cannot possibly forget nor how much he rested upon you. All this comes 
back to my memory constantly. ‘One thing,’ he said to me, ‘I cannot face and 
that is Bo’s [Haldane’s pet name as a child] going up to London and leaving 
me[.’] [H] e never had to face it. He left us, before you went up to London.13

Mary was to survive her husband by forty-eight years, and she became the 
‘mainspring’ of the family.14 But some biographers have relegated the role 
Haldane’s father played in his life to a point of insignificance. One striking 
feature in the letters from his mother that Haldane kept is her repeated 
stress on how much he cared for and looked after his father in his old age,15 
and it is surely significant that when his father dies we find Haldane writ-
ing: ‘The world and life seem very real when one’s father is gone, and duty 
becomes more and more apparent and binding.’16 Despite the advanced age 
of the children from Robert’s earlier marriage,17 Haldane became, at 
twenty, the head of the family. Mary explains: ‘You have never forgotten 
the first family either, who seem to have been left by their father almost to 
hand upon you. None of them had force of character to be able to help 
themselves.’18 So we ought not to forget that Haldane loved his father, and 
saw himself as carrying on his responsibilities in some sense.

* * *

But this is to jump ahead. It is important to bring out a further aspect of 
Haldane family life, relevant to our subject, and that is the sense of the 
harmonious relations between all members of the family. Haldane’s sister, 
Elizabeth, tells a story to illustrate the point:

The only approach to a quarrel amongst us was one between Richard and 
John [one of Haldane’s younger brothers, whose achievements we will 
explore shortly], over the problem of Achilles and the Tortoise, and as they 
were driving together on their way to a tennis party, they landed in a ditch, 
so excited were they over the subject. Hence they have never quarrelled 



THE HEAD AND THE HEART

  31

again! When we were all together at Cloan, there seemed no end to the 
subjects we had to discuss, between politics, science and philosophy. One’s 
life no doubt became what the Germans call zersplittert, but if that does not 
make for efficiency (and it does not), it makes for great happiness.19

The difference in outlooks between the children and their parents raised, 
perhaps, one or two more difficulties, but even then the impression is that 
divisive argument and ongoing disagreement were to be avoided at all 
costs. Haldane’s adult baptism, around the time he went to Göttingen at 
seventeen, is a revealing event in this respect. Although no longer a 
Christian in any traditional sense, Haldane consented to be baptised to 
relieve the anxiety of his Baptist father and mother, on the condition that 
he ‘assented to no formula and gave no undertaking’. He would undergo 
the ceremony ‘if, but only if, this anxiety could be relieved on terms that 
did not compromise me’. But the terms seem to have been broken:

My father did not, I think, realise in the least how far away from each 
other our minds were on foundational questions. He proposed that the 
ceremony should be gone through quite privately at the church to which 
the family went when in Edinburgh, and that no one should be present 
except those immediately concerned. I do not think he had taken in the 
importance which I attached to this undertaking. Anyhow, he seemed to 
have let the appointment be known, for, when I got to the church, there 
were present not only the minister, but a crowd of deacons and other 
onlookers. My mind was at once made up. To begin with I told them all 
openly that I would not refuse to go through the ceremony, but that I 
should make a definite explanation the moment it was over. I rose drip-
ping from the font, and, facing the congregation, announced to them that 
I had consented to go through what had taken place only to allay the 
anxiety of my parents, but that now, as those present might have misun-
derstood, I must say something to them. It was that I could not accept 
their doctrines; that I regarded what had taken place as the merest exter-
nal ceremony; and that for the future I had no connection with the 
church, or its teaching, or with any other church. I then changed my 
clothes and walked away from the building. There was much consterna-
tion, but nothing was said, probably because there was nothing to say. My 
cousin, the late Bishop of Argyll, who was present, walked after me and 
was very kind and sympathetic. But the incident was a closed one. It was 
never alluded to afterwards, and silence was preserved in our household 
on the subject.20



HALDANE

32

Haldane’s later efforts to assure his mother that they believed substan-
tially the same things, just that the form of expression was different, 
suggests that he did not want this rift to be viewed as ultimate, but rather 
that it represented a difference of opinion in how truth ought to be rep-
resented.21 Haldane repeatedly stresses, as we shall see in Chapter 4, that 
a representation of truth appropriate for one generation is not necessarily 
appropriate for another. This dread of fundamental disagreement can be 
linked to the value that was placed on harmony within the family; the 
family was to be a place of refuge rather than quarrel. Peace and accep-
tance were their watchwords, the first being a sign of God’s presence, the 
second a sign of obedience to His will (I have not been able to discover 
one single instance in the letters between Haldane and his mother of a 
voiced material disagreement).22 This all went to the making of a very 
tight-knit family, with a great emphasis on the importance of ‘home’. 
Time and again in later life, we find Haldane reflecting on the significance 
of home to him,23 particularly the comforting atmosphere of Cloan.24 It 
is an atmosphere beautifully evoked by a close family friend of the 
Haldanes, Violet Markham, writing in 1956:

The drawing-room at Cloan, the real social centre of the family, had spa-
ciousness and comfort of a kind as rare today as the country house itself. It 
was no period piece. … [It] had a good deal to say about the past and the 
present of the family. … Distinguished ancestors looked down from the 
walls, their portraits reinforced by engravings, sketches, miniatures old and 
new. … There were framed photographs: they might be of a grandchild, or 
of some special occasion, or the autographed likeness of a visiting royalty. 
… The latest books were to be found on the table, a variety of newspapers 
on another. And with its warm and friendly atmosphere it was an eminently 
comfortable room where couches and armchairs with chintz covers were 
an invitation to gossip, either tête-à-tête or in little groups. There were 
many flowers … spread[ing] a perfume special to the room.25

But more than the comfort of the house, it was the family who lived or 
gathered there that mattered most to Haldane. In terms of supportive 
siblings, the three from the marriage of Robert and Mary who lived into 
adulthood—John, Elizabeth and William—all played key roles in 
Haldane’s life. John was the intellectual companion, who offered the sci-
entific counterbalance to Haldane’s philosophic temperament (though 
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John received a high First in Philosophy at Edinburgh and his work was 
driven by his philosophic commitments, while Haldane sat on many scien-
tific committees and, like John, achieved the distinction of a fellowship of 
the Royal Society). The pair published an essay together in an early collec-
tion of essays,26 edited by Haldane at the age of twenty-seven and his friend 
Andrew Seth (later Professor Andrew Seth Pringle-Pattison), where the 
brothers argued from both a scientific and philosophical perspective 
against the pervading mechanistic worldview of the time. They also gave 
lectures together and frequently spoke to each other on intellectual mat-
ters, and John even accompanied his brother on the (in)famous 1912 
Haldane Mission to Berlin. John, Fellow of New College, Oxford, and 
Honorary Professor at the University of Birmingham, has been called the 
‘Father of Oxygen Therapy’. His investigations into altitude and diving 
physiology and carbon monoxide poisoning ‘led to a sea change in clinical 
medicine and improved safety and reduced mortality and morbidity in 
many high risk situations’.27 Indeed, his decompression tables remain the 
basis of modern tables, by which divers are able to avoid ‘the bends’. 
Furthermore, during the First World War he correctly identified the type 
and effects of the poison gas used by the Germans and designed a portable 
oxygen-administration apparatus for use in the field: the first gas mask. 
Like his older brother, he gave the prestigious Gifford Lectures, and he was 
president of the Institution of Mining Engineers and director of the Mining 
Research Laboratory at Doncaster and Birmingham. He was made a 
Companion of Honour in 1928 and received the Royal Medal and the 
Copley Medal of the Royal Society in 1916 and 1934 respectively.
 As for Elizabeth, or Bay as she was known, it was she who looked after 
Haldane in the aftermath of a crisis, most significantly when his engage-
ment to Val was broken off (Elizabeth herself never married).28 It was also 
she who acted as hostess when Haldane was host, and as his plus-one at the 
many official and social events that he had, often reluctantly, to attend. 
Elizabeth had a fine intellect in her own right. She wrote a number of 
impressive studies and was a translator of Hegel and Descartes. Among 
many distinguished positions, Elizabeth was a manager of Edinburgh Royal 
Infirmary, vice-chairman of the Territorial Nursing Service, and a member 
of the 1912 Royal Commission on the Civil Service. She was the first 
female trustee of Andrew Carnegie’s United Kingdom Trust and the first 
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woman to be appointed a justice of the peace in Scotland (1920). In 1917, 
eleven years before her brother John, Elizabeth was made a Companion of 
Honour, an accolade which only sixty people can hold at any one time.
 William (known as Willie), on the other hand, was very much a differ-
ent breed from the rest of the siblings, with a keen eye for business and for 
estate management. He became Crown Agent for Scotland, was knighted, 
and took Haldane’s private affairs, particularly the management of his 
money and property, in hand (as he did for many families of the ‘gentry’, 
including Frances Horner, of whom more later).
 What the above paragraphs are seeking to make clear is just how 
much Haldane’s sense of the seriousness of life, of the inevitability of its 
hardships, of its religious bearing, of its intellectual demands, and yet of 
life’s warmth, of the beauty of harmonious relationships, trace their 
origin back to the home life of his youth. It is no surprise that it was 
precisely these elements that were so markedly emphasised in his phi-
losophy, as we shall discover in Chapter 4.

* * *

We can now look a bit more closely at two of the most vital familial rela-
tionships in Haldane’s life, namely those with his mother and his younger 
brother George, known as Geordie, who died from diphtheria aged six-
teen, when Haldane was just nineteen. Thinking about this latter relation-
ship is a good way into the former. The loss that both Haldane and his 
mother sustained at Geordie’s death particularly united them, and it is an 
event which, as each reflected upon it across the years, acted as a point of 
convergence for many of the key emotional ties that bound mother and 
son together. It also raises themes central to Haldane’s intellectual pur-
suits, and it demonstrates very clearly the point made at the outset of this 
chapter: that the dominance of matters of the mind in Haldane’s life can 
be understood, in part, as a reaction to matters of the heart.
 Let us take that final point first. Geordie, by all accounts, had a very 
remarkable character—he was highly intelligent, a gifted musician, and 
remained untroubled by religious doubts. He had a personality that one 
couldn’t help loving in its simplicity and purity. Haldane was deeply 
attached to him, and his loss was a lifelong grief. Willie, towards the end 
of his life, reflected that ‘his [Geordie’s] death led Richard to Philosophy, I 
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am quite sure’.29 Now this isn’t entirely accurate. Even before Geordie’s 
death in March 1875 we find Haldane keenly engaged in philosophical 
questioning and enjoying the metaphysical challenges set before him by the 
professors at Göttingen. But what we can say is that the philosophy he was 
discovering seems to have become a lived reality in his time of mourning. 
Reflecting on his loss, Haldane writes: ‘The very sadness is good for us; it 
teaches that the things of time are passing away, and that life has a deeper 
meaning than that which is apparent on its surface.’30 It is the sadness that 
teaches the philosophical truth. This is linked to the ability to see the truth, 
which involves the ability to stand back from immersion in temporal and 
material things, and to see the world from a position approaching objectiv-
ity. Haldane writes to his mother on the twenty-first anniversary of his 
brother’s death:

This date is one we are not likely to forget. My father passed away as it 
were in the established order of things. Not so Geordie. It was a great part 
suddenly scratched out of our lives, & I think it has had a detaching effect 
on all of us. It will not be forgotten—the change that came this afternoon 
one & twenty years ago.31

When Haldane, in his philosophical works, speaks of rising to a ‘higher 
standpoint’, and quotes Matthew Arnold approvingly on the desire ‘to see 
life steadily, and to see it whole’, this is surely not unconnected to the 
‘detaching’ experiences of 1875.32

 There is a connection here with Mary’s own ability to consider life’s 
sorrow from the perspective of eternity. This is a theme that appears 
numerous times throughout the letters, and again we find that, in many 
ways, it is from his mother, not philosophical tomes, that he learns the true 
value of taking strength from this perspective.33 In other words, it was not 
a perspective that Haldane simply arrived at out of an intellectual exami-
nation of the world; it arose out of an emotional bond.
 As we have seen, Haldane was evidently extremely close to Geordie, 
and it was a huge blow to him when he died. For Mary it was a source of 
untold suffering, and it was coupled with the fact that she contracted the 
disease from which her son died. There was, then, a bond of suffering 
which united the two, but as the years progressed there was also a shared 
ability to think of this suffering as ultimately beneficial. The following let-
ter from Mary to her son in 1893 is telling:
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My dearest R.

You know me better than anyone on earth. You know what that blow was 
which fell on us back in 1875. It seemed as if the light had gone out of our 
selves when those deep blue eyes were closed forever.

But yet it was not so. I like your sentence so much about him. The period 
of perfection was sooner reached than with most of us, and now his pres-
ence seems to linger with one, that of a spirit made perfect. I often feel 
thankful that it was granted to me to know him. Even in life, I used to 
marvel at the little hold that any evil had upon him, and even wondered 
that he was my son, he seemed so much in advance of me.

But we must not forget recent happiness in past experiences. Sorrows 
bring with them results which cannot be changed otherwise. You have had 
your share, and I feel persuaded that if you could, you would not exchange 
your own life with that of others who have had no crosses. With these trials 
of course you have had more success than is the lot of most men; but these 
other rough passages in life have their own [word unclear]. All these things 
have drawn us into a peculiar bond of sympathy which is difficult to define. 
The mother rests upon her son, and the son understands his mother. It is 
not often so, but the circumstances of our lives have been peculiar.34

The trials to which Mary refers are, in addition to the loss of Geordie, the 
two failed romantic attachments that we will discuss later in this chapter. 
The point to make here is that the relationship between mother and son 
was no ordinary one. It is not just that they were deeply in tune with one 
another (and indeed, the fact that Haldane, when away from Cloan, wrote 
daily to his mother from his arrival in London in 1877 to her death, aged 
100, in 1925 is an incredible witness to that bond); it is as if the lines 
between them were blurred. Each experienced the emotions and feelings 
of the other as if they were their own. Haldane’s sufferings were Mary’s 
sufferings and vice versa. But in their view it was not pointless suffering; 
ultimately, it was redemptive. Haldane expressed both aspects when he 
wrote about the break-up of his engagement to Val Munro Ferguson:

Of course the wound, and I feel how much it is a wound through me to you 
personally, is hard to bear, & the interest of life has been taken away. But 
this will remain so only for a time and the future has probably a great deal 
in store. Wisdom and strength come—as you say—through sorrow.35

There is a sense, then, in which Mary Haldane lived through her son. In 
this she somehow found meaning for her own life:
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1. Haldane’s birthplace, on 30 July 1856, at 17 Charlotte Square, on the west side of the 
square in the Georgian ‘New Town’ of Edinburgh. Behind the palatial facade, designed by 
Robert Adam, Haldane’s family lived and his beloved brother Geordie died aged 16.



The Haldane family has a long and noble heritage, boasting of many eminent politicians, 
soldiers, and sailors. The family’s lineage can be traced all the way back to Charlemagne.

2—3. James Alexander 
Haldane, Haldane’s 
grandfather (1768–1851) 
(above) and his brother 
Robert (1764–1842) 
(below) were famous 
Scottish evangelists, whose 
missionary zeal was an 
important inspiration in 
Haldane’s more secular 
attempts to spread ‘the 
gospel of Education’.

In the Blood



4. Haldane’s great-great-uncle on his 
mother’s side John Scott, first Earl of 
Eldon (1751–1838) twice served as Lord 
Chancellor in the early 19th century; 
Haldane was to do the same in the early 
20th century.

6. The childhood home of Haldane’s mother, Mary Elizabeth Haldane (née Burdon 
Sanderson), Jesmond Towers, Jesmond, near Newcastle upon Tyne, late 19th century.

5. Sir John Scott Burdon Sanderson 
(1828–1905), Mary Haldane’s brother, a 
distinguished scientist, 1870, and the first 
holder of Oxford University’s Waynflete 
Chair of Physiology.



8. Cloan today. The house is situated one mile south of Auchterarder, in Perthshire. The 
estate was acquired by Haldane’s father in 1851, five years before Haldane’s birth.

7. Cloan, the country home of the Haldane family, taken at the turn of the 20th  century, 
with the Ochil Hills rising behind to the south. The two windows of Haldane’s study are 
in the tower on the left, on the second top floor.

Haldane Family Country Home: Cloan, Perthshire



10. The view from Cloan today north to the southern flank of the Grampians.

9. The view from Haldane’s study north to the Grampians, as he would have seen it.



11. Robert Haldane (1805–1877), 
Haldane’s father, a lawyer and Writer to 
the Signet c. early 1850s.

13—17.

12. Mary Elizabeth Haldane (1825–1925) 
(née Burdon Sanderson), Haldane’s mother 
and Robert Haldane’s second wife, 1882.

Richard 
(1856–1928) 

1874

Geordie 
(1858–1874) 

1870

John (J. S.) 
(1860–1936) 

1879

Elizabeth 
(1862–1937) 

1874

William 
(1864–1951) 

1877

Haldane’s Family



18. Geordie, John and Richard 
Haldane, June 1861, left to right, 
aged 5, 3 and 7.

20. John, Richard and Geordie Haldane, 
November 1870, aged 10, 14 and 12.

19. Haldane, back row, fourth from 
left with arms crossed, see inset 
below, in his first year at school at 
the Edinburgh Academy, 1866/7.

1861

1866

1870

Haldane’s Childhood



21. Göttingen University in the 1800s.

24. Inscription to Fräulein Helene Schlote 
in Haldane’s book The Reign of Relativity, 
given by the author in 1921.

23. Fräulein Helene Schlote, Haldane’s 
German tutor whilst in Göttingen; it was 
the start of a lifetime’s friendship.

22. Professor Hermann Lotze (1817–1881), who introduced Haldane at Göttingen to 
the life-changing philosophies of Fichte, Kant and Berkeley. His classroom was Haldane’s 
‘Spiritual Home’.

1874 | Haldane’s Term at Göttingen University, Germany



25. Haldane’s 
diploma of Master 
of Arts, Edinburgh 
University, April 
1876, signed by his 
favourite professor, 
William Young 
Sellar, and 31 other 
professors.

26. Old College, 
Edinburgh, early 
19th century.

1872–76 | Haldane at Edinburgh University



27. After the death of his father in 1877, Haldane, at the age of 21, left Scotland for 
London to read for the English Bar. Haldane is shown above in 1879, aged 23, with his 
mother, 54, Elizabeth, 17, and John, 19, at Cloan.

Haldane leaves Cloan for London



28. Mary Elizabeth Haldane aged 80, the ‘mainspring’ of the Haldane family, renowned 
amongst famous statesmen, writers, soldiers and scientists for her immense serenity and 
unflinching religious faith. She was Haldane’s ‘source of strength’, 1905.

HALDANE’S CONSTANTS



29. Elizabeth 
Haldane, c. 1879, 
aged 17. Educated 
principally at 
home, Elizabeth 
shared her broth-
ers’ tutors, partici-
pating in discus-
sions on philosophy, 
science and 
politics.

30. Elizabeth 
Haldane, c. 1900–
10, during which 
period, in 1905, 
she wrote her 
‘Life of Descartes’, in 
recognition of 
which St. Andrew’s 
University con-
ferred on her the 
honorary degree 
of LLD.

A Protective Sister



31. Elizabeth 
Haldane, c. 
1920–25, Haldane’s 
sister, an influential 
public servant, a 
Companion of 
Honour, and the 
first Justice of the 
Peace in Scotland. 
She never married, 
and lived with 
Haldane in London 
and Scotland, 
looking after his 
domestic affairs. 
Her diaries show 
her deep concern 
for her brother’s 
well-being and are 
a fascinating insight 
into the daily life of 
Haldane, person-
ally, professionally 
and politically.



32. Haldane’s St. Bernard, his most beloved dog, who lived from 1906 to 1921, was the 
controversially named Kaiser, seen here with Haldane and Sir Ian Hamilton.

33. Kaiser, with guests at Cloan, including John Buchan on left, Haldane’s brother J. S. 
Haldane in middle and, believed to be, Randall Davidson, the Archbishop of Canterbury. 
Kaiser, by his demeanour and character, ‘inspired’ Haldane’s meditation.

Haldane and his Dogs



34. After Kaiser’s death, the labrador Bruce, the ‘Black Dog’, entered Haldane’s life.

35. Bruce was a personal favourite of J. M. Barrie who would roll around with him on 
the drawing room floor at Cloan. In the Dogs’ Graveyard at Cloan, there is the inscrip-
tion: ‘Bruce, A much loved Labrador Dog, Sir J. M. Barrie’s Friend’.



36. Mary Elizabeth Haldane in her saintly old age in 1923. From the time Haldane first 
went to Göttingen until her death in 1925 there was rarely a day when she and Haldane 
failed to write to each other, when not together at Cloan.

The Matriarch
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It is worth having, to have the love of a son whose love is strong and 
unchanged. I cannot tell you how precious your words are to me, and how 
they make me feel that, after all, my life has not been a failure, as I am 
sometimes apt to think when I see my children doing so much that I cannot 
do. ‘Love is the fulfilling of the law.’ And love must fulfil what is lacking in 
the powers. It runs deep, as you know, and is yours, true & strong. There 
has always been a peculiar sympathy between us which makes me feel 
acutely your joys, as well as it has your sorrows. Parting is more or less a 
pain to me, but I feel … how supremely thankful I should be for our fre-
quent meetings.36

This created its own burdens, of course. Her goodness of character—
which impressed all who met her and won for her the admiration of prime 
ministers, generals and archbishops—was a goodness which meant that, 
for her children, their ‘only anxiety was to appear before her as worthy of 
her great love for us’.37 This explains, perhaps, why many of Haldane’s 
letters to her suggest, on an initial reading, that Haldane was of a rather 
self-laudatory nature, as he frequently cites his triumphs and achieve-
ments, without any attempt at humility. This becomes far more compre-
hensible when we read of his desire to appear worthy before her. Given 
that Haldane was known for his distinct lack of self-aggrandisement in 
every other walk of life, it seems to make more sense to read the letters as 
an attempt to please his mother, rather than seeing them as a revelation of 
a hidden, over-fed pride.
 But his letters were more than just an opportunity to express his 
achievements. They were also the context in which he could honestly 
express his emotions, conscious as he was of his own inability truly to 
articulate his feelings face to face. On his way back to London after a stay 
at Cloan, Haldane writes:

Dearest of Mothers,

I take my pencil to write a little letter continuing our talk of this morning. 
For you must never think that because I do not express myself much I do 
not feel very deeply my tie to yourself. It is the best thing in my life & as 
the years move on I prize it more & more. There is nothing to compare 
with—nothing so sacred as—the love of my mother for me & mine for 
her. Distance does not diminish it & it grows with the years.38

It is not surprising that Haldane greatly feared losing his mother (who 
lived to be 100 years and 16 days!). His language is often extreme in this 
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respect: ‘It would be nothing short of a dreadful calamity to all of us, and 
especially to me, if anything were to happen to you—and you will not 
therefore wonder that one gets fidgety.’39 On her seventy-first birthday, he 
writes: ‘May you long be spared to your children. They need you & are 
deeply attached to you. I do not know what I should do if you were not in 
my life.’40 It is clear that Haldane relied on his mother. She was, as he so 
often said, ‘a source of strength’ to him and an inspiration.41

 This dependence is particularly interesting because, after an examina-
tion of his political actions, we would surely associate Haldane with inde-
pendence of thought and action; and, after an examination of his philo-
sophical writings, as a man who relied on the ‘consolation of philosophy’, 
not human relationships, for his strength. The point that seems to emerge 
in reading these letters is that this very independence in public life is 
rooted in a dependence in private life. It is precisely because he has this 
source of strength behind him, in the person of his mother, that he can risk 
putting into jeopardy his safe political existence by the strong independent 
stances he took on certain matters. Time and again in their letters Haldane 
and his mother reflect on the importance of renouncing one’s natural 
desires for security and prestige in order to achieve real self-development 
and to improve the conditions of society.42 One ought to be prepared to 
risk acting in such a way that may endanger the privileges and safety 
offered to a ‘party man’, if one wants to live a fully human life. Haldane’s 
readiness to take on the dangers of working cross-party, and even eventu-
ally to make the highly precarious move to Labour in 1924, had more to 
do with Mary Haldane than some might have realised.
 But beyond these serious questions of what it means to live a fulfilled 
life, Haldane’s letters to his mother were also his opportunity to express the 
real childlike side of his character. His mother called him her ‘Bear’, and he 
loved to play on this theme. When he receives a new dressing gown as a gift 
from her, he jokes: ‘Indeed it is a most welcome present this new skin 
which the mother has given to her bear.’43 And when Mary is in Rome on 
holiday, he playfully remarks: ‘You must use money freely & get anything 
you want—or your Bear will growl.’44 In the heat of political battle, more-
over, the Secretary of State for War can maintain this light-hearted tone:

Your letter breathes a peaceful atmosphere. That is not the atmosphere that 
your Bear is living in. As it begins to get about that there are to be large 
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reductions & reorganisations, the vested interests are beginning to rise & 
the attacks on me are commencing. But your Bear shuffles along—regard-
less of the insects that sting.45

And again: ‘Your Bear is advancing on his way here—regardless of sticks 
& stones hurled at him. He does not mind the stings of bees if he can get 
his paw on the honey.’46

 Even when the most internationally significant of events are at stake, 
such as Haldane’s smoothing of Anglo–German relations during the 
Kaiser’s state visit to England in 1907, he maintains the theme: ‘The 
Foreign Office is unstinted in its expressions of gratitude. Where they 
were faced by a stone wall your Bear climbed over—extending his paw to 
the Emperor.’47 This wonderfully boyish attitude in the letters brings out a 
side of Haldane’s personality that we would do well to remember before 
we judge him as overly intellectual and oppressively serious.

* * *

Indeed, Haldane was noted by a number of his contemporaries for his won-
derful sense of humour. It is worthwhile taking a brief interlude to highlight 
this point, as it is one that has been largely neglected in previous biographies. 
Haldane’s letters to his friend the literary critic Edmund Gosse (a friendship 
discussed in the next chapter) concerning his dogs at Cloan provide ample 
material not only to show just how funny Haldane could be, but also the 
emotional significance that he invested in his pets at home.
 A visitor to Cloan can to this day find in the dogs’ cemetery the grave-
stone of two of his favourites, Kaiser and his successor Bruce. The very fact 
that the great St Bernard which lived so long in the Haldane household was 
named Kaiser is itself illustrative of Haldane’s careless attitude to the danger 
of misinterpretation.48 He particularly enjoyed investing his dogs with 
almost human qualities. There are many references to them in the letters to 
his mother, and J.  M.  Barrie was an intimate friend of Bruce. Barrie was even 
known to roll around with him in reckless abandon on the drawing-room 
floor at Cloan and on the lawn. But it is in Haldane’s letters to Gosse that we 
see the playful side of his canine relationships played out most fully.
 I quote only a small handful of the many references to them throughout 
the letters, but they say a lot about the man some have called ‘humour-
less’.49 In May 1918, Haldane writes:
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I have been walking a little today & reading much. I say to my great old 
dog ‘study’, and he solemnly precedes me to an arbour in the Glen where 
I study Hegel while he lies at my feet meditating on the Absolute in his 
own fashion.50

And in April 1921:

I have been taking long solitary walks & am nearly at the end of all the little 
work I brought down. The Great Dog condescended yesterday to take a 
short walk with me, but he injured my feelings by intimating decisively that 
he preferred the company of the laundrymaid. And this although I lavish 
attentions on him.51

This was no unique instance of the ‘romantic’ attitude Haldane took to his 
dogs, particularly to Kaiser. After the St Bernard’s death in August 1921, 
he turns to Gosse for guidance:

Now here is a question that is disturbing me. Elizabeth & my mother keep 
insinuating that it is not good for man to live alone, and that I ought to 
consider taking to myself another Dog! But grief surges up, although the 
gentle touch of time is softening it. I collect what I believe to be ‘Forget-
me-nots’ (alas, I know no botany, & doubts are suggested about my faith in 
my choices) & lay them on his grave. I cannot bring myself to think of 
another companion—however, yet. My dear Dog taught me so much about 
the unnecessary differentiation we human beings make of space from time. 
I wish I had dedicated the ‘Reign’ [of Relativity] to his memory, but this you 
& Elizabeth would, I fear, have discouraged.52

A week later, Haldane continues:

Secondly, your wise counsel as to my dear Dog. But my doubt is whether 
it would not be better for his successor if he were different. Still large, 
but not 8 stone in weight. Otherwise No. 2 might feel instinctively that 
I was making comparisons to his detriment with No. 1. In so close a 
relationship these nuances have to be attended to. The charm of Kaiser, 
too, was that he returned very little of my emotion. … I gulped down 
my feelings when I saw how he preferred the society of the servants’ hall. 
I should mind this less in my bereavement if the new one were a little 
different. I want him to walk with me & to take care of my family of 
memories. I am sorry to say that the Dean [of St Paul’s, known as the 
Gloomy Dean] showed but little of the feeling I had hoped for when I 
took him to visit the tomb, no consoling words such as I expected from 
a Minister of Religion.53
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Eventually, by May 1922, Haldane had found a new partner, but could not 
let go of the thoughts of his previous love:

Meantime I am on honeymoon with my number 2. Black & comely—
young, only twenty months—full of activity & good nature. Quite intelli-
gent. Knows how to poke open gates with his nose, & does not attack other 
dogs or sheep. But yet I yearn after my old love. This one will not inspire 
me in meditation by the suggestiveness of his demeanour or by his suspi-
ciousness & obstinacy. For even vices become virtues in the Dog we love. 
However time & what the late Mrs. Ward called ‘the strange but sweetly 
compelling power of marriage’ may do much.54

In September that year, he admits with disappointment:

I have been walking much with my Black Dog. But he has made me sad. He 
allowed himself to be rolled over in the dust of the public road by a smaller 
collie, just as though he had been a Greek Army. I thought mournfully of 
what his predecessor, the Great Dog, would have done. One terrible 
moment, & then eight hundred weight launched through the air on the 
oppressor with two front paws like prize fighters’ arms, & then two vast 
jaws over the unhappy enemy. No wonder that even when he could hardly 
totter, all dogs who saw him from half a mile off fled … I had been 
instructed to write a little book for the Queen’s Doll’s House. I wrote it 
on philosophy & sent it in. Now I regret that I did not choose another 
subject, ‘The Life of a Great Dog’.55

It is rather wonderful to see the old War Minister and Lord Chancellor, the 
man who had undertaken some of the gravest activities of statesmanship 
of his generation, display such playfulness and humour.

* * *

But there were periods in Haldane’s life when playfulness and humour 
seemed an impossibility—for he was not, as a young man, lucky in love.
 In 1881 Haldane fell madly in love—and the adverb is not an exaggera-
tion—with Agnes Kemp, the sister of his school friend and co-translator 
of Schopenhauer, John Kemp.56 She rejected his advances. Haldane was 
crushed, plunging into a state of depression that, when expressed in the 
letters to his mother, makes for distressing reading. Things looked much 
brighter when, in the spring of 1890, he became engaged to Val, the sister 
of another close friend, Ronald Munro Ferguson (later Lord Novar, sixth 
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Governor General of Australia). After a few golden weeks, where he could 
exclaim ‘I was never so happy’,57 Val broke the engagement off; once more 
Haldane had to face humiliation and shattering loss (it has subsequently 
been suggested that Val was, in fact, a lesbian).58 As we explore these seis-
mic events in Haldane’s life, we will discover something of that genuine 
humanity that exemplifies itself at every turn in his letters to his mother, 
and once more that emotional basis upon which so much of his intellectual 
life was built.
 For anyone who doubts that Haldane had a passionate side, there is a 
remarkable letter written to his mother in the teeth of rejection from 
Agnes, showing Haldane at his most fiery and impassioned:

My dearest mother,

I will not give her up until I find that I am powerless to make her marry 
me. My whole life is hers. I did not know this till Monday. I have written 
to her in the strongest terms, and I should hear from her tomorrow. If she 
says she cannot take the step of trusting herself to me, I shall reply that I 
shall ask her the same question six months hence.

Nothing could do me any good just now: I am working hard and shall work 
still harder even after getting the reply I anticipate tomorrow. Forces have 
taken possession of my life, forces of which I knew nothing till now, forces 
which have bound me to her.59

That triple repetition of ‘forces’ shows more powerfully than any other 
phrasing in the letters just how entrapped he had become by his feelings 
and emotions at this time. This is not a man dwelling, to quote a translation 
of one of his most cherished Latin poems, ‘remote, aloof / In some high 
mansion, built on Wisdom’s hill’.60 This is a man in the thick of life, expe-
riencing its emotional extremes. And yet the reference to ‘working hard’ 
points to an important fact. Throughout the letters of this period, there is 
an almost continual affirmation of work as the remedy to his anxiety as he 
waits in anticipation of her final answer and his eventual misfortune.61 It 
makes one realise that the fame for inexhaustibility in hard work that 
Haldane came to acquire is likely a consequence (at least in part) of his 
attempt to shut out his emotions; to keep his mind off himself and fixed on 
other things. That is interesting because it shows that what appears to be 
an almost inhuman appetite for work comes out of a truly human experi-
ence of emotional vulnerability.
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 It is patently clear from the letters just how vulnerable he was. The 
following excerpts are taken from letters over a six-month period, as he 
tries to deal with Agnes’s rejection:

I feel very flat & listless today, not taking an interest in any thing [sic], & not 
caring to work steadily. I do not seem to myself to be of any use to 
anybody.62

For the last four years [since arriving in London] I have suffered periodi-
cally from depression of spirits, partly connected I think with this affair, 
and partly constitutional. The present has been a bad attack, but I think it 
is passing off.63

Today it is four months since what was a terribly marked day for me the 
28th February. I do not know how you have found the period but of late I 
seem to myself to have been passing through a valley of dark shadows. Nor 
is the morning in sight.64

I am very well physically—I wish I could say as much mentally, but one 
must not complain.65

This final statement against complaint is surely a result of that familial atti-
tude cultivated amongst the Haldanes, where complete acceptance of the 
hand one is dealt is the only respectable response to the world. It is obvious, 
however, that whatever acceptance there might have been on Haldane’s part 
(and the statement does seem forced), it was of a painful, not a peaceful, 
character. This pain compelled him to seek a way of rising above the passing 
things of time:

I will not write much. I am not overcome. I hardly expect even a ray of 
hope from her answer. What she is to me I know now for the first time. Do 
not fear for me whatever may happen.

Henceforth my life consecrated as it has been by her influence will be 
above trivialities and insecurity.

I will not leave town or see any one [sic] but just go on with my work.66

This is hardly the letter of a man who has now risen above insecurity; its 
rather grand tone is more suggestive of the truly disturbing feelings he is 
experiencing. But his pain has sent him on a mission to find a way to avoid 
such feelings in the future; this is certainly where his obsession with work 
comes in, as I indicated, and his philosophical studies play their part here 
too. In itself, however, the very rawness of the experience at this time 



HALDANE

44

steels him against the full blast of the blow that is to come from Val’s rejec-
tion of him nine years later. Having gone through a genuine breakdown as 
a result of Agnes’s refusal (Haldane actually describes the situation in these 
terms to his mother),67 he is determined that nothing will touch him with 
such force again. Early in his attempts to win Val’s hand and thinking he 
simply has no chance of success, he reassures his mother:

I am realising the benefit of the ordeal of … nearly eight years ago, for I 
find myself strong and full of continued interest in work which is of far 
more than individual importance. You need have no concern about me.

After writing once in reply to this, say nothing more of it, but have faith in 
the character which time & adversity have found in your son.68

 How strong he really was on this occasion is put into question by his 
request for no more speech to be uttered on the topic, and a sense that 
Haldane’s composure was not always as it seemed is something that one 
becomes aware of again in later events, particularly in his reaction to the 
press’s vilification of him during the war.69 Where perhaps the true 
strength and composure are found is in his sense that he has grown from 
past misfortunes and therefore that he can do so again. When the final cut 
comes from Val, and the engagement is broken, Haldane writes to his 
mother: ‘Your boy is well & strong & he will grow through this as he has 
grown through other misfortunes.’70 The fact that he had to ‘grow 
through’ the experience shows that he did not stand above it; the sorrow 
and the pain were real and deeply felt. The impression, then, that Haldane 
was somehow emotionally at a remove from life’s ups and downs is mis-
guided. What makes Haldane stand out is his ability truly to inhabit his 
emotions, while at the same time being convinced that in the end, as 
Julian of Norwich once wrote, ‘all shall be well, and all manner of thing 
shall be well’:71

Today a year ago I was left alone. Well. I came back to you, & good has been 
the result. I can truly say that I would not be without what has passed. One 
gains wide knowledge in the Sanctuary of Sorrow—and a strength and 
experience which cannot be gained in any other way. There is no royal road 
to all this.

I am older, but this year has been the richest in my life and it has been well 
worth living. I am very grateful to yourself.72
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The fact that Haldane’s loss brings him ‘back’ to his mother, as if she had 
lost him to Val, is telling. It hints at an important characteristic of Haldane 
during this affair, namely his wholehearted immersion in the object of his 
affection, even at the expense of his precious relationship with his mother. 
This intensity of attention, and the fear that it may impact his filial bond, 
is expressed in a remarkable letter written just after Val accepted his offer 
of marriage:

My dearest Mother,

Val Munro Ferguson & I exchanged the custody of our souls yesterday 
evening. All has come out in the best way. From the first she had known 
how her heart lay, but she had need [sic] time to make sure of herself. 
Now I have it all. I told her first all my past history—names excepted—
for I felt that the secret of marriage is sincerity, and we are equally intent 
on seeking to place our feet in this lifelong business on rock and not in 
the sandy ground of mere sentiment. I do not think two people have ever 
begun with a high standard & aim more completely common. We had 
much talk about yourself and I undertook to convey her love to you. I 
think you should write to her at once … I believe it to be just as easy that 
you should meet for the first time by letter. I do not think you will ever 
find a difficulty with her—assuming you will be here in 10 days or a 
fortnight. Bay would come up here for a day next week. We will also 
make the beginning a gradual one & this is as well. For myself I have no 
doubt at all that this is the beginning of infinite gain to me. And you will 
not mind if for a bit at first I seem so absorbed with her that you see less 
of me. All this will be but temporary, and you & I both think of perma-
nent goods in our lives as outweighing everything of the moment. Yet I 
know how keen she is that you should feel no temporary loss even.73

The letter reveals a fascinating ambiguity in Haldane’s character, which is 
perhaps already evident from what has been discussed in this chapter so 
far. On the one side, there is the rather abstract and noble quality of the 
desire ‘to place our feet in this lifelong business on rock and not in the 
sandy ground of mere sentiment’; he wants to begin ‘with a high standard 
& aim’. But at the same time, there is the impassioned language and pos-
sessiveness, as they ‘exchange custody’ of their ‘souls’, so that now he has 
‘all’ of her heart. And having her in his possession, he submits to an inevi-
table ‘absorption’ in her. Here, both the head and the heart have their say. 
And yet in this instance, it seems that the heart has the upper hand.
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 If her own reports are to be believed (and her alleged lesbianism put to 
one side), then the sense of domination in the language of ‘custody’ 
emerged as the key feature that caused Val to terminate the engagement. 
For Val, that custody turned to captivity. Having heard from an intimate 
friend of Val’s, Haldane reports to his mother:

She was—she said—dominated by my personality—no one could know 
what it was who had not felt it—it meant for her servitude & in fear and 
terror she broke the engagement off, finding herself at the moment strong 
enough to do so. She had found herself reduced to a condition of intellec-
tual captivity.74

It is significant that the captivity is of an intellectual nature. Here a dynamic 
of Haldane’s personality appears, which sheds light on the relationship 
between his mental and emotional worlds. It would seem that Haldane was 
indeed a deeply emotional person, but his emotions always had to pass 
through the prism of his intellectualised interpretations of the world. 
Those whom he loved would also have to face that drive within him to find 
a rational way of expressing reality, and because that way offered such 
security to Haldane, it couldn’t be challenged. He was not a man to let 
emotions and feelings float freely; they had to be pinned down, under-
stood, systematised. We see this again and again in his letters. He had no 
time for ‘the sandy ground of mere sentiment’. For his mother, this all 
appeared quite natural and largely in tune with her own thinking. But it 
would appear that, for Val, this weight of thought had a crushing effect.

* * *

But there was another woman in Haldane’s life, and with her there was no 
question of domination. This was Frances Jane Horner, Lady Horner, wife 
of Sir John (known as Jack) Horner of Mells, whose daughter Katharine 
married Asquith’s eldest son, the legendary Raymond.75 Frances was the 
daughter of the Scottish MP and patron of the arts William Graham. 
Through her father, she was welcomed into the circle of the Pre-
Raphaelites, and became muse to Edward Burne-Jones, whom she met 
when aged eighteen or nineteen. She was the recipient of what now com-
prises eleven volumes of letters from Burne-Jones written between 1884 
and 1898. The sole subject of several of his drawings and paintings, she 
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appears in multiple images as Eurydice on the Burne-Jones-decorated 
Broadwood piano presented to her in 1879 by her father on her twenty-fifth 
birthday. She also appears prominently in The Golden Stairs, painted in 1880, 
and The Hours, painted in 1882. With such a background, it is no surprise 
that Frances was a lady of immense culture, with a wide circle of highly 
influential friends. She was even called ‘the High Priestess of the Souls’, a 
group of ‘distinction, brilliance and allure’ at the centre of English ‘Society’ 
life at the turn of the nineteenth century, known for their ‘mutual interests 
in literature and art.’76 One of the ‘occasional Souls’ was Haldane.77

 It has never been denied that Haldane and Frances were very close; the 
tribute to her and to her husband in his Autobiography makes the strength 
of their bond very clear. In Part 2 we will see the pivotal role Frances 
played in Haldane’s decision to enter into government in 1905; strange as 
it sounds, it is no exaggeration to say Frances’s influence on Haldane 
turned the tide of European history.78 However, the present Earl of Oxford 
and Asquith, a year before inheriting the title and Mells Manor in 2011, 
unearthed a collection of letters in a cupboard there, written by Haldane 
to Frances, which show a totally new side to this relationship. Though the 
letters are intermittent and clearly not a complete collection, they are 
revelatory. Their existence was obviously not a complete secret, given that 
excerpts from them feature in the Haldane Papers at the National Library 
of Scotland. But these include no mention of the person to whom the 
letters were written and contain none of the personal messages within the 
correspondence; they purely concern Haldane’s day-to-day activities and 
political viewpoints. Evidently, the extent of their relationship was not 
something the public were to know about. To read the letters in their 
entirety is to realise that these are the letters of a lover.79 Though we have 
no evidence to suggest that this was a physical relationship, and there are 
some indicators that it was not, it was certainly intimately romantic. 
Haldane’s words show a wholly different side of the man from that which 
his fellow politicians and constituents would have known. Here is an unde-
niable shared passion and tenderness between two people. In these letters, 
where mind and heart seem so exquisitely balanced, Haldane finally 
emerges as the rounded man.
 Frances and Haldane seem to have first met in 1893, at the novelist 
Elizabeth Gaskell’s house.80 On Frances’s fortieth birthday the next year 
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he gave her a gift, which shows how close they had already become. It is a 
pocket edition of Goethe’s Faust, with a portrait of Goethe and a photo-
graph of the terrace at Mells Park81 stuck, in all likelihood, by Haldane’s 
own hand onto the opening pages, accompanied by two handwritten 
extracts from Goethe’s text in German. One quotation refers to a state 
where ‘lawless promptings’ and ‘unholy deeds’ are put to sleep to allow for 
the ‘love of humanity’ to reign in peace and direct us to God, while the 
other concerns the light that one finds in one’s own heart when reason 
triumphs over darkness, bringing hope and new life. Perhaps this is indica-
tive of the nature of the love between Haldane and Frances; perhaps it was 
not of the carnal, pulse-quickening kind, but a love that calmed and set-
tled, more philia than eros.
 But there is another extract, written in Haldane’s hand on the flyleaf, 
which gives us a fuller picture of their unique bond. It is a quotation from 
the fourth stanza of an untitled poem written by Goethe to Charlotte von 
Stein, often referred to by its first line, ‘Warum gabst du uns die tiefen 
Blicke’. This is immediately arresting because of the nature of Goethe’s 
relationship to Charlotte: she was a married woman, and they shared an 
incredibly intimate bond, but one that remained, as far as we know, uncon-
summated. I refrain from using the word ‘platonic’ because to say that sexu-
ality did not come into it would perhaps be to say too much. It was almost 
certainly of a romantic nature. But it appears to have remained a union of 
souls, rather than bodies. Indeed, Haldane’s evident friendship with, and 
respect for, Frances’s husband Jack, his stays with the Horner family each 
Christmas at Mells, and his frequent enquiries into Jack’s health and well-
being throughout the letters suggest that they did not envisage their love as 
disrespecting or trespassing upon the love between husband and wife.82 The 
lines that Haldane quotes for Frances can be translated:

You knew every feature of my being, 
Saw the purest tremor of each nerve, 
With a single glance you could read me, 
Hard as I am for mortal eye to pierce83

This tells us how exceptional Frances was in understanding Haldane, but 
it hints at something more. Since these lines implicitly call for the rest of 
the stanza to be read, we do so, and discover that the relationship is defined 
by its opposition to the irrationalities of lust.
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You brought calm to my heated blood, 
Guiding my wild and wandering course, 
And in your arms, an angel’s arms, I could 
Rest as my ravaged heart was restored.

It is difficult not to identify the ‘ravaged heart’ of this poem with Haldane’s 
own heart after the tragedy of his broken engagement. Frances, in this 
light, is seen as a comforter and a source of peace. Haldane appears to have 
found healing in her presence and through her love—‘Feeling himself 
virtuous in your sight’, as Goethe goes on to say. It is in Frances that his 
self-image, humiliated for a time, is restored.84

 The peacefulness of their relationship was not always at the expense of 
passion, however. Indeed, the letters, commencing in 1897, begin with an 
episode of high drama. It is six years after Haldane’s failed engagement, and 
Val has fallen suddenly ill and is approaching death. By this date there is 
already a clear emotional union between Frances and Haldane, to the extent 
that Frances is, for a time, deeply jealous of Haldane’s ongoing feelings for 
Val, and Haldane is at pains to assure her of his commitment to herself. 
While Val lies dying, Haldane writes to Frances in the following terms:

My own soul I cannot fully analyse. But of this I am sure—that the old 
feeling which has surged up is only caused by the thought of her as she is 
now. The past & its possibilities are dead, & it is to yourself that I have 
permanently sent out my heart. But this solemn time brings back the past 
and I am deeply moved by feelings which had become but a memory.85

It is unfortunate that we don’t have Frances’s responses to these letters, 
but it is clear that Haldane’s assurances were not fully accepted. A week 
later he wrote this extraordinary missive (and it reveals so much that it is 
worth quoting in full):

Last night I had a dream that was very vivid. I was in a strange house and 
knew that you were living there & I had come to seek you but I could not 
find you. And at last Edward [Frances’s eldest son, who was to die in the 
war] appeared & came up to me & said ‘You have hurt mother, & she is very 
sad’. I awoke and Kennedy [Haldane’s butler] came and put your letter in 
my hand.

I had been very sad. Since Thursday morning the thought that was most with 
me was that her death had robbed me of you. I felt hard & angry. When I read 
that letter I put it straight into the fire. There has not been a moment in the 
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past three & a half years when if you had both come before me I should not 
have gone straight & unswerving to your arms. There has not been a moment 
in the past six days when, if I could have recalled her, it would not have been 
to say that the bitterness was gone, that all seemed clear that once was dark, 
that the memory of the past was sacred—Yet that it was not as a lover—it 
was not as the same person—that I stood before her, for all she had been and 
was still to me.

I thought you should have known this, & I felt hard & tried to shut you out. 
But the cloud came heavier & heavier all yesterday, & I found myself look-
ing for your name in the old visitors [sic] book & stretching my hand in the 
night to feel that your ring was still there. And this morning [after Haldane 
received another letter from Frances] it seems that the storm has passed & 
the sun has broken through the clouds, & on all accounts & about every-
thing I am just as I was & I think not of the past but of the present and of 
the best that is to be. Since I wrote the first half of this last sentence I have 
slowly read through your letter again—line by line and word by word, & I 
feel as though I were raised above the reach of everything on a great 
rock—so firm & immovable that nothing could shake it. Why did you not 
understand? It was right that I should tell you all I did. It was right that I 
should feel it. To recal [sic] the past does not mean that the present is not 
held for far better. Why would you not have faith when I asked you? Yes 
indeed—what is there to compare with your record—nothing! I owe the 
best I have to you & I am bound by every real tie—by the ties I love to be 
bound by. Did you think that I had forgotten this—that I was likely to? 
Sometimes it seems to me that you never understand how unlike we are in 
our speech, or make allowance for difference of language when we talk. It 
is all there—over & over again—more, if that be possible, than ever now. 
And today your letter has made me feel content & happy & full of the sense 
that life is a good thing. I feel grateful to the ruby & to the sapphires for 
rising up in testimony, & I shall think more of them in future. And the 
sapphire in the ring has been faithful too, & has looked so reproachful that 
I did not even dare to think of taking it off, & it spoke so that I have had to 
look at it every now & then.

Somehow I feel as though the past week has brought back the memory of 
an old world—a world where I was once very happy & which I would once 
have chosen beyond anything that then seemed possible to live—a world 
the memory of which will always be sacred & hold a place in my heart. But 
a world from which I am separated by a great ocean that I have no desire to 
cross, if I could, for I have found myself in a new world—one which is far 
more real & which I know to be far better—one which I could not quit 
without quitting the very roots of life.
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What might have been I know not, but I do know and feel sure of what is.

No, you must never doubt again. Think of your supposing that what has 
been built up so firmly since 1893 could be swept away like this. You don’t 
know me a bit—when you think like this. The ruby and the sapphires were 
much wiser. But I like to think of you trying to put me out of your heart & 
failing altogether and I picture you to myself sitting alone in the library at 
eleven at night & writing that letter, & thinking you need not send it, & 
then sending it on Saturday with the P.S.  which was the best of all—writ-
ten upside down on the back sheet—& I have been looking forward all 
morning to writing this letter to you and I am going to walk to the station 
to post it with my own hand & to send a telegram to you with one word in 
it—I won’t write in this letter about the Asquith visit. I shall write again 
tonight and tell you news of it. They were very agreeable & although I 
found it out from him I am not in the least jealous that you have invited him 
to stay at Buckingham Gate!86

The whole range of human emotion is present here, from sadness and 
anger to transcendent joy. What drama, what intimacy, we are privy to: the 
mutual vulnerability and confusion; the image of Haldane being brought 
to a moment of climactic choice, choosing to run into Frances’s arms, 
despite all that had passed between himself and Val; the declaration of 
Frances’s incomparable record in Haldane’s life, constituting the very roots 
of his existence. Haldane was forty-one when he wrote this, but it is the 
language—jealous, exaggerated, dream-altering—of youthful and impas-
sioned love.
 It was to settle again in the years to come, but it was never to lose its 
depth. It was a love that seemed to call forth from Haldane its profession, 
with a startling ease and freedom of expression (and it is significant that, 
with the exception of his mother, Frances is the only person Haldane ever 
addresses in his correspondence as ‘darling’):

This is just a line Darling, to tell you that I love you.87

I thought of you through the day & realised again & again how much I loved 
you.88

Despite the sweetness of tone, Haldane’s could be a jealous love. He tells 
Frances in no uncertain terms that he resents the presence of other people 
while he is with her, and that he longs for time alone with her.89 A physical 
undertone does seem to be present in some of his admissions, though we 
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do well to remember Goethe’s words above. What are the implications, 
for example, in this playful comment?

The Ranee [of Sarawak] left yesterday morning. I had a dangerous success 
with her, judging from a letter she wrote to Gask & which E.  [Elizabeth] 
showed me. What do you think? I believe that I am at my age to be relied 
on. I hope so. She is a powerful personality but a little self conscious [sic]. 
I think she knows that you & I are very close to each other.90

This closeness is sometimes shrouded in a sense of secrecy. We find 
Haldane refusing to tell his close friend and Foreign Secretary at the time, 
Sir Edward Grey, about why a new jacket fits him so well (Frances had 
evidently ‘assisted in the measurement’);91 and there are hints that some-
thing is being hidden from outsiders’ eyes when Haldane writes:

And now for ourselves. I was very very happy with you, & I long for 
Thursday and the resumption of our talk. After all there is no place like 
Whitehall Court for quiet—is there. It was wonderful how much we man-
aged to get of each other on Sunday, considering the difficulties.92

But the sense of secrecy must be weighed against Frances’s commitment 
to truthfulness, which Haldane emphasises on two occasions in the letters. 
Frances is ‘so trusted for unselfishness & truthfulness by all you come in 
contact with’93 and has ‘an intense sense of truth and fact’.94 Their secrecy 
is therefore unlikely to be because of the clandestine nature of their rela-
tionship; it is perhaps more a marker of its sacredness for both parties. 
Indeed, judging by the letters, what Haldane really values is having time 
for ‘one of our talks’. He repeatedly stresses his need for such communica-
tion, which amounted to a form of ‘communion’ for him.95 She is not 
simply a lover; Haldane calls her ‘my dearest friend’.96 The fact that he left 
Frances some £5,000 in his will (roughly equivalent to £300,000 today) 
reflects her honoured place amongst his extensive body of friends: only his 
sister Elizabeth received more.97

 One of the remarkable features of Haldane’s letters to Frances, inter-
mittent and clearly incomplete as they are, is that, from first to last, for 
over thirty years, the tone of profound intimacy remains unabated. It is 
worthwhile picking out some of the most touching moments across the 
years to give a sense of the constancy of that tone and the nature of that 
intimacy. In 1897, while Val lies dying, he can write to Frances, ‘Darling I 
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trust you to understand. … I do not know why, but I feel very very near 
you & your hand touching me as I write.’98 He consoles himself, just after 
Val’s death, by writing: ‘For the rest of life I have your love and affection 
and I feel you very near me. Let us look to the East dry-eyed, & hand in 
hand tread together the path mapped out.’99 By October 1905 that path is 
already well trodden:

More & more as life goes on with me I feel that our relationship is the 
largest & deepest fact in my life. The sense of this grows with me. It has 
become a natural one—not something at which I wonder. I should won-
der now if it seemed otherwise. And it is borne in on me that with you 
the same thing is true. It is wonderful and makes me feel how little life 
can be understood from the outside. I have the deepest sense of what I 
owe you not only for what you have given to me, but for what you have 
done for me.100

The closeness is such that, in 1908, as Frances struggled to come to terms 
with the loss of her eldest son, Mark Horner, from scarlet fever, Haldane 
could address her: ‘My own—my heart goes out to you & I am thankful 
that it is getting to be only hours before I may see you again.’101 His desire 
for closeness to Frances, in whatever form, is obvious a few months later: 
‘Darling, I had come home to write to you & somehow did not think of 
a letter from you. Yet there was the little book102 waiting for me & a 
quotation in it that I did not know. It will (the book & the quotation both) 
go about with me for the term of the coming year.’103 And, just as Frances 
was there for him at the outset of his ministerial duties, so too was she 
there at their end, a refuge where Haldane—battered by the press, 
rejected by his friends—could unload his deepest regrets and desires: 
‘The little things don’t matter. The blow to all my hopes for peaceful 
development which this outbreak of war has caused is the really serious 
fact, & it is that that affects me. I long to see you on Wednesday. Perhaps 
you may be able to get here about 5 or 5.30 so that we can be alone 
together.’104 Two days later he wrote:

I shall not forget ever how helpful you have been at this time, or how help-
ful you have always been. It takes a deep tie to make such helpfulness a 
certainty on which one can always rest with absolute security. The tie 
between us is very deep drawn and close—almost more fundamentally so, 
if that be possible, than it ever was.105
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By this time—1915—Haldane was already fifty-nine, and felt himself 
becoming an old man. Haldane liked to use this fact as a point of contrast 
with their relationship, which, for him, was ageless: ‘I wish you & I had a 
day alone somewhere together. We might still manage a walk, & I am sure 
this would be a good & a success. The old tie is unweakened & the old light 
undimmed for both of us.’106 But with age comes loss. In 1917, this loss is 
the death of Edward Horner, Frances’s charming and only remaining son, 
in the Battle of Cambrai.107 The tenderness which Haldane feels for her, so 
clear in these previous quotations, finds its most poignant expression at 
this moment: ‘My heart is full—you suffer & I cannot take off your suffer-
ing.’108 The loss only brings the constancy of their love into further relief; 
again and again Haldane returns to his refrain: ‘No, nothing can break what 
is between us. Coming old age alters the form which growth gives but not 
the substance.’109 And yet, as Haldane notes: ‘How strange is it that you and 
I, so different, should so completely belong to one another. But so it is—a 
great elemental fact which nothing shakes.’110 Indeed, the letters continue 
in this vein right until the end of Haldane’s life, and it is to Frances that he 
sends his final message, which reads: ‘Getting on. All well. Love. A little 
tired but going on quite smoothly. Hope to write soon. Ever yours R.’111

 Here were two characters vastly different, but bound together by an 
unbreakable emotional tie. While it is vitally important to stress that bond, 
it is equally important to stress the difference between them, because it 
was through this exposure to Frances’s otherness that Haldane’s character 
was able to flower. She initiated Haldane into facets of reality of which he 
had previously been ignorant. At times, he was painfully aware of how 
alien his own way of thinking was to Frances’s. Edward Horner’s valiant 
death allowed Haldane to reflect:

You have at all events this that you may feel proud of Edward’s courage and 
of his fearless sacrifice for what he held high. He never held back or ques-
tioned. Now in that quality there is what is great, & we all do it 
reverence.

But I wish my mind did not turn so to idealism, for it is shadowy to you and 
does not help you as it would [have] helped and has helped me.

But by 1924 Haldane recognised that his idealistic bent had been softened 
by the influence of Frances’s finely tuned aesthetic sense: ‘I think that you 
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have taught me to understand and appreciate beauty more than I did. I am 
always discovering how little I have really known, and how much others 
know.’112 This is an astonishing statement. A number of Haldane’s acquain-
tances claimed that he liked to give the impression of omniscience;113 how 
differently he appears here. One wonders if this new knowledge that 
Frances is able to disclose relates to the statement in the letter of October 
1905 quoted earlier: ‘how little life can be understood from the outside’. 
Both previous experiences of romantic love in Haldane’s life proved unre-
ciprocated and it is as if this held him at arm’s length from a whole field 
of human knowledge. In his relationship with Frances Horner Haldane 
enters into a new realm, and it brings a sense of completion and balance 
to his character. In these letters we discover the head and the heart of 
Haldane dancing in a harmony hitherto unknown.

* * *

Many others who knew Haldane intimately were won over by this har-
mony, so often hidden from the public eye. To read the letters sent to 
Elizabeth Haldane on her brother’s death is to be overwhelmed with a 
sense that, whatever one could say about the greatness of his intellect, it 
should always be balanced with the greatness of his heart. ‘I have never 
known anyone who gave one such sense of greatness of mind and heart’,114 
wrote Violet Bonham Carter. Lord Arnold, reflecting on the kind consid-
eration Haldane showed to his younger colleagues on the judicial bench, 
states: ‘When the whole house is paying tributes—all fully merited—to 
his achievements and his extraordinary mental powers I feel that some of 
us were granted the opportunity also of witnessing in close intercourse his 
big qualities of heart.’115 The newspapers, too, often missed this quality, as 
Harold Begbie pointed out: ‘You [Elizabeth] know of qualities in him 
which The Times has not mentioned in their otherwise praiseworthy 
notice—his sweetness, his glad friendliness of heart.’116 Perhaps the best 
witness to Haldane’s humanity is found in the testimony of the soldier and 
lawyer J.  H.  Morgan:

I can never forget that in him I had—not even excepting Morley—the 
kindest friend who ever guided my faltering steps and inspired my work. I 
have many notes of my conversations with Morley about him. Morley was, 
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as you probably know, often very bitter during the war about his former 
colleagues and he was so autocratic in temper that one could not object, 
without a quarrel, to what he said. It will, I think, please you to know that, 
in the middle of one of his political tirades against Lord Haldane, I inter-
jected ‘I don’t know. That may be. But look at his kindness of heart!’ 
Morley melted immediately and said ‘Ah! yes, there you speak truly’ and 
went on to tell me story after story (one in particular about Lord 
Tweedmouth) of Lord Haldane’s unwearied offices of kindness.117

Reading these tributes and having looked at the most vital emotional rela-
tionships of Haldane’s life, we can see that—despite the reservations of 
some who, like Harold Nicolson, did not know him or who, like his 
nephew Graeme, saw his personality incompletely—we are indeed dealing 
with a profoundly human person. Haldane may have had a prodigious 
appetite for work, often of the most dry and exhausting kind; he may have 
lived a celibate life; he may have chosen philosophical tomes as his bedtime 
reading; but he also felt the highs and lows of love; he experienced the 
lasting loss of bereavement; he knew the gentleness of family and its 
steadying support; he wanted the closeness of a woman. In Part 2 we’ll 
explore Haldane’s selfless dedication to the state; but in so doing we 
mustn’t lose sight of the struggles and joys of intimate passions and griefs 
that grounded him in the world. His was a form of statesmanship which 
we may not always relate to in each and every one of its particulars, but it 
was certainly not a thousand miles from our own experiences of human 
frailty and strength. Perhaps we can better understand some of the appar-
ently inhuman heights scaled by Haldane when we remember that such 
accomplishments often arose out of the most human of depths.
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THE COMPANY OF FRIENDS

I loved him: I cannot tell you how much: He was the greatest man I was privileged 
to count among my friends. 

John Bigham, 1st Viscount Mersey to Elisabeth Haldane on Haldane’s 
death.1

Haldane moved in practically every set. The powerful were drawn to him 
like a magnet—and he to them in turn. We know from our opening chap-
ter his closeness to Edward VII, and obviously his political connections 
were second to none. He was on intimate terms with the Archbishops of 
Canterbury and York, both regular visitors to Cloan. That house, famous 
for its unremittingly highbrow atmosphere, saw an endless stream of the 
country’s leading lights pass through its doors. Generals of the British 
army, principals and professors of the universities, famous authors, phi-
losophers, and scientists—these were never out of place around the 
Haldane dining table, where they may well have found themselves sitting 
next to the prime minister or the Foreign Secretary.2

 One regular guest, Violet Markham, captures the atmosphere of 
the place:

Talk and discussion were at a high level at Cloan. Scientists often formed 
part of the company, and new and unfamiliar words like ‘quantum’ and 
‘atom-splitting’ found their way into my vocabulary. Bridge was inescap-
able at that time in most country houses, but I never saw a card table at the 
Haldanes [sic]. In his [Haldane’s] view it [bridge] had done more to destroy 
the intellectual life of England than any other cause.3

Men of business, too, had their place. Haldane loved those who could 
make an idea a reality; he relished the entrepreneurial spirit. He also 
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wasn’t reluctant to ask such men (for they were almost always men in 
those days) for the money he needed to make his own projects flourish. 
Our chapter on Haldane’s work in education will show that very clearly, 
but it is not the case that Haldane nurtured these friendships simply for 
such utilitarian purposes. His relationships with various members of the 
Rothschild family are a case in point.
 Famous for their banking house and their philanthropy, the Rothschilds 
held a dominant position in society and affairs throughout Haldane’s life-
time. Governments of every party—and not just in Britain—sought to 
utilise the fabled Rothschild financing skills in the service of their nation. 
Exceptional interventions such as the financing of Wellington’s army in the 
Peninsular War, the purchase of shares in the Suez Canal and, on the out-
break of the Great War, a whole range of essential financial and market 
interventions marked out the Rothschilds as a force to be reckoned with. 
It was not one that was going to keep Haldane at bay; quite the opposite.
 Niall Ferguson, in his authoritative book The House of Rothschild, refers 
to Haldane acting as the family’s legal adviser ‘for many years’.4 It proved 
to be a vital role. Haldane recalled that in 1889, as a thirty-three-year-old 
lawyer, he ‘rearranged the Rothschild partnerships which had got into a 
very vague relation, placing the whole family at the mercy of one dishon-
est partner’.5 Yet this was more than a professional relationship, far more. 
Haldane was particularly close with the English branch of the family, led 
by Nathaniel (Natty) Rothschild, the first Lord Rothschild—the first Jew 
to be ennobled in Britain who had not previously converted to 
Christianity—and his wife Emma. The visitors’ book from their country 
home at Tring Park reveals that between 1889 and 1900 Haldane stayed 
twenty-one times, a record only to be exceeded by the Conservative 
leader and prime minister Arthur Balfour.6 This is before Haldane had 
even taken Cabinet office. Another Tring visitors’ book, which covers the 
period between 1900 and 1911, discloses a further twenty-nine Haldane 
visits.7 Given this regularity, it is perhaps no surprise that at Tring, as 
Haldane recorded in his Autobiography, ‘I had a room which was always 
reserved for me’.8

 It was, of course, a friendship which had its practical uses. Natty 
Rothschild was a critical donor behind the construction of the LSE build-
ing at Clare Market, Aldwych, providing £5,000 towards the total cost of 
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£18,000—a gift enabled by Haldane. But his relationship with the 
Rothschilds went well beyond philanthropy, as an event in March 1915 
shows. Haldane was temporarily in charge of the Foreign Office while 
Grey was on holiday, and he found himself in a difficult situation:

It was ascertained … that a steamer had started from South America and 
that, although neutral, there was reason to suppose that she contained 
supplies intended for the Germans. There was no material to act on, and 
the only way was to resort to private influence [it is unclear exactly why 
Lord Rothschild had such influence on this particular ship]. I motored to 
Lord Rothschild’s house in Piccadilly and found him lying down and obvi-
ously very ill. He stretched out his hand before I could speak, and said, 
‘Haldane, I do not know what you are come for except to see me, but I 
have said to myself that if Haldane asks me to write a cheque to him of 
£25,000 and to ask no questions, I will do it on the spot.’ I told him that it 
was not for a cheque, but only to get a ship stopped that I was come. He 
sent a message to stop the ship at once.9

Now £25,000 has a value in today’s money of around £2.5 million.10 
Unconditional support on such a magnificent scale is not easily earned. 
Haldane’s relationship with Natty was clearly deeply grounded in mutual 
confidence. It was a confidence also felt by Natty’s brother, Leopold, who 
in 1906 described Haldane as ‘certainly one of the ablest men in the 
Cabinet, if not the ablest’.11 And although Haldane had, by that time, ceased 
to act as legal adviser to the banking house, he still had his uses, as Leopold 
records in February 1912: ‘The improvement … in our markets these last 
few days … [is due] no doubt mainly to the political atmosphere having 
been cleared by Lord Haldane’s visit to Berlin … Berlin private telegrams 
are to the effect that our Minister of War’s presence in Berlin has given 
unfeigned gratification.’12

 Natty Rothschild was to die shortly after Haldane’s visit to his house in 
Piccadilly and Haldane himself was to be ousted from office within weeks. 
But this did not sever his relations with the family. Natty’s wife Emma, 
Lady Rothschild, became an ever-greater feature in Haldane’s life, and 
their continued correspondence until Haldane’s death is rich with insight 
into their daily lives. A typical letter, written from Cloan on 29  August 
1918, demonstrates the sheer variety of personalities that Haldane was in 
touch with at that time:
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I have been here since the 8th. I have plenty to do and time passes quickly. 
The Ranee of Sarawak [Sylvia Leonora Brett, wife to the last of the White 
Rajahs] has just left us, and the Archbishop of Canterbury is coming, but 
otherwise we have been very quiet. Next month various professors will 
arrive. I read and write most of the day.

I was very glad to see Walter [Emma’s eldest son] not only take his seat but 
appear several times on the benches of the H.[ouse] of Lords. It is a dull 
place but it has a history and an atmosphere. … Lord Morley I saw just 
before leaving. He and I dined with Lloyd George—a curious small party, 
only Winston [Churchill] as our fellow guest.13

Another member of the family close to Haldane was Natty Rothschild’s first 
cousin, Constance, married to the Liberal politician Cyril Flower. 
Overhearing Haldane holding forth on the subject of German literature one 
day on the terrace of the House of Commons (probably around 1886, when 
Cyril Flower was made party whip under Gladstone), Constance ‘begged’ 
for an introduction and the two swiftly became firm friends.14 Haldane 
would offer her advice on philosophical reading, share with her the bleak-
ness of his feelings after his failed engagement, and tell the choicest parlia-
mentary stories. Remembering ‘his student’s pale colouring, rather heavy 
lids, and eyes that speak of close and tiring study’, Constance adds:

Haldane came frequently to our Buckinghamshire home, where he would 
indulge in plentiful gossip that he called ‘biography’. But it would be 
absurd to associate his name with the word ‘gossip’, for he is one of the 
most remarkable men that it has been my good fortune to know. Besides 
his fine intellectual gifts [he] has always shown much and unusual kindness 
of heart. He never forgets old friends, and has indeed, even at much incon-
venience to himself, done many a gracious act to give others pleasure.15

Haldane was also close to the Paris branch of the family, so much so that 
for many years he would spend the weekend before Christmas at the 
Château de Grosbois near the French capital as the guest of Prince and 
Princess Wagram, the latter being Lady Rothschild’s sister. He certainly 
enjoyed the perks of his Rothschild connections. After a stay at another of 
their residences, this time Baron Ferdinand Rothschild’s home at 
Waddesdon, he wrote to his host:

I do love all seemly luxury. When lying in bed in the mornings it gives me 
great satisfaction when a lacquey enters the rooms and asks whether I will 
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take tea, coffee, chocolate or cocoa. This privilege is accorded to me in the 
houses of all my distinguished friends: but it is only at Waddesdon that on 
saying I prefer tea, the valet further enquires whether I fancy Ceylon, 
Souchong or Assam.16

* * *

But Haldane could foster friendships far removed from the grandeur of 
public life and high finance. Perhaps the most notable friendship of this sort 
was that with Peter Hume Brown, professor of Ancient (Scottish) History 
and Palaeography at Edinburgh University from 1901 until his death in 
1918, and historiographer-royal for Scotland from 1908. The two had met 
as students at Edinburgh and were drawn together by a shared passion for 
German culture and literature. Hume Brown quickly became tutor to 
Haldane’s younger siblings during their autumn stays at Cloan. The family 
were so fond of him that his autumnal visits continued once the years of 
tutoring were over; he became ‘like a brother or son in our family’.17

 Throughout the 1890s Hume Brown built a reputation as a historian—
though holding no academic post at the time—with biographies on well-
known Scottish figures, such as the humanist George Buchanan and the 
Protestant reformer John Knox, alongside other works, notably a history 
of Scotland before 1700. Such was his reputation that Cambridge University 
Press then commissioned him to write a new History of Scotland, which 
would eventually be published in three large volumes between 1898 and 
1909. In the year that the first volume appeared, Hume Brown and Haldane 
made the first of what would be fourteen consecutive holidays together in 
Germany across the Easter recess. The ostensible reason for their travels 
was Hume Brown’s desire to assemble materials for a projected book on 
Goethe—a book that was still not complete upon his death and which 
eventually appeared posthumously, having been finished by Haldane and his 
sister Elizabeth. The two men revelled in retracing Goethe’s footsteps, visit-
ing the sites where the great man’s presence still lingered, notably in 
Weimar and Ilmenau. Haldane provides a characteristic snapshot of their 
adventures in a letter to his friend Edmund Gosse in May 1904:

You would have liked to sit—as I did two nights ago—on the top of the 
‘Schwalbenstein’ rock at midnight, in the solitude of the pine forest, and 
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to have read by the light of the full moon the little tablet in which he 
[Goethe] recorded that there, on March 29, 1779 … after seeking for it for 
three years, the 4th Act of his ‘Iphigenie’ flashed upon him, and was written 
in a single day of solitude. The place is simply inspiring.18

But their travels were more than just literary pilgrimages. It was evidently 
also a chance for Haldane, that inveterate workaholic and obsessive politi-
cal strategist, to let off steam and live a life of scholarly leisure for a few 
days in the company of one whose life was removed from the vicissitudes 
of government. A description of their stay in Weimar in April 1899 cap-
tures the contrast in atmosphere with Haldane’s life in London:

We walk for four or five hours in the Park & read Goethe aloud. Then Peter 
lies on a sofa & nurses himself & reads, while I write at the book[19], which 
is getting on. We are perfectly content & happy—sleep like tops & rise 
before 7, English time.20

For all Hume Brown’s intellectual accomplishments—‘his spirit and devo-
tion were those of the finished scholar’, wrote Haldane21—there was also 
an element of comedy about the man known within the family simply as 
‘the Professor’. Again, Haldane catches something of this in his letters 
home from Germany to his mother. In May 1910, he remarks:

We got here at 9 last night—a good journey & both in good form. 
Notwithstanding his travels the Prof. needs a courier. He is very helpless 
about tickets, cabs, hotels etc. But my experience as a Servant of the 
Crown enables me to minister to him.22

For Hume Brown, it was Haldane’s company that meant the most to him, 
far more than any Goethe-related nugget upon which they might have 
stumbled. He wrote to Haldane after one such trip:

Before taking up my burden I must write a line to say how greatly I have 
enjoyed this our last visit to cherished Ilmenau. It seems as if each succes-
sive visit were pleasanter than the last. I cannot but feel that it is to you that 
I owe this annual refreshment for mind and body, for though Ilmenau has 
many attractions, it is seeing it with you that makes it what it is in my 
memory and imagination.23

As Haldane’s importance as a statesman grew, particularly in the wake of 
his secretive mission to Berlin in February 1912, travelling peacefully in 
Germany proved difficult. Their trip in the spring of that year turned out 
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to be their last. It had got to the point where ‘the Professor’ was reported 
to be Asquith, then prime minister, in disguise, and their literary pursuits 
were viewed as a thinly veiled cover-up for treaty-making.24

 Back home at Cloan, the Professor’s visits were looked forward to not 
only by the family, but perhaps even more so by Car, often referred to as 
‘the little dog’—the Haldanes’ counterpoint to the ‘Great Dog’, Kaiser. 
In the years immediately after Hume Brown’s death in 1918, Haldane 
lingers not simply on his own loss but on the loss sustained by this ‘little 
dog’. ‘One misses the Professor much at this time,’ he tells Frances Horner 
on 29  April 1919. ‘He was part of our lives. Even the little dog rushes 
down the stairs when he hears a motor, to see if it is not the Professor 
arrived at last, & returns sad.’25 A year later, and more playfully, Haldane 
writes to Gosse:

I have walked most days—Kaiser will not accompany me, for he has for-
mally joined the Labour Party, i.e. has devoted himself exclusively to the 
laundry-maid, whose stove suits him, and to the chauffeur who furnishes 
him with meals. But the little dog goes with me, as he used to do with the 
Professor.26

Haldane’s idealism often gave him an air of philosophical detachment that 
hid a deep vulnerability. The death of Hume Brown revealed that vulner-
ability, and Haldane’s reaction shows just how essential the Professor’s 
friendship had become to him. Once Haldane had returned to London 
after the funeral, he wrote to his sister Elizabeth:

Yes, one does not get away from the thoughts that keep flooding in. And in 
some ways you had him more with you than even I had. But for both of us 
it was a friendship as perfect as it was intimate. He will haunt the rooms 
and the walks for us at Cloan. I cannot realise that I shall not see him again, 
& so uniform was the level of the talk that I seem to speak with him all day.

The middle movement of Chopins [sic] funeral march has a new meaning 
for  us. Fortunately I have not to see many people just now, for I find it dif-
ficult to speak.

Such was the power of this the least showy of all Haldane’s friendships.

* * *
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Before we come to a friendship that was to rival the intimacy of that with 
Hume Brown, it is interesting to reflect on the sheer breadth of Haldane’s 
social world, and the extraordinary part he played in events of historical 
significance within the lives of so many people from so varied a back-
ground. Part 2 will explore Haldane’s working relationship with the well-
known social reformers Sidney and Beatrice Webb, whose marriage was to 
have such a profound effect on the educational, economic and welfare 
provision of Great Britain. But we might mention here—as an example of 
one world in which Haldane was moving, and his hidden hand within 
it—that it was Haldane who made the Webbs’ marriage possible.
 It was always going to be a challenge for Sidney to be left alone with 
Beatrice, and unburden his feelings for her. To visit her under her father’s 
roof would not be straightforward because of Sidney’s humble background 
and socialist convictions. Haldane had a solution. With his more appropri-
ate breeding, Haldane played the part of Beatrice’s suitor and asked her 
father if his friend Mr  Sidney Webb might accompany him on his next visit. 
When Haldane, late on the evening of their visit, made a point of going for 
a walk on his own, Beatrice and Sidney were given the chance to be alone 
together and have ‘a conversation which they could not otherwise have 
had’.27 It was the first of the Webbs’ many ‘intrigues’ with Haldane, as 
Beatrice called them, intrigues as momentous as the founding of LSE and 
Imperial College London, which we shall examine in Chapter 8.
 But the point about the breadth of Haldane’s social world, and the far-
reaching historical impact of his connections, is nowhere better demon-
strated than by the stories of his interactions with Oscar Wilde, on the one 
hand, and Einstein, on the other.
 Haldane had met Wilde on a number of occasions ‘in the days of his 
social success’, but had not known him well.28 It was in the least sociable 
of contexts—Pentonville Prison—that Haldane really came to play a role 
in Wilde’s life. Wilde had been confined there since early June 1895, 
following his famous sentencing for ‘gross indecency’ and a short period 
at Holloway Prison. Haldane, at this time, was serving on a Home Office 
committee investigating the organisation of the prison system. This 
granted him the right to visit any prison at any time and see any prisoner 
of his choosing. Wilde was suffering terribly from the conditions at 
Pentonville, where he had a cell 13 feet long, 7 feet wide and 9 feet high. 
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He was required to perform six hours’ hard labour daily, upon a far from 
adequate diet. It is suggested that he lost 20 pounds in his first month. A 
mutual friend of Haldane and Wilde’s, Lady Brooke, persuaded Haldane 
to visit the prison to see if there was anything that could be done to 
alleviate his distress. Haldane, ‘haunted by the idea of what this highly 
sensitive man was probably suffering’, immediately responded, visiting 
Wilde on 14  June 1895.29 Wilde was at first unresponsive. But Haldane, 
placing a hand upon his shoulder, encouraged him to see the latent liter-
ary possibilities of his situation—here, at last, was a great subject for his 
talents. In an act that was ‘an extraordinary relaxation of the prison 
rules’, Haldane promised to get hold of books and writing materials for 
Wilde, who immediately burst into tears. Wilde promised to make the 
attempt at writing something of worth.30

 Wilde’s first request was a somewhat naïve one. It was for Flaubert’s 
works. Haldane had to point out that Flaubert himself had been charged 
with indecency over the publication of Madame Bovary. The prison 
authorities were unlikely to accept such a request. At this point Wilde 
‘laughed and became cheerful’.31 His subsequent requests were more 
sensible—the works of St Augustine, some volumes by Pascal and 
Cardinal Newman, Mommsen’s History of Rome, and Walter Pater’s 
Studies in the History of the Renaissance.32

 A month later Haldane had Wilde transferred to Wandsworth Prison, 
where he believed conditions were slightly better and where he could 
monitor Wilde’s progress through his friend William Morrison, the pris-
on’s chaplain. It was here, on 17  August 1895, that Wilde received his 
little library from Haldane, though he could only access one book a week. 
Three days later, Haldane visited him in person, finding him ‘much bro-
ken’.33 Haldane sent on more books, through his own bookseller, at the 
end of the month. These were further volumes by Pater, which Wilde was 
‘anxious’ to have.34 As Thomas Wright has pointed out, in his fascinating 
Oscar’s Books, the pleasure which Wilde received from reading these books 
‘was the only subject he could discuss with equanimity’ when visitors 
came to see him.35

 It is no surprise he was on the edge. Wilde by this time was suffering 
from partial deafness and chronic diarrhoea. Haldane then persuaded the 
Home Secretary to intervene and have him transferred to Reading Gaol, 
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where the air quality would be greatly improved. Meanwhile, Haldane 
made arrangements to ensure that Wilde’s wife and children were looked 
after. Haldane writes: ‘On his release there came to me anonymously a 
volume, The Ballad of Reading Gaol. It was the redemption of his promise 
to me.’36 Reflecting on the fact that men of Wilde’s class tended to die 
within two years of completing a sentence of hard labour, Wright even 
argues that it was partly thanks to Haldane’s benevolence that Wilde went 
on to live for a further three-and-a-half years.37

 Wilde was already well known in Britain at the time of his exchange 
with Haldane, but with Einstein it was Haldane’s privilege to introduce the 
great discoverer of relativity to the British people in person. Haldane and 
his sister Elizabeth acted as the Einsteins’ hosts during their first ever visit 
to London in 1921.38 Einstein and his second wife Elsa were on their way 
back to Germany after a lecture tour in the United States. Haldane was 
captivated by Einstein’s revolutionary theory, and believed that it con-
tained philosophical ramifications of the highest order—a view that has 
been superficially interpreted as contrary to that of Einstein, who told 
Randall Davidson, the Archbishop of Canterbury, at Haldane’s dining table 
that the theory was ‘purely abstract—science’.39 Haldane, out of office at 
this point, had published a dense and lengthy book entitled The Reign of 
Relativity in the same year as the visit, outlining the philosophical aspects. 
In a way that is almost unimaginable now, the book went through three 
impressions within its first six weeks in print.
 Haldane’s invitation to Einstein was a brave and magnanimous gesture 
in the context of the times, not just because the war had only recently 
ended, but also because of the unjust tide of ill-feeling against Haldane 
for his German connections—which had reached its climax in May 1915, 
when Haldane, as we will discover in Part 2, was ejected from govern-
ment. ‘It was certainly courageous of Einstein to have come so willingly 
to London’, wrote his biographer Ronald Clark; ‘it was equally coura-
geous of Haldane to be his host.’40

 The Einsteins were rather overwhelmed at first by their surroundings, 
and they found their assigned footman and Haldane’s butler particularly 
intimidating.41 Haldane put on a splendid dinner for his guests on their first 
night. Not only was the See of Canterbury represented, but also the great 
scientific figures of Britain, including Arthur Eddington, the Astronomer 
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Royal Sir Frank Watson Dyson, Sir J.  J.  Thomson, and the philosopher 
A.  N.  Whitehead. But the highlight of the visit was Einstein’s public lec-
ture at King’s College, University of London, on 13  June—though not 
before Haldane and Einstein had made their way to Westminster Abbey to 
lay a wreath at Newton’s tomb. Haldane had arranged the lecture with the 
principal of King’s, Ernest Barker, who found himself ‘terrified by the 
commotion’ caused by the prospect of the lecture. His fears, at first, were 
based on a continued anti-German feeling within the nation, but these 
were replaced by fears at the sheer demand for tickets. Would the lecture 
be ‘disturbed, or even prevented, by an uncontrollable crowd of would-be 
listeners’?42 The fact that the lecture would be delivered in German and 
cover an obscure topic did not seem to perturb the enthusiastic crowd.
 Order was, however, maintained. Despite the numbers, a hushed atmo-
sphere pervaded the hall. In the silence, Haldane arose and opened pro-
ceedings with the words: ‘You are in the presence of the Newton of the 
twentieth century, of a man who has effected a greater revolution in 
thought than that of Copernicus, Galileo, and even Newton himself.’ The 
Nation & Athenaeum continued in its report:

One felt the slight shock in the air. For, after all, is not Einstein a German? 
But Lord Haldane, smiling, wary, and implacable, drove the point home. 
They had to swallow it whole: the dose was not minimised, however inde-
cent the truth might appear that the greatest scientific man the latter cen-
turies have produced is a German Jew. One glanced at Einstein: he was 
patient, dreamy, looking at nothing.43

When Haldane changed the topic to discuss the qualities of Einstein’s 
violin playing (evidently Haldane felt himself qualified to judge, having 
heard him play at Frances Horner’s London home), the audience seemed 
to breathe a sigh of relief. Haldane believed Einstein had a better under-
standing of the music that he played than most first-class professionals.44 
Einstein was thrilled. The reporter gleefully noted that he was, after all, 
susceptible to flattery. Einstein then rose to deliver his lecture, taking rela-
tivity as his topic. The encore he received towards its end, and the long 
applause, suggest it was a success.45

 In fact, the whole visit appears to have been a success. Haldane felt a 
little insecure about his German, having not spoken it for almost a decade, 
and was naturally disappointed that Einstein would not fully endorse his 
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philosophical rendering of the scientific theory. But they seem to have 
clicked nonetheless. After his visit and knowing of Haldane’s great venera-
tion for his mother, Einstein wrote to Mary Haldane, isolated from events 
in Scotland:

One of the most memorable weeks of my life lies behind me. Visiting this 
country for the first time I have learned to marvel at its splendid tradi-
tions and treasures of knowledge. One of the most beautiful experiences 
was the intimacy with your two children, the harmonious hospitality of 
their home, and the wonderful relations which unite them with yourself. 
… The scientific talk with Lord Haldane has been for me a source of pure 
stimulation, and so has the personal intimacy with him and his remark-
able knowledge.46

Even in the 1950s, Einstein could still recall Haldane as a ‘man of kind 
and subtle feelings as is so rare in the case of men of quite unusual 
energy and working capacity. … I never had the feeling that there was 
anything worthwhile for which he would not easily find the necessary 
time and strength.’47

 Beyond developing personal ties, the visit had wider international conse-
quences. Professor Frederick Lindemann of Wadham College, Oxford—
later Lord Cherwell, known as Churchill’s reactionary one-man think 
tank—had taken Einstein on a brief tour of Oxford after his stay with 
Haldane.48 Following their tour, Lindemann wrote to Haldane encourag-
ingly: ‘Whatever anyone may hold about political matters, there is no doubt 
that international co-operation is absolutely essential in scientific questions 
and you have, I feel sure, done more to re-establish good relations by your 
reception of Einstein than anybody else could have done by years of endeav-
our.’49 Haldane, greatly pleased, reported to Einstein: ‘There is no doubt that 
your visit has had more tangible results in improving here the relations 
between our two countries than any other single event.’50

 After Einstein’s visit the two men kept in touch by letter, exchanging 
ideas and thoughts on books. But one gets the sense in reading these letters 
that, more than intellectual note-swapping, Einstein valued the political 
opportunities that came with knowing Haldane. In particular, he found in 
Haldane a conduit through which he could feed ideas about German repa-
rations after the war. For example, on 30  August 1922 Einstein wrote to 
Haldane sharing with him an article from a German newspaper in which 



37. Val Munro Ferguson, who became briefly engaged to Haldane in 1890 before she 
broke off the relationship due to ‘intellectual captivity’, having felt herself dominated by 
Haldane’s personality. She is pictured c. 1890 and died at the early age of 33 in 1897.

EMOTIONAL LIFE



38. A young Elizabeth Haldane, Haldane’s sister. She was a constant companion and 
confidante throughout his life’s triumphs and trials, c. 1905–10.

Emotional Support



39. After Haldane’s 
breakdown as a result of 
the rejection of his first 
love, Agnes Kemp, in 1881 
he went to convalesce with 
the Asquiths at their 
Hampstead home. This 
photograph of Helen 
Asquith (1854–1891), H. 
H. Asquith’s first wife and 
mother of five children, 
including Raymond 
Asquith, was inscribed to 
Haldane ‘with affectionate 
remembrances’ by Asquith 
after Helen’s early death in 
1891, c. 1890.

40. The drawing of H. H. 
Asquith (1852–1928) was 
made by Violet Rutland in 
1892, the year following 
the death of his wife, 
Helen.



41. Frances 
Graham, from a 
drawing by Dante 
Gabriel Rossetti, 
entitled La Donna 
della Fenestra, 
1879.

Frances Horner (née Graham) (1854–1940) was Haldane’s closest female friend and 
greatest romantic love from 1893 until his death in 1928. She was the first and only 
woman to reciprocate Haldane’s love, and she considerably influenced the course of his 
life, including his entry into Government in 1905. She was the second daughter of 
William Graham, a wealthy Liberal MP and important patron of Edward Burne-Jones. 
She was married to the lawyer, Sir John Horner, and lived at Mells in Somerset.

42. Frances Graham, 1875, both muse to, and cor-
respondent of, Edward Burne-Jones. He painted 
and drew her in her own right and allegorically.

43. Frances Horner’s photograph in 
a folding travelling case carried by 
Haldane until his death, c. 1910s.

Haldane’s Great Love and Influence



44. Frances Graham pictured 
playing the cymbals on the bottom 
step of The Golden Stairs by 
Edward Burne-Jones, 1880.



45. Haldane in the garden of Mells Manor, 1906, into which the Horner family moved 
from Mells Park in 1900. Haldane stayed at Mells Manor on Christmas Eve for most 
years of his life after meeting Frances Horner and her husband Sir John Horner.

Frances Horner’s Home, Mells Manor



47. 28 Queen Anne’s Gate, Haldane’s London home from early 1906 until his death, was 
conveniently located a mere quarter of a mile from Downing Street and the Foreign 
Office, across the corner of St James’s Park, and from the Houses of Parliament, across 
Parliament Square. Frances Horner worked with Elizabeth Haldane on its restoration. 
Haldane likened Elizabeth’s role to that of Frances, in a letter to his mother, as standing 
‘in the relation of a firm Chancellor of the Exchequer to a brilliant but not cheap 
spending department’.

46. The blue plaque 
commemorating Lord 
Haldane can be seen on the 
face of the house next to 
the bottom right ground 
floor window. 

Haldane’s London Home from 1906



48. Haldane in old age, 1920s. On his death countless friends recalled his unfailing 
kindness of heart.

Kindness of Heart



49. Churchill and Haldane photographed with Edward and Dorothy Grey at Lord 
Tweedmouth’s home, Guisachan, in Inverness, c. 1902. Two months after Grey became 
Foreign Secretary, Dorothy was thrown from a similar cart, in February 1906, and died.
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51. Haldane was a regular visitor to the Rothschilds at Tring Park both before and after 
entering government. After the death in 1915 of Lord Rothschild, a generous supporter 
of Haldane’s educational initiatives, Haldane remained close to Lady Rothschild.

52. King Edward VII (1841–1910), photo-
graphed in colour for the first time, by 
Lionel de Rothschild at Strathspey in 1909.

53. Haldane in front of Balmoral, 1910. 
King Edward VII viewed Haldane as his 
best Secretary of State.

Company of Friends: Society



54. A page from Lady Rothschild’s book containing the names of the guests at a dinner at 
Tring Park for King Edward VII and Queen Alexandra, which Haldane attended on 10 June 
1903. The King ensured that Haldane was included regularly in his friends’ house parties.



55. Haldane and Albert Einstein photographed in June 1921 on the back steps of 28 
Queen Anne’s Gate where, with his wife Elsa, Einstein stayed as Haldane’s guest. It was 
Einstein’s first visit to Britain and Haldane’s invitation was brave in the context of the 
unjust ill-feeling which Haldane suffered for his German connections.

Company of Friends: Scientific



56. Haldane and Einstein seated inside 28 Queen Anne’s Gate where, famously, Haldane 
gave a great dinner to which the Astronomer Royal, the Archbishop of Canterbury and 
other distinguished scientists and philosophers were invited.



58. Inscription (in German) on the above etching by Einstein to ‘Lord Haldane in 
thankfulness of the memory of our visit in June 1921’.

57. Etching of Einstein (1879–1955), signed by Einstein to Haldane after his first visit to 
Britain.



59. The inscription by Einstein to Graeme Haldane, Haldane’s nephew, in a copy of ‘The 
Theory of Relativity’ thanking him for his help during his stay in London with Haldane.

60. The ticket used by Graeme Haldane, for the public lecture at King’s College, 
London, given by Einstein and chaired by Haldane. Haldane opened the proceedings 
with the words: ‘You are in the presence of the Newton of the 20th century’.



61. Portrait of a youthful Edmund 
Gosse (1849–1928) painted by 
John Singer Sargent, 1885. 

Haldane’s closest male personal relationship outside family and politics was with 
Edmund Gosse, the writer and critic who became Librarian of the House of Lords. Their 
friendship was built upon the foundations of a mutual love of literature. From the early 
1900s until their deaths in 1928, Haldane and Gosse saw or wrote to each other regu-
larly. Haldane’s letters to Gosse provide profound insights into Haldane’s life and 
thinking. Haldane was also very close to the writers John Buchan and J. M. Barrie.

62. Cartoon by Max Beerbohm of 
a meeting of the Academic 
Com mittee of the Royal Society 
of Literature, established in 1908 
by Edmund Gosse with Haldane’s 
support. Haldane is pictured to 
the right of centre in lawyer’s 
robes with the moustachioed 
Gosse to lower left of centre. 

Company of Friends: Literary



65. Haldane was the first visitor to Oscar Wilde 
(1854–1900) in Pentonville prison in June 1895. 
He arranged for books to be sent to Wilde and 
encouraged him to write of his prison experi-
ences. Wilde promised Haldane to write some-
thing of worth. 

63. Cartoon by Max Beerbohm of the unveiling of 
the bronze bust of Edmund Gosse in 1909. 
Haldane is pictured at the right of the group 
behind Gosse’s left elbow.
64. The bust now stands in the London Library, of 
which Gosse and Haldane were both 
vice-presidents.

66. The first edition copy of ‘The 
Ballad of Reading Gaol’1898 written 
by Wilde under the pseudonym 
C.3.3. was sent ‘with the compli-
ments of the author’ to Haldane in 
1898. Haldane viewed this book as 
the redemption of Wilde’s promise. 



67. H. H. Asquith c. 1915, who served as Prime Minister between 1908 and 1916, 
described Haldane in that year as ‘the oldest personal and political friend that I have in 
the world’. They met in 1881, working together as young barristers. Their relationship 
was to fade in later life, as Haldane moved to the Labour Party in pursuit of the cause of 
education.

Company of Friends: Political
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the industrialist and journalist Arnold Rechberg contended that it would 
not be possible for Germany to fulfil its reparation payments as demanded 
by the Treaty of Versailles due to its economically weak position. He pro-
posed that German and French industries should unite to form a close 
community of interests. To make this a reality, German payments to their 
principal creditors, France and Great Britain, could be converted by 
French and British industries into participation in German industry. 
Thirty  per  cent of the share capital invested in Germany’s large-scale 
industries should then be transferred, Rechberg argued, to the creditors’ 
governments, who would then transfer those shares to their own large-
scale industries.51 Einstein wrote to Haldane: ‘As this plan seems to me so 
reasonable and naturally suitable, I dare to request that you consider this 
proposal yourself and in case of approval apply your great authority in 
support of it.’52

 Haldane replied favourably, and likewise sought to utilise the power of 
Einstein’s name to see if the idea (though not a particularly new one) 
would gain traction. ‘It would be an advantage if I may share your name 
with Mr  [A.  J.] Balfour, as a private affair and not for the public sphere,’ 
wrote Haldane. ‘You have personally very great fame in these lands, and I 
would very much like to be able to say that I had heard about the article 
from you.’53 Haldane also visited the Foreign Office and the Treasury on 
Einstein’s behalf, but was warned by Sir Basil Blackett, permanent adviser 
about the reparations procedure, that such an idea had to come spontane-
ously rather than as an imposition from government.54

 To have experienced encounters as diverse as those with Wilde and 
Einstein, to have engaged so actively and politically on the behalf of per-
sonalities operating in such widely divergent fields, would have been 
remarkable for most of Haldane’s contemporaries. But for Haldane himself 
there is almost something natural about it. His social and political nets 
were cast staggeringly wide, but that was only a reflection of the breadth 
of his own polymathic interests, and indeed of his likeability.

* * *

But we now return to friendships of a more intimate nature. One that 
stands out and even rivals Haldane’s closeness with Hume Brown was his 
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friendship with literary critic and writer Edmund Gosse. In many respects 
his relationship with Gosse was, with the exception of that with Frances 
Horner, the most unusual and the most spiritually intimate of all Haldane’s 
friendships. Initially they were brought together by their mutual love of 
literature, and Gosse’s 1904 appointment as librarian to the House of 
Lords was the catalyst to an ever-deepening friendship that would last until 
Gosse’s death in May 1928, just three months before Haldane’s.55 But, 
even as early as 1905, Gosse could call ‘the play of Haldane’s intellect … 
the most wonderful fact in my daily life’.56

 Gosse had ‘a genius for knowing people’ and was widely conversant with 
the leading authors of his time, at home and abroad, especially in France.57 
His appointment as the inaugural Clark Lecturer in English Literature at 
Trinity College, Cambridge in 1884 was supported by Matthew Arnold, 
Robert Browning and Tennyson.58 He was one of the few Englishmen to be 
elected an honorary member of the Académie Française, and was awarded a 
clutch of honorary doctorates by universities, including the Sorbonne. Gosse 
was a friend of André Gide, and was the first man to introduce the great 
Norwegian playwright Henrik Ibsen to English readers. He was also a vora-
cious columnist, particularly for the Sunday Times.
 The letters from Haldane to Gosse reveal Haldane at his most lyrical and 
playful. When they were not speaking in person—which was often—they 
were constantly writing to each other, exchanging views on literature and 
commenting admiringly on each other’s writing. It is in these letters, more 
than anywhere else, that we get a sense of Haldane’s literary sensibilities. 
When Gosse, for instance, published a book featuring an appreciation of 
Charlotte Brontë, sister to Haldane’s beloved poet Emily, it elicited the 
following response: ‘You have estimated our Charlotte at just her level. It 
was not indeed a character adapted to “padded sofas” and Berlin wool work. 
Pain, resistance and, I suspect also, tingling passion, were the material of 
that little soul.’59

 The book Father and Son, which Gosse wrote in 1907 and for which he 
is most renowned, has been described as the first psychological biography. 
It was met with enthusiasm by many critics, not least Haldane: ‘Now I have 
nearly finished it, and am delighted. It is the most delicate piece of work 
of the kind that I have known since the “Souvenirs de Enfance et de 
Jeunesse”—one of my old favourites. I sit up over it late at night and can-
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not lay it down. When we meet I will tell you how it has moved me and 
why!’60 Indeed, Gosse’s writing facility was something that Haldane greatly 
envied, and he turned to Gosse regularly for editorial assistance with his 
own writing. In 1919, after sharing the draft of an article with Gosse, 
Haldane writes: ‘You are indeed a friend in need. I have recast the article 
exactly as you prescribed, and I think it reads much better. I am shockingly 
deficient in technique as a writer and speaker.’61

 Given this self-evaluation, it is not surprising that Haldane drew heavily 
on Gosse’s insight in the preparation of a speech that was perhaps the most 
important of his later life, namely the address he gave to the special joint 
meeting of the American Bar Association and the Bar Association of Canada 
in Montreal on 1  September 1913 entitled ‘Higher Nationality: A Study in 
Law and Ethics’—a speech we shall explore in detail in Chapter 10. Gosse 
recalled Haldane’s meticulous preparation. Haldane, he tells us, began 
writing ‘what became “Higher Nationality” at Cloan towards the end of 
February [1913], and submitted to me his first draft. I found very consid-
erable fault with the form of it, and he re-wrote it, no fewer than five 
times.’ He continues:

In the course of the many interviews we had on the subject, at 28 Queen 
Anne’s Gate, and here at my own house, I was struck by the modesty and 
docility of the Lord Chancellor, who considered every one of my objec-
tions, and put nothing aside without attention. He was intensely desirous 
to produce an essay of real weight, capable by its form of pleasing the 
Americans and by its theme of awakening international reflection.62

But literature, not the challenges of international relations, formed the 
real bond between the two men. In 1908 they even established the 
Academic Committee of the Royal Society of Literature together, an 
attempt to create a British equivalent to the Académie Française. The com-
mittee was considered ‘a body consisting of the foremost literary men in 
England’,63 including Robert Bridges, Joseph Conrad, Thomas Hardy, 
Henry James and W.  B.  Yeats. When at Cloan, Haldane delighted in keep-
ing Gosse up to date with his reading. ‘I got here on Saturday morning’, he 
wrote in the summer of 1916, two years into the war, ‘and began a holiday 
by sitting down to reread an early Victorian novel. I chose “Martin 
Chuzzlewit” and am now spurred on to finer reading. It was like the soup 
at dinner, an indifferent but appropriate preliminary.’64 Haldane evidently 
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relished the chance to forget, even if just for a short time, the seriousness 
of the international situation and lose himself in the world of letters. And 
so, with a light heart, he upbraids Gosse that November: ‘How naughty of 
you to say what you did about Goethe and Heine! But I say nothing.’65 A 
week later: ‘Why have I no word from you? Can you have revolted at my 
gentle reproach about the Great Goethe? If so let his spirit depart, for he 
must not separate you and me.’66

 Haldane’s literary reflections to Gosse demonstrate his enormous range 
and thoroughness. It is not just that he is reading Hardy and Dickens, books 
on the philosophy of mathematics, Hegel and biographies in German—he 
is, for the most part, rereading them. Yet these literary endeavours were not 
all for personal satisfaction. In 1925, at the age of sixty-nine and despite ill 
health, Haldane broke his holiday at Cloan to address the Brontë Society, of 
which he was president. ‘Here am I’, he enthuses to Gosse on his return to 
Cloan, ‘not a penny the worse for eighteen hours of travelling between 
Haworth and here. I think my sciatica or rheumatism is slowly quieting 
down. I was able to speak for 40 minutes. I began standing, but had to ask 
them later to let me sit. I was steeped in the subject and was not using 
notes, so there was no embarrassment. A fine local gathering—severe 
Yorkshire. It would not have done not to have gone—tho’ it was a little of 
an effort. In the end it seems to have done me good.’67

 Haldane also turned to Gosse in the thick of his political duties, some-
times to talk through the greatest political and social upheavals of their 
times, sometimes simply to let out a little boast—for Haldane knew that 
Gosse, unlike others, was receptive to both. Gosse loved to feel close to 
the action, and he enjoyed basking in others’ glory. As Arthur Benson once 
cuttingly remarked: ‘He [Gosse] is only on the fringe of the real thing, of 
course, but does not know it.’68 Where some might detect a touch of self-
aggrandisement in Haldane’s stories, Gosse felt the tingle of proximity to 
power. For example, in the autumn of 1908 Haldane was not yet a long-
standing habitué of royal hospitality, and it is rather endearing that his 
relationship with Gosse enables him to write a little breathlessly from 
Balmoral of his interactions with Edward VII.  ‘Yesterday my Royal Master 
opined that I could not show prowess in the sports of this domain—so I 
went out and caught fourteen trout for his breakfast. He was as unbeliev-
ing as the disciple, and was relieved to find that I had caught them with 
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worms.’69 The admission of the worms—no angler’s boast—reminds us 
that Haldane was still self-aware enough, despite his exalted company, not 
to take himself too seriously.
 Whenever Haldane was in London, and struggling with the weight of 
ministerial responsibility, he sought out Gosse’s company. Sometimes they 
would go walking together, once for a five-hour trek over Ashridge 
Common,70 or they would be in the House of Lords library. But more 
often than not they were at each other’s houses. On 29  July 1914, with the 
country suddenly trembling on the brink of war, Gosse received an urgent 
letter from Haldane. ‘Will you—if you are free—dine alone with me to-
morrow night (Thursday) at 8.15?’71 Haldane needed Gosse as a patient 
confidant and interlocutor. On 2  August Gosse paid another visit, the 
record of which provides a remarkable insight into the comings and goings 
at 28 Queen Anne’s Gate at this most pivotal moment in world history—a 
moment explored more fully in Chapter 7. At this time the Foreign 
Secretary, Edward Grey, was staying with Haldane. Gosse, finding himself 
so close to the central protagonists of international affairs, struggled to 
keep his feet on the ground, as his letter to Earl Spencer on the following 
day made clear.

What days these have been! Yesterday, Haldane telephoned for me to come 
and cheer him up in the interval between the Cabinet meetings. At the 
door Grey was showing Cambon [the French ambassador] out—such an 
aged, and drawn, and flushed Cambon! Grey was perfectly calm, but grave 
to solemnity, and it was he who told me that the Germans had seized 
Luxembourg. I found Haldane very depressed, but resolute, and all the 
finer part of his theoretical intellect exposed. He is at his very best at the 
moment when it is not detail, but a wide and even imaginative grasp of 
situations that is required. I urged him to lie down and rest, but he refused 
altogether, saying that to talk was the only rest possible. I stayed an hour 
and a half. Meanwhile Grey took the motor and went off to the Zoo, to 
spend an hour among the birds. Was that not characteristic? At 6 
Lichnowsky [the German ambassador] called for a few words with Haldane 
before the Cabinet at 6:30, so I vanished down the back staircase.72

Three weeks later Gosse again wrote to Spencer:

I have seen very few people, except, almost daily, Haldane. He has been 
here [Gosse’s home at 17 Hanover Terrace] often, walking with me in our 
leafy enclosure, sharing our Spartan meals. He has come out very splen-
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didly, with a new and revised sense of intellectual command, totally disin-
terested, accepting without a murmur the fact that his plans and schemes 
have been swallowed up and completed, without a complaint of the ingrati-
tude of a vain population. I was able to be of slight use at the psychological 
moment, in telling him exactly the hour when it was needful that he should 
have a frank understanding with Kitchener [the new Secretary of State for 
War]. It was a wonderful chance—I overheard a conversation not intended 
for my ears. Some day I will tell you how wonderfully it turned out.73 
Kitchener is rather splendid; he moves about like a thundercloud, alarm-
ing, reposeful too; he has tremendous shortcomings, but he is the national 
mascotte and Haldane is there to mollify his severities and to urge the 
humanities. Kitchener is perfect with Haldane, and seems to appreciate his 
worth, the more no doubt because Haldane, with delicate tact, avoids all 
self-prominence, gives K.[itchener] all the credit.74

But Gosse was soon to be able to help Haldane in other, more personal 
ways. On 14  December 1914 Haldane sent him a damaging article that 
Professor Oncken of Heidelberg had written. It told of an occasion in 
which Haldane had apparently referred to Germany as his ‘spiritual home’, 
and it would trigger one of the most painful episodes of Haldane’s life. To 
this day Oncken’s article lies close to the roots of Haldane’s tainted public 
reputation. As we shall see in Chapter 7, certain loud sections of the press 
were disposed to find in Haldane a traitor and a shame to the nation. With 
these fateful words—‘spiritual home’—his enemies found the proof, or 
so they thought, that assured them of their instinct. In the weeks that fol-
lowed publication of the article, the flood of vitriolic articles mounted. But 
unlike a number of Haldane’s closest political allies after his ejection from 
government, Gosse refused to remain silent. At last his literary skills could 
be deployed in the service of a friend and of justice.
 On 9  January 1915 Gosse wrote a carefully crafted letter to the Morning 
Post which sought to place Haldane’s comments in a historic—indeed liter-
ary—context, and in so doing to set the record straight. Oncken had been 
introduced to Haldane at a dinner given by Mr  and Mrs Humphry Ward 
on a visit he had made to Britain in 1912. Looking back on that visit two 
years later, Oncken chose to write tendentiously, and in the vastly changed 
circumstances of war, that Haldane had told him that evening about the 
place Germany held in his heart—it was, in fact, his ‘spiritual home’. 
Gosse took pains to point out, however, that Haldane’s comment referred 
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principally to the atmosphere in the classroom of Professor Lotze in 
Göttingen, where some forty years previously Haldane had studied. 
Reminding the reader that Robert Browning had also found in Lotze a 
profound spiritual influence, Gosse comments:

But what created emotion in an English poet of one generation and in a 
Scotch statesman of a later one was not German feeling in general, nor 
the brutal presumption of a governing class in Germany, but the sweet 
humanity of a single German philosopher, who was a stranger and a for-
eigner to the mass of his own countrymen. Surely this has only to be 
realised to put an end to the absurd misrepresentation of a phrase which 
might now be relegated to oblivion.75

Haldane wrote the same day in gratitude: ‘My dear Gosse, Splendid! How 
quick you are. You have rendered me a great service. Your letter is full of 
tact. It has the characteristic delicacy of the “Gosse touch”. It ought to do 
great good.’76 But the libellous damage had already been done and, despite 
the good that Gosse’s letter no doubt achieved, a direct line of causation 
can be drawn from the Oncken accusation to Haldane’s exclusion from the 
coalition government on its formation in May 1915.
 But Gosse meant far more to Haldane than just a defender of his reputa-
tion. Gosse was a man to whom Haldane could express his humblest con-
cerns, his love of literature, his passion for his dogs, and his most dramatic 
political adventures. According to Gosse’s biographer, the closeness of this 
friendship is ‘impossible to over-emphasise’.77

* * *

The steady ripening of Haldane’s friendship with Gosse as the years pro-
gressed stands in contrast to the two most vital friendships of Haldane’s 
life from a political perspective, namely his friendships with H.  H.  Asquith 
and Sir Edward Grey, the future prime minister and foreign secretary 
respectively. It was with these two men that Haldane formed such a pow-
erful triumvirate both in and out of office, driving forward the Liberal 
imperialist cause. It was through their friendship and political affinities that 
the agreement known as the Relugas Compact came about, the breakdown 
of which led Haldane to the War Office. It was their interactions that 
directed much of the country’s foreign policy as it advanced unknowingly 
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towards the First World War. We will explore that story more fully in Part 
2, but what were the bonds uniting these three men?
 Haldane entered the House of Commons at the same time as Grey in 
the election of December 1885. Grey was just twenty-three when he 
became member for Berwick-upon-Tweed; Haldane was twenty-nine. 
Asquith, through Haldane’s introduction of him to his own adjacent con-
stituency of East Fife, joined them in Parliament the following year at the 
age of thirty-three. Haldane and Asquith first met as two briefless barris-
ters at dinner in Lincoln’s Inn in 1881, after which ‘a great friendship’ 
arose between them.78 Indeed, Roy Jenkins believed that Asquith’s rela-
tionship with Haldane was the closest friendship that Asquith ever devel-
oped with any man.79 In some respects, we might not be surprised at this. 
Both hailed from deeply religious families; both were fiercely intelligent 
(Asquith had had a glittering Oxford career); both were passionate about 
Liberal politics; both struggled to get their legal careers off the ground; 
both, in the end, found themselves leaders at the Bar. Yet in other respects 
they were strikingly different. Asquith had little time for the abstractions 
of metaphysics; he was intent on reaching the highest seats of political 
power, using the law as a vehicle to advance his ambition; he was eloquent 
and lucid in speech, though no great political thinker of originality. None 
of these things could be said of Haldane. This balance of difference and 
similarity meant that there was little sense of rivalry—despite the occa-
sion in 1899 when Haldane gleefully reported to his mother that he’d had 
‘a fight in the Courts with Asquith, whom I defeated with slaughter’.80

 As young men they saw each other almost every day, dined together 
once or twice a week, and went abroad together each Easter. Haldane was 
a regular visitor to the Hampstead home of Asquith, his first wife Helen, 
and their children. Their second child, Herbert, recalled one such visit and 
an incident which could well have changed the course of history. It was a 
summer evening in the mid-1880s. Herbert and his older brother 
Raymond were playing cricket with their father, while Haldane ‘stood 
talking to my mother in the deep field, and now and then stooped to throw 
in a ball which had been discharged to the boundary’. After the game, ‘my 
father and Haldane, his hands locked behind him and his head slightly 
bowed, deep in discussion, walked up and down the path beneath the old 
wall of mellow brick that formed the boundary of our ground’. Only a 
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few hours later this entire wall collapsed, ‘covering with lumps of debris 
and splintered bricks the whole length of the path on which Haldane and 
my father had been walking’. Herbert reflects:

It is curious to look back out of what was then the remote future at those 
figures on the lawn, my mother in her sun-bonnet, and Haldane, who in the 
eyes of childhood was already magnified, a hero of giant girth … and my 
father, a young man scarcely known to the world, with a slender figure and 
slightly ascetic aspect, a wide brow, a firm mouth, a humorous but faintly 
sardonic smile, and a clear, searching intelligence. … It is curious also to 
reflect that, in the strange web of circumstance, the collapse of that wall a 
few hours earlier might have changed the course of history and that the 
error of some unknown Georgian architect might have destroyed at a single 
blow the Prime Minister of 1914 and the creator of the British 
Expeditionary Force, including in its possible results the fall of Paris, with 
all its consequences for Europe and the world.81

Haldane would not just pay social visits to the Asquiths in Hampstead. 
Four years into their marriage, in 1881, Haldane even went to convalesce 
with them, after suffering a breakdown—explored in Chapter 2—as a 
result of his rejection by Agnes Kemp, the sister of his school friend and 
later colleague John Kemp. It was to Asquith, not known to outsiders for 
the warmth of his humanity, and Helen that Haldane turned. It would not 
be many years before Asquith was mourning his own loss, after Helen died 
from typhoid fever in 1891. Haldane remembered her as a beautiful and 
simple spirit.82 Three years later, he was best man at Asquith’s second mar-
riage to Margot Tennant at St George’s, Hanover Square.
 Not particularly beautiful, and certainly not simple, Margot would 
prove to be a staunch supporter of Haldane, but when Asquith’s early 
seriousness was compromised by a fondness for drink, bridge and high 
society, Haldane felt that Margot was partly responsible. His following 
comments to his mother in March 1917, when Asquith was leader of the 
opposition, are characteristic:

The Dardanelles Report is in every one’s mouth. Poor Asquith is much 
criticised. He had a very difficult task & people are not very fair. But the 
household arrangements at Downing Street [when Asquith was prime min-
ister], and the social arrangements there made things more difficult than 
they ought to have been. The unfortunate Margot is responsible for a good 
deal of the want of concentration.83
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The relationship with Grey was of a subtly different hue. Haldane had 
worked with Edward Grey’s uncle, Albert Grey, later Earl Grey, as a young 
Liberal on the Albert Grey Committee—the private discussion group of 
prominent Liberals, out of which came the ‘Eighty’ Club (see Chapter 6). 
This Grey family connection is likely to have assisted Haldane in develop-
ing his relationship with the young Sir Edward after he entered Parliament. 
Representing Scottish and Border constituencies respectively, Haldane and 
Grey, along with Asquith, travelled and operated in some proximity. 
Haldane found himself in constant and intimate communication with Grey 
and his wife Dorothy. Despite their different backgrounds and private 
interests (the Greys were country people through and through), they held 
the same views on most subjects.84 The contrast in physical appearance 
between the two men was likely to arouse mirth in some circles, with 
Haldane’s ‘porky presence’ comparing rather unfavourably to the hand-
some features of Grey and his lithesome sportsman’s body (he was a gifted 
real tennis player).85 Opposites attract of course, and Haldane would fre-
quently visit Fallodon, the Greys’ Northumberland home, while they were 
regular visitors at Cloan, as were the Asquiths.86

 The intimacy between Haldane and the Greys went beyond merely 
political interactions. Writing to his sister Elizabeth on 30  October 1890 
Haldane talks of all that he has learned in the months following the break-
down of his engagement to Val Munro Ferguson. Philosophical as always, 
he refers to being much richer for what has happened, before going on to 
observe: ‘And you and the Greys, too, who have looked on so very near, 
have gained and learned in the work of helping a fellow creature.’87 
Haldane himself would, in turn, come to their aid.
 Their ambivalent commitment to political life, seeking to balance the 
call to public service with the much stronger call of the countryside, 
caused the Greys much distress. The following letter written to Edward by 
Dorothy in the early summer of 1893, his first year in office as parliamen-
tary under-secretary for foreign affairs, reveals both Grey’s lifelong antipa-
thy to office and something even at that early stage of the influence of their 
friendship with Haldane. This letter, unlike her others, was copied out in 
Grey’s own hand, eight months after the death of his wife. He notes that 
she wrote it in their London house, and sent it down to him at the House 
of Commons:
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I want to write to you: first about the Hudson book.88 I have read a good 
deal: it touches very fine notes of feeling for nature. I felt first sad because 
it was such a long way off from what we are doing: then the feeling stole 
over me of being very faithful to the holy things and very firmly separated 
from towns. I read on and on and old Haldane [thirty-six years old to 
Grey’s thirty] came in in the middle. After the usual commonplaces I sort 
of let out, and we talked from 5 to 8 and the result is that he has gone away 
saying ‘I understand at last. You must not stay in politics. It is hurting your 
lives. It is bad.’ I piled up my feeling to hurl at him and among other things 
said that if we went on crushing our natural sympathies we should probably 
end by destroying our married life, because the basis and atmosphere of its 
beauty would be taken away and it would die. This seemed to strike him in 
an extraordinary way. He said he had felt in himself how much your unhap-
piness in office made it difficult to talk to you or be intimate, and that he 
had been feeling there was no spring or heart in either of us. Then he said 
many nice Haldanesque things and reproached himself for not having 
understood before our passion for the country. Then we talked for a long 
time, he arguing in favour of giving up politics and I against it, and I believe 
he had the best of it. I was quite touched by him; we must be nice to our 
Haldane. He thinks now that it would be quite reasonable if you resigned 
at once, though I told him we had no idea of that. I wonder if you will see 
him in the House tonight and what he will say to you. He told me he had 
had a talk with you today which had been nicer than of late. It’s funny to 
write and tell you all this but I may be gone to bed when you come. I shall 
read more Hudson tonight and store it up for you like honey.89

Haldane, Grey’s biographer tells us, ‘had clearly been carried off his feet 
by the suddenness of Dorothy’s onslaught but he soon recovered himself’. 
The following year, in October, we find Haldane writing to Dorothy with 
a different perspective:

The one blow that I should feel a heavy and even crushing one would be 
that Edward should leave politics. For me it would rob the outlook of much 
of its hope and meaning. I think his presence is of the last importance to the 
Liberal party. And how much I believe in that Liberal party and in the work 
we have to do, you know. All I ask is that you should not come to any deci-
sion just now, and that I do ask on personal as well as general grounds. If 
only Edward was in Rosebery’s place [the prime minister], I should feel 
sure of what I only hope for now. We are all soldiers in a great struggle, and 
cost what it may to our feelings let us storm the breaches, that have been 
made visibly in the opposing barriers. It is a religious question with us.90
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But for comradeship with Haldane, it is likely that Grey would have left 
politics during the long discouraging period of Liberal divisions and impo-
tence. As far back as 1890 Grey had written to Haldane:

Your influence will always be greatly indirect, and it will be your privi-
lege never to be able to measure it. If it were not for you I do not think 
I should have even the hold on public life which I have now. There are 
others too more worth influencing. I should say, for instance, that Asquith 
owed some of the very best of himself to you; in knowing you both I feel 
as if it was so.91

It is clear that the three men were united in quite profound ways. It is 
therefore perhaps not surprising that their personal characteristics should 
intertwine with each other in effective political ways. Haldane was the 
hard worker, the thinker, the man who could develop coherent, grounded 
policy and strategy. Asquith, though less of an original thinker, had a great 
gift of speech, was wise, and his abilities in debate made him popular with 
more senior politicians. Grey, by contrast, was in Haldane’s opinion 
advanced in his views and of a very independent mind in the best Whig 
traditions. Haldane correctly pointed out that the whips could not count 
on Grey as they could on Asquith. Grey was much more his own man; his 
attachment to office, his political career, was always something he viewed 
with ambivalence.
 The three men made a powerful combination, and it is not surprising 
that the Cabinets in which they served were some of the most famous in 
British history, if not always for the right reasons. But behind the tragedies 
of war, there were more personal tragedies in their years of power. Less 
than two months after her husband had been appointed Foreign Secretary, 
Dorothy Grey was thrown from a dog cart in a Northumbrian lane on 
1  February 1906 and died in the early hours of 4  February without regain-
ing consciousness. Grey wrote immediately to Haldane from Fallodon:

Dear Richard,

It is over, and we are companions in sorrow now until life ends. I shall feel 
the need of friends, a thing I have never felt while I had her love every day 
and could give all mine to her. If I could realise at once all that this means 
I could not live, but I suppose nature will dole out to me just the suffering 
every day which I can bear. My best chance is to begin work again at once, 
and I have told them to begin sending F.[oreign] O.[ffice] work to me 
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tomorrow. Will you have me in your flat if I come to London next week 
and have all my things moved down from the flat above?92

The reference by Grey to being ‘companions in sorrow … until life ends’ 
refers to the sorrow that Haldane continued to feel over the breakdown of 
his engagement to Val Munro Ferguson and her subsequent death in 1897. 
Writing to his sister Elizabeth on the same day from Lord Rothschild’s 
home at Tring Park, Haldane says: ‘Lady Grey has passed away. I have tele-
graphed that I will go to him [in Northumberland]. But I think that he will 
stop me and propose to come to me. He [Grey] wrote “I think I must turn 
to you”.’93

 Whitehall Court, just behind the Old War Office Building, was where 
Grey and Haldane each occupied a flat, Grey’s above that of Haldane. By 
7  February Haldane had asked Grey to make his home with him, cancelling 
his engagements to devote his evenings to his shattered friend. Writing to 
his mother on 16  February, Haldane says: ‘E.  Grey is splendid—his atti-
tude is one of thankfulness for all the happiness he has had’;94 but these 
were sentiments to comfort his mother, for Grey’s feelings oscillated 
between thankfulness and despair. Seeking to immerse himself in work, 
Grey himself writes on 22  February to another close confidante: ‘I feel like 
a prisoner in a cell who beats his head against the walls; but these fits pass 
or cease at any rate while I do my work.’95

 Grey stayed with Haldane at Whitehall Court until the day he wrote the 
above words. Not long after, he moved into a house at 3 Queen Anne’s 
Gate, which Dorothy had found, while Haldane, with the help of his sister 
Elizabeth and Frances Horner, moved into number 28 in the same street. 
Once more the two friends—now both alone—were physically proximate. 
Haldane’s closeness to Grey, unlike that to Asquith, was to remain unbroken 
as the storm clouds of war gathered around the Cabinet and the nation.
 Chapter 7 will tell the story of how Haldane, Grey and Asquith came 
through those storm clouds, the latter two retaining their positions of 
power, while Haldane was effectively abandoned. We will see how a 
‘wound which never quite healed’96 opened up as a result of Asquith’s 
handling of Haldane’s exclusion from government and his subsequent 
reluctance to clear decisively Haldane’s name in public. But we will also 
see something of Haldane’s remarkable ability to rise above recrimination 
and injustice, writing to Margot the day he left office on 24  May 1915: ‘I 
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am very happy. I have my individual work & another life besides for which 
there has been little room for ten years. I am content & consider that I 
have been a most fortunate person.’97 These are the words of a man who, 
according to his great love Frances Horner, ‘seemed unattainable of any-
thing but a sort of unconquerable serenity’. ‘I never heard a small or 
unkind word from him’, she wrote.98 The extent to which this attitude was 
built into Haldane’s DNA or arose out of a hard-won intellectual and emo-
tional struggle is an intriguing question. Given what we discovered in our 
last chapter, the latter is more likely. What is clear, as we shall now go on 
to see, is that Haldane possessed a philosophical outlook in which serenity 
was the logical response to the universe. His friendships were, for the 
most part, lasting and a great comfort in time of trial, but as his relation-
ship with Asquith showed, they were not always so. Haldane’s philosophy 
was his defence against the vagaries and chances of time.
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A PHILOSOPHY FOR LIFE

Some one, I think it is Goldsmith, has written that philosophy is a good horse in the 
stable, but an arrant jade on a journey. This was not true of Haldane’s philosophy. 
He found it a real support in the trials and storms of life. When these beat upon 
him, he had the large view that transcends consideration of personal fortunes.

Viscount Grey of Fallodon, 19281

Stephen Hawking and Leonard Mlodinow’s 2010 book The Grand Design: 
New Answers to the Ultimate Questions of Life opens with a startling, contro-
ver sial  claim:

Living in this vast world that is by turns kind and cruel, and gazing at the 
immense heavens above, people have always asked a multitude of questions: 
How can we understand the world in which we find ourselves? How does 
the universe behave? What is the nature of reality? Where did all this come 
from? Did the universe need a creator? Most of us do not spend most of 
our time worrying about these questions, but almost all of us worry about 
them some of the time.

Traditionally these are questions for philosophy, but philosophy is dead. 
Philosophy has not kept up with modern developments in science, particu-
larly physics. Scientists have become the bearers of the torch of discovery 
in our quest for knowledge.2

This is a fairly drastic assessment of philosophy’s usefulness today. Yet there 
is good reason to begin our study of Haldane the philosopher with such a 
damning judgment, for it represents the kind of attitude, by no means 
non-existent in his own time, that Haldane spent his life fighting against. 
It claims the superiority of one discipline over others, and advocates a 
specific way of looking at the world as the only way to look at the world. 
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Haldane, on the other hand, was adamant that ‘to see life steadily, and to 
see it whole’3 required quite the opposite approach. For him, any adequate 
understanding of the world, with its multitude of differing aspects (scien-
tific, moral, aesthetic, religious etc.), demanded a plurality of perspectives 
and disciplines. Haldane, as we shall see, not only viewed philosophy as 
one of those important perspectives; it was his philosophical training that 
taught him the need for this plurality.
 The Hawking and Mlodinow quotation is relevant in another sense. 
Taking this attitude to philosophy as their starting point, they go on to 
suggest that there might be a scientific theory (M-theory, which is more 
like a set of theories) that can answer all the questions posed. They claim 
that all our difficulties can be resolved into its terms; hence the redun-
dancy of philosophy. One great irony, to which Haldane would have been 
particularly sensitive, is that the two scientists invoke an understanding of 
human perception (which they call ‘model-dependent realism’) that phi-
losophers have long debated under different guises. More astonishingly 
still, their form of realism represents a view that comes very close to what 
Haldane himself advocated as a philosopher a hundred years previously! As 
one critic wryly ends his review: ‘Dare I say that it may be the oracular 
Professor Hawking who is failing to keep up with the philosophers and the 
theologians, rather than the other way round?’4

 So the issues Haldane battled with a century ago remain contemporary 
issues. Even more importantly, the philosophy Haldane used to combat 
this Hawking-esque perspective was not content to remain concealed in 
an ivory tower. It was an intellectual endeavour that radically shaped his 
political life—indeed, every aspect of his life. We cannot understand his 
statesmanship without it.

* * *

But before we outline Haldane’s philosophical vision, it is worthwhile 
exploring briefly the intellectual path that took him to philosophy. We have 
already seen the wide-ranging interests of the Haldanes and Burdon 
Sandersons, encompassing religious studies, scientific investigation, the 
law and politics. The religion of his parents was, until Haldane’s sixteenth 
year, the dominant factor in his intellectual life. But by the time he reached 
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sixteen he had begun to think that the intellectual foundations of that 
religion were unstable. As he wrote: ‘It was religion of a somewhat emo-
tional type, stimulated by a wave of feeling which at that time was pervad-
ing Scotland. But presently questions forced themselves upon me. Was the 
basic foundation of such feeling reliable?’5 Haldane’s youthful response was 
characteristic of how he would deal with all subsequent unsettlement: ‘I 
began to read copiously.’6 He was unable to find the depth of reflection he 
was looking for in the established religious authors. Far more stimulating 
were the revolutionary writings of David Friedrich Strauss and Ernest 
Renan, which put easy assurances of Jesus’ divinity into question. Believing 
things on the basis of religious authorities was no longer an option for 
Haldane—he needed logical reasoning. Philosophy became his refuge. For 
a time he could not work himself out of his muddle. Everything he had 
known and been taught about life’s great questions was up in the air. He 
kept these deeply disturbing thoughts from his parents, who were consid-
ering sending him to Balliol College, Oxford, to continue his studies. They 
were, however, suspicious of the Anglican influence in Oxford at that time 
and, at the instigation of Edinburgh’s eccentric professor of Greek, John 
Stuart Blackie, it was decided that instead the young Haldane ought to 
have some months at the University of Göttingen, before returning to his 
studies in Edinburgh. If Haldane’s parents thought the Anglicanism of 
Oxford might have threatened the religion of their son’s youth, they evi-
dently had no idea what intellectual temptations were lurking in Germany.
 Haldane arrived in Göttingen in April 1874. At first, he longed for 
home in what seemed a topsy-turvy world. ‘In the grey of the dawn [on his 
first morning] what particularly distressed me was to see a woman and a 
dog drawing along the street a cart containing a man and a calf. I felt these 
were odd and unfamiliar people among whom I had come to live.’7 
Quickly, however, he found his footing. Armed with a letter of introduc-
tion from Professor Blackie, Haldane went to meet Göttingen’s most 
famous philosopher, Professor Hermann Lotze. Here he encountered a 
perspective strikingly alien to that of his parents.
 There were many famous figures in Göttingen during the brief period 
of Haldane’s studies there. But, as he told a group of Welsh students years 
later, ‘the figure that stood out above all the others was that of my old 
master, Hermann Lotze’.
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I had the privilege, boy as I was, of seeing him often in his study as well as 
of listening in his lecture-room, and to the end of my life I shall hold the 
deep impression he made on me—of a combination of intellectual power 
and the highest moral stature. It seems to me but yesterday that he used 
quietly to enter the lecture-room where we students sat expectant, and, 
taking his seat, fix his eyes on space as though he were looking into another 
world remote from this one. The face was worn with thought, and the 
slight and fragile figure with the great head looked as though the mind that 
tenanted it had been dedicated to thought and to nothing else. The brow 
and nose were wonderfully chiselled, the expression was a combination of 
tolerance with power. The delivery was slow and exact, but the command 
of language was impressive. Our feeling towards him as we sat and listened 
was one of reverence mingled with affection.8

Haldane’s recollection—his meticulous focus on the face, the figure, the 
head, the brow, the nose, the expression of his teacher—emphasises the 
way in which Lotze, in Haldane’s eyes, embodied the pursuit of truth and 
the desire for knowledge. In the intellectual realm, he set the pattern for 
Haldane’s life. Lotze showed him that philosophy could be more than a 
helpful resource for getting through life’s muddles; it could be lived, it 
could be a vocation.
 It is no surprise that one of the first books Lotze recommended to 
Haldane for reading was Johann Gottlieb Fichte’s The Vocation of Man. The 
book had a profound impact on Haldane, with its stress on the impor-
tance of acting in accordance with one’s conscience,9 of the attempt to 
see into the ‘most secret core’ of nature10 and of eradicating inequality. 
Every human being, according to Fichte, is called to such a life. It is also 
likely that Haldane read Fichte’s accompanying lectures on the ‘Vocation 
of the Scholar’, in which that vocation is described as ‘the supreme 
supervision of the actual progress of the human race in general and the 
unceasing promotion of this progress’.11 This involves an absolute dedi-
cation to the truth. ‘I am a priest of truth,’ wrote Fichte. ‘I am in its pay, 
and thus I have committed myself to do, to risk, and to suffer for its 
sake. If I should be pursued and hated for the truth’s sake, or if I should 
die in its service, what more would I have done than what I simply had 
to do?’12 These ideas—that each of us has a purpose in the world, and 
that the scholar’s is one of the most vital—seem to have had an intensely 
restorative effect on Haldane. We do not know if he accepted all he read 
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in these texts, but it clearly appealed to him that one could give one’s 
life to something that wasn’t dependent on historical revelation and 
didn’t require membership in a limited human community—both key 
aspects of the Christianity of his childhood. The idea, moreover, that the 
philosophical task could be bound up with the very fate of humanity and 
history was revelatory. Here was an activity that could give Haldane’s life 
a point, and a grand one at that, even in a world where, for him, reli-
gious observances had become redundant.

* * *

This talk of philosophy as a life’s vocation bound up with world history is 
likely to sound strange to us today. If you know anything about ‘analytic 
philosophy’—the most dominant philosophy in Britain and America in the 
second half of the twentieth century—you will know that it very often 
approaches philosophy as a technical tool for problem solving, with a nar-
row focus on logic and language. It is certainly not designed to elevate the 
spirit in the manner of Fichte’s writings, and it offers a somewhat reduced 
vision of the philosopher’s task. The philosophy that appealed to Haldane—
broadly captured under the name ‘Idealism’ and which we will explore 
below—was to suffer drastically at the hands of well-known thinkers such 
as Bertrand Russell, G.  E.  Moore, Wittgenstein and A.  J.  Ayer in the 
decades leading up to the Second World War. This was not simply based on 
their refutations of Idealism’s arguments. A range of historical factors con-
tributed to the downfall of the philosophy so dear to Haldane, not least the 
tragedies of the First World War.13 All the grandeur of Idealism—its ten-
dency to tie every dimension of the world into a system, to see history 
unfolding in a positive progression, to raise the state to a privileged posi-
tion, to give human minds an almost godlike character—all this was cast 
aside in a cynical, post-1918 world. In such a context, any exalted role for 
the philosopher seemed out of the question. It was now the scientist who 
had the keys to reality—a view that still prevails today, as the Hawking/
Mlodinow quotation demonstrates. On the Continent things were differ-
ent,14 but in Britain it came to be a mark of philosophical acumen to 
downplay the philosophical task and to see it very much as a handmaiden 
to the sciences. As the leading analytic thinker Professor Gilbert Ryle once 
contemptuously, and rather pompously, put it:
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I guess that our thinkers [British as opposed to Continental] have been 
immunized against the idea of philosophy as the Mistress Science by the 
fact that their daily lives in Cambridge and Oxford colleges have kept 
them in personal contact with real scientists. Claims to Führership [Ryle 
was writing in 1958] vanish when postprandial joking begins. Husserl [an 
archetypal ‘Continental’ philosopher] wrote as if he had never met a 
scientist—or a joke.15

With this privileging of ‘real scientists’, a corresponding narrowing of the 
philosophical endeavour ensued. Importantly for us, the idea that the phi-
losopher could also be the practical man of action in public life was dis-
pensed with. In Haldane’s time, the possibility of the philosopher-states-
man was a real one; indeed, he was one himself. A philosophical education, 
as it was in the latter decades of the nineteenth century when Idealism 
reigned supreme, could inspire a young man or woman with the hope that 
their actions could have world-changing consequences; it could assure 
them that there was a deep bond uniting all human beings (Hegel called it 
Geist); it could tell them something about the liberating effect of living as 
a responsible citizen within society. This understanding of what a philo-
sophical education should provide was already on the wane in the years 
before 1914, as ‘Realism’ began to take root in the English universities—a 
view not easily summarised, but which fiercely repudiated the Idealist 
claim that thinking affected the reality of the thing that was being thought 
about. The notable Oxford philosopher R.  G.  Collingwood considered the 
whole bent of the Realist school to be one that undermined the earlier 
vision of philosophy as a possible guide to life. Writing in the ominous year 
of 1938, and reflecting on the rise of Realism in his own Oxford days 
before the First World War, Collingwood pronounced a damning judgment 
on the political and social ramifications of Realism:

The pupils [of the Realist school], whether or not they expected a philoso-
phy that should give them … ideals to live for or principles to live by, did 
not get it; and were told [by their teachers] that no philosopher (except of 
course a bogus philosopher) would even try to give it. The inference which 
any pupil could draw for himself was that for guidance in the problems of 
life, since one must not seek it from thinkers or from thinking, from ideals 
or from principles, one must look to people who were not thinkers (but 
fools), to processes that were not thinking (but passion), to aims that were 
not ideals (but caprices), and to rules that were not principles (but rules of 
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expediency). If the realists had wanted to train up a generation of 
Englishmen and Englishwomen expressly as the potential dupes of every 
adventurer in morals or politics, commerce or religion, who should appeal 
to their emotions and promise them private gains which he neither could 
procure them nor even meant to procure them, no better way of doing it 
could have been discovered.16

The cataclysmic events of 1914–18 only made it more difficult for Idealist 
philosophy to thrive. The optimism that had characterised its outlook 
would take a long time to claw back.
 In fact, it has yet to do so. We still live in the wake of the horrors that 
scarred the history of the twentieth century, and the twenty-first has not 
been without its own. As we turn to Haldane’s philosophical outlook, in 
itself so optimistic, it may well seem alien and hard to reconcile with our 
contemporary view of the world. You may well be inclined to raise a 
sceptical eyebrow and question its relevance. On the other hand, our 
present national and international ills may create in you a longing for a 
restored optimism, in which case you may find the seeds of hope in what 
follows. Either way, if we want to know what fuelled Haldane’s remark-
able commitment to public service, if we want to know what under-
pinned every activity of his statesmanship, then we have to know at least 
the basics of this philosophy. If his philosophy is outdated (though some 
would now question this), then the achievements resting upon it are 
most certainly not.

* * *

Returning, then, to those transformative months in Göttingen, we find 
Haldane blossoming under the guidance he was offered there. Beside 
Fichte, Lotze also set him reading the great German philosopher 
Immanuel Kant, and the famous Irish thinker George Berkeley17—the 
latter having a particularly strong impression on Haldane for his aston-
ishing demonstration of the foundational role of the mind in the percep-
tion of objects. The subtleties and complexities of these thinkers fasci-
nated Haldane, and indicated to him a whole new way of existing. 
Instead of the rigid dogmatism pervading his earliest years, he discov-
ered the excitement inherent in the pursuit of knowledge:
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I had now become emancipated from religious depression, and my atten-
tion had become concentrated on a search for light about the meaning of 
God, Freedom, and Immortality. Lotze’s influence had set me to pursue 
the search in a new spirit, and with a fuller consciousness of the vast theo-
retical obscurity in which these subjects were buried.18

Alongside this new passion for philosophy, Haldane developed a love of 
German literature under the guidance of his tutor in this subject, Helene 
Schlote—‘one of the most accomplished women I ever came across’.19 
This remarkable lady ‘knew her Goethe as only a scholar could’,20 and it 
was at this time that Haldane’s love of Germany’s great intellectual hero 
was formed. With the exception of the war years, Haldane kept in con-
stant touch with Helene until her death in 1925, and even provided her 
with funds during the lean years of German reconstruction. In her copy of 
The Reign of Relativity, handed back to Haldane by her family after her 
death, there is a dedication in Haldane’s hand that demonstrates the lasting 
impact of his time in her company. It reads:

Helene Schlote,
from the author

In recognition of much that she has given him for which he is deeply grate-
ful. Through her guidance there came to him, first more than forty years 
since, insight into German literature and its spirit and meaning for the 
soul. Since these days, and in the course of a long and unbroken friendship, 
this insight has grown into a powerful influence in his life.

Haldane of Cloan.
8  August 1921
with affectionate regard21

Haldane returned from Göttingen to Scotland mentally and physically 
transformed. Gazing upon the image of the rotund lawyer in later years, 
it is hard to believe that he stepped off the ferry in Leith gaunt, mousta-
chioed and long-haired; but so it was. It was the physical manifestation of 
his new dedication to the life of the mind.
 His studies at Edinburgh increased in intensity, though he was fortunate 
to be surrounded by friends of equal fervour, in particular Andrew Seth, 
who would later be known as Andrew Seth Pringle-Pattison, professor of 
Logic, Rhetoric and Metaphysics at St Andrews. Accompanied by a new-
found artistic sensibility (Shakespeare, Wordsworth and, as we have seen, 
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Goethe were revealing their greatness to him), Haldane became immersed 
in the groundbreaking idealist thinkers of the day, especially James 
Hutchison Stirling, Edward Caird and T.  H.  Green. This immersion estab-
lished Haldane as an early member of those who came to be known as the 
British Idealists.
 Green, more than any other perhaps, was responsible for the rise of this 
movement. He was an Oxford philosopher, and so Haldane did not 
directly study under him (though Asquith did),22 but his emphasis on the 
social responsibilities of the philosopher, his reworking of the Christian 
tradition into a form of thinking compatible with the latest German intel-
lectual trends, his belief that human fulfilment and freedom could be 
found in the active exercise of one’s citizenship within the state—each of 
these would mark out Green as a philosophical master worthy of Haldane’s 
discipleship. When Haldane and Seth came to edit their first book-length 
foray into philosophy, Essays in Philosophical Criticism, in 1883 it was dedi-
cated to Green’s memory.23

 The constellation of thinkers that contributed to the book, such as 
Bernard Bosanquet and Henry Jones, were to become not only the lead-
ing lights of the next generation of British philosophers, but also close 
associates of Haldane. In most of his philosophical publications that fol-
lowed, Haldane’s construal of reality found its resonances in the work of 
these contemporaries, and in some cases took its cue from them. Indeed, 
their vision shaped his practical politics. Haldane’s focus on education as 
the bedrock of a liberating and contributive citizenship (and, therefore, a 
healthy state) is absolutely in line with Green and his followers;24 so, too, 
is his view of history as an unfolding of the spirit within the world and his 
understanding of individual freedom as compatible with state interven-
tion (a topic to which we shall turn later). In other words, Haldane’s 
youthful engagements with Green and those who took up his mantle 
place him very much within the mainstream of British Idealist thinking. 
Originality was never the great hallmark of Haldane’s philosophical con-
tribution; his exposition of the content of that thinking was, however, 
noted for its clarity and persuasiveness. On Volume 1 of the book that was 
to appear as a result of Haldane’s 1902–3 Gifford Lectures at the 
University of St Andrews, W.  Caldwell of McGill University wrote: ‘The 
Pathway to Reality will easily take its place in the general literature of the 
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day as one of the most readable presentations of the idealism of the nine-
teenth century.’25 More importantly, no other philosopher of this school 
brought Idealism’s insights into the actual composition of the state to a 
greater extent.26 It should be added that Haldane’s philosophical thinking 
was not, for the most part, derivative of his fellow Idealists. He was a 
great reader of the original sources upon which the whole edifice of 
Idealist thinking was based. Indeed, he was even a translator of those 
sources, publishing with his old school friend John Kemp the first of a 
three-volume translation of Schopenhauer’s The World as Will and Idea27 in 
the same year as Essays in Philosophical Criticism. But it was the thought of 
Georg Wilhelm Friedrich Hegel that most enthralled Haldane. Haldane 
considered him ‘the greatest master of abstract thought that the world has 
seen since the day when Aristotle died’.28 We will look later in the chap-
ter at why he thought that this was so.
 We should note one final point about the student days in which 
Haldane’s first philosophical sensibilities were formed. What is striking 
when we consider Haldane’s approach to his studies is the single-minded 
devotion with which he pursued them and his remarkable ability to absorb 
and process this vast range of challenging authors, in both German and 
English. In 1875, a year after his semester in the shadow of Lotze, 
Haldane—still a matriculated student at both Edinburgh and Göttingen—
travelled to Dresden, where, he tells us, ‘I went because I wanted to read 
Philosophy in peace, and where I had no friend except the Professor of 
Philosophy in the Dresden Polytechnic’.29 It is a comment that seems to 
sum up Haldane’s attitude at the time: a total absorption in the quiet con-
templation of the foundations of reality. It stands in stark contrast with the 
stress and business of the London life that was soon to come upon him. 
But we should not be too quick to place this early commitment to a 
secluded life of the mind as somehow in tension with what was to come. 
It is likely that Haldane saw it as a kind of preparation, a bulwark against 
the inevitable fluctuations of future success and failure, a grounding in the 
values and eternal verities which made sense of the social and political 
actions that would form his public life. And well grounded he became. 
Upon the completion of his studies at Edinburgh, Haldane swept the board 
of university prizes, winning the Bruce of Grangehill Medal in Philosophy, 
the Gray Scholarship and the Ferguson Scholarship in Philosophy of the 
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four Scottish universities. Haldane’s talent was obvious, but what did he 
actually believe?

* * *

Trying to summarise Haldane’s philosophical views is no easy thing; nor 
is it something of which he himself would have entirely approved. He 
believed that philosophy was a lifetime’s work and that its results were 
achieved through diligent systematic study.30 Yet he, too, found himself 
summarising the products of his own systematic reading, time and again 
reiterating his central philosophical tenets in articles, talks and books. 
Though it is true that he was once accused of creating a ‘lucid fog’ when 
he spoke in public,31 there are certain notions which are readily grasp-
able for each of us and vital, as I have said, to any understanding of his 
life and statesmanship.
 It might seem sensible to begin by asking what, for Haldane, was the 
purpose of philosophy. On his terms, one key function of philosophy was 
its ability to recover and harmonise all the many differing viewpoints 
within the world,32 including the differing viewpoints of science and phi-
losophy which began our discussion. Haldane argued that if we consider 
the workings of the mind closely and carefully enough—with philosophi-
cal rigour, that is—we discover that all individual views of the world sim-
ply represent what he called different ‘categories’ or ‘degrees’ within real-
ity, which are determined by the purposes we have in mind when we 
engage with the world before us. This may sound strange, but consider this 
book in your hands. Most likely, you currently see it as something that 
gives you information about an Edwardian statesman, as you are reading 
the book with the view to find out more about this man named Haldane, 
and so you focus on the words on the page and their meanings. 
Consequently, you are paying attention to very few aspects of the rich, 
complex world before you. You are unlikely to be concentrating on the 
quality and make-up of the paper or the measurements of the margins. But 
imagine you were to look at the book with a view to painting it, perhaps 
as part of a wider self-portrait. All of a sudden you see the book differ-
ently. You no longer seek to absorb the meaning of the words on the page, 
but notice the shadow that falls on the paper, the curves and lines of the 
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typeface, the way the book contrasts in shape and colour with the desk 
behind it. This experiment can be repeated with numerous other modes of 
engagement—as a copy-editor, a book-binder, a translator, and so on. The 
point is that in each of these cases the book is seen differently depending 
on the purpose with which one approaches it. In each case, what is seen is 
real, and has just as much validity and truth as any other perception. No 
one, therefore, can claim to have exhaustively observed the book.
 This view allows multiple versions of reality to co-exist without being 
in tension, and it again accords with some of the latest science. Take 
Hawking and Mlodinow’s model-dependent realism: ‘According to model-
dependent realism, it is pointless to ask whether a model is real, only 
whether it agrees with observation. If there are two models that both 
agree with observation … then one cannot say that one is more real than 
another.’33 We do well to think through the implications of this for today, 
but Haldane’s rendering of this point had important consequences in his 
own context. If this is a true way of understanding human interaction with 
the world then there is no contest or tension between the differing view-
points, say, of the scientist, the philosopher, the religious person. Each 
viewpoint is simply a representation of the different purposes with which 
they approach reality. In Haldane’s time, when certain scientists were 
claiming (as some still do today) that their way, and their way only, allowed 
for a true understanding of reality, this philosophical insight served as a 
helpful rebuttal. Some, for example, argued that all reality could be under-
stood in terms of what is called mechanism, where reality can be reduced 
to physical and chemical processes. Haldane used philosophy to fight 
strenuously against such a view, and for good reason. Not only did this 
make a mockery of the religious views of his forebears (I sometimes won-
der if Haldane’s philosophy is, in part, a veiled defence of his parents’ 
piety), but it also went against the physiological findings of his brother, 
who discovered that organisms behave in ways that defy such reduction-
ism. In line with his philosophy, Haldane did not consider mechanism as 
simply wrong; rather, it was right, but only up to a very limited point. Yes, 
physical and chemical processes were a key part of reality, but what about 
the many other valid aspects of existence? What became of the moral 
aspect of the world, or the aesthetic, or the religious? Were these all to be 
placed on the scrapheap as redundant and illusory? Haldane’s emphatic 
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response was no. He wanted to confirm that what he called ‘the world as 
it seems’ to the good person, the artist and the religious person is the 
world that we live in—just under different aspects, which are determined 
by the different purposes of each person. He was firmly against the attempt 
to reduce reality to one aspect. The biologist who reduces everything to 
physical processes simply sees one aspect of the world—valid as far as it 
goes, but in no way exhaustive. Each viewpoint is relative to the purposes 
and position of the person viewing the world.34 No person can claim an 
absolute knowledge of anything. This is the reason Einstein’s revolutionary 
theory of relativity—where spatio-temporal measurements are relative to 
the standpoint of the observer, and yet maintain their reality despite differ-
ing measurements—was so important to Haldane as a philosophical tool. 
It was the scientific manifestation of his wider philosophical principle.35

 This deeply affected Haldane’s understanding of what constitutes ‘the 
truth’. For Haldane, truth must encompass the whole range of differing 
perspectives on that which is under consideration. Truth is not to be deter-
mined simply by our standard scientific measuring equipment. This can be 
crucial, but there are so many other forms of truth, before which such 
equipment stands helpless. It is worthwhile quoting, in this respect, a 
lengthy section from the first volume of Haldane’s The Pathway to Reality 
(originally his Gifford Lectures at the University of St Andrews). When we 
remember that these words were taken down by a copyist as he lectured 
from notes, it is possible to hear something of the living voice of Haldane 
in this passage:

There is a form of truth which deserves the name just as much as the 
truth which measurement gives us, and that is the truth which we recog-
nise in the perfection, say, of a great poem, of Shakespeare’s Hamlet, of 
Milton’s Lycidas, of Wordsworth’s ‘Lines written near Tintern Abbey’—
or the truth which we recognise when we say of a great picture that it is 
inevitably painted as it is, and not otherwise—the truth which we find 
when we look at the expression on the face of the Virgin in one of 
Raphael’s Madonnas, the consciousness of her great calling as the Mother 
of God, and the profound feeling with which that consciousness has filled 
her mind. Or take a sunset by Turner. There, again, we feel that to him 
Nature looked at that very instant as he has shewn her, and not other-
wise, and that before us we have, in the deepest sense of the word, Truth. 
Or again, if we turn to the sphere of action, we find the truth in the 
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conduct of the men who charged at Balaclava, and who preferred duty to 
life; in the justice of Aristides; or in the character of Socrates; or in the 
surrender of self to God as manifested in the life of Jesus; or in the sup-
pression of the will to live as shown through the career of Buddha. In all 
these facts there is that which appeals to our minds, to reason as well as 
to feeling, as indubitably the truth, and the truth in a sense which com-
pels assent just as much as did the results we arrived at when we applied 
the balance, or the measuring rod, or the chronometer.36

If truth is so multifaceted, then it seems difficult to claim that the complete 
truth about anything can ever be finally attainable. Truth is something we 
move towards, but never totally grasp. The mind is ever dynamic, as it 
looks to gain fuller, more comprehensive understandings of the objects 
before it. In the case of the book in your hands, it is clear that once we 
have consulted you as a reader, we have only got a very limited notion of 
the book. As we go on to consult the artist, the copy-editor, the book-
binder, the translator, we discover that the truth of the book has developed 
and expanded.
 The implications of this view for Haldane’s statecraft are significant. 
When faced with a difficulty—say, the reorganisation of the army—his 
style was always to consult others, in this case the army’s senior officers, 
each with their own specialist knowledge, adding new perspectives to his 
own, building a fuller picture of the problem and its possible solutions. His 
predecessors at the War Office, as we will see in Chapter 9, failed precisely 
because of their unwillingness to take this range of views seriously, cling-
ing obstinately to their own ideas of what the army should be. But Haldane 
was wise enough to know he could never be in sole possession of the 
‘true’, complete view of things. As he says: ‘Reality is more than what in 
each case it has been taken by abstraction to be, and if it is so no single 
order of conceptions is adequate to complete explanation.’37

 This tolerance—indeed, welcome—of others’ conceptions of reality is 
also part of why Haldane worked so well with others, both within and 
outside his own political party. His friendships with leading Conservatives, 
for example, were key to his success as a statesman, and this is undoubt-
edly connected to his philosophical wariness about branding one view of 
reality ‘right’ and another ‘wrong’. He was once accused of ‘wanting to 
please everybody’;38 but it was more that he could see in almost every 
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position something of value and wanted to foster that for the good of 
whatever cause was in question. Haldane himself saw the value of his 
philosophical training in this respect, as the following story, told by his 
friend Violet Markham, amusingly reveals:

A Royal Commission, of which Philip Snowden was chairman, had been 
set up to discuss methods of entry, advancement, retirement and pensions 
for the Civil Service. Lord Haldane was one of the witnesses. After his 
examination he was about to leave the room when Snowden, whose acidity 
of speech was notorious, suddenly stopped him with the words, ‘One min-
ute, Lord Haldane; I want to ask you a question. Did you ever find that the 
study of philosophy was of any practical use to you when you were 
Secretary of State for War?’ Haldane, with his hand on the door-knob 
turned and replied without a moment’s hesitation: ‘Well, Mr  Snowden, my 
knowledge of philosophy, such as it is, taught me to lay my mind parallel to 
that of others; it taught me how to reconcile the opinions of my civil and 
military colleagues; and at times, Mr  Snowden, at times, it made me 
patient when confronted with ignorance’. With these words the door qui-
etly closed behind him.39

Haldane’s political speeches are noted for their respect to his opponents, 
and his disagreements tended to arise not because he saw a direct clash 
between his ‘truth’ and his opponent’s ‘truth’. Rather, Haldane usually 
considered the fault of his opponent’s position to lie in his or her limited 
view of the whole host of factors that needed to be taken into account; 
it was not that the position was simply ‘wrong’. Haldane’s claim to be in 
possession of a more reliable perspective rested on a belief in his having 
considered more of the key factors in question, building up a fuller 
understanding of the issue. It is a style of argumentation unfashionable 
today, given our penchant for polemics, but it is surely one from which 
we could learn.

* * *

Haldane’s holistic vision, which sought to reconcile the many perspec-
tives on the world, is informed by his lifelong immersion in the writings 
of the German philosopher G.  W.  F.  Hegel (1770–1831), who is notori-
ously difficult to read and understand. Haldane ‘once told Prof. 
J.  H.  Morgan that he had read Hegel’s Phenomenologie des Geistes nineteen 
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times’.40 We won’t get bogged down in the intricacies of the Hegelian 
system in this book, but we can at least comment on a central dimension 
of Hegel’s thought, which enthralled Haldane, and towards which the 
above observations point. In expressing this thought, I draw upon 
Haldane’s own reading of Hegel—something worth pointing out, given 
the immense variety of interpretations that exist. The seasoned philoso-
phers amongst you will likely find fault in the simplicity of my presenta-
tion of his thinking here, but it is hard to approach this any other way if 
the ideas are to have a wide audience. For the subtleties and nuances of 
the arguments, Haldane’s own books will amply provide more detail.41

 Put simply, as Haldane understood him, Hegel considered mind to be at 
the foundation of reality—the reason he is known as a thinker within the 
Idealist tradition. For anything to be an object before you, your mind must 
play a constitutive part. Drawing on my previous example, for this book to 
be a book your mind has to make innumerable abstractions or distinctions. 
It has to distinguish paper from finger, desk from binding, colour from 
colour and so forth. This is all the work of the mind, according to Haldane’s 
reading of Hegel. The book only becomes an object because of the mind. 
Objects do not, therefore, exist in and for themselves. That is not to say 
Hegel or Haldane would think that the book doesn’t exist, that it is not real. 
The objective world is there, but it must always be considered as inseparable 
from your own subjective side. In other words, the world must have an 
objective side for your mind to work upon, but that objective side can never 
be considered as totally independent.
 Haldane tried to avoid speaking of ‘individual minds’ or ‘a mind’, pre-
ferring simply ‘mind’. This is to stop us thinking that mind is just another 
object within the world, which each of us possesses individually. For 
Haldane, again drawing on Hegel, mind is more akin to a process of dis-
tinguishing, abstracting, or judgment-making; a process in which we all 
share.42 Surprisingly, it is here that God comes in. For Haldane, because 
mind is not an object in the world and because it undergirds all reality, he 
thinks of it as coterminous with God. But not a God as traditionally con-
ceived by the Abrahamic faiths; a God, rather, that is totally immanent 
within the world. God is in no sense transcendent. The divine is within us, 
not beyond us. Avoiding the complexities of exactly how Haldane makes 
this identification of mind with God, the important thing for us to under-
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stand is that he believed, for serious philosophical reasons, that mind is 
unimaginably powerful; that God can be found if we look into our own 
selves; that all our actions, however humble, can connect us with God and 
God’s realisation in the world.
 For Haldane, the Hegelian claim that ‘the spiritual alone is the real’ 
was one of life’s most vital truths. So important was it that he had it 
inscribed in the original German into the wood of his bookcase in the 
library at Cloan.43 This conviction may again smack of anti-Realism, but 
that is not what Haldane had in mind (no pun intended!). Rather, he 
wanted to suggest that the universe is more than just matter and 
energy,44 that it is in some sense underwritten by Spirit (Geist again), and 
that what is required for a truly fulfilling life is the attempt to live 
according to that Spirit. For Haldane, that attempt is characterised by a 
desire for ‘the highest in quality and range’,45 which means self-renun-
ciation in the cause of others (putting others before oneself, that is) and 
in the execution of one’s duties. In this way, one transcends crude or 
material desires—fame, wealth etc.—and lives on what might be 
termed a spiritual plane. Paradoxically, we discover ourselves more fully 
by means of self-renunciation, as we encounter what is best and what is 
highest in us. It is a fundamentally humanising endeavour.
 The striving for what is higher leads to an encounter with the Infinite. 
But such an encounter, cast in a Hegelian light, entails a paradox. It is 
only when we have accepted that our striving will never terminate in 
some perfected ideal (in God, in truth completely comprehended) that 
the ideal is encountered. To accept the impossibility of encounter, but to 
continue striving at the highest pitch—that is when we discover what is 
true and divine. Haldane states: ‘It is in the quality of the struggle to 
attain it, and not in any finality we suppose ourselves to have reached 
and to be entitled to rest on, that truth consists for human beings.’46 The 
consequences of this insight were momentous for Haldane’s statesman-
ship. The immense industry of the man; the continual struggle for the 
best on behalf of others to the detriment of his own health and com-
fort;47 the apparent serenity in the face of troubles—these can all be 
accounted for when we consider the philosophy that underpins his 
political activity. As Haldane once tellingly observed: ‘It is the man who 
accepts his obligations to those around him, and who does his work in 
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his station, whatever that station may be, with indifference as to the 
consequence to himself and without thought of what may happen to him 
individually, who makes the real impression.’48

 Haldane’s exalted understanding of the human mind also helps us 
understand why he was at such pains to emphasise the power of think-
ing—it was at one with the divine! He had a profound faith in the capacity 
of thought to solve a problem, even the most intractable. Reflecting on his 
chairmanship of the Committee of Imperial Defence while in Cabinet in 
1924, he comments in his Autobiography: ‘The maxim I ventured to com-
mend to them [the chiefs of staff of the three armed services] was based on 
old War Office experience, and I offered to have it put up in letters of 
gold. It was that “Thinking Costs Nothing.”’49 Haldane’s success while 
Secretary of State for War lay in his ability to step back from the immediate 
confusion of things, consider the purpose for which the army was in exis-
tence, establish the principles upon which that purpose could be achieved, 
and then reorganise on that basis. His constant refrain at this time was 
‘think before you act’. This insistence was irreducibly tied to his study of 
Hegel. Haldane draws the link in his Autobiography:

From an early stage I began to study the great principles on which 
Continental military organisations had been founded, as set forth by 
Clausewitz, Bronsart von Schellendorff, and Von der Goltz, with the 
description of Napoleon’s mind in Yorck von Wartenburg’s book, written 
from the standpoint of the German General Staff. … But these works 
merely illustrated the necessity of careful thought before action. This was 
the lesson which I had learned early [as a philosophy student], and to apply 
it to the new question of Army reorganisation was a natural step. When the 
Army Council asked me one morning again for some notion of the Army I 
had in mind, my answer to them was, ‘A Hegelian Army.’ The conversation 
then fell off.50

Despite the classic complexities associated with the word, I don’t think 
there is anything particularly complex in what Haldane means by ‘A 
Hegelian Army’. All the indicators suggest that this, for Haldane, meant an 
army organised on rational principles, orientated towards a rational goal, 
with each part organically related—all of which could be accomplished if 
the best military and organisational minds could be dedicated to the task, 
which is precisely why Haldane gave pride of place to the General Staff.51



A PHILOSOPHY FOR LIFE

  101

 Just as importantly, Haldane’s identification of mind with God gets to 
the heart of why he cared so much about every class within society. He 
genuinely believed in the equal dignity of every human being. If minds 
were not objects in the world, which could, as it were, be lined up next to 
each other; if they all, instead, represented degrees within the one divine 
mind, then the possibility of denigrating some person or class of people as 
unimportant or worthless was out of the question.

* * *

But Haldane didn’t just focus on Hegel’s understanding of mind—though 
this is what comes up most prominently in his philosophical books. His 
understanding of the state is also deeply indebted to his philosophical hero. 
Indeed, fashioning a proper understanding of the state was crucial in seek-
ing to honour the insight into the equal dignity of human beings men-
tioned above. We will look in Part 2 of this book at the way in which 
Haldane’s philosophy of the state worked itself out in practice, but it is 
appropriate to outline the philosophical side of it here.
 Freedom is the dominant principle underlying Haldane’s concept of 
the state. The obvious question to ask is how the state—a word so evoca-
tive of monolithic, overbearing control—can possibly foster freedom. 
As the great Genevan philosopher Jean-Jacques Rousseau once put it: 
‘The problem is to find a form of association which will defend and 
protect with the whole common force the person and goods of each 
associate, and in which each, while uniting himself with all, may still 
obey himself alone, and remain as free as before.’52 According to 
Haldane’s philosophical ally Bernard Bosanquet, one can trace from 
Rousseau—through Kant, Hegel and Fichte—a concern to establish the 
whole of political philosophy upon the notion that freedom is the 
essence of human nature.53 It would make sense, therefore, if the state 
allowed for that essence to be expressed to the fullest degree. But surely 
this can only lead to anarchy? The British Idealists—who, as you will 
remember, could count Bosanquet and Haldane within their number—
drew particularly on Hegel here to show that this assumption was mis-
placed. According to Hegel, the state or, in the following quotation, the 
‘universal’ is what makes freedom possible:
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The state is the actuality of concrete freedom. But concrete freedom con-
sists in this, that personal individuality and its particular interests not only 
achieve their complete development and gain explicit recognition for their 
right … but, for one thing, they also pass over of their own accord into the 
interest of the universal, and, for another thing, they know and will the 
universal; they even recognize it as their own substantive mind; they take 
it as their end and aim and are active in its pursuit.54

Haldane, whose debt to T.  H.  Green’s reading of Hegel is apparent 
throughout his reflections on the state, put this in his own unique way:

Knowledge is power, but knowledge must not be merely abstract and 
material; it must be knowledge of those things that are high and spiritual, 
a knowledge that tells men and women that the State is largely their own 
lives, and that their own lives are a trust to be carried out for the benefit of 
those around them as well as for themselves.55

What seems to be implied is that notions of freedom which focus on self-
satisfaction at the expense of others are not really representative of free-
dom at all; or if they are, then they are representative of the most unde-
veloped form of freedom and are deeply deficient. It is only when we 
begin to will in common with others that we begin to discover ‘concrete 
freedom’. It is in this context that rights develop (and therefore duties 
too); that we are able to create conditions—in the form of schools or 
healthcare systems, for example—capable of catering for our needs as 
human beings; that we can pursue our ends without the continual disrup-
tion and derailment that comes from a multitude of other competing 
ends. In short, when we will in common with others we find we are able 
to be ourselves more fully. By the British Idealists’ account, the ability to 
be oneself, and to be oneself with and for others, is freedom.
 If the state is the manifestation of that communal willing then we could 
say with Haldane’s fellow Idealist, Henry Jones, that the state and the citi-
zen are like the concave and convex sides of a circle; both ‘share the same 
destiny. … The state exists to provide the conditions and means for the 
development of citizens.’56 But given the great mass of people that make 
up a state, how is it possible for those needs for development to find 
expression? In answering this question we come to one of the vital philo-
sophical terms of the time, a term much admired by Haldane but today 
fallen out of use: the General Will (volonté générale for Rousseau; der allge-
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meine Wille for Hegel). In Rousseau’s conception, as Haldane acknowl-
edges, the ‘General Will … represents what is greater than the individual 
volition of those who compose the society of which it is the will’.57 It is 
the will that represents the best interests of the people as determined by 
the people as they will together, in opposition to any individual person’s 
purely self-interested or selfish will. It is to be distinguished from a simple 
‘aggregate of voices’,58 which may flare up from time to time, while not 
according with the best interests of the community. This would be more 
like ‘a numerical sum of individual wills’59 (Rousseau’s volonté de tous, ‘the 
will of all’), and would lack that sense of a will which rises above ‘our 
ordinary habits of mind’, such as the General Will often does. This will is 
particularly evident in times of national crisis, Haldane claims. In these 
times, it is not unusual to see a nation pulling together in remarkable 
ways, willing and performing acts of heroism or sacrifice that would, in 
less extreme circumstances, never cross the minds of the men and women 
who make up that nation. But, for Haldane, even in less extreme times, 
the General Will is still operative, just perhaps less easy to discern.60

 We can make it sound less grand and perhaps more accessible if we 
simply see it as a manifestation of public opinion. This appears to be how 
Haldane conceptualised it, switching happily between the terms General 
Will, general opinion and public opinion. For most of us today this 
doesn’t sound like much of a clarification. The enormous diversity of 
opinions and the compromised nature of the channels through which we 
discover those opinions appear to obliterate any chance of uncovering an 
analysable public viewpoint. But Haldane, returning to his favourite 
theme of ‘mind’, counters this both by pointing out the significant identi-
ties that exist between minds and by providing examples which reinforce 
the existence of a working public opinion, while admitting the immense 
difficulty in uncovering what exactly that opinion is.
 On the identities between minds, Haldane would remind us of the 
almost infinite number of concepts we share uncontested which allow us 
to communicate meaningfully with each other. When we speak to another 
person about a table, or a chair or a mirror, and indeed most objects in the 
world, we are confident that we shall be understood because of the identi-
ties in our thinking about these things. Yes, there will be some divergence 
in our concepts when we first think of certain objects—whether the table 
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is round or square, or made of wood or metal—but the chances are that 
the similarities are greater in number: that it has legs, is a solid structure, 
can balance things, is an accessible height, belongs in a variety of settings 
etc. These identities in thought show us that our minds are not atoms, cut 
off one from the other, but are attuned to the same world and, sharing the 
same systems of thought, are in unison about much of that world. If such 
is the case, what is to stop opinions cohering in the same way and forming 
something of a ‘general’ manner? ‘If minds are no longer thought of as 
exclusive things’, writes Haldane, ‘with separate spatial and temporal posi-
tions, the doctrine of a general will becomes less difficult.’61

 As for examples that illustrate the existence, admittedly difficult to 
decipher, of an operative public opinion, Haldane points out, in an article 
of 1896, the way in which the nation had witnessed ‘great changes in pub-
lic opinion’ as a result of ‘the failure of a potato crop, the perpetration of 
atrocities in the East, the return of an Irish party with preponderating 
numbers’.62 He also draws attention, in a much later piece of writing, to 
the obvious case of national elections as a means of seeing public opinion 
at work, but is happy to concede that this raises a host of ambiguities 
(which we would do well to bear in mind when considering the history of 
Brexit) and that it takes a great statesman to get at what is essential within 
that opinion:

It is not enough to say that in the ballot boxes a numerical majority of votes 
for a particular plan was found. For it may have become obvious that these 
votes did not represent a clear and enduring state of mind. The history of 
the questions at such an election and the changes in their context have 
therefore to be taken into account. A real majority rule is never a mere 
mob rule. The people is not a simple aggregate of momentary voices but is 
a whole, and it is this character that governs its manifestations of opinion. 
Representative and responsible government is thus a complicated and dif-
ficult matter, and, if it is to be adequately carried out, requires great tact 
and insight, as well as great courage; qualities which the people of a coun-
try like our own have become trained to understand and to appreciate. No 
abstract rules for interpretation can take the place of these essential quali-
ties of character in the statesman.63

These qualities were important to Haldane because he found in public 
opinion the true source of sovereignty, and so deemed essential the exis-
tence of those capable of discerning its character and movements. It is, of 
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course, a major claim to say that sovereignty resides in public opinion. 
Surely, in a case such as the Great Britain of Haldane’s time, it was in the 
sovereign (the name seems to give it away), or at least in his or her gov-
ernment ministers, that sovereignty inhered. Haldane argues to the con-
trary because the existence of a monarchy depends on the acceptance, 
usually tacit, of the public, and this acceptance is even more crucial in the 
case of a government, which relies on the consent of the governed in a 
very evident fashion.64 We know from history that when a sovereign or a 
government fails drastically in the eyes of the people dramatic upheavals 
are possible and the true source of sovereignty, in Haldane’s view, reveals 
itself. The French Revolution is an extreme case in point.
 In this light, it becomes clear just how important it is for the state to 
advance the interests of the citizens who make up that state. As Hegel 
commented: ‘The state is actual only when its members have a feeling of 
their own self-hood and it is stable only when public and private ends are 
identical.’65 One way to ensure that private ends are expressed in a way 
that is in keeping with the best interests of the whole is to decentralise 
governmental structures and devolve political power in an attempt to 
resist the imposition of top-down decisions. Again, Haldane was not 
unique in advocating such dispersal of power. Hegel had argued, despite at 
times promoting a strong centralised state,66 that ‘the proper strength of 
the state’ lies in the outworking of the interests of local associations, as 
manifestations of individual wills working and willing in common with 
others.67 Likewise, though disagreeing with Hegel and his followers on the 
possibility of a General Will,68 the group known as the British Pluralists—
notably Frederic Maitland and Haldane’s close associate Harold Laski—
saw in associations and local group life signs of communal willing. For the 
Pluralists, the balanced co-existence of such groups was the key to a well-
ordered society.69 Above these perspectives rose the distinctive voice of 
Mary Follett, the organisational theorist much revered by Haldane.70 
Haldane’s preface to Follett’s The New State is a powerful example of his 
ability to hold a range of opinions in harmony, where the best in Monist 
and Pluralist thinking—the former seeing state power as inherent in one 
source, the latter in many sources—is gathered up into a distinctive stand-
point. Follett is viewed as prophet and ally. ‘The cardinal doctrine of her 
book is that the state is what its members make it to be’, observes 
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Haldane.71 The practical consequences of that doctrine struck Haldane as 
particularly important; he quotes Follett as follows:

Neighbourhood education and neighbourhood organisation is then the 
pressing problem of 1918. All those who are looking towards a real democ-
racy, not the pretense of one which we have now, feel that the most immi-
nent of our needs is the awakening and invigorating, the educating and 
organising of the local unit. All those who in the humblest way, in settle-
ment or community centre, are working for this, are working at the great-
est political problem of the twentieth century.72

Where Follett markedly differs from the pluralists is in her belief in the 
perniciousness of balancing power and wills.73 This puts competition at the 
heart of the state, as each group competes against the others to have just 
the right amount of power that is their due. Follett, on the other hand, 
believed that the will of each human person and group could find its 
completion, and therefore freedom, in harmonious relationships with 
other human wills.74 This may be overly idealistic on the practical level—
though Follett evidently didn’t think so—but we can at least see that she 
was driving at a much more positive kind of relationship between individu-
als and between groups than was the case with the pluralists, who were 
more likely to stress the difficult realities of living and working together.75 
In everything we read by Haldane we see shining through a similar positiv-
ity to Follett’s and a similar emphasis on the importance of the individual’s 
place within the whole.76 Yet, Haldane’s realism is perhaps more evident 
than hers. His statement on equality is characteristic and is likely to be 
indicative of his attitude regarding harmonious relationships between 
human wills: ‘How is equality to be realized? The fact that it can never be 
obtained, that the natural differences in the intellectual and moral capaci-
ties of individuals render it a goal never to be reached, does not in the least 
diminish the obligations to strive after it.’77

* * *

Chapter 10 will show how Haldane’s insights into the nature of the state 
worked themselves out in practice. We can now step back and ask our-
selves whether all this philosophising alienates us from the Haldanean 
approach or whether it draws us to it. If you find yourself in the former 
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camp, then it is worth bearing in mind that Haldane’s passion for philoso-
phy did not cancel out a love of literature, particularly poetry. In fact, he 
believed that the best poetry offered another route into the findings of 
philosophy:

Of God we can have no pictorial vision. … The symbols of art and religion 
enable us to have a vivid sense of his nature. We require their constant aid, 
even if we cannot ask them for a satisfying view of the foundations of the 
real [as we can do with philosophy, Haldane suggests]. If we have that aid 
we can find him in the objects of our daily experience.78

Haldane’s philosophical books are packed with quotations from his favou-
rite poets, most notably Goethe, Robert Browning, Wordsworth and 
Emily Brontë. He saw this as a way of allowing his readers flashes of the 
deeper insights he had achieved through long philosophical study. Poems 
take us to the heart of the matter in a direct fashion. He loves to quote, for 
example, Wordsworth on the

 Sense sublime 
Of something far more deeply interfused, 
Whose dwelling is the light of setting suns, 
And the round ocean and the living air, 
And the blue sky and in the mind of man; 
A motion and a spirit that impels 
All thinking things, all objects of all thought, 
And rolls through all things.

Having given these lines from ‘Tintern Abbey’, Haldane exclaims: ‘Ah! In 
the poets, when at their best, we have the discernment of what has been 
the last, and perhaps the highest, result of the greatest speculative thinking 
in the history of Philosophy.’79 He was often found quoting Emily Brontë’s 
‘Last Lines’, as one of the greatest examples of how death should be met 
and of the relationship between God and the human person.

No coward soul is mine, 
No trembler in the world’s storm-troubled sphere 
I see Heaven’s glories shine, 
And faith shines equal, arming me from fear.

O God, within my breast 
Almighty, ever-present Deity! 
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Life that in me has rest 
As I—undying Life—have power in Thee.

Vain are the thousand creeds 
That move men’s hearts, unutterably vain; 
Worthless as withered weeds, 
Or idlest froth amid the boundless main,

To waken doubt in one 
Holding so fast by Thine Infinity, 
So surely anchored on 
The steadfast rock of immortality.

With wide-embracing love 
Thy Spirit animates eternal years, 
Pervades, and broods above, 
Changes, sustains, dissolves, creates, and rears.

Though earth and man were gone, 
And suns and universes ceased to be, 
And Thou wert left alone, 
Every existence would exist in Thee.

There is not room for Death, 
Nor atom that his might could render void, 
Thou, Thou art Being and Breath, 
And what Thou art may never be destroyed.

Haldane, who quoted the lines in his third Gifford Lecture at St Andrews 
in 1902, said of the poem: ‘Certainly speculative poetry has rarely reached 
a higher intellectual level than in this dying outburst. It contains the teach-
ing of Aristotle transferred from the abstract to the concrete.’80 Violet 
Bonham Carter, daughter of H.  H.  Asquith, fondly recalled: ‘I have vivid 
memories of walks with him [Haldane] at Cloan up steep and heathery 
hillsides. While I panted breathless in his wake he ambled rapidly ahead 
reciting Goethe and Emily Brontë without a pause for word or breath. The 
line “Changes, sustains, dissolves, creates and rears” still conjures up for 
me the vision of Haldane’s back topping the sky-line.’81

 The poem’s reference to death is enlightening because it hints at 
Haldane’s apparently fearless attitude to this event, and again resonates 
with a feature of his statesmanship. The serenity that characterised 
Haldane’s approach to politics (his adversaries sometimes confused it with 
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smugness) and the sense of repose he maintained throughout most of the 
war were dispositions forged by a belief that even the most terrifying 
eventualities—death included—were not to be considered as ultimate. 
They had only a relative importance. In the final analysis, they remained 
abstractions of mind. ‘Death’, Haldane once commented with scriptural 
relish, ‘loses much of its sting and the grave of its victory’ when we con-
sider it in these terms. He explains further:

The contrast, after all, between life and death is a contrast which is made 
within self-consciousness. Self-consciousness is not itself an event in time. 
It is that within which the world of events in time falls. This does not mean 
that the contrast between life and death does not exist. It does exist, but it 
presents its appearance of finality only for a comprehension which is not 
complete, and which therefore corresponds only to a degree in reality.82

This is one reason why, for Haldane, education was so crucial. We shall 
look at his understanding of education fully in Chapter 8, but we can point 
out here that he gives the topic primacy precisely because he considers it 
to be that which facilitates the mind to progress towards an ever more 
comprehensive vision of reality, one which does not become stuck on one 
degree. Of course, he was also deeply aware of the economic importance 
of an educated public; this was part of why he laid stress on options for 
technical vocational and scientific training, as well as a broader humanistic 
education. But on an even more fundamental level, he knew—from per-
sonal experience—that a good education could provide the resources by 
which one could rise above the troubles and tragedies of the everyday. This 
was not only the path to a calm, strong, courageous and successful person; 
this was the path to a nation’s prosperity too. No wonder he poured his 
energy into the cause of education for men, women and children of every 
class within society. To be educated is to be given the opportunity for 
emancipation from those blinkered views that keep us from truly realising 
our potential.83 It does not guarantee such emancipation, of course, but it 
does make it more readily attainable.84

 To talk philosophically of rising above the circumstance of the everyday 
should not, however, blind us to the fact that Haldane’s desire to transcend 
daily trials is deeply rooted in his own familial and emotional experiences. 
In other words, it does not arise purely from philosophical reflection. On 
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the one hand there was the resignation to divine Providence that was a 
trademark of his family’s Calvinism. As Stephen Koss notes: ‘The resigned 
acceptance of personal and professional misfortune was an integral part of 
the religious ethic that dominated Lord Haldane’s life by its influences, if 
not by its formal doctrines.’85 The Haldane family single-word motto—
‘Suffer’—is therefore entirely apt. As we have seen, the loss of his brother 
Geordie, and two failed romantic endeavours, were critical in the forma-
tion of Haldane’s approach to the sorrows of existence. Philosophy helped 
him construct an intellectual framework to deal with such sorrow, but it 
was not necessarily philosophy that convinced him of the importance of 
doing so. In other words, he felt loss and pain deeply, and this may have 
compelled him towards intellectual coping mechanisms (though he clearly 
had a natural propensity towards philosophy, too). As we saw in Edward 
Grey’s words at the opening of this chapter, Haldane found in philosophy 
‘a real support in the trials and storms of life. When these beat upon him, 
he had the large view that transcends consideration of personal fortunes.’ 
Grey goes on to add: ‘His philosophy supported him also in times of per-
sonal grief or physical pain.’86 Indeed, Haldane told his mother in 1890, ‘I 
begin to realise that we as a family feel things more than other people. This 
was so with yourself and my father, and it has descended.’87 The emotional 
world that we explored in Chapter 2 should not be forgotten as an impor-
tant component of his engagement with philosophy. The most abstract of 
Haldane’s thoughts were always based in the concrete world of human 
interaction. In the next chapter, we will discover that it is precisely in this 
concern to do justice to the challenges and possibilities of everyday life 
that his economic thinking was based.
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WEALTH AND THE NATION

Economic activity should always be carried on consistently with the greatest social 
purposes, and its rewards should be, as far as possible, rewards for real service ren-
dered whether by hand or by brain.

Haldane, Introduction to Mary Follett’s The New State1

In March 1874 Haldane wrote a letter on the nature of his emerging phi-
losophy of life to his illustrious uncle, John Burdon Sanderson. For a young 
man, still only seventeen years old and about to depart his native land for 
the University of Göttingen, it is remarkably mature:

It is just at that period of life at which I have now arrived that one first 
begins to know a little, though a very little, of the world and of himself. 
Even this small insight into the nature of things was with me, though I 
know it to be very superficial, sufficient to bring on an attack of the malady, 
so prevalent among human beings, disgust with the world and after that 
with self. This for a time gained ground with me and even, I must admit, 
caused me to wish that I might be fortunate enough to quit the stage before 
coming in contact with the realities of what seemed an uncomfortable and 
heartless world.2 Here it was that the path was made rather clearer by my 
getting hold of John Stuart Mill’s autobiography,3 for reflection upon this 
and one or two other biographies has shown me that selfishness lies at the 
bottom of this view of life. Surely one must have a part to play, however 
humble it may be, in society, and he can only fulfil his duty by thinking of 
mankind as a whole, and not merely of himself. I can honestly say that I 
have derived consolation from this, and believe, moreover, that it is my 
duty not so much to lament the imperfection of any theory of life I can 
form, but to try to do what little I see and feel to be right, as well and 
disinterestedly as possible.
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Haldane professed himself glad to have made up his mind upon the law as 
his future profession, ‘as it would seem to be one salutary to myself, and 
where abundant opportunities occur for doing a little for humanity’. 
Haldane continues:

I feel the good effect of having a definite object before me, and just think 
the sooner I come in contact with life through it, the better. Philosophy 
especially concerns me, but all manner of culture, both scientific and liter-
ary, seems necessary to the attainment of my ideal, to be as far as I can a 
good and useful example to humanity.4

We must, of course, pitch the whole of Haldane’s subsequent professional 
and public life in the context of this desire; but as we come to consider 
his economic thinking and his interactions with the business world they 
take on a pronounced relevance. Profit-making and the amassing of 
wealth were of little value to him. Rather, the idea of disinterested ser-
vice to others was his liberation and modus operandi. And it was in light 
of this idea that the relations of capital to labour, tariff reforms, the inter-
actions between the private and public sector, and the many other eco-
nomic and business considerations that Haldane tackled presented them-
selves. His aim was emphatically not ‘simply to provide the best 
conditions for the operation of the Darwinian process of survival of the 
fittest to produce and accumulate’.5 He resisted to the end a form of 
individualism which saw human beings as little more than what he called 
‘wealth-producing animals’ in competition with each other.6 But he knew 
that a sound financial footing was necessary for any state to flourish, and 
he poured a vast sum of his energy into keeping Britain at the forefront 
of good, sane economic thinking.
 It was a sanity much needed. When he arrived in London three years 
after having written to his uncle with such high ideals, the capital was 
awash with discontent. After the relative gentility of Edinburgh’s New 
Town and the quiet of the Ochil Hills at Cloan, he rapidly came face to 
face with poor public health and poverty, the great human difficulties fac-
ing the working classes, and the extraordinary contrasts in quality of life 
between, and even within, the different boroughs of London. Evidently, an 
unqualified capitalism had become deeply problematic. Socialist thinking 
was taking root in ways that many of Haldane’s peers found threatening, 
as the established class system began to crack under the burden of a demo-
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graphic that had found its voice. The emergence of the trade unions and a 
nascent Labour Party were beginning to dislodge a complacent Liberalism 
and anger an entitled Conservatism. Haldane, through his growing friend-
ships with the likes of the socialist Webbs on the one hand and the 
Conservative A.  J.  Balfour on the other, found himself playing—as he 
would so often throughout his long career—the constructive mediator.

* * *

But to play mediator Haldane had to know the intellectual nuances of each 
side, and he was never one to remain ignorant for long. Property law was 
one contested area that he swiftly mastered. He became an expert in con-
veyancing, so much so that, in April 1882, the Lord Advocate, J.  B.  Balfour7 
(not to be confused with the Conservative prime minister A. J. Balfour), 
wrote to the Council of the Incorporated Law Society, together with 
William Barber, Haldane’s pupil master of 1877/8, recommending 
Haldane as a candidate for the lectureship on Real Property Law and 
Conveyancing which had become vacant.8 His knowledge is reflected in his 
early intervention as an MP in the debates on the economic importance of 
the Irish Land Act of 1887, where he characteristically brought to bear his 
professional work in the law upon a practical political economy for Ireland. 
It is clear that he understood the importance of sound property law as a 
central pillar of a healthy society, but he was not convinced that the own-
ership of private property was an unmitigated good. As we will see in our 
analysis of Haldane’s Land Bill of 1892 later in this chapter, he was quite 
aware of the damaging effects of private property situated on the edges of 
growing towns and cities when it prevented local councils from respond-
ing to the demand for workmen’s housing and local amenities. 
Nationalisation of the land was, in his view, clearly impractical, but a 
middle course could be sought, allowing compulsory purchase of land in 
necessary cases. This balanced thinking was early informed by voracious 
reading. We know for sure that Haldane was reading Henry Sidgwick’s new 
book The Principles of Political Economy in the late spring of 1883, and it is 
likely he was familiar with Henry George’s highly influential Progress and 
Poverty (1879), in which George argues, as Haldane would go on to do, 
that the economic rent (any unearned income) of land should be shared by 
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society.9 Indeed, the breadth of Haldane’s reading must have been excep-
tional if we believe his revelation to his aunt Jane in October 1884: ‘Politics 
have kept such a possession of me that I have been averaging a volume a 
day of biographies and histories since I came up.’10

 This reading would prove to be very useful by the time Haldane began 
his political career. The economy was in ‘the trough of a business slump’ 
when he entered Parliament in 1885.11 Thirty-eight out of fifty chambers 
of commerce, from which information had been requested by the 
recently appointed Royal Commission on the Depression of Trade and 
Industry, had responded by saying that the industries in their areas were 
in significant distress. With trade union unemployment itself at over 
10  per  cent, angry demonstrations took place across the country, and 
these continued intermittently for two years. Riots in February 1886 in 
Trafalgar Square resulted in shops in Pall Mall and Piccadilly being 
robbed in broad daylight. The public were at once fearful of revolution 
and concerned at the conditions suffered by the ‘underclass’ of casual 
labourers in many of the big cities.
 Haldane did not remain aloof. A year after the riots, on 13  November 
1887, another attempt was made to hold a meeting in Trafalgar Square, 
this time in defiance of an order made by the commissioner of police—a 
day that came to be known, as have other days, as ‘Bloody Sunday’. John 
Burns, who would subsequently sit alongside Haldane in Campbell-
Bannerman’s 1906 Cabinet, and the Liberal MP Robert Cunninghame 
Graham had been invited by the Social Democratic Federation to speak to 
the protestors. The two men tried to address the meeting in an angry 
atmosphere of police restraint and vicious street fighting. Haldane had got 
to know Graham through his visits to the impoverished regions of south 
and east London. After Burns and Graham had been arrested on a charge 
of incitement to disturbance, later reduced to unlawful assembly, Haldane 
would not leave Graham in the lurch, despite his feeling that the two 
accused had acted foolishly. He stood bail for him. At the subsequent trial 
at the Central Criminal Court, Asquith appeared for Graham and Burns, 
and Haldane gave evidence on their behalf.12 But the men were both con-
victed and sent to prison for six weeks. Asquith’s son Herbert recalled that 
this incident first brought Asquith to public attention as an advocate, and 
pointed out the sequel to this case, five years later, when the young coun-
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sel had become home secretary.13 Asquith then ordered that Trafalgar 
Square might be used for weekend and bank holiday meetings in daylight, 
thus embedding the subsequent practice of free speech in Trafalgar Square.
 Haldane was not one to wash his hands of those who adopted a radical 
stance. His involvement with the Workers’ Educational Association, his 
visits to Canon Barnett at Toynbee Hall, and, perhaps most significantly, his 
lifelong friendship with the social reformers Sidney and Beatrice Webb 
were characteristic of this. Each of these contacts shared that most admi-
rable of qualities to Haldane: the ability to take real, if incremental, steps 
towards radical change within the realms of practical educational, social 
and political action. A further attractive aspect about the Webbs was their 
desire to root their arguments and practices in sound data; in fact, it was 
this desire that lay behind the creation of the London School of Economics, 
and it is no wonder that Haldane wanted to play a part in that process. For 
Haldane the statesman, a mastery of political economy was essential if the 
challenges of the day were to be met. Bearing in mind the atmosphere of 
tension between capital and labour that gripped the country; Haldane’s 
own position of tension between the great figures on both sides of the 
debate; and his passion for building an educated public, capable of thinking 
through and beyond the complexities of the issues involved—remember-
ing all this, we are not surprised that Haldane should turn, as the tensions 
grew, to a close study of the greatest thinker on political economy that 
Britain could boast of, publishing his Life of Adam Smith in 1887. It was his 
first sole-author monograph. At thirty-one years of age, Haldane was 
returning to first principles.

* * *

Haldane set out to investigate a number of foundational questions. What is 
the nature of economic activity? What are the building blocks of capital-
ism? What can the state do to enable growth and investment whilst ensur-
ing an appropriate social responsibility? In choosing to study Smith (1723–
90) and to make him the subject of his first full-length book, Haldane was 
both typically thorough and far-sighted and, as in all of his enthusiasms, 
character-revealing. We find revealed here the principles underlying the 
economic foundations of the state and society that were to be such an 
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inspiration to Haldane. Indeed, the sweep of Smith’s grand vision was to 
influence Haldane throughout his life.
 It was no mere accident that Haldane selected Smith as his subject. He 
agreed with Thomas Carlyle on the importance of ‘hero worship’, and 
chose his own heroes carefully.14 Upon their thinking he built his own. 
The book was also a form of homage to Haldane and Smith’s Scottish 
roots. Smith’s birthplace, Kirkcaldy, is, as the crow flies, only a dozen 
miles from Haldane’s birthplace in Charlotte Square, Edinburgh, close 
enough indeed for David Hume, when writing to his friend and confidant 
Smith from his new house in the Old Town of Edinburgh, to say how glad 
he was ‘to have come within sight of you, and to have a view of Kirkcaldy 
from my windows’.15 Haldane’s Perthshire home Cloan in turn was only 
20 miles north-west of Kirkcaldy. The lives of both Smith and Haldane 
were embedded in strong and supportive matriarchal homes. Neither 
man married and both were devoted to their mothers, Smith sharing a 
house with his mother for sixty-one of his sixty-seven years and Haldane 
for sixty-nine of his seventy-two. Both had a deep interest in moral phi-
losophy, Smith occupying the chair of Moral Philosophy at Glasgow whilst 
Haldane was offered that chair at St Andrews in 1905, after delivering the 
Gifford Lectures there (though he sensibly but reluctantly turned the 
offer down). Both were passionately wedded to the cause of the education 
of society, Smith as the thinking political economist and Haldane as the 
practising political philosopher.
 In February 1792, two years after Smith’s death, William Pitt the 
Younger hailed the Scot’s ‘extensive knowledge of detail and philosophical 
research’ as that which would ‘furnish the best solution to every question 
connected to the history of commerce or with the systems of political 
economy’.16 The Nobel Laureate Amartya Sen, commenting 226 years 
later on Jesse Norman’s excellent 2018 book Adam Smith: What he Thought 
and Why it Matters, declared that Smith’s insights can help us solve some of 
the most difficult social and economic problems of our contemporary 
world. This astonishing sense of Smith’s abiding relevance was not missed 
by Haldane, but he regretted that Smith’s work was not better known and 
that the records of his life were so meagre. This was another reason why 
he set out to bring Smith’s life and work alive. Haldane desired, in other 
words, to make his hero our hero—using this word quite explicitly.17 His 
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admiration was plain to see: ‘No man in modern times has said more with 
so much effect within the compass of one book.’18Yet Haldane lamented 
that ‘as we become removed by an ever-increasing distance from the preju-
dices and opinions which Adam Smith once for all shattered, their magni-
tude and importance appear to grow smaller’. He recognised that even the 
battle between free trade and protection would ‘never again be fought on 
the ground from which Smith drove his opponents’,19 yet the relevance of 
his approaches in Haldane’s own setting remained. The future was to prove 
Haldane right. In 1903, fifteen years after the publication of Haldane’s Life 
of Adam Smith, Chamberlain would split the Conservative Party over pro-
tectionism. It was arguably the greatest issue of the day, and paved the way 
for the Liberal victory of 1906, their subsequent nine years of govern-
ment, and Haldane’s own years of office.
 Haldane held that one of the secrets of the great popularity of The Wealth 
of Nations was the concrete quality through which the author united in 
himself two powers which do not often go together: the power of abstract 
thinking, and that of grasping facts with a keen interest in them merely as 
facts. Smith ‘had a perception that abstract propositions, however carefully 
stated, can express only one aspect or side of things, and are therefore 
wanting in truth, a quality which belongs to what is concrete alone’.20 
Haldane shrewdly observed that abstractions are useful servants, but bad 
masters. Smith’s digressions, sometimes long-winded but always profit-
able, into discussions of ‘those real details of commerce and politics which 
are so rarely subjected to any scientific treatment’ were a principal merit 
of the book.21 Haldane—that expert negotiator of messy practicalities and 
therefore an expert in making things happen—was naturally in sympathy 
with such an approach. He asserts that ‘it cannot be too constantly borne 
in mind that political economy is not politics; that in politics we are bound 
to take into account the whole of the springs of action, and that so cer-
tainly as we proceed by the method of political economy, looking at one 
aspect only at a time, so certainly shall we come to political grief’.22 This 
is remarkably pragmatic and down-to-earth for a young MP only two years 
in the House of Commons. One can’t help feeling that this—what shall we 
call it?—realism lies at the heart of so much of Haldane’s later political 
success. Haldane’s friend, the much older John Morley, was to make 
roughly the same point in different words when he wrote: ‘Improvisation 
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has far more to do in politics than historians or other people think.’23 
Haldane, devoted to the German Idealists, was indeed a great lover of 
systems; but he was also a disciple of Smith, master of the concrete and the 
real, and so he knew that if one failed to show flexibility when facing the 
unpredictable, through intransigent loyalty to a system, then the system 
would be proved pointless in any case.
 Haldane’s later reflections on the budget of 1902 serve as a good exam-
ple of this realism and adaptability. In a speech in the House of Commons 
that April, he gave the following reason for rejecting indirect taxation 
(VAT would be a modern example of such a tax):

There may be times when, from the necessities of the case, you must resort 
to indirect taxation upon the food of the people. I am no dogmatist or 
fanatic in these matters, but I for one would consent to such a duty only 
with the greatest reluctance. I should only consent after there had been a 
most careful preliminary inquiry to show not only that such taxation was 
absolutely necessary, but on whose shoulders the burden would fall. Many 
people in this country live on the narrowest margin of subsistence, and a 
tax of this kind falls on the poor of this country with a weight which has no 
parallel in any other tax. Have the Government made such exhaustive 
inquiries that they are enabled to say that they have got adequate knowl-
edge on this topic?24

For Haldane, if one is going to make an argument for a particular tax it 
must not be built on fancy or on an idealised conception of things; it must 
be rooted in reality, and its consequences have to be thought through to 
the end—indeed, they must be thought through in relation to the whole 
spectrum of society. Haldane wanted the government to exercise its pow-
ers in a way that responded responsibly to what the nation was actually 
capable of delivering. It was inappropriate to impose a theoretical solution 
to a problem, if that solution was removed from the practical facts. The 
government must determine the actual parameters for action, before 
implementing policy.
 Alongside a respect for the concrete realities of the day, we find in 
The Wealth of Nations a number of key doctrines that Haldane kept close to 
his heart during the years in which he influenced the political and social 
policy of Britain. Pre-eminent in importance was the theory of the division 
of labour—allowing for specialisation in particular tasks—and the galvanis-
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ing force of trade as the cornerstone of economic growth.25 The greater the 
size of the market, the greater the opportunity for capturing the benefits of 
the division of labour. Free trade was part of keeping the market as wide as 
possible. But Haldane saw that it carried with it dangers which had to be 
balanced with the benefits. Whilst it benefitted the poorer classes through 
reductions in food prices it also put a downward pressure on wages to 
provide a competitive edge to home manufacturing in relation to overseas 
competitors. For Haldane, and to some extent for Smith too, the doctrine 
of free trade had to be balanced with other complementary and, where 
necessary, mitigating policies. The rights of the workers; their hours of 
employment; their health, education and social conditions; the split of eco-
nomic value between the wage earner and the capital provider; and the 
welfare of the community through such provisions as the poor laws—each 
of these were to be central themes of his life, and the implementation of 
free trade had to be thought through in relation to them.
 Haldane also places focus on Smith’s views on individual liberty and the 
roles of the sovereign and of the state. Smith emphasises the importance 
of natural liberty, in a manner that is perhaps different from the more 
collectivist utterances that we often find Haldane making.26 In Smith’s 
view, each of us, so long as we do not violate the laws of justice, should be 
left perfectly free to pursue our own interest in our own way, and to bring 
both our industry and our capital into competition with those of any other 
person, or group of people. ‘The sovereign should be completely dis-
charged from any duty directing or superintending the industry of private 
people towards employments considered most suitable to the interests of 
society.’27 The individualism of Smith, however, is not dogmatic—it is 
rather the result of a close study of actual men and things, where experi-
ence shows that the affairs of the world were generally best managed when 
the people whom these affairs concerned were left as much as possible to 
their own devices. This system of natural liberty meant that the sovereign 
or the state had, in Smith’s view, to attend to only three duties, which 
Haldane summarises as follows:

First, protecting society from violence and invasion of other independent 
societies. Secondly, to protect every member of society from the injustice 
or oppression of every other member of it, not least through establishing 
good justice. Thirdly, the duty of erecting and maintaining certain public 
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works and certain public institutions which it can never be in the interest 
of any individual, or small group of individuals, to erect and maintain, 
because the profit could never repay the expense to any individual, or small 
number of individuals, though it may frequently do much more than repay 
it to a great society.28

As we will see in our chapter on the state, Haldane’s view on intervention 
goes something beyond these limitations, but it is striking that the three 
aspects outlined here are precisely the three realms of influence that he 
was to dominate in his years of political responsibility: security, law and 
social infrastructure. In preparing the armies of the nation as Secretary of 
State for War, in his legal work as a lawyer, parliamentarian, legislator, 
Lord Chancellor and judge, and not least in his tireless work as one of the 
main creators of the modern university structure of the United Kingdom, 
we find the not-so-invisible hand of Adam Smith at work.
 The Wealth of Nations concludes with Smith’s thinking on how the rev-
enue to support the role of the sovereign should be gathered. Here again 
we find further constituent elements which were to influence the political 
creed of Haldane. Smith quite clearly assists Haldane as he seeks to address 
the following issues: which parts of expenditure should be defrayed by the 
general contribution of the whole of society and which by only some sub-
sidiary section of beneficiaries? By what methods should these contribu-
tions be levied? And, finally, under what circumstances should encum-
brances on the general revenue or the national debt be created?
 Smith delves deep into the division of taxation between rent, profits and 
wages, concluding with four central maxims.29 First, every subject should 
contribute in proportion to his capacity. Haldane agreed with this and his 
promotion, for example, from very early in his political career of the taxa-
tion of the ‘unearned increment’ is a reflection of Smith’s thinking. Where 
there was an increase (or increment) in the value of land as a result of a 
growing population in its vicinity, Haldane believed the owner of the land 
ought not to benefit from that increase (a point that will be expanded upon 
shortly). On the contrary, he advocated that it was right that the whole of 
that increment should be due to the community itself. Haldane’s daring 
but unsuccessful Local Authorities (Land Purchase) Bill of 1891 and 1892, 
seeking to give councils power for compulsory acquisition of land and 
powers to deal with the unearned increment, has its roots—surpris-
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ingly—in Smith’s thinking.30 Yes, it embodied principles of socialism too, 
with its emphasis on a fair redistribution of wealth, but it is in fact a bril-
liant example of Haldane’s ability to take the best from two different 
schools of thought and fashion therefrom an original policy proposal that 
could appeal across a spectrum of political viewpoints.
 Secondly, Smith underlined his belief that tax should be certain and not 
arbitrary. Smith’s precepts are echoed in Haldane’s thinking on this issue. 
Smith found the Land Tax offensive in so far as valuations of equivalent 
land in different parts of the country were often dissimilar. Haldane once 
again agreed and fought to rectify this, especially in Ireland, taking on the 
landlords within his own party as well as within the ranks of the Conser-
vatives. Thirdly, Smith advocated that every tax should be levied in the way 
that is likely to be most convenient for the contributor to pay; and, finally, 
that every tax ought to be designed to minimise the costs incurred in 
gathering it. Convenience and efficiency of tax collection, as with effi-
ciency in all other matters of government, were core beliefs of Haldane. 
The significant changes that the Liberal governments of 1905–15 famously 
instigated in income tax, death duties, excise duties and the payment of 
national insurance reflected these underlying principles.

* * *

Haldane’s Local Authorities (Land Purchase) Bill of 1891 and 1892, just 
mentioned, is worth expanding upon further. Indeed, according to historian 
Colin Matthew, it was ‘the most radical, most substantial, and best organized 
attempt at legislation’ that arose from the group with which Haldane most 
readily identified in the days before he joined the famous Liberal Cabinets of 
the early twentieth century.31 It shows how Haldane built upon Smith’s 
thinking, while also incorporating the best insights of socialism.
 The Bill was orientated to release working-class citizens from the 
unjust consequences that accrued through private ownership of land. 
Haldane was deeply troubled by the fact that the value of privately 
owned land on the borders of expanding towns and cities was rising at 
perilously fast rates in conjunction with the demands of a growing popu-
lation: the ‘unearned increment’. There might have been no special 
improvements to a piece of land to justify an increase in value in itself; 
but its situation may have become such that the local council, desirous 
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to buy up land to meet housing demands and provide essential ameni-
ties, was at the mercy of the landowner. In such a position, the land-
owner was capable of naming a price astronomically higher than that for 
an equivalent piece of land in a not-so-desirable location (bear in mind 
that we are speaking of land that had been bought at a time when it was 
still a considerable distance from the nearest urban development or was 
near a development that had a steady population). As Haldane saw it, the 
difference in price was not due to the owner, but due rather to the popu-
lation who sought to expand into that space. It was the latter’s hard work 
that accounted for the growth in industry, and therefore population, in 
that area; the landowner could just as well have sat there twiddling his 
thumbs. Drawing on recent precedent set by railway companies, 
Haldane’s proposal was a simple one:

We may fairly say that in the days that are to come, if a special growth in 
value is caused by a movement of population, that growth is to belong to 
the population that created it. The municipal authority may have power to 
purchase the land, as it wants it, compulsorily, just as a railway company 
can. But it may have more than this. It ought to have power to purchase in 
the future on the footing of paying nothing for any special value which may 
be its own creation, and which the law has declared should no longer be 
recognized as the property of the landowner.32

The suggestion was, as Matthew admits, a ‘daring’ one in 1892, and even 
within the Liberal Party there were those who perceived it as a socialist or 
Fabian move.33 But it was in fact a proposal that paid full attention to the 
realities of the situation, seeking a solution to a problem within the bound-
aries of the genuinely possible. It was no good, Haldane claimed, calling 
for the nationalisation of the land, as many radicals were doing:

The truth is, that the title to land in this country is inextricably interwoven 
with the title to moveable property, and the consequence is that no sudden 
interference, on a large scale, with the one could take place without serious 
interference with the other. If the banks came down, so would the manu-
factories and other institutions which organise employment among work-
ing people.34

And yet, Haldane was no fatalist: ‘Between the expropriation of all private 
landlords and the expropriation of none, is the practical course of expro-
priation with a free hand wherever desirable.’35



WEALTH AND THE NATION

  123

 The Bill in which this ‘practical course’ was embodied failed, however, 
to pass through the House; the smell of socialism was still a little too 
strong upon it. But it clearly indicates a central facet of Haldane’s thinking 
on economic matters: the state has a responsibility to put labour and capi-
tal on a more equal footing;36 it ought not to prioritise ‘property owners 
of whatever class’, but must seek ‘to better the condition … of those who 
have needs more pressing than that of property’.37 The state, according to 
Haldane, must operate on the principle that ‘when public interests conflict 
with private ownership of property, the latter must yield to the former, 
subject to the condition of the private owner receiving the money equiva-
lent of what he gives up’.38 This is equality with an edge. He knew that it 
could not be achieved by pleasing everyone; some would have to suffer. 
But Haldane had the wider outlook. The pain involved in letting go of 
property paled in comparison to the suffering of working men and women 
lacking proper housing and without the amenities that make life human. 
The latter bore the burdens of profit; they did not reap its rewards. 
Haldane wanted to see those rewards far more evenly distributed.
 Yet Haldane was not a socialist, despite what some of his peers may have 
thought (and what the posthumously named Haldane Society for Socialist 
Lawyers suggests). He was just too practical to believe that a socialist 
regime could function. The state needed to give free play and incentive to 
individual initiative and enterprise—to deny this would be to deny a basic 
and highly potent force within human nature. Where Haldane differed from 
many traditional capitalists was in his desire to see that those rewards 
remained just, and did not unduly burden those who either lacked initiative 
and enterprise (often as the result of a deficient education system or the 
chance of birth) or operated beneath the entrepreneur as employees.39

* * *

Another occasion to shine light on Haldane’s economic thinking arises 
when we look at his reaction to the crucial event in 1903 when, on 
15  May, Joseph Chamberlain, Colonial Secretary in Balfour’s Conservative 
and Unionist government, made his unexpected and controversial 
Birmingham speech in favour of empire trade preference. Chamberlain 
believed that such a policy would significantly bolster the unity of the 
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empire (he was not in fact principally concerned with increasing revenue), 
and thereby offer ‘the best solution to the major social and economic prob-
lems of the day’.40 His policy was summed up by Haldane in a 1903 speech 
repudiating the Protectionists’ arguments, called ‘A Leap into the 
Unknown’. To show the apparent inconsistencies of their arguments, 
Haldane states: ‘we are to establish a protective duty on articles of food 
which this country imports, and which the Colonies in any degree supply, 
with remission for the Colonies. … We are to give the Colonies Free 
Trade, but the Colonies are not going to give the mother country Free 
Trade.’41 It was clearly a provocative proposal to a nation that, despite 
growing competition from the likes of Germany and the United States, 
was still the strongest industrial power in the world. Would the leap into 
the unknown be worth it?
 Thus Chamberlain sparked the momentous tariff reform debate, which 
pitted the free traders against those who advocated protectionism, and 
which was, as we have seen, to change the face of the early-twentieth-
century political landscape. The prime minister, Arthur Balfour, sought to 
head off the split that rapidly emerged in the Cabinet and the country and, 
despairing of what he was hearing from Treasury officials, in his search for 
objective advice turned to a young economist, Percy Ashley—a figure who 
would prove to be vital to Haldane as he came to form his own opinion on 
the matter.
 By the autumn of 1903 Balfour had produced a paper which acknowl-
edged that the protectionist policies of certain of Britain’s trading partners 
required the country to reconsider the case for free trade, arguing for 
some ‘liberty of fiscal negotiation’.42 In due course Balfour went further, 
and accepted the theoretical case for preferential tariffs; but, in his view, 
they were still not within the realm of practical politics. This satisfied no 
one, and after Balfour accepted the resignations not only of Chamberlain 
but of three of his more intransigent pro-free trade opponents, the fat was 
in the fire. Just as with the Brexit debate, much of the argument became 
deeply polarised. Simplified propaganda such as ‘Tariff Reforms means 
Work for All’ and the propositions of the ‘Free Fooders’ took hold. It was 
not a straightforward party split, however; the Conservatives and Liberal 
Unionists, who made up the so-called Unionist Party, were internally 
divided within their own camps.43
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 As Haldane observed, ‘sides were taken violently, and families were 
divided. … There was as much bitterness within the ranks of the 
Conservative party as there had been, seventeen years before, within the 
ranks of Liberalism about Home Rule.’ Yet the biographer of Adam Smith 
went on to observe that the split was not over any new issue. Its economic 
and imperial aspects had been debated many times. What had changed was 
that, with Chamberlain, ‘a protagonist of the first order had come on the 
scene, a minister of commanding personality and great energy’. As a 
result, ‘people could talk of nothing but the fiscal question and its bearing 
on colonial policy’. Haldane, clear-sighted as always, pointed out the 
inevitable outcome of this excitement, indeed hysteria:

The British public took its usual course. It delights in the spectacle of a 
strong man fighting, and it showed its pleasure in rounds of applause. But 
this could not continue. In its heart the public hates everything sudden, 
especially when it takes the shape of an abstract proposition. What was put 
before the country, the eloquence and the energy of the protagonist not-
withstanding, was propounded both suddenly and in an abstract form. 
People began to ask about the cost, and then to grow suspicious and sulky. 
… At first the prejudice had been unduly for the policy. Later on it became 
markedly against it.44

So what did Haldane, though still a backbencher, do? As judgment on the 
issue was yet to be made, he set out to establish the facts. He believed that 
much good had arisen from men and women being forced to think ‘as 
closely as they are capable of doing’ on such an important subject. ‘The 
difficulty of counting the cost of a sweeping change in economic policy 
became every day more obvious.’ What was needed was the fullest possible 
information on which to judge the merits of the opposing factions. 
Haldane himself concluded that he wished to make ‘as unprejudiced a 
reconsideration of the fiscal question as a politician is capable of’.45 As 
Balfour had done, he accordingly turned to Percy Ashley, who had a more 
detached position than himself. As early as December 1901 Haldane had 
begun to engage Ashley as ‘a sort of political secretary—not for writing 
letters,’ he clarified to his mother, ‘but for looking things out for me. He 
is a very clever young political economist. … He knows German & French 
well & has travelled a good deal. I think he will help me a good deal & I 
can talk over speeches with him.’46
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 Help him he did. Following Chamberlain’s bombshell, Ashley and 
Haldane spent some twelve months in discussion and joint reading, and 
collected a mass of material on the issues. This included detailed studies of 
how Germany, the United States and France had addressed the questions 
of free trade and protectionism in their own particular circumstances 
through the nineteenth century. Ashley used the material to lecture at the 
London School of Economics in the Lent and Summer terms of 1904, and 
Haldane proposed that he should publish his lectures in book form as 
Modern Tariff History in the autumn of that year. Haldane wrote a seventeen-
page preface, and they celebrated the completion of their work by spend-
ing a week together at Cloan in late September.
 Haldane referred in his preface to the work of Adam Smith, Friedrich 
List and others in this field, but professed that the public had grown dis-
contented with arguments of the past.47 This was itself a profession that 
owed much to Smith. In his Life, Haldane is anxious to emphasise that his 
hero set himself to investigate the concrete facts of his own day, and that 
these must always govern whatever system of political economy one might 
look to adopt. It was precisely this return to concrete facts that Modern 
Tariff History set about doing. Haldane and Ashley were able to demonstrate 
that the political, economic, and geographical particularities of each coun-
try examined in the book—Germany, the United States and France, ‘those 
states which are most frequently compared with the United Kingdom’48—
were the paramount factors determining their own tariff systems; in other 
words, abstract theories, though useful, were not of the first importance. 
By looking closely at the reasons behind each country’s protective duties, 
the book served to show those who would draw a straight analogy between 
Great Britain’s policies and those of its foreign counterparts how mislead-
ing such an approach would be. Each of the three countries analysed in the 
book had markedly different histories, needs and conditions of develop-
ment.49 Germany, formed as it was from a collection of small states with 
their own individual tariff arrangements, based its national unity on inter-
nal free trade in exchange for external protection for the new nation. 
Home food supply had to be adequate in case of war, hence agriculture had 
to be fostered and protected. Yes, the Germans might have studied the 
doctrines of Adam Smith, but the absence of command of the seas and 
their own particular geographical and social limitations and possibilities 
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dictated how their wealth might best be procured and distributed. Haldane 
reminded his readers that a protectionist writer like Professor Adolph 
Wagner in Germany admitted that it is ‘despite commercial disadvantage’ 
that the country ought to restrict the liberty of trade in order to bolster 
its agriculture and thereby ensure the safety of its empire.50

 In the United States, by contrast, tariffs had been a major source of 
government revenue, but at the cost of affording undue protection from 
free competition which allowed, under the trust system, huge monopolist 
organisations to develop. The resulting higher prices both damaged the 
interest of consumers and led detrimentally to higher costs of production 
in industries such as shipbuilding. Ashley and Haldane concluded that the 
United States’ experience was of an exceptionalist nature—with its lack 
of interest in questions of national defence (how times have changed!) and 
with a vast and growing home market—and therefore of little economic 
relevance to understanding the issues in Britain in 1904.
 Ashley and Haldane’s study of France was to prove more interesting. 
They drew attention to France’s history of protectionism, despite the 
nation having a substantial seaboard with which a great foreign trade might 
have been associated and which they believed could have led to significant 
development of her home industries. From their examination it would 
appear that, possibly with the exception of her agricultural industry, 
France would have been better off for much of the nineteenth century 
under a free-trade system; though Haldane adds that he speaks only ‘so far 
as a foreigner may presume to form an opinion’. Despite their ‘great intel-
ligence, industry and adaptability’ and their access to large supplies of raw 
materials, the French found such advantages hampered by the dulling 
influence of protective tariffs and the taxation on many of their materials. 
Haldane observed in his preface that France was not hampered by the 
geographical conditions that played their part in influencing the rulers of 
Germany to subordinate considerations of economic development to those 
of national defence. The issue in France was one of class. The ‘class influ-
ence of the manufacturers on her politics has been immense, and she has 
had to pay for this. Her history is a striking illustration of the tendency of 
a protective system to get the upper hand, and, having got it, to keep it.’51

 The conclusion for Great Britain which Haldane drew from the research 
undertaken and summarised by Ashley was not that there was no need for 
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tariff reform. But he reached the view that ‘In the case of a small island with 
a great seaboard, and a great national capacity for command of the sea, 
protective remedies seem to me to be no remedies.’ He recognised the 
difficulty of bringing the ‘loose jointed’ (in both geography and constitu-
tion) subjects of the empire within an economic ring fence, such as the 
geographical conditions of Germany and the United States had made pos-
sible. On the contrary, he believed that ‘the history of cohesion of the 
Empire rested on just this looseness of jointing; never on mechanical 
devices, but always on the simple co-existence of common purpose and 
sentiment with the most complete local liberty’. When Haldane came to 
consider the extreme difficulty of avoiding the friction arising from the 
want of local liberty, which every tariff system tends to bring with it, and 
the impossibility of counting the economic price that must be paid if Britain 
were to part with the existing liberty of buying and selling, he felt deep 
misgivings about introducing a new tariff. ‘Its risk is tremendous, and what 
is risked is nothing short of the cohesion of the Empire. Surely the burden 
of proof rests heavily on those who invite us to leap with them?’ Invoking 
the appeal Vestigia nulla retrorsum! (No backward steps!) he concludes his 
preface to Ashley’s book with the resounding appeal that:

For the sake of the Empire, as well as our own sakes, we must seek to 
develop the wealth of the islands which form the centre of the Empire, and 
to expand their commerce. … If we would remain ahead of our rivals, we 
must continue to be ahead of them in the quality of what we make. No 
tariff can keep out that quality which is the key to quantity.52

* * *

And yet, as we have seen, Haldane was clearly far from being a straightfor-
ward capitalist. His views on nationalisation of the coal-mining industry 
illustrate the refinement of his thinking on this issue. The pressure towards 
nationalisation had been growing with the rise of the labour movement 
and in light of various ventures that had proved public ownership 
successful.
 Until the middle of the nineteenth century, capitalism in Britain oper-
ated on a relatively unbridled basis. But a series of Factory Acts limiting 
the hours of work and improving terms and conditions of employment 
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gradually came into force between 1843 and 1901, and Gladstone’s 
Regulation of Railways Act 1844 set the pattern for regulation of natural 
monopolies. Whilst transport, with the important exception of roads, was 
largely the remit of the private sector, with canals, railways and docks 
being typically built and owned by companies that sought to make an eco-
nomic return for their shareholders, the role of the local authorities in 
utility development and ownership was increasingly recognised. In 1856 
Joseph Bazalgette was appointed chief engineer of the Metropolitan Board 
of Works, and the sewage problems of London were for the first time 
addressed on a comprehensive scale.
 But, as R.  H.  Tawney pointed out, even by the time of Campbell-
Bannerman’s premiership (1905–8), the government did not own or 
administer any businesses (with the exception of the Post Office and a 
handful of naval and military establishments); nor did it concern itself 
with the vexed question of how to organise industry or market its prod-
ucts.53 The course of trade was left to itself; business enterprises enjoyed 
a remarkable freedom. This was based upon the assumption—informed 
no doubt by the thinking of Adam Smith—that profit-seeking entrepre-
neurs, if left unrestricted, would make use of the national resources in 
the most effective manner. And it was thought that competition would 
ensure that the consumer remained safe from exploitation.
 Following the start of the First World War, however, the disruption of 
supplies of certain products typically sourced from Germany called for 
central action. Haldane was quickly enlisted to chair a government 
Chemical Products Supply Committee to consider and advise as to the 
best means of obtaining for the use of British industries sufficient supplies 
of chemical products, colours and dye-stuffs—kinds hitherto largely 
imported from countries with which Britain was then at war.54 The ‘not 
very successful national dye company’ which resulted only served to show 
up a dangerous ‘lack of urgency in scientific matters’ within govern-
ment.55 Members of the Royal Society and other learned societies conse-
quently urged for ‘Government assistance for scientific research for 
industrial purposes’.56 Haldane, along with the president of the Board of 
Education, Joseph Pease, was responsible for a White Paper issued by 
Arthur Henderson, future leader of the Labour Party, in May 1915, out-
lining a ‘permanent organization for the promotion of industrial and 
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scientific research’.57 This was formalised by an Order in Council on 
28  July as a committee of the Privy Council. Six Cabinet ministers, as 
well as Haldane, Pease and Arthur Acland, were appointed as the initial 
members of this new committee. On 1  December 1916 the committee 
was reorganised into a separate Department of Scientific and Industrial 
Research, with its own minister—a foreshadowing of the even more 
radical and still unrealised proposal for a Department of Intelligence and 
Research made in the 1918 Haldane Report on the Machinery of 
Government.58 The new department encouraged ‘scientific and industrial 
research in its own laboratories, in universities and through research 
associations in industry’. These associations were ‘probably the most suc-
cessful development in the progress of DSIR’.59 In 1919 there were just 
nine such associations. By 1962 there were fifty-two. The department was 
eventually abolished by the Science and Technology Act 1965, with many 
of its responsibilities passing to the new Ministry of Technology and the 
equally new Science Research Council.
 Returning to the situation that prevailed during the First World War, 
many industries became subject to government control of one form or 
another. The railways, for instance, had been run throughout the war as a 
consolidated national service rather than as a series of private profit-mak-
ing agencies—an experiment which was ‘widely held to have vindicated 
itself triumphantly’.60 So much so that in 1919 a Bill was introduced for 
the establishment of a Ministry of Ways and Communications, with powers 
to buy up all railways, canals and docks. Whilst this plan was abandoned in 
1921 in the struggle between ‘the good fairy Reconstruction and the bad 
fairy Bolshevism’,61 the 130 railway companies of pre-war days were by 
government decree grouped into four regional private-sector monopolies: 
the London and North Eastern; the London Midland and Scottish; the 
Great Western; and the Southern. Safeguards for the community were 
maintained by means of a new Railway Rates Tribunal. Mechanisms were 
also put in place to deal with labour disputes—though this was not always 
effective. Public ownership was off the agenda until the aftermath of the 
Second World War.
 Paralleling such proposals for government-imposed amalgamation, there 
was also an acceleration of private industrial mergers, a trend which had 
become more prevalent during the war. By 1919 the forty-three chief bank-
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ing concerns of 1914 had been consolidated into five very much larger 
banks with a commanding hold on trade and industry.62 Even in 1918, the 
degree of such combinations had excited the attention of the government, 
which then appointed a Committee on Trusts to investigate them. A minor-
ity report concluded that some industries had gone so far in this process of 
combination that the time had come for public ownership. As historian 
Arthur Marwick pointed out, it appeared that the collectivists were starting 
to have it both ways, advocating that highly fragmented industries should be 
nationalised because they were inefficient, whilst highly concentrated ones 
should be nationalised because they were a menace!63

 Come the end of the war this was all to change. The slump in wages and 
output that followed the completion of hostilities, exacerbated by rising 
unemployment, meant that the post-war debate on governance, profit-
ability, social purpose and responsibility of corporations became a matter 
of increasingly wide political and public interest. There emerged a greater 
awareness of the fundamental rights of workers and the obligations of 
companies towards them. A classic case in point was the situation of the 
coal-mining industry.
 The threat of a national miners’ strike in February 1919 resulted in the 
government establishing a Royal Commission on the Coal Mines to 
enquire into the nature of ownership and operation of that industry. An 
essential feature of the miners’ demands was a plea for nationalisation of 
the mines. It became relevant therefore to enquire into the general prob-
lem of organising the coal-mining industry upon a national basis. Twelve 
commissioners were appointed, four by the government, four by the 
Miners’ Federation of Great Britain, two of whom were agreed between 
the government and the miners (R.  H.  Tawney and Sidney Webb), and 
three by the coal owners. The chairman, Lord Justice Sankey, was—you 
will not be surprised to hear—a great friend of Haldane.
 In the event that the commission recommended nationalisation, it 
would be essential to recruit a civil service fit for purpose under a dedi-
cated minister with oversight of that industry. The commissioners turned 
to Haldane, out of office now for four years, for evidence. As the promi-
nent left-wing political theorist Harold Laski writes in the introduction to 
the transcript of Haldane’s testimony to the Royal Commission—which, 
in view of its importance, Laski and R.  H.  Tawney arranged to be pub-
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lished as a separate pamphlet in 192164—there were several reasons for 
that choice. Haldane had given evidence before the Royal Commission on 
the Civil Service in 1912, evidence which Laski avowed was generally 
admitted to be the most illuminating discussion of the problem of person-
nel in government. Secondly, Haldane’s service for six years as Secretary 
of State for War provided experience not merely of ordinary civilian gov-
ernment officials but also the role of technical officials connected with a 
great department of state. But thirdly, as chairman of the Machinery of 
Government Committee, which reported in 1918, Haldane had only 
recently surveyed the whole problem of government organisation. Few, if 
any, men in Britain could be considered so competent to discuss the tech-
nical issues in the coal mines debate, which was effectively putting private 
enterprise on trial.65

 We might speculate to what extent Laski, by means of such a publica-
tion, was also giving public praise and recognition to a man who had not 
only been unjustly vilified before and throughout the war, but had also 
played a crucial part in Laski’s own rise to a position of intellectual impor-
tance. For in March 1920, while Laski was still a young academic at 
Harvard, Haldane was the principal enabler of his appointment to a lec-
tureship at the LSE, where Haldane was a governor and ‘perhaps the most 
important patron’.66 The two men were to develop an extremely close 
relationship once Laski returned to England. Laski dined almost weekly at 
Haldane’s London home and worked closely with him in the cause of adult 
education. It has even been suggested that Haldane’s shaping of the 
Canadian constitution, as explored in Chapter 10, owed much to this 
friendship and Laski’s pluralist understanding of the state.67 Through 
Haldane, Laski was admitted into some of the country’s most influential 
political and social circles.68 It is also no surprise that Laski should want to 
publish Haldane’s evidence to the Coal Commission, given the view of 
Laski’s closest confidant, the much older famous US Supreme Court 
Justice Oliver Wendell Holmes, who wrote to Laski in March 1920:

I have read the three volumes of evidence before the Coal Commission. The 
chef d’oeuvre of the piece is Haldane’s evidence on the organization of the civil 
service. I like to see a man who throws overboard outright the whole system 
of mechanical panaceas and takes the straight road on the old paths of initia-
tive, courage and knowledge as the roots of effective government.69



68. Georg Wilhelm Friedrich Hegel (1770–1831), Haldane’s greatest philosophical hero 
and inspiration, whose thinking was core to Haldane’s statesmanship. Texts from Hegel’s 
notoriously difficult writings were carved into an oak mantelpiece and bookcase at Cloan.

INTELLECTUAL FOUNDATIONS



69. Johann 
Gottlieb 
Fichte

70. Bishop 
Berkeley

71. The graves of Fichte (the gravestone and monument on left) and of Hegel (the cross 
and gravestone in middle) at the Dorotheenstadt cemetery in Berlin. The Kaiser was 
bewildered that Haldane took time on his 1906 visit to pay his respects at their graves.

Haldane was released from youthful religious angst by the philosophical works he was 
introduced to in Göttingen, particularly the writings of Johann Gottlieb Fichte (1762–
1814) and Bishop Berkeley (1685–1753). The portraits below are taken from the same 
book of cartes postales as that of Hegel (previous page) assembled by Haldane featuring 
images of his intellectual heroes. Haldane would become a prominent philosopher in his 
own right, even receiving an offer of the chair of moral philosophy at St Andrews 
University after delivering the prestigious Gifford Lectures there between 1902 and 1904. 

Early Inspiration



73. It is not 
surprising that 
Haldane chose 
Green’s work as 
the stable support 
upon which to 
lean in this por-
trait, c. 1902. 

72. The philosopher  T. H. Green (1836–
1882) made the insights of Haldane’s 
philosophical heroes profoundly relevant 
to a budding statesman, with his emphasis 
on engaged citizenship as a means to 
self-fulfillment. 

Philosophy and Citizenship



74. Adam Smith (1723–1790) was the subject of Haldane’s first sole authored book. Smith 
was himself a philosopher, but Haldane was more impressed by his revolutionary econom-
ics, which were to guide Haldane across a lifetime’s commitment to practical politics.

From Philosophy to Economics



76. Harold Laski (1893–1950), an 
internationally prominent left-wing 
economist and political theorist. 
Haldane was intrumental in securing 
Laski’s dominant place in public life. 

75. John Maynard Keynes (1883–1946) served as 
Secretary of the Royal Economic Society during 
many of the years 1906–28 during which Haldane 
served as its President.

Economic Developments



77. Haldane’s dedication to the most demanding intellectual pursuits was never divorced 
from his devotion to literature. His admiration for the work of Johann Wolfgang von 
Goethe (1749–1832) meant he was always ‘urging the humanities’, as Edmund Gosse 
said of him.

Literary Guidance



79. The poetry of Robert 
Browning (1812–1889) 
(left) and that of William 
Wordsworth were also 
considerable influences on 
Haldane.

78. The poetry of Emily 
Brontë (1818–1848) was 
of great importance to 
Haldane. The works of her 
Last Lines were constantly 
on his lips. He considered 
them to be one of the most 
profound artistic presenta-
tions of his central 
philosophy.



80. John Morley (1838–1923), who like Haldane was awarded the Order of Merit, served 
in Cabinet with Haldane from 1905 to 1914. Profoundly intelligent, Haldane called him 
‘the most interesting personality I ever knew’. He was painted by John Collier in 1913.

A Meritorious Intellect
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The key issue which Haldane was asked to address during the evidence 
hearing was that of the composition and recruitment of the civil service to 
which the coal-mining industry would be responsible in the event that it 
was to be nationalised. In Laski’s introduction to the reprint of Haldane’s 
evidence, he asserts that ‘it has become obvious that the primary services 
upon which the modern state depends—mines and railroads—can no 
longer be left to the free play of private competition’.70 Workers lacked 
the motivation to keep efficient production at an adequate level.
 Yes, the profit-seeking motivation had allowed for an ‘unprecedented’ 
increase in wages and working hours had been significantly reduced. But 
this clearly was still not sufficient to keep workers invested in the success 
of the enterprise. They demanded that services ‘so fundamental to the 
national life should be run by those who, from the lowest to the highest, 
have a part in their organisation’.71 But equally it was clear from the 
experience of war production that the transfer of such industries to the 
control of a government department was impractical. Such a department 
would be unsuited to the special technical needs demanded by an indus-
trial service like the mines. The Civil Service, being hierarchical in 
nature, did not breed in its members the initiative, flexibility or inven-
tiveness necessary for a nationalised industry. Nor, Laski felt, would it 
elicit creativity in the mass of the workers. Without such a motive, indus-
trial well-being was unachievable.72

 Could a new attitude be developed? This is where Haldane came in. He 
was clear at the outset of his evidence that he was not there to address the 
question of whether there should or should not be nationalisation of the coal 
industry. He set out, rather, to tackle the question of whether it is possible 
‘to train a body of civil servants fit for rapid and efficient administration’.73 
Fundamental to that quest was his understanding of the need for separation 
of functions, which he had gained at the War Office—Smith’s division of 
labour again. He detailed the critical difference there between the skills 
required by the commander in the field and those of the administrator. He 
believed that some of the administrative requirements of the army were of 
an equal complexity to those pertaining to civilian business. But administra-
tive skills had to be taught—education, as always, was the key—and he 
explained at length how he had set up with Sidney Webb, himself a member 
of the Coal Commission, the training of forty administrative army officers 
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each year at the London School of Economics, where ‘they were taught 
things which they never could have learned in the army’.74

 He saw no fundamental difference between the capabilities of men in 
any profession. Some had the qualities of courage, taking the initiative and 
assuming responsibility, and these were to be found both in the army and 
in the business world. But it was more difficult to find these people in the 
Civil Service, where rules and seniority were much more relevant to pro-
motion than selection on merit. He believed that with the best class of 
men the motivation to distinguish oneself in the service of the state could 
be just as potent as that of ‘the great impulse in the business world, namely, 
the desire to make a fortune’.75 It was this realisation that the administra-
tor needed to be trained and that the administrator’s role was equally as 
important as that of the officer in the field that lay at the foundation of the 
transformation effected in the British army.
 Haldane also explained the need to identify the right kind of compe-
tence in the minister who would lead a great department, one who would 
have responsibility and authority and the ability to command the respect 
of the House of Commons. He identified another problem for resolution. 
‘The difficulty here is that people [ministers] are chosen for their powers 
of talking in Parliament rather than administration.’76 For Haldane, both 
were critical. The minister must have expert knowledge, and that can only 
be acquired by surrounding himself with experts and by having an advisory 
council. He must listen to these experts and to his advisory council, but 
he must never be subservient to them. The minister must be solely respon-
sible and accountable to Parliament for final decisions.
 But advisers were still essential. Haldane believed that the minister 
should be very conscious that these members often had expertise very 
much greater than his own and that he would be wise to let himself be 
guided by them, although he must categorically not be encouraged to 
place responsibility on them. He advocated the fullest possible degree of 
consultation with such experts, but believed that ‘the true kind of coun-
cil meets formally very seldom, but it is meeting always in reality’. He 
continues in true Haldanean style:

The Minister ought to live with it [the council]. He ought to sit in the room 
with it, smoking cigars with it, lunching with it, taking tea with it, dining 
with it, and being with it until all hours in the morning. Its members ought 
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to be his guides, philosophers and friends, and they ought to understand 
one another and feel that the best thing in their interests and in his interests 
is for him to say at the end of their deliberations: ‘I will take my own way 
about it, but you will know it is in harmony, not only with the letter, but 
with the spirit of what you have been thinking.’77

It is vintage Haldane: very full-on, but so human. In his disregard of a 
pedantic officialdom and his endorsement for working patterns which 
encourage a genuine cross-fertilisation of ideas, the vision that Haldane 
presents here remains strikingly fresh. He seems to see into the heart of 
what makes for effective teams and leadership; he is wonderfully dismis-
sive of superficiality. ‘That is what I call getting rid of red tape and making 
the thing work.’78 Haldane’s realism, his ability to see beyond mere ideas 
and into the practical facts that must precondition the existence of those 
ideas, hits us once again:

The whole future of the success of nationalization … seems to turn on the 
getting of capable men. Then it is easy; but if you do not get a man who is 
capable, the best thought-out scheme of nationalization in the world will 
not work. Therefore, you want to get capable men as managers—someone 
who will work with the men as I suggested the Minister should work with 
his Council—that is to say, live with them and make them feel that he is 
one of themselves and make them love him just as the soldiers love the 
competent company officer who, while he commands them, will sacrifice 
himself for them if necessary.79

He believed passionately that the civilian servant of the state could be as 
proud a position as that of the man who served in the army and the navy, 
and that for this to be the case there must be ‘public spirit, public honour 
and public recognition’.80 Haldane thought that the state should pay good 
salaries and that the state official had hitherto been ‘the patient beast of 
burden who has been underpaid’.81 But that did not mean that good sala-
ries had to be of a level that would allow for opulence. Senior military 
personnel ‘live on what the rich man often calls very little indeed, but 
their reward comes to them in another way. They have social advantages 
which he has not. They are rewarded by the public, by honours, and by 
positions which tell.’82 There was no reason, in Haldane’s mind, why this 
could not be the case for those who served other branches of the state.

* * *
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Haldane had a particular interest in the interaction of macro- and micro-
economics with national growth and business enterprise. The foundation 
of the London School of Economics and Political Science was to become 
an important contributor to understanding this relationship. But the Royal 
Economic Society83 (RES) was also an organisation to which Haldane was 
drawn at a time of considerable—indeed, revolutionary—thinking in eco-
nomic affairs and policy. John Maynard Keynes’s work lay at the heart of 
that revolution. Haldane was elected president of the RES in 1906 within 
months of his appointment as Secretary of State for War. There could have 
been no greater demonstrator of Haldane’s belief in the importance of the 
science of economics than the fact that he remained president until his 
death in 1928. Whether that long period of Haldane’s presidency was 
wholly desirable for the development of the science of economics may be 
judged by the change of rules brought in immediately after his death which 
imposed time limitations on office. But his lengthy tenure underlined the 
central importance which Haldane ascribed to the role of the developing 
science of economics in society, both theoretical and applied.84

 There must have been many occasions on which Haldane and Keynes 
interacted at the society, as Keynes was its secretary at the time of 
Haldane’s appointment and he (Keynes) doubled up this role from 1911 
onwards by becoming editor of its principal publication, The Economic 
Journal.85 Haldane presided at the society over the period of Keynes’s ini-
tial challenge to Alfred Marshall’s classical economics. Keynes’s Economic 
Consequences of the Peace, published in 1919, with its emphasis on the 
growth of the demand side of the economy, was the forerunner of a revo-
lution in economic thinking as great as that of Adam Smith.
 The interplay of economics with national affairs was a constant con-
cern for Haldane. We have seen it in his early espousal in the 1880s of the 
taxation of the unearned increment and of land taxation policy in Ireland. 
We see it again in 1907 in Haldane’s inaugural presidential address to the 
International Congress of the RES, when he dwelt on the international 
brotherhood of science and, in particular, the science of the state.86 What 
we find here is a summation of one of the key points from the biography 
of Adam Smith that first launched Haldane into the world of economics, 
but with a new international dimension. In his address, he praises Smith 
as a man who had ‘profoundly freed his mind from every kind of narrow-
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ness’.87 He reminds the delegates that Smith saw that no economic sci-
ence was perfect for the purposes of the state unless it was set in the 
context of its times. Smith himself recognised that there might be cir-
cumstances in which his doctrine of commercial freedom would not 
apply. Drawing on his experience working with the military—an advan-
tage he was without in 1887 when he wrote his biography—Haldane goes 
on to say that the relationship between the economist and the statesman 
was analogous to the General Staff and army commanders; the role of the 
economist was to work out principles and plans for the statesman. But 
the economist’s reflections are not enough on their own. The statesman 
must balance the many particular circumstances of his time and keep 
forever in mind that the management of human affairs requires the art of 
dealing with human nature. An understanding of the relationship between 
capital and labour can only get you so far!
 Haldane argued that the science of economics, as with all other sci-
ences, was becoming more and more specialist. Recalling, as he often did, 
Goethe’s dictum that ‘he who would accomplish anything in this world 
must learn to limit himself’, he was able to emphasise to this great inter-
national gathering the value of their different minds, attainments and spe-
cialised work, but all converging upon a broad common purpose. 
Economics was no longer seen simply in the context of the question ‘how 
shall we make our own nation more prosperous?’ Haldane’s address reveals 
a man who is now asking, ‘how can the science of economics contribute to 
the healthy functioning of the world?’
 The RES was the platform for further Haldanean contributions to eco-
nomic practice and theory. In 1925 the society hosted a discussion on the 
great question of the national debt at its annual meeting.88 Haldane was in 
the chair. Hugh Dalton—elected that year as an MP for the first time and 
to go on to become Chancellor of the Exchequer from 1945 to 1947 in 
Attlee’s post-war Labour government—opened the discussion. The ques-
tion being debated was whether it was desirable, and if so at what speed, 
to seek to pay off or reduce the outstanding national debt. Dalton advo-
cated measures which he believed could repay the whole national debt 
within thirty years, claiming the inter-generational high ground by stating 
that the most important duty of the state is ‘to protect the interests of the 
future against the demands of the present’.89 He believed that nearly all of 
the money paid to the holders of war loans would be reinvested.
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 Keynes, who spoke next, disagreed. He saw only two reasons which 
would merit expediting the repayment of debt. The first was to allow 
for the raising of funds on behalf of public bodies which might require 
new capital for productive purposes. Not seeing the demand for such 
stimulus in 1925, he believed that the reduction in debt would simply 
stimulate the flow of capital into the hands of public bodies abroad. The 
second reason would be to stimulate the amount of national savings, a 
policy advocated by Dalton. But Keynes believed that by no means all of 
the money taken from the taxpayer to fund the repayment of debt 
would be saved. He could not see at that time that the need for addi-
tional savings was urgent enough to justify heavier taxation in order to 
bring about its heavier stimulation. He decried the attraction of com-
pound interest applied to the reduction in debt and contrasted that 
‘aesthetic’ outcome against the effects within the community; he pre-
ferred to see the operation of compound interest working to benefit the 
community at large. He feared that the increase of taxation that would 
be necessitated would hold back the general progress of the community. 
He wanted to see the national debt being reduced, as after the 
Napoleonic wars, by the general progress of the community, not a 
Sinking Fund. This was a preview of the Keynesianism of the General 
Theory which he was to publish in 1936.
 It fell to Haldane to sum up the debate. Stressing both the political and 
economic dimensions of the issue, he believed that the answer to the ques-
tion depended to a considerable extent on what view was taken of the 
future of the country:

If this country is doomed never to recover itself, its industry never going 
to improve, if we are to the end of our advantage and the prospects that we 
had in the days of the industrial revolution are all gone, then I agree we had 
better pay off [the debt] as fast as we can to keep the peace with our credi-
tors. But if, on the other hand, you take the view that we are no worse off 
than we have been before, that we have got the old stuff in our people, if 
you take the view that, as put forward in another connection, what you get 
out of the earth is according to what you have put into it, because of new 
methods of science and new means of production, then you must remem-
ber, with your past experience, to take care to burden industry when it is 
in a difficult position as little as you can, and to proceed very cautiously in 
the repayment of your debt.90
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Haldane went on to admit that the future was uncertain, despite many 
people seeing the prospect of the League of Nations pointing to a long 
period of peace in which to reduce debt. Haldane of course hoped for 
such a period of peace but ‘as a student of history and in particular the 
history of the origins of wars’, he was not overly sanguine.91 ‘Of course 
we should all like to get rid of the National Debt,’ he exclaimed, ‘but if 
we cannot, is that a thing which should lead us to despair if we believe in 
the future of our people—if we believe in the progress which is being 
made in education, in the outlook of youth, in the rise of the democracy, 
and in the consequent prospect of greater production and of more indus-
trial power?’92

 There was no need to rush the repayment of the national debt; it was 
possible that this would create worse conditions for industries. He con-
cluded stirringly with the words: ‘Let us then have courage, let us have 
faith, and let us put our full energies into developing the productive capac-
ity of this nation.’ Haldane understood that progress could never be 
achieved without hope; to instil hope was his constant aim. He was more 
than aware of the horrors and depravities of which human beings were 
capable; the war had only ended seven years previously (and another was 
only fourteen away). Yet Haldane never lost a sense of confidence in the 
human capacity to transform a dismal situation into one of success.
 But there weren’t many of Haldane’s calibre to catalyse the latent 
potential within the nation. The first—minority—Labour government, in 
which Haldane served in his old role as Lord Chancellor, fell at the 
Conservative victory in the general election of November 1924. In April 
1925 Churchill took Britain back onto the Gold Standard at its unsustain-
able pre-war parity. This was a body blow to the already hard-hit mining 
industry and laid the foundations of both the miners’ and the general 
strikes of 1926. Lloyd George became leader of the Liberal Party in 
October 1926 on the resignation of Asquith, and developed ambitious 
plans for government economic intervention. These plans threatened not 
just the Conservative Party but also the Labour Party’s position as the 
official opposition.
 Lloyd George published his yellow book Britain’s Industrial Future in 
early 1928, just a few months before Haldane’s death that August, con-
taining exhaustive proposals for dealing with Britain’s grave unemploy-
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ment situation. In March 1929 this was followed by his sixty-four-page 
pamphlet ‘We Can Conquer Unemployment’, setting out specific reme-
dies. On the international front, focus was placed on an ever-increasing 
freedom of trade. At home, efficiency of British industries and a pro-
gramme of national development became paramount. But Lloyd George 
went further. He pledged that within two years of adopting a new, 
detailed policy of investment in a national system of roads and bridges, of 
housing, of telephone and electrical development, of land drainage and, 
in London, passenger transport, unemployment levels could be brought 
down from the December 1928 level of 1.5 million to the ‘normal’ level 
of less than 1 million.
 Within two months of the publication of Lloyd George’s pamphlet, 
Keynes and H.  D.  Henderson, respectively the chairman and editor of The 
Nation, produced a forty-four-page analysis of the Lloyd George pro-
gramme entitled ‘Can Lloyd George do it? The Pledge Examined’. It 
reviewed the proposals and contrasted them to the economic policy of 
recent years which had ‘been dominated by the preoccupation of the 
Treasury with the departmental problem of debt conversion’. It damned 
the belief of the Conservative government that the less it borrowed the 
better the chances of converting the national debt into loans carrying a 
lower rate of interest. ‘In the interests of conversion, therefore, they have 
exerted themselves to curtail, as far as they can, all public borrowing, all 
capital expenditure by the State, no matter how productive and desirable 
in itself. … To all well-laid schemes of progress and enterprise, they have 
(whenever they could) barred the door with, No!’93

 Keynes and Henderson then went on to say:

[It is] no accident that the Conservative government had landed the country 
in the mess where we found ourselves. … Negation, Restriction, 
Inactivity—these are the Government’s watchwords. Under their leadership 
we have been forced to button up our waistcoats and compress our lungs. 
Fears and doubts and hypochondriac precautions are keeping us muffled up 
indoors. But we are not tottering to our graves. We are healthy children. We 
need the breath of life. There is nothing to be afraid of. On the contrary. The 
future holds in store for us far more wealth and economic freedom and 
possibilities of personal life than the past has ever offered. There is no reason 
why we should not feel ourselves free to be bold, to be open, to experi-
ment, to take action, to try the possibilities of things. And over against us, 
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standing in the path, there is nothing but a few old gentlemen tightly but-
toned-up in their frock coats, who only need to be treated with a little 
friendly disrespect and bowled over like ninepins!94

We might wonder, then: was Haldane a Keynesian or was Keynes a 
Haldanean? If only Haldane could have lived just one year longer to hear 
the political economist speak out so strongly in the service of the state.
 In the end, everything we have explored in this chapter comes back to 
two basic claims that Haldane seems to make at every turn: base your 
economic and business plans on what is actually possible, but never be 
blind to the sheer enormity of what is actually possible! The ‘true leader’ 
is the one who can, in Haldane’s words, ‘fill the minds of those who hear 
him, even of such as are in the depths of national despair, with the sense of 
the greatness of which human nature is capable’.95 As ever, when it comes 
to Haldane, the idealist is the realist and the realist is the idealist. Study 
your facts—study, study, study. They will show you your limitations and 
your potential. And once you have grasped the nature of both, set to 
work—and work, and work, and work. That, according to Haldane, is how 
you change the world.
 And change the world he did, as we are about to discover.
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A BRAVE NEW WORLD

A powerful and beneficent personality, a great citizen, above all a loyal and generous 
colleague.

Beatrice Webb on Haldane1

Haldane was a man irreducible to one sphere of activity, one political 
party, one tradition. Beatrice Webb, the social reformer whose words form 
the epigraph for this chapter, once wrote of him:

Plenitude, mental and physical, seemed to me his dominant feature, lead-
ing to a large intake and a like output. A big head on a bigger body—gen-
erous expenditure on the good things of life, not least among them choice 
edibles and the accompanying portions and potions of nicotine and alco-
hol, also of select quality; long hours of work; endless documents and 
books mastered and remembered; a multitude of interests, and an ever-
widening circle of friends and acquaintances, extending from Emperors 
and Kings, distinguished diplomatists, and famous men of science and 
learning, to representative manual workers and scientific administrative 
experts of all sorts and kinds; any adequate picture of his life would entail 
a large and crowded canvas.2

Our brushstrokes in Part 2 begin with the background, particularly the 
political setting, that will help us to make sense of Haldane’s contribution 
to the life of the state. The major parties were not the major parties we 
know today; their debates were not (with certain significant exceptions) 
the debates of our day. When Haldane entered Parliament in 1885 the 
Labour Party didn’t exist, women couldn’t vote in national elections, and 
MPs received no income for their work. It would take another twenty-
seven years before electric lighting was installed in the Commons. A taxi 
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to Parliament would have involved a horse. It is, in many respects, an alien 
world. Some things remain the same, of course. Antipathy between par-
ties, the struggle between rich and poor, the suspicion of growing world 
powers—these were as well known then as they are now. So, before we 
come to Haldane the statesman, we have to know something of his setting, 
at once so foreign and so familiar.
 Given his thirty core years of service to the Liberal Party (1885–1915), 
it may be sensible to start by asking what it meant to be a Liberal in the 
days of Haldane’s public life. And yet a definition is far from straightfor-
ward. The Liberals were an amalgam of Whigs, Peelites (progressive con-
servatives following Sir Robert Peel) and Radicals that emerged in the 
1860s to champion free trade in opposition to protectionist Conservatives. 
At their head was the dominating figure of William Ewart Gladstone, who 
would hold prime ministerial office no less than four times across four 
decades. His was a Peelite brand of Liberalism—characterised by a strong 
moral determination to strengthen the existing social order while correct-
ing its abuses. Gladstone’s name became synonymous with Liberalism,3 
but the party was still uncomfortably pulled between the two poles of the 
past and the future, represented by the old-fashioned Whigs on the one 
hand and the rising spirit of socialism and organised labour on the other. 
Part of the Liberals’ strength was their potential to hold within themselves 
the principles of both. Given the latent fault lines between the concerns of 
these two political approaches, however, this was also their weakness.4 The 
Whigs, despite their great achievements in the cause of freedom (the abo-
lition of the slave trade in 1807 and the Great Reform Act of 1832, for 
instance), had nevertheless been a party of the landed classes, who sought 
to represent the interests of the underrepresented and disenfranchised, as 
opposed to the Conservatives, who championed the interests of the estab-
lished Church, landowners, and those in possession of capital. Most of the 
men who represented labour were, like the Whigs, dedicated to the cause 
of liberty, but they more narrowly sought the liberty of one particular 
section of society—the liberty of working men, as expressed in their 
rights and well-being—and it is out of their ranks that many of these lead-
ers sprang.
 Haldane lived this tension between Whigs and labour. In a sense, his life 
followed a trajectory from one to the other, and his final political office 
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was to be Lord Chancellor in the first ever Labour government in 1924 
(the Labour Party itself having been founded just twenty-four years previ-
ously). But he couldn’t escape a continuing conflict between his Whiggish 
background and his commitment to the cause of the working classes. He 
himself was of the upper-middle classes, but he cared passionately for 
freedom, not least the freedom of labourers. He spoke out on their behalf 
continuously—for affordable, clean housing, for free and continuous edu-
cation, for humane and satisfying working conditions. The platform for 
such vocal support was, in the first decades of Haldane’s political life, an 
organisation known as the ‘Eighty’ Club. His intense devotion to the work 
of the club, which he had helped form shortly after Gladstone’s success in 
the 1880 general election, is a reflection of the tensions Haldane embodied 
and the direction in which he hoped to move the Liberals. Built upon the 
remnants of the Whiggish Albert Grey Committee, it sought to promote 
political education and organisation. The club consisted of ‘a number of 
gentlemen’ willing to volunteer in speaking on political subjects.5 If its 
roots were in Whig politics, the topics that the club’s representatives cov-
ered on public platforms and in their regular published pamphlets show 
the Liberals’ concern to address the issues of the day most pressing to the 
working classes: social reforms, housing, education, leasehold enfranchise-
ment, eight-hour working days and socialism were some of the club’s lead-
ing topics of discussion. With John Morley and Lord Kensington, Haldane 
was an inaugural committee member and, from February 1881, its first 
honorary secretary for two years. In fact, writing with blunt honesty to his 
mother in February 1882, the twenty-five-year-old Haldane could say: ‘We 
[the ‘Eighty’ Club] have really done a very great deal, & I may say that I 
have arranged & got up the whole of it.’6

 Gladstone became president of the ‘Eighty’ Club in 1884. After his 
successful election as a Member of Parliament in 1885, Haldane became a 
vice president of the club, to be joined later in that role by his two great 
friends, H.  H.  Asquith on becoming an MP in 1886 and Sir Edward Grey 
in 1889. The club was therefore backed by some of the most powerful 
political personalities of the day and energised by the up-and-coming tal-
ent within the party, many of whom would come to embody what was 
known as the New Liberalism—which Haldane defined as a movement for 
those who esteem ‘a progressive policy in social matters more highly than 
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anything else.’7 It was in the context of the ‘Eighty’ Club that Haldane 
hoped, in his early political years, to persuade the developing labour 
movement that the Liberal Party could deliver on its concerns—that no 
separate, new party was needed to fulfil their desires. With the founding 
of the Social Democratic Federation in 1884, the Independent Labour 
Party in 1893, and the Labour Representation Committee in 1900 (which 
was, in effect, the founding of the Labour Party as we know it today), it 
was clear that the battle was being lost. The socialist impetus behind these 
developments was still deeply unsettling to the Liberal heartland, and for 
all the rhetoric about the labourer’s emancipation, mainstream Liberalism 
couldn’t bring itself to go to the lengths of those at the vanguard of the 
labour movement.
 Haldane, however, knew where the future lay. As early as 1892 he sug-
gested a Ministry of Labour, headed by Arthur Acland, within the Liberal 
government. Acland had previously organised the Oxford Extension 
Lectures, connecting him to the industrial classes of northern England, 
and had served since 1885 as MP for the Yorkshire town of Rotherham. He 
was well known, therefore, by labour representatives and deeply knowl-
edgeable of their concerns and worldview. Haldane accordingly wrote to 
the party’s chief whip:

Why should not the opportunity be taken of doing what would at once be 
useful and popular, making the labour department of the Board of Trade a 
reality by putting it under his [Acland’s] charge and extending its functions? 
… The minister in charge of the labour department would have abundance 
to do and Acland’s large experience in settling industrial disputes and get-
ting at the minds of the working people would enable him to develop the 
functions of his office from the very first.

An original idea, but Acland, despite his working-class connections, came 
from the traditional ruling classes. Surely, we might think, a man from 
within the ranks of the labour representatives should hold such a position. 
But Haldane had already thought the whole thing through:

He [Acland] is in a unique position. [Thomas] Burt, for example, is 
regarded with an approach to hostility by the Labour Party, and there is 
probably no man within their ranks whom their jealousies would permit to 
fill the most prominent position in the Labour sphere. … But in Acland 
there is no sense of rivalry. They look on him as a highly educated outsider 
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who has devoted his life to the study of the relations of capital to labour. I 
am aware to talk of a Labour ministry is to suggest what is easy to speak of 
and difficult to do, but if some step towards it could now be taken I feel 
sure that it would strengthen Mr.  Gladstone’s position both in the 
Constituences [sic] and in the present House of Commons.8

The idea for a Ministry of Labour was one that would take twenty-four 
years to materialise.9 But despite party sluggishness, Haldane did not wait 
around in mastering the most progressive thinking. Very early in his 
political career he established friendships and working relationships with 
the likes of Sidney Webb—‘that pioneer of the welfare state’10—and 
Beatrice Potter, soon to be Beatrice Webb. As leading members of the 
Fabian Society, founded in 1884, the Webbs were committed to advancing 
the socialist cause through gradual legislative change (and also, unfortu-
nately, partly through eugenics, though Haldane played no part in that 
campaign).11 In looking for gradual change, the Fabians attempted to 
repudiate ‘the common assumption that Socialism was necessarily bound 
up with Insurrection on the one hand or Utopianism on the other, and we 
set to work to discover for ourselves and to teach others how practically 
to transform England into a Social Democratic Commonwealth’.12

 What bound the Webbs with Haldane was, according to Beatrice, ‘our 
common faith in a deliberately organised society: our common belief in 
the application of science to human relations with a view to betterment’.13 
Before entering office, Haldane sought to put this faith into practice 
through a brand of Liberalism known as Liberal Imperialism. This was a 
political approach that both stressed the core values of the New 
Liberalism—esteeming a progressive policy in social matters more highly 
than anything else—while at the same time, unlike the majority of New 
Liberals, championing the empire (not with a view to British world domi-
nation, as we shall see later, but rather to developing mutually beneficial 
economic co-operation). The Liberal Imperial ists also backed a pro-
gramme of ‘National Efficiency’ (as did some Conser vatives and some 
socialists, including the Webbs) that sought a more rationally organised, 
more scientific state, one that was based on the German example as dis-
tinct from the traditional laissez-faire British approach. The Liberal 
Imperialists looked to the Earl of Rosebery as their head, and counted 
within their number the likes of Grey, Asquith, and Ronald Munro 
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Ferguson (later Lord Novar, and the brother of Val, Haldane’s one-time 
fiancée). But Haldane was their principal policy-maker. Under Haldane’s 
lead the Liberal Imperial ists sought to learn from the Webbs’ careful stud-
ies of poverty, its impact and its possible reversal, and bring their conclu-
sions to bear upon Liberal policies. By Beatrice’s account, ‘Haldane was 
the only one who approached to a Socialist or remained a true collectivist. 
The others could more properly be termed “radical reformists”.’14 But 
Haldane’s hopes that connections with the Fabians would enliven the 
Liberals with the most progressive thinking of the time were not to be 
realised. As he put it:

I never belonged to the Fabian Society, but was always very much in con-
tact with Sidney Webb, and I brought some of his ideas into the consulta-
tions which Asquith and Grey and I used to hold about the future of 
Liberalism. If these ideas had been more studied in the days of Campbell-
Bannerman [Liberal leader from 1899, prime minister 1905–8] and before 
that, the fading away of the Liberal Party might, I think, have been averted, 
and a party still more progressive in spirit might have grown up, not of 
extreme views, but as a body of thinkers among whom Labour and 
Liberalism might have come to dwell under a common roof, a roof shelter-
ing them as the real and united alternative to the Conservative Party.15

The Fabians themselves bore some of the responsibility for the failure of 
this vision to materialise. Their manifesto of 1893 was a clear call for a 
separate Labour Party anchored in the trade union movement. To Haldane, 
who had begun to see a gradual ‘modification’ of the ‘Liberal machine’, the 
publication of such a manifesto was a ‘heavy blow’.16 The progress the 
Liberal Imperialists were making in persuading the older generation of the 
Liberal Party to embrace a number of key Labour principles had been 
drastically compromised. Nevertheless, the Webbs did not abandon those 
in sympathy on the liberal side, particularly as the years following the 
manifesto’s publication made it plain that support from one of the major 
political parties was still necessary if their reforms were to be realised. As 
Keir Hardie, writing in 1905, pointed out, ‘At the General Election in 
1895, the Independent Labour Party put forward twenty-eight candidates, 
none of whom were returned.’17

 The founding, in 1902, of the ‘Coefficients’ dining club saw the Webbs 
once more making a concerted effort to work with Liberals of advanced 
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views, notably Haldane and his fellow Liberal Imperialist friend Edward 
Grey. Sidney Webb was clearly impressed by their continued resistance to 
both an old-fashioned Gladstonian Liberalism and a facile jingoism, praising 
them and their colleagues Asquith and Lord Rosebery in a famous article of 
1901 for their ‘courage to cast off the old clothes’.18 Alongside Haldane, 
Grey and Webb (though not, interestingly, Beatrice), the broad-church 
club’s other founder members included the founding director of the LSE, 
Professor W.  A.  S.  Hewins, his soon-to-be successor H.  J.  Mackinder, the 
militant imperialist and Germanophobe L.  J.  Maxse (who would become 
one of Haldane’s fiercest critics), the philosopher Bertrand Russell, and 
the writer H.  G.  Wells. The club’s express purpose was to promote and 
think through the cause of ‘National Efficiency’ (explored in Chapter 10), 
with Haldane hosting its first dinner in his flat at Whitehall Court in 
December 1902. But despite the impressive range of topics discussed by 
the group across the years19 and an expanding membership that would take 
in figures from both ends of the political spectrum,20 the club remained 
largely ineffective in bridging the Liberal–Labour divide, and Fabian think-
ing continued to operate at a distance from the centres of political power.
 If Fabian thinking was still on the margins, how did it win out? 
According to Haldane’s sister, Elizabeth, it was not simply Liberalism’s 
failure to learn from the latest socialist thinking that accounted for the 
party’s later demise (the last Liberal government in Britain ended in 
1915). Even those such as her brother, who sought to bring the two 
approaches under one roof, were already undermined in their attempt 
simply by means of their background, ‘for despite all we said on platforms, 
we were not “of the people,” nor did we truly understand their needs. We 
were in great measure Whigs still.’21

 There is an argument along the same lines that says that the whole set-
up of Haldane’s life put him at a remove from those whose views he sought 
to express. Again, it is Beatrice Webb who, early in her working relation-
ship with Haldane, makes the point:

As for Haldane … he is a large and generous-hearted man, affectionate to 
his friends and genuinely enthusiastic about the advancement of knowl-
edge. But his ideal has no connection with the ugly rough and tumble 
work-a-day world of the average sensual man, who is compelled to earn his 
livelihood by routine work and bring up a family of children on narrow 
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means. Unmarried, living a luxurious physical but a strenuous mental life, 
Haldane’s vital energies are divided between highly-skilled legal work and 
the processes of digestion—for he is a Herculean eater. He finds his relax-
ation in bad metaphysics and in political intrigue.22

Webb makes a related point elsewhere:

Where we differed was in the orientation of political power. Haldane 
believed more than we did in the existing governing class: in the great 
personages of Court, Cabinet and City. We staked our hopes on the organ-
ised working-class, served and guided, it is true, by an élite of unassuming 
experts who would make no claim to superior social status, but would 
content themselves with exercising the power inherent in superior knowl-
edge and longer administrative experience.23

Webb’s point is insightful, but not in the way she intended it. There is, as 
Haldane the philosopher would have said, a ‘confusion of categories’ in her 
words. Haldane’s belief in the existing governing class was a belief in the 
channels through which real political developments could be made given 
the existing structure of things. To compare this to the Webbs’ own ‘hopes’ for 
how things might be is unfair. Haldane’s own hopes were very much not in 
the existing state of play—he was clear, for example, that he wanted to see 
an ‘elite of talent’ rise up to replace the hereditary peers,24 and his willing-
ness to enter the first Labour Cabinet, whose make-up was far from tradi-
tional, shows a remarkable openness to the new. If Haldane continued to 
put faith in ‘Court, Cabinet and City’, it was a faith founded in their elas-
ticity, their ability to change, as they reflected and embodied public opin-
ion—which, according to Haldane, was the ultimate source of sover-
eignty.25 If we remember this qualification, Webb’s point is important 
because it actually shows Haldane’s fundamentally democratic instinct, as 
opposed to Webb’s instinct, which was essentially to become what the 
historian Colin Matthew, in another context, has called ‘the captive of an 
interest’,26 that of the working class. Haldane’s belief in both Court and 
Cabinet was nothing less than a belief in constitutional monarchy (which 
keeps the monarch politically neutral) and parliamentary democracy 
(which attempts to ensure the actual sovereignty of public opinion): 
another instance of Haldane’s irreducibility to one faction or interest.
 Haldane bridged the gap between the dying Whigs and the emerging 
Labour in his ability to own his own privileged past while embracing a 



A BRAVE NEW WORLD

  153

democratic future. There were certainly a good number of people, includ-
ing the Webbs, who decided to renounce the style of living that had char-
acterised their inheritance in the cause of a more socially democratic 
society. Beatrice Webb’s dinners were said to be ‘exercises in asceticism’,27 
as she attempted to live a life in solidarity with the poor. There were the 
young Oxford graduates, men such as William Beveridge and 
R.  H.  Tawney, inspired by T.  H.  Green’s vision of radically engaged citizen-
ship (see Chapter 4), who lived and worked at Toynbee Hall, a place spe-
cifically designed to allow future leaders to dwell alongside the impover-
ished inhabitants of London’s East End. This would provide an insight into 
societal conditions that no amount of theory could bring. Haldane, how-
ever, did not attempt to live like ‘the working man’, let alone embrace the 
conditions of the unemployed.
 The tone is set by the very manner in which Haldane entered politics. 
It was admittance, in 1878, to the exclusive world of the London gentle-
man’s club Brooks’s—the traditional stronghold of upper-class Whiggery, 
and a far cry from Toynbee Hall—that represented Haldane’s first step 
upon the political ladder. Moreover, it was an aristocratic relative, Robert 
Haldane-Duncan, third Earl of Camperdown, who secured his place for 
him. As Haldane told his mother at the time: ‘He [Camperdown] is to 
propose me & Lord Stair is to second my name. … It is really an incalcu-
lable advantage to me to have him thus backing me up. I am committed to 
Whig politics somewhat prematurely it is true, but this would have been 
so at any rate.’28 Throughout his life Haldane maintained a manner and 
ways which were undeniably patrician—his double-pronged silver cigar 
forks spoke for themselves.29 He was undoubtedly a great lover of food 
and wine, said to possess ‘the finest cellar and the best table in Scotland’.30 
In fact, when his twenty-one-year-old nephew Graeme Haldane arrived as 
a student at Trinity College, Cambridge in 1919 his uncle insisted on 
financing a small wine cellar for his rooms.31 This is hardly the behaviour 
of a Keir Hardie.
 But if Haldane’s eating habits were far from puritanical, his work ethic 
was decidedly Protestant.32 He found in work a kind of justification for, 
and a sanctification of, his own existence. Work validated him (it also dis-
tracted him from his turbulent emotions, as we discovered in Chapter 2), 
and so he filled up almost every hour with it. Almost. Dining was for him 
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the exception. It was the setting for his relaxation, where his ‘strenuous’ 
hours of work were relieved by the consumption of ‘choice edibles’. 
Denied (or denying himself) the other home comforts of married life and 
the space of free evenings and weekends, Haldane’s love of the table is 
surely a forgivable foible, if it is even that. We might see it in a rather dif-
ferent light if we remember (notwithstanding what has been said about 
relaxation) that it was at his dinner table that Haldane got things done. This 
was the setting for that key Haldanean technique for political success: 
bringing miscellaneous groups of people together in an informal, convivial 
atmosphere, where professional, daytime rivalries are set aside as the wine 
takes hold, to be replaced with late-night plans for collaborative, transfor-
mative action. Finally, we have to remember that, despite traditional, 
epicurean delights, Haldane did not remain aloof from the springs of radi-
cal change that would affect the lives of the poorest in society. He was not 
a socialist, but he did work closely with those on the left, helping to found 
the London School of Economics (essentially a socialist endeavour, see 
Chapter 8), promoting the careers of leading socialists (Harold Laski in 
particular), dining at Toynbee Hall with its founders, lecturing at the 
Working Men’s College and at the St James’s and Soho Radical Club, 
actively supporting the Workers’ Educational Association, and meeting 
regularly with the labourers within his constituency. And he did, of course, 
serve in the first Labour government.33

 Bearing all this in mind, Beatrice Webb couldn’t help but form an over-
whelmingly positive view of Haldane, which she made explicit in her sec-
ond volume of memoirs, Our Partnership:

As lawyer, politician and administrator, R.  B.  Haldane came to be recog-
nised as one in the first rank. … But it was pre-eminently as a big public 
personage, in some ways the biggest and most genial of his time, that he 
will be remembered by those who knew him. … He had a notable gift 
for manipulating his fellow-men and for the organisation of business; for 
getting the best out of his subordinates; mainly because, whilst being 
somewhat cynical, he was always good-humoured and considerate, tem-
pering rebuke and approval with kindly humour. Thus, it was in personal 
intercourse that he excelled; in successful intrigue, always for public and 
not for private ends. About Haldane’s personal disinterestedness there 
can be no doubt. He loved power, especially the power of the hidden 
hand; or shall I say of the recognised hidden hand? But he frequently sacri-
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ficed his own prospects if he could thereby serve a friend or promote a 
cause he believed in. To sum up my memories: a powerful and beneficent 
personality, a great citizen, above all a loyal and generous colleague.34

* * *

Such is the record of Haldane by one of the leading socialist thinkers of the 
day. And yet, throughout his life, Haldane, truly irreducible, maintained a 
close circle of friends within the Conservative Party. This, too, was a party 
on the move, and not into the past. Haldane stated their differences from 
and similarities to the Liberals succinctly in 1896:

If Liberalism is associated with Home Rule, Conservatism is associated 
with the special championship of the interests of Church, Land, and 
Capital. For the rest, in the matter of the treatment of social problems, 
the distinction between the Liberals and Conservatives is one of degree 
rather than of kind. There is no greater delusion than that which a few 
years ago was current among a good many people, that we were 
approaching a period when the difference between the two parties would 
turn on economic principles, the Conservatives remaining free from any 
taint of Socialism.35

Home Rule for Ireland—governed from London since 1801—was indeed 
the defining measure of Liberalism once the Liberal Unionists split from 
the party in 1886, rebelling against Gladstone’s desire to appease Irish 
nationalists through granting self-government (though still within the con-
text of the United Kingdom). Haldane was not one of the rebels. He 
believed in the course Gladstone had set upon because he believed in free-
dom and because he knew that anything short of devolved self-government 
would fail to meet Irish demands.36 Furthermore, by the time the Liberals 
won the 1892 general election they were reliant on Irish MPs to make up 
their majority. According to Haldane, ‘Only one thing was evident, having 
regard not only to our convictions but to the composition of our majority. 
It was that we must introduce a Home Rule Bill.’37 This had its benefits for 
Haldane’s political career, as the battle over the finer points of the legisla-
tion brought his legal knowledge into high demand. ‘My training in the 
learning of the Canadian Constitution gave me an almost unique opportu-
nity in the House of expounding and defending the Bill, and of this oppor-
tunity I made … full use, with the general assent and good will of the 
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Commons.’38 The problem, however, was that the storm over Home Rule 
kicked the prospect of legislating for progressive social reforms, about 
which Haldane was passionately concerned, into the long grass. It was also 
a Bill that would evidently be demolished in the overwhelmingly 
Conservative Lords.
 Gladstone’s failure, followed by the brief and ineffectual premiership of 
Lord Rosebery, meant that it was not long before the reciprocated sympa-
thies of Conservatives and Liberal Unionists were cemented in the coali-
tion government of 1895 (to this day, the official title for the Conservative 
Party is the ‘Conservative and Unionist Party’, but for ease I shall simply 
refer to them as Conservatives). The Conservative leader, Lord Salisbury, 
then recognised the need for ‘an extra tinge of Liberalism’ in Conservative 
policies.39 As Haldane said in 1896, ‘This taint [socialism], if taint it be, has 
deeply penetrated their [the Conservatives’] policy, as it has done that of 
their opponents, and there is no champion of non-interference, however 
stiff-necked he may have been, who has not become infected with it.’40 But 
the ‘taint’ was there even earlier than that. Already in 1885 Gladstone was 
complaining about the ‘leaning of both parties to Socialism which I radi-
cally disapprove’.41 Even Salisbury in his Oxford Union days and his first 
election address at Stamford sounded a note for state intervention.42 By 
1891 he could say that his Conservative Party had ‘always leaned—perhaps 
unduly leaned—to the use of the State, so far as it can properly be used for 
the improvement of the physical, moral and intellectual condition of our 
people’.43 Salisbury had always supported factory legislation, had sought 
improved treatment of paupers, and had even been accused of ‘State social-
ism’ in response to an article of 1883 recommending the intervention of 
quasi-public bodies in the improvement of housing conditions for labour-
ers and artisans.44 To find him legislating, with a ‘Liberal tinge’, in 1887 
and 1891 on land purchase in Ireland is not, therefore, entirely surprising. 
Haldane was not wrong to see the presence of socialist principles as per-
vasive, and it was characteristic of him to alight upon that which unites 
parties rather than divides them.
 It was upon the foundation of united principles that Haldane sought to 
build working relationships with Conservatives. Haldane was fundamen-
tally a principle, not a party, man. There will be plenty to say in Chapter 8 
on his close collaboration with and support for A.  J.  Balfour, Leader of the 
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House of Commons from 1891, and, as prime minister, of the 
Conservative and Unionist administration from 1902 to 1905. We will see 
that the success of the University of London Act 1898 was deeply indebted 
to Haldane’s ability to get Balfour on side, as it was really only the latter 
who could give the Bill fair passage through Parliament. When it comes to 
Balfour’s 1902 Education Act—which allowed public funds to be spent on 
Church of England schools as part of its attempt to unify primary and 
secondary education in England and Wales—we shall see a different 
dynamic emerge, one in which Haldane stands as a lone voice of support 
from the opposition benches: a stance that was shockingly contrary to the 
convictions of the Liberal heartland. When Haldane felt that a transforma-
tive educational principle was at stake, there was no amount of party 
grievance that could make him back down; he would vote with the 
Conservatives every step of the way.

* * *

He would do the same on certain imperial questions. This was certainly 
the case when it came to the Second Boer War (October 1899 to May 
1902)—a conflict between the British Empire and two Boer states over 
the empire’s power and influence in South Africa. Though a Liberal, 
Haldane supported the Conservative government’s approach to the war, 
not out of any belief in the glory of the cause, but as ‘the least of two ter-
rible evils’.45 His initial survey in June 1899 of the prospect of war sug-
gested otherwise: ‘I am pretty sure the Govt do not wish to fight in the 
Transvaal—there is no justification for it, & they know that. Chamberlain’s 
speech [Chamberlain was Secretary of State for the Colonies at the time] 
is bluff, & nothing more.’46 But when President Kruger’s refusal to grant 
full voting rights and representation to British subjects living in the 
Transvaal escalated in September 1899 to the point of issuing an ultima-
tum that all British troops were to evacuate the Transvaal border within 
forty-eight hours, Haldane felt Kruger had brought the conflict upon his 
own head.47 In November 1900 Haldane’s view was further shaped by an 
encounter with  Adrian Hofmeyr, an Afrikaner who happened to support 
the British cause, who told Haldane ‘clearly that the Boers meant war, and 
that its coming was only a matter of time. This, he says, the talk he had 
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with the Boer officials while in prison at Pretoria made him certain of.’ It 
is in light of this information that Haldane tells his mother, ‘It is a lamen-
table miserable business, but the least of two terrible evils; that is my 
conclusion about it.’48 Just what exactly the other terrible evil was is 
unclear here, but the context suggests that he means something like British 
limpness in the face of unjust aggression and the repression of British 
subjects. According to his Autobiography, Haldane believed that if Britain 
failed to fight in such circumstances it would have meant placing the coun-
try ‘in a position of danger from the rest of the world’.49

 The question of the justness of this war dominated headlines at the 
time, as did the British use of concentration camps in South Africa. 
Haldane was supportive of these camps. We should be aware, of course, 
that such camps were not intended for the purpose of extermination, as 
the Nazis would later design them, but they were nevertheless hotbeds for 
disease and malnutrition. Death rates were staggeringly high.50 Haldane’s 
own brother, the physiologist John Scott Haldane, having read the reports 
of Emily Hobhouse after her visits to the camps, was outraged by the 
conditions there. So much so that he went to see his brother, Richard (our 
Haldane), ‘and said that there were things in Miss Hobhouse’s report 
which indubitably showed that there was something very seriously wrong. 
R.  B.  H.  [our Haldane, again] after listening to it said: “Go and see 
Chamberlain, he’s a very sensible fellow” … the result was that orders 
were sent out for the effecting of improvements.’ The entry for 
J.  S.  Haldane in the Oxford Dictionary of National Biography states: ‘During 
the South African War [J.  S.] Haldane’s influence was largely responsible 
for the improvements of the inadequate diet at first provided in the con-
centration camps and thus abolished a serious menace to health.’51

 J.  S.’s brother, our Haldane, was clear in his condemnation of the 
camps’ unsanitary arrangements. During a Commons debate in June 
1901, Haldane joined with pro-Boer members of the House to denounce 
the appalling conditions: ‘They [the pro-Boer members] hate these evils; 
we hate these evils. They would fain have an end put to the miseries which 
these unhappy women and children are undergoing; we all desire to see 
that done as quickly as possible.’52 But the principle of the camps—bring-
ing women and children together into an area away from military activ-
ity—was one that Haldane saw as unavoidable if Kitchener’s ‘scorched 
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earth’ policy was to be followed. That policy, which involved the destruc-
tion of the evacuees’ houses and farms in an attempt to shut down the 
Boer guerrilla fighters’ supplies and networks, is a tough one to swallow 
for anyone who would want to glorify British military history. The Liberal 
leader, Campbell-Bannerman, famously described such tactics as ‘meth-
ods of barbarism’,53 and they were widely condemned from Liberal 
benches. Haldane put matters rather differently. ‘War is always a horrible 
and terrible thing—you will never make it otherwise than miserable.’ Is 
this Haldane excusing the atrocities? His reference, in the same debate, 
to ‘policies in connection with farm-burning and other matters which 
enlightened opinion has probably agreed were mistaken’ appears to us 
now as too weak a statement on the issue. He follows this with the fol-
lowing assessment:

Blunders of that kind have been made, and they always will be made in a 
great military campaign, because of the want of organisation which it pro-
duces. Still, I see nothing to lead me to question the desire of everybody, 
from the generals in the field to His Majesty’s Ministers, to conduct the 
warlike operations in South Africa with as much humanity and as little cru-
elty as possible.54

It must be said that Haldane’s habitual desire to be fair to all sides of the 
debate leads to a strange contradiction here. On the one hand he con-
demns (though not strongly) farm-burning, while on the other he has no 
doubts about the generals’ sense of humanity—but farm-burning was not 
a ‘blunder’, it was an essential element of the scorched earth policy. Part 
of Haldane’s ambivalence came from his friendship with a controversial 
colleague, Sir Alfred Milner—then governor of the Cape Colony and high 
commissioner for Southern Africa. John Buchan, a former staff member of 
Milner’s, writes in his memoirs:

What chiefly attracted me to him [Haldane] was his loyalty to Milner. 
Milner thought him the ablest man in public life, abler even than Arthur 
Balfour, and alone of his former Liberal allies Haldane stood by him on 
every count.55

Milner, initially at least, supported the use of concentration camps, so we 
should not be surprised to find Haldane saying to his critical Liberal col-
leagues, ‘Before I pronounced against concentration I should like to know 
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what other methods are open. I have listened in vain to the speeches on this 
side of the House for an alternative suggestion.’56 Haldane’s position may 
have undergone an alteration when, six months later, in December 1901, 
he received a letter from Milner admitting that the camps, despite all 
planned improvements, ‘will remain a bad business, the thing, as far as I am 
concerned, in which I feel that the abuse so freely heaped upon us for 
everything we have done and not done is not without some foundation’.57

 In 1925 Milner openly identified as a ‘British race patriot’, to whom the 
greatness of the empire reflected the greatness of the British race, a belief 
that was already operative while he was in South Africa.58 According to one 
biographer, he fell ‘prey to a facile “racialist” interpretation of the issues 
between Boer and Briton in the Transvaal’.59 Haldane seems to have seen 
matters in racial terms, but not—like Milner—in terms of racial hierar-
chy. On 7  December 1899 Haldane tells his mother: ‘Last night I dined 
with Arthur Balfour … the talk was mostly on the war. I was the moderat-
ing influence—as I am not against the Boers but only against what they 
have been doing.’60 During a debate on peace negotiations in the Commons 
in March 1901, his views on the racial element become clearer:

We have got to realise and bear in mind the peculiar difficulties of the 
position. I believe that not only in Cape Colony and Natal, but in the two 
late Republics, the majority of the white inhabitants are not of British 
blood. If that be so, we have got to consider the point of view of the 
Afrikanders, and how we can conciliate the Boers as well as the people of 
British blood who take up a strong attitude on this matter. The business of 
His Majesty’s Government is to hold the balance evenly between the two 
contending factions in South Africa, and to make it perfectly clear that 
there is to be no racial ascendency of Boer over Briton or Briton over Boer.

But Haldane also appears to have believed that Milner’s aspirations were 
not in the direction of pushing the superiority of the British ‘race’:

I think there has been a good deal of indiscreet blame of Sir A.  Milner. I 
believe that, whether rightly or wrongly, Sir A.  Milner is actuated by the 
highest motives, and is the very last person to allow himself to be made the 
tool of any faction at the Cape, or to support any ascendency of Briton over 
Boer, any more than Boer over Briton.61

Milner, however, had written to Haldane on 21  January that same year: ‘I 
am all for the most forebearing and generous treatment of the Boers when 
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they are once completely beaten—if only because that is the sole means of 
absorbing & ultimately getting rid of them as a separate exclusive 
caste.’62 This is not an attractive outlook, and it seems hard to reconcile 
with Haldane’s judgment concerning Milner’s ‘highest motives’. Was 
Haldane being disingenuous? Or did he believe that the ‘absorption’ of the 
Boers was an honourable intention? Perhaps Haldane read Milner’s words, 
however poorly expressed, to mean that he desired to see Boer ‘exclusiv-
ity’ done away with in the hope that a more united community might 
emerge. This latter interpretation is the most charitable, but, even if it is 
accurate, Haldane must still have known that such unity ought, in Milner’s 
eyes, to be centred and rooted in British values and practices.
 It is certainly true that Haldane is difficult to pin down on issues sur-
rounding the South African conflict. He supported the generals, but he 
condemned farm-burning; he saw no alternative to the concentration 
camps, but he wanted an end to their miserable conditions; he backed the 
racial supremacist Milner, but he was not against the Boers. Each of us will 
have to decide for ourselves whether these represent the unjustifiable con-
tradictions of a politician too keen to please everyone; or the shrewd 
‘refinements’ of a statesman seeking to hold in balance the many differing 
strands of a complex situation; or a typically Haldanean attempt to be firm 
on principles but realistic and flexible on practices.
 These tensions are of a piece with Haldane’s later decision, in March 
1904, to abstain from voting in a Commons division on Chinese labour in 
the South African Rand mines—a policy adopted by Milner which utilised 
unfree labour from China in an attempt to offset a significant shortfall in 
the mining industry’s rate of production. This was condemned as ‘Chinese 
slavery’ by the Liberals, and the outcry became particularly acute when 
incidents of flogging reached the ears of the British public. Haldane 
remained aloof from mainstream Liberal opinion, and once more took up 
his ambivalent stance: ‘There have been abuses in the compounds of the 
Rand which can and must be remedied, but these abuses are being grossly 
exaggerated by our people for party ends.’63 John Buchan recalls:

I once accompanied him through his constituency of East Lothian when he 
was defending Milner’s policy, including Chinese labour on the Rand. I 
came out of the hall with two old farmers. ‘Was he for it or against it?’ one 
asked. Said the other, ‘I’m damned if I ken.’64



HALDANE

162

The future Liberal Foreign Secretary Sir Edward Grey, at one with 
Haldane in almost all matters, was equally baffled by his position on this 
issue. It was precisely because he knew the accuracy of Haldane’s moral 
compass that the decision to abstain from condemning the policy 
appeared so unusual. ‘Isn’t Haldane curious?’, Grey wrote to his wife 
Dorothy on 23  February 1904. ‘He has so often differed from the party 
by rising into idealism above it, and now on Chinese Labour he has 
thrown ideals aside, and followed the narrow practical point that without 
Chinese Labour there will be a deficit in the Transvaal Revenue. But he is 
the same dear old Haldane.’65

 The imperialist theme was one of the most dominant of the time. 
Campbell-Bannerman’s comment on the ‘barbarism’ of British military 
policy was at one with the views of those known as ‘Little Englanders’. 
In their view, Britain had no business interfering on the international 
stage; the country should concern itself with pressing social matters at 
home and direct its wealth to solving these, not to global economic and 
geographical expansion. What they saw as the ‘morally detestable’66 char-
acter of British behaviour in South Africa only served to sharpen their 
stance against imperialism. Haldane, as the mastermind behind the 
Liberal Imperialists, represented a very different view. This group of men 
believed the flourishing of the empire to be an essential aspect of prosper-
ity at home. Imperial ties, or ‘silken bonds’ as Haldane called them, were 
the foundation of successful trade, and so of a thriving economy, and they 
carried with them a certain prestige amongst other nations, which both 
encouraged further trade deals and ensured Britain a seat at the table on 
all questions of international importance.
 The British Empire was indeed the largest empire ever to have 
spanned the earth, with a staggering 412 million people under its rule 
at its height in 1913.67 Nevertheless, the ‘Lib Imps’, as they were known, 
held to a fairly moderate form of imperialism. None within their num-
ber would go to the extremes of a Cecil Rhodes, for example, who 
famously exclaimed, ‘I would annex the planets if I could.’68 They were 
in favour of timely self-government for the dominions, and sought a 
unity in spirit rather than in imposed laws. Their ideal approached some-
thing closer to today’s Commonwealth. Haldane’s stance on Home Rule 
was simply an extension of his imperialism:
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I was opposed to the rigid bonds of Imperial Federation and Imperial 
Preference. I believed that if we only gave free rein to the Colonies they 
would rally to the Empire. … We [the Lib Imps] were strong Home Rulers 
because we held that it was only by giving Ireland freedom to govern her-
self [though still as part of the United Kingdom] that we could hope to 
satisfy her. But we felt not less the necessity of studying how the sense of 
liberty might be made to reach Canada, Australasia, and even India.69

Of course, one can remain critical of this position, for even if that ‘sense 
of liberty’ could be achieved in places such as Canada or South Africa, it 
would be felt, in the main, by the white settlers whose ancestors had colo-
nised those countries in the first place. Haldane’s views on the eventual 
governance of South Africa illustrate the point—it is the concerns of Boers 
and Britons, both white settler communities, that dominate. But it is at 
least clear that he had a respectful awareness of indigenous communities. 
His work at the Bar made this inevitable.

I remember … one fortnight within which, towards the end of my time [at 
the Bar], beginning with a case of Buddhist law from Burmah, I went on to 
argue successively appeals concerned with the Maori law of New Zealand, 
the old French law of Quebec, the Roman-Dutch system of South Africa, 
the Mohammedan law and then the Hindu law from India, the custom of 
Normandy in a Jersey appeal, and Scottish law in a case from the North.70

The maintenance of these legal systems was close to Haldane’s heart, 
and there is never any sense in his writings or speeches that he seeks to 
impose British models on other nations. Haldane’s philosophical studies 
encouraged a sense of openness to other cultures. His respect for the 
ancient Indian philosophical tradition captured in the Upanishads,71 and 
his correspondence with Indian philosophers, both of which flourished 
in his later years, suggest an attitude that is out of sync with common 
caricatures of the imperialist. Although he writes very much in the con-
text of British rule in India, there is a passage towards the end of his 
Autobiography that takes us close to his true sensibilities:

I have never been in India and am not likely now to go there. But in my 
later years I have studied her philosophical literature, and I have had many 
native friends there, some of them men of learning who have been thor-
ough students of our own thought as well as their own. There is in Bengal 
particularly a philosophical outlook which has moulded even Indian politi-
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cal aspirations, among Mohammedans as well as among Hindus. The expo-
nents of this outlook have come to talk with me in London and in Scotland 
for years past. We seem hardly to realise how much of a suggestive spirit of 
their own they have to bring to us [that is, an inspiring spirit that can bring 
ideas to other cultures], a spirit which may not always assume a very practi-
cal form, but yet is one that ought to be taken into account at every turn 
by those responsible for seeking practical reforms in the system of [British] 
Indian government. For want of knowledge [on the British side] has 
brought in its train want of sympathy. Without such sympathy we may well 
continue to succeed in ‘policing’ India, but it is difficult for us to gain the 
confidence of the Indian people.72

So we should not gloss over Haldane’s belief in empire, nor should we 
totally reinterpret his imperialism to make it mean its opposite. While 
admitting shortfalls in Haldane’s vision, we can see that he did, as the 
above quotation shows, go beyond the standard positions adopted within 
the debate. We can see in Haldane an earnest desire to create a consensus 
across nations, formed not by means of a Milner-like absorption of foreign 
cultures into British culture, but by a mutual sense of exchange, where 
Britain has just as much to learn from her dominions as she has to contrib-
ute to them.

* * *

Management of the empire was intimately connected to the approach that 
Britain took to foreign policy. After the South African crisis, it was Russia 
that first dominated Britain’s foreign concerns. The development of 
Russian railways in Central Asia raised worrying question marks over the 
security of British rule in India, and Balfour, who was Conservative prime 
minister at the time, became obsessed with mitigating the apparent 
threat. He considered the army’s primary function to be ‘the protection 
of the outlying portions of the Empire, and notably India’,73 and he 
devoted over half of the meetings of the Committee of Imperial Defence, 
which he established in 1904, to the safeguarding of India.74 The Foreign 
Secretary, Lord Lansdowne, sought diplomatic accord with the Russians, 
spending much of 1903 in reaching out to St Petersburg, only to come up 
against a brick wall. Meanwhile, closer to home, colonial tensions with 
France—particularly relating to Morocco, Newfoundland and Egypt—
began to defuse in the wake of King Edward’s successful trip to Paris in 



81. William Ewart Gladstone (1809–1898), the driving force behind the Liberal Party at 
the time of Haldane’s entry into politics. Although Haldane searched always for a more 
progressive liberalism, he kept this photograph of Gladstone on his desk until his death.
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82. Haldane worked intimately with Sidney (1859–1947) and Beatrice Webb (1858–1943) 
in the causes of social progress and education. Photographed c. 1895, around the founding 
of LSE, their work with Haldane started 10 years previously and lasted until his death.

83, 84. A book inscribed in 
1901 by Beatrice Webb to 
Haldane with the words 
‘Law is the Mother of 
Freedom’, words that he 
would have particularly 
appreciated. The Factory 
Acts gradually improved 
the regulation of working 
conditions, a cause close to 
Haldane and the Webbs’ 
hearts.

Social Policy and Education: Sidney and Beatrice Webb



85. The portrait of Sidney and Beatrice Webb in 
1928 by Sir William Nicholson hangs above the 
mantelpiece in the Founders Room of  The 
London School of Economics. 

86. After Haldane’s death the Webbs insisted that 
the portrait of Haldane by Sir Arthur Cope should 
hang next to theirs as a co-founder. It is a copy of 
the protrait painted in 1914 and  presented to the 
Privy Council by the widow of Sir Ernest Cassel, 
which now hangs in the Supreme Court. 



Haldane’s political life embraced the waning of his family’s  Whig traditions and the 
ascent of organised labour. Haldane was vocal in advocating a reconcilion of these two 
approaches as a unified alternative to the Conservative Party.

87. Keir Hardie (1856–1915), photographed in 1908, a founder of the Labour Party, who 
served as its first parliamentary leader between 1906 and 1908. Despite Haldane’s progres-
sive attitude to social questions, he never quite fitted into the new world of socialism.

The Rise of Labour



88. Archibald Primrose, 5th Earl of Rosebery (1847–1929), the putative head of the 
Liberal Imperialists, whose policies sought to balance the concerns of working men by 
benefitting both Britain and her Dominions. The portrait is by Sir John Millais, 1886.



90. The triptych of (left to 
right) A. J. Balfour, 
W. E. Gladstone, and 
Thomas Carlyle, which sat 
on Haldane’s desk. The 
breadth of views they 
represent reflects Haldane’s 
own broad range of 
sympathies.

89. Haldane was able to 
reconcile his left-leaning 
Liberalism with many 
friendships among the 
Conservatives and a strong 
sympathy with certain of 
their policies. His close 
working relationship with 
the Conservative Leader 
and sometime Prime 
Minister A. J. Balfour 
(1848–1930), another 
philosopher statesman, was 
critical in advancing 
Haldane’s educational and 
military causes. The 
portrait was painted in 
1908 by John Singer 
Sargent.

Cross-Party Man



91. The British army’s engagement 
in the Second Boer War was one of 
the most heated political topics at 
the turn of the 20th century. 
Haldane largely supported the 
Conservative Government in its 
approach to the conflict, to the 
disbelief of many of his Liberal 
colleagues. His stance may well 
have been shaped by his friendship 
with Sir Alfred Milner (1854–
1925), governor of the Cape 
Colony and high commissioner for 
Southern Africa.

92. Joseph Chamberlain (1836–
1914), one of the key instigators of 
the Second Boer War. He served as 
Colonial Secretary in Balfour’s 
Conservative and Unionist 
Administration, and sparked the 
famous tariff reform debate. This 
was to split his party and lead to 
the landslide Liberal victory of 
1906 and, by extension, Haldane’s 
membership in the Cabinet.

Boer War and Imperialism



The rights of women was another dominant debate during Haldane’s years in public life. 
Haldane was a vocal supporter of the cause, sponsoring three private members’ bills in 
1889, 1890, 1892 which proposed the enfranchisement of certain classes of women.

93. Emmeline Pankhurst (1858–1928), leader of the suffragette movement. ‘Deeds, not 
words’ was their motto. Haldane firmly deprecated their militant measures, yet believed 
in the principle of women’s suffrage and the suffragist movement. Nevertheless, the 
suffragettes disapproval of the Liberal Cabinet’s lacklustre attitude to the issue led them 
to vandalise ministers’ homes, including Haldane’s. Photographed in 1905.

Suffragists and Suffragettes
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1903 and President Loubet’s ‘reciprocal goodwill visit’ to England shortly 
afterwards.75 Cordial relations were cemented with the signing of the 
Anglo-French Entente in April 1904, otherwise known as the Entente 
Cordiale, in which the French acquiesced in British dominance in Egypt 
in exchange for control in Morocco. This signalled the end of Britain’s 
‘splendid isolation’, and the beginning of a co-operation that was to have 
world-changing effects.

* * *

These were the years, too, in which the tide of the women’s suffrage 
movement rose and in which controversies over the House of Lords 
threatened to destroy the very foundations of the constitution. Haldane 
was not outside such debates.
 Gladstone’s Liberal ministry of 1880–85 culminated in two crucial 
pieces of legislation: the Representation of the People Act of 1884 and the 
Redistribution of Seats Act of 1885. The former tripled the electorate by 
granting votes to agricultural labourers, ignoring for the first time the 
age-old claims of wealth and property. With voting now based on rights, it 
was only a matter of time before the cry for women’s suffrage would reach 
a crescendo. It was a demand that had been on the scene at least since 
Mary Wollstonecraft’s groundbreaking 1792 publication, A Vindication of 
the Rights of Woman. The Chartists of the 1840s and the Liberal intellectuals 
of the 1850s and 60s, such as Harriet Taylor Mill and her celebrated hus-
band John Stuart Mill, advanced the cause. By 1865 women’s suffrage 
committees began to form and petition Parliament. Although women 
taxpayers were granted the right to vote in municipal elections in 1869, it 
would take until 1918 for a major women’s suffrage Bill to pass through 
both Houses of Parliament (the Representation of the People Act 1918, 
which allowed votes to all women over thirty). It is not surprising that 
between these events a radical wing, known as the suffragettes, would 
emerge, headed by Emmeline Pankhurst and her daughter Christabel. 
Haldane had sponsored private member’s Bills in 1889, 1890, and 1892 
that proposed the enfranchisement of women who were heads of house-
holds, ratepayers and property owners. The 1892 Bill was unsuccessful by 
a narrow margin of twenty-three votes on its second reading, and all seven 
suffrage Bills between the Liberal victory of 1906 and the start of the war 
failed to make it through Parliament.
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 The rising tide of militant action by the suffragettes in response to 
these repeated defeats caused Haldane alarm. Although personally a sup-
porter of women’s votes, he found himself, as a member of the Liberal 
government, heckled at meetings, and the windows of his London house 
were broken. He considered such tactics to be an impediment to real 
legislative advancement, alienating even those, such as himself, inclined 
to agree with the principles for which the suffragettes fought. Haldane 
was asked about their actions upon his arrival in the United States in 
August 1913 (he was there, as Lord Chancellor, on his way to address 
the special joint meeting in Montreal of the American Bar Association 
and the Bar Association of Canada), answering: ‘You are fortunate to 
have no militant suffragists in America. … Personally I am in favour of 
the cause of the suffragist, but the methods of the militants have delayed 
equal suffrage in England for many years. I very much disapprove of their 
methods.’ He expanded later in his trip, ‘I am in favour of the female 
force in life … I have no doubt that in England women will at length get 
measures in their favor.’76

 He would see that he played his part in making sure that it was so. The 
Haldane Report of 1918 on the Machinery of Government, for instance, 
was radical in its recommendations regarding women in the Civil Service. 
They were not to be debarred from certain positions simply because of 
their gender, and, with regards to their payment, the committee mem-
bers—who included Beatrice Webb—were ‘of opinion that no discrimina-
tion can properly be enforced merely on the ground of sex’:77 both radical 
proposals for their time. Haldane was evidently thrilled with this develop-
ment, writing to his sister Elizabeth:

I got my paragraph accepted with a trifling verbal alteration. But better still 
we agreed on a splendid and full paragraph in the opening part of the 
Report, insisting on the Civil Service being thrown completely open to 
women & on them being fully employed even in the highest posts. Morant, 
Mrs Webb & I persuaded Sir G.  Murray to agree to sign. He may add a 
separate note of his own, but this is a big step forward.78

The former Cabinet Secretary (the most senior Civil Servant in the UK) 
Lord Robin Butler was surely right when he hailed Haldane—in 2018, a 
hundred years after the report’s publication—as ‘the ground-breaker on 
the role of women in the civil service’.79
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 Haldane’s attitude to equality of the sexes was no doubt shaped by 
the  beliefs of his remarkable mother, Mary Elizabeth Haldane, captured 
in this extraordinarily brilliant letter to the editor of The Times in 
February 1909:80

Sir,

Will you permit a constant reader of The Times to add a few lines to what 
has recently appeared in your columns on the question of Woman Suffrage?

I am now in my 84th year, and have paid rates and taxes since my widow-
hood for upwards of 30 years.

During that period I have had, roughly speaking, 40 men in my service, all 
of whom have had the opportunity of exercising their influence on the 
government of our country. I have three sons, all of whom have not only 
served their country with distinction, but have also attained to positions of 
pre-eminence in their different professions.

Until they reached manhood and were able to exercise their right of vot-
ing, I had no direct or indirect means of expressing myself as a citizen of 
the Empire which I was training my sons to serve. Although I have exer-
cised my right of voting for school board and county council, I have never 
had an opportunity of expressing my views on the laws these bodies are 
appointed to administer.

Though I am aware that there are foolish women as well as foolish men … 
I have not during my long life come in close contact with either.

On the other hand, I have had a very extensive acquaintance with women 
of all classes who have served their day and generation nobly, and whose 
inclusion on the roll of voters would have been not only an honour but a 
strength to their country.

I am, Sir, your obedient servant,

Octogenarian

* * *

The democratic instinct of his mother is to be seen once again in 
Haldane’s attitude to the reform of the House of Lords, which we will 
explore in Chapter 10. It was an issue that came to a head because of 
Chancellor of the Exchequer Lloyd George’s revolutionary ‘People’s 
Budget’ of 1909, which he described as a ‘war budget’ because it would 
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‘wage implacable warfare against poverty and squalidness’.81 Spirits, 
estates and higher incomes would be hit with direct taxes, including the 
‘supertax’, which would see incomes over £5,000 a year (today’s 
£600,000) paying an additional 6d. in the pound.82 There would be land 
taxes, too. The budget would raise money to meet the staggering cost of 
the new old-age pensions (£16 million; equivalent to £1.9 billion in 
2020)83 and, less progressively, the new dreadnought battleships. But it 
was principally orientated to a vast improvement in public works and 
social welfare, and it was the rich who would meet the burden of the 
costs. Not only was there more than a ‘taint’ of socialism about it, the 
budget was a clear rejection of the tariff reformers’ ideals. The latter were 
convinced that tariffs on imports could raise the necessary money. Why 
plunder the pockets of any segment of society, if such an option was avail-
able? In response, the Liberal free traders pointed out that tariffs could 
only mean the rising cost of imported food, and it would be the poorest 
in society who would suffer as a result.
 The Lords, a deeply Conservative body, were only going to come to one 
conclusion about such a Bill. And yet it had significant public backing (par-
ticularly in the north) and it was established practice, moreover, that 
money Bills received fair passage through the Lords.
 In this case, the Lords would only pass the Bill if the government had the 
mandate of the people, and a close-fought general election ensued in 
January 1910. The Liberals were returned, but could only maintain a major-
ity with the support of Labour and Irish Parliamentary Party members. The 
budget was duly approved on 27  April in the Commons, and the Lords gave 
their assent the following day. However, the government feared future dis-
ruption from the Upper House and decided to go to the people on the 
platform of reform of the overarching power of the Lords. The Liberals 
were once again returned, with the critical support of the Irish. The prime 
minister, Asquith, then placed two options before the Lords for reform of 
their House. The first option was that they approve the ‘veto policy’, which 
meant that a suspensory veto would replace the Lords’ absolute veto. This 
would allow a Bill that had passed in three successive sessions in the 
Commons and within the lifetime of the same parliament to receive auto-
matic royal assent, even when the Lords had thrown it out. The other option 
was to accept a mass creation of Liberal peers, to which the king had reluc-
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tantly agreed if the recalcitrance of the Lords continued. The unbearable 
thought of such an indignity led the Lords to accept the veto policy, which 
became legislation with the signing of the Parliament Act in August 
1911—a constitutionally groundbreaking Act. Haldane was intimately con-
nected with its creation and, after being elevated as War Secretary to the 
House of Lords in March 1911, was able to assist in steering the legislation 
through the Upper House. Referring to ‘the Parliament Bill’, he wrote to 
his mother from Germany in May 1910: ‘I drew the preamble with my own 
hand, & converted the Cabinet to it.’84 Alongside the ‘veto policy’, the Act 
also made provision so that money Bills could be delayed in the Lords no 
longer than a month and for the reduction in the length of parliaments from 
seven to five years. At long last, the democratic power of the Commons 
over the inherited power of the Lords was enshrined in law.
 Haldane wanted reform of the second chamber to go much further, but 
it was still a step in the right direction.85 As we go on to explore Haldane’s 
achievement in the service of the state later in the book, it is important to 
be aware of the background tensions at play between the two Houses. The 
Parliament Act was the culmination of a long-standing tug of war that had 
seen the Liberal government frustrated time and again in its attempts to 
pass its more progressive measures, from Home Rule to women’s suffrage. 
Indeed, Haldane’s historic Army Reform Bill of 1907 was the first major 
piece of legislation that the Campbell-Bannerman ministry managed to get 
through both Houses. One of the primary reasons for its success was 
Haldane’s cross-party connections; he liaised with Balfour before intro-
ducing the Bill to ensure that the Conservatives would give it sufficient 
time in the Commons.
 But how did Haldane come to command such influence within 
Parliament and amongst his political peers? As we go on to tell the story, 
in the next chapter, of Haldane’s life from the time of his election as an 
MP, we’ll find the answer to this question. We’ll also discover the disturb-
ing circumstances in which that influence was lost and how Haldane, after 
many trials and great personal cost, eventually won it back again.
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A MAN FOR ALL SEASONS

I am certain that I am not using the language of exaggeration when I say—what 
can be said of no one else—that both as War Minister and as Lord Chancellor he 
[Haldane] has reached the highest standard that this country has known.

H.H. Asquith to Sir Edward Grey, 27 May 19151

Clearly, as the last chapter showed, Haldane was in the thick of almost 
every major political debate of the day. But a number of those debates—
particularly those concerned with tariff reform, military affairs, interna-
tional relations and education—were to enter into his career more pro-
foundly than others. Returning to Beatrice Webb’s image of the ‘large and 
crowded canvas’ that would have to make up ‘any adequate picture’ of 
Haldane’s life, it is at this point that background meets foreground and we 
can begin to paint the main events that went to the making of Haldane the 
statesman. Given the enormous range of his life, our brushstrokes will 
have to remain very broad indeed. Later chapters will fill in the detail.
 From 1885 onwards Haldane was juggling his practice at the Bar with a 
very active parliamentary life as MP for the Scottish constituency of 
Haddingtonshire (later renamed East Lothian). He sat on endless commit-
tees, including the commission into the Featherstone ‘Massacre’ of 1893 
and the Explosives Committee of 1900–4, established at Haldane’s sugges-
tion as a result of British failures in the Second Boer War. This latter com-
mittee made a decisive contribution to the development of the army’s 
fighting capacities, and the experience Haldane gained through it was a 
vital building block in his later competence as War Secretary. Meanwhile, 
he maintained his searching philosophical enquiries, delivering the presti-
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gious Gifford Lectures at the University of St Andrews in 1902–4, which 
were then published as a two-volume work under the title The Pathway to 
Reality (St Andrews also offered him the chair of Moral Philosophy, but he 
reluctantly turned this down). As there was no income to be had from 
work in the Commons, and as this made a sizeable dent in his time, 
Haldane made the brave decision in 1897 to go ‘Special’. This meant that 
he would not appear in any court of first instance without a special fee of 
50 guineas in addition to the normal fee. But this only seemed to raise 
demand, and his legal prestige: ‘towards the end of my life as a “Special” 
my chambers were a spectacle. The floor of the clerk’s room was strewn 
with briefs. It was a question only of which one should take and how many 
had to be rejected.’2

* * *

One of Haldane’s most famous cases was one that he lost. This was the 
Scottish Church case of 1904, known as the ‘Wee Frees’ case, which 
provides an illuminating insight into Haldane’s style at the Bar—at its 
best and worst. Haldane considered the case as ‘probably the greatest liti-
gation of its particular kind which ever occurred in our history’.3 The 
issue concerned the union of the Free Church of Scotland with the United 
Presbyterian Church in 1900 to form the United Free Church of 
Scotland. Dissenting members of the Free Church claimed more than £2 
million of the Church’s money on the grounds that the union of the two 
Churches was invalid. They argued, firstly, that a change in the doctrine 
of predestination arising from the union meant an undermining of the 
original constitution of the Free Church. They also contended that the 
Church’s trust deeds were for those who held to unalterable doctrines, 
rather than those who belonged to a developing tradition.
 Haldane acted on behalf of the new United Free Church and, against the 
first point of grievance, chose to argue that the doctrine of predestination 
was not undermined by the doctrine of free will that was now part of the 
new statement of belief. He gathered a mass of theological material, and 
even marshalled the vast scriptural knowledge of his mother, who pro-
vided him with a list of all the New Testament texts that showed the valid-
ity of both doctrines. On this, he won his point, but not without much 
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consternation from some of the judges. The librarian of the House of 
Lords, Haldane’s great friend Edmund Gosse, amusingly recreated the 
atmosphere of the courtroom in his diary:

The Chancellor [Lord Halsbury], manifestly hostile to the Free Church’s 
position, is red with effort, mental and physical, of finding holes in 
Haldane’s polished armour. Lord Alverstone, perfectly blank, with glassy 
eyes, is an evident Gallio, to whom all this ecclesiastical metaphysic is 
unintelligible and insane. Lord James of Hereford chafes under it, con-
stantly snapping out, ‘I say it without irreverence but,’ or ‘Well, well, 
Mr  Haldane, but in the name of common sense—’, and Haldane, flapping 
back the side of his wig, replies, ‘My Lord, we deal not with the dictates of 
common sense, but with a mystery.’ Lord Robertson, who probably knows 
more about it than anybody, remains perfectly still. Lord Davey [for whom 
Haldane used to ‘devil’], with his parchment face puckered up, searches for 
verbal solecisms. And Haldane, bland, tireless, imperturbable, never taken 
at a disadvantage, always courteous, always ready, pushes on in faultless 
flow of language, turning the whole thing into a supplement of his own 
‘Pathway to Reality’.4

 Haldane subsequently lamented that the Law Lords had not been 
Scotsmen, to whom his arguments—he believed—would have seemed 
clear as day. Nevertheless, the judges accepted his point eventually.
 But on the question of the trust deed, despite a previous unanimous 
decision from the Scottish Court of Session to the contrary, the judges of 
the House of Lords held that its terms did in fact require an unswerving 
allegiance to a rigid body of doctrine. The public anger at the decision was 
intense. Surely the trust was intended for the Church, who were free to 
choose how its doctrines might develop or even change—precisely the 
point Haldane had argued. The contrary view of the Lords had cruel con-
sequences, stripping the United Free Church of all its property, includ-
ing—as Haldane pointed out—‘what had been contributed by the very 
men who were defenders at the Bar’.5 Worse still, it condemned them to 
pay the costs of the litigation personally.
 Haldane, however, refused to let such an injustice stand. He rallied the 
leader of the United Free Church, the aged Principal Rainy—‘almost 
stunned with grief’—and persuaded him to start a subscription at once. ‘I 
said to him, “Let us begin the effort on the spot. It is worth the sacrifice 
even of your life … I am not a member of the Church, but I feel this so 
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strongly that I will begin the list with £1000 [today’s £120,000],6 which I 
can well do, considering the fees I have received.”’ Within hours the total 
had reached over £150,000. Haldane then moved up a gear, deploying all 
the weight of his powerful contacts, and sought an Act of Parliament to 
address the situation:

I saw Mr  Balfour—at that time Prime Minister; he was most sympathetic 
and helpful. Lord Dunedin, who was then Scottish Secretary, Lord Balfour 
of Burleigh, and the Archbishop of Canterbury were equally keen, and I 
went down to Hatfield and spent the weekend with Mr.  Balfour there to 
explain to him the facts. Parliament came to a practically unanimous deci-
sion to pass the Bill which put the matter right.7

* * *

This energising of networks was typical of Haldane. It was through such 
means that he succeeded in most of his successful political endeavours 
(mental and physical effort—which he exerted in abundance—was not 
enough). Nowhere was this more evident than in his cross-party endeav-
ours in the cause of educational reform, as we shall see in Chapter 8. 
Education was one of the dominating themes of Haldane’s pre-government 
days while the Conservatives were still in power, particularly the formative 
roles he played in restructuring the University of London, the founding of 
the LSE and Imperial College, and the development of the legal foundation 
of the civic universities. As will become clear, it is unlikely that he would 
have achieved any of these without bringing Conservative leaders onto his 
side, and securing big names to back his causes.
 One of Haldane’s other major political endeavours of this time was 
acting as lead policy-maker for the Liberal Imperialists. Although they 
failed in some of their key objectives (reinstating Lord Rosebery as leader 
of the Liberals, for example, or winning the fight for ‘National Efficiency’), 
the ‘Lib Imps’ played a significant role in offering constructive critiques 
and alternatives to government policies and did a lot to widen awareness 
within the Liberal ranks of the emerging labour movement. Haldane, 
more than any of his colleagues, showed the way in which socialist prin-
ciples could be balanced and even brought into harmony with classical 
Liberal doctrines. In the end, however, he failed to persuade the main body 
of the party that such balance and harmony was necessary to avoid a mass 
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exodus of traditional Liberal followers to the newly emerging Labour 
camp. If they had listened to his plea, perhaps ‘the strange death of Liberal 
England’ would not have occurred.8

 Haldane’s imperialism was intimately connected to another major 
debate of his time, one that continues to dominate political discourse and 
international relations today: free trade versus protectionism. In Haldane’s 
day, the former policy was largely championed by the Liberals and the 
latter by a sizeable contingent of Conservatives. Chapter 5 looked at this 
debate in detail, and Haldane’s position within it, but it is important to flag 
it here as a factor that entered—at least after Joseph Chamberlain, 
Secretary of State for the Colonies, began his campaign for imperial pro-
tection in 1903—into almost every aspect of political life. It ripped the 
Conservative government in two and it dramatically turned the tide in 
favour of the Liberals, leading ultimately to their landslide victory in 
January 1906 and their subsequent nine years in government, before 
entering into the wartime coalition that would see Haldane ousted from 
the Cabinet. Given the decisive role that the Liberal government would 
play in shaping the outcome of events that led to the First World War, it 
could be sensibly argued that the tariff reform debate had much wider and 
more profound ramifications than the name suggests.

* * *

Haldane, along with his two closest political friends, H.  H.  Asquith and Sir 
Edward Grey, was to play a major part in this distinguished pre-war Liberal 
ministry and the build-up to war. And yet they very nearly didn’t enter that 
ministry at all, due to their famous—some might say infamous—agree-
ment known as the Relugas Compact. This was an agreement forged 
between the three friends at Relugas, a fishing lodge on the River Findhorn 
in the north-east of Scotland where Grey was staying in the autumn of 
1905, just a few months before the dissolution of Balfour’s government. 
Having abandoned an earlier attempt to wrest the party from Campbell-
Bannerman’s leadership, which would have allowed the principles of Liberal 
Imperialism to take centre stage, the triumvirate of Haldane, Grey and 
Asquith sought an ascendancy of their views in other ways.9 In essence, it 
was agreed that CB (as Campbell-Bannerman was known) was unfit to 
bring their progressive policies to fruition if he led the Liberals in the 
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Commons, and they feared that the likes of Chamberlain in opposition 
would capitalise upon this to undermine public confidence in the party. In 
their view, CB leading in the Commons could only mean the failure of a 
free-trade ministry.10 If, however, CB would take a peerage and lead from 
the Lords, allowing Asquith to lead in the Commons as Chancellor of the 
Exchequer (where he would in effect have prime ministerial power), with 
Grey as his Foreign Secretary and Haldane in the Lords as Lord Chancellor, 
then the approaching rift could be averted. In order to ensure that such an 
arrangement materialised, the three men decided to act in concert and, 
despite their protestations to the contrary,11 effectively put a gun to CB’s 
head: unless he agreed to take a peerage and grant Asquith, Grey and 
Haldane their desired posts, then all three would refuse to take office and 
deprive the Cabinet of the support of this vital wing of the party. In terms 
of Haldane’s claim to the Lord Chancellorship, Grey believed that CB might 
be further swayed by the fact that the ‘highest legal authorities on the 
Superior Court’ backed Haldane. ‘Our Lord Chancellor should be a man 
who has their legal respect’, Grey told Asquith, ‘& I affirm that they are all 
Haldanites except Alverstone [then Lord Chief Justice].’12 Grey also said at 
this time that Haldane’s appointment as Lord Chancellor ‘was the only 
office about which I felt there should be no compromise’.13

 Having decided upon their course of action at Relugas, the question 
now was how to persuade CB to agree to their plan. Accordingly, Haldane 
sought the king’s blessing for their manoeuvrings, which he obtained—
subject to the king’s stipulation that CB should be handled sensitively. 
Already a frail man by this stage, CB was initially receptive to the idea of 
going to the Lords, particularly as the king encouraged him in this direc-
tion. But upon consulting Lady Campbell-Bannerman, who was of strong 
character, his attitude became one of ‘no surrender’; he was to lead in the 
Commons. Asquith quickly rescinded his pledge to his two friends, feeling 
obliged to take up the Exchequer. His argument, as he expressed it in a 
letter to Haldane on 7  December 1905, rested on the fact that, although 
the Liberals had come to power on the dissolution of Balfour’s govern-
ment, the general election remained ahead of them and not behind 
them—a situation that they had not originally envisaged at Relugas:

I stand in a peculiar position which is not shared by either of you. If I refuse 
to go in, one of two consequences follows: either (1) the attempt to form a 
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Govt is given up (which I don’t believe in the least would now happen) or 
(2) a weak Govt would be formed entirely or almost entirely of one colour. 
In either event in my opinion the issue of the election would be put in the 
utmost peril.14

 The consequences of Grey and Haldane refusing were not so severe, 
and they stuck to their guns—initially, at least. Grey was offered the 
Foreign Office but refused, Haldane the Attorney-Generalship. CB had 
already offered the Lord Chancellorship to his friend Sir Robert Reid. 
Determined to stand resolute with Grey, and certainly unwilling to take 
up the Attorney-Generalship, Haldane was set to refuse, too, but not 
before calling upon that most intimate of friends, Lady Horner. It was due 
to her more than to anyone else, so Haldane later claimed,15 that the 
careers of these two men, and therefore the course of history, changed. 
Her argument was thus: ‘You told the King that you would not leave him 
in the lurch—besides this you are making a real risk for the Free Trade 
cause. There may be a very heavy reaction against the weak Government 
which is going to be formed, in which Free Trade will perish.’ When 
Haldane asked, ‘How can one join a Government which is almost bound 
to be weak and discredited from the beginning?’ she answered, ‘The better 
for you to be a member of it—the worse for the King and the public who 
cannot escape from it.’16 It was a moral argument, one that was bound to 
disturb the acutely conscientious Haldane.
 Grey was staying with Haldane in his flat at Whitehall Court at this time 
(as he would after the death of his wife in 1906 and again, at his home at 
28 Queen Anne’s Gate, nine years later, in the terrible weeks leading up 
to the outbreak of war). When Haldane returned there from Lady 
Horner’s, he found Grey ‘reposing on the sofa with the air of one who had 
taken a decision and was done with political troubles’.17 Grey was no 
doubt thinking that all was for the best. He could return to the quiet of his 
beloved Fallodon, and Haldane could continue to earn the enormous sums 
he had been making at the Bar. But after Haldane related to him his con-
cerns from an ethical angle, Grey became much disquieted. The two men 
talked further over dinner at the Café Royal. Finally, Grey told Haldane, 
‘You may do what you please.’ Haldane, who had heard that the king 
desired him to take the War Office, thus decided to go to CB and say he 
would take this most undesirable of posts (‘beastly’ was Grey’s word for 
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it; CB, a good Scot, called it the ‘kailyard’) and that Grey would take the 
Foreign Office if offered the chance once again. So it transpired, and 
another step towards tragedy—and, some might argue, victory too—was 
taken. As Lady Horner was later to comment, ‘I used to think that if 
Asquith were Prime Minister [as he would become on CB’s death in 1908], 
Grey Foreign Secretary, and Haldane Lord Chancellor [as he would be 
from 1912], all would be well in the world, and so it was for a time, before 
the shattering years broke on us.’18

* * *

Those shattering years of 1914–18 were a long time in the making. Pre-
war British foreign policy and defence are critical elements in the Haldane 
story, particularly in terms of Britain’s relations with Germany.19 It was on 
the basis of Britain’s improved relations with France and in light of grow-
ing tensions between France and Germany over French influence in 
Morocco (the First Moroccan Crisis of 1905) that the deeply controversial 
‘military conversations’ between Britain and France got under way. These 
commenced in January of Haldane’s first year at the War Office (1906) 
after Foreign Secretary Grey urgently inquired of Haldane as to what 
preparations had been made on the British military side in the event of a 
German invasion of France. The conversations were approved by Prime 
Minister Campbell-Bannerman (the exact date is disputed), but they went 
ahead without full Cabinet knowledge—a secrecy that lasted until 1911. 
The joint plans, which these conversations enabled, for the defence of 
France in the face of possible German aggression have been viewed by 
some (including Haldane) as the basis upon which Allied victory was 
achieved, and by others (such as David Owen) as one of the key, yet unnec-
essary, catalysts for conflict.20

 With relations now blossoming with France, a combination of factors 
led Britain ineluctably into an understanding with Russia. The threat to 
India was radically reduced as a result of Russia’s defeat in the Russo-
Japanese War of 1904–5, and France had been in the Dual Alliance with 
Russia since the early 1890s. By signing the Anglo-Russian Entente in 
August 1907, which would secure the Triple Entente between the three 
countries, Britain now had a bulwark against a growing German threat. 
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British intelligence reports suggested that Germany’s 1900 Naval Law was 
not orientated to the creation of a fleet destined for operations in far-flung 
waters. Yet, unlike Britain, naval power for Germany had little to do with 
the protection of home supplies, as most were imported by land. Why 
therefore build up so powerful a fleet so close to home? By October 1902 
Lord Selborne, First Lord of the Admiralty, felt he had found the reason: 
‘I am convinced that the great new German navy is being carefully built up 
from the point of view of a war with us.’21 When the British Navy began to 
build her famous dreadnought battleships just a few years later, Selborne’s 
view became more of a reality as Germany embarked on its own ambitious 
naval armament scheme. The arms race was on.22

 In the British Foreign Office, the answer was clear as to where the 
blame should lie for the origins of this arms race. A culture of 
Germanophobia was on the ascent, and it too would play a central role in 
escalating international tensions. Francis Bertie, assistant under-secretary 
and subsequently ambassador to Italy, then to France, was the ringleader. 
With the likes of Louis Mallet, Eyre Crowe, and Charles Hardinge (a con-
fidant of the king who would eventually become Viceroy of India) around 
him, both the Foreign Office and the Diplomatic Service came to adopt a 
stance in which all German activities and motives were viewed with sus-
picion, if not hatred.23 To Bertie, Germany was ‘false and grasping and our 
real enemy commercially and politically’.24 Hardinge, writing in 1906 as 
permanent under-secretary, could say: ‘It is generally recognised that 
Germany is the one disturbing factor owing to her ambitious schemes for 
a Weltpolitik and for a naval as well as a military supremacy in Europe.’25 
It was not an atmosphere in which a man of Haldane’s background and 
proclivities would be considered welcome. This was especially the case 
once Grey had become Foreign Secretary on the rare occasions on which 
Haldane would take over from him, to allow Grey a few days’ holiday.
 Haldane’s involvement in diplomacy with Germany in his capacity as 
Secretary of State for War did not help matters. By 1907 he could claim 
to have been ‘the only Englishman who has ever been a member of the 
German Cabinet’, having attended a critical late night meeting of the 
Kaiser and his ministers during the Kaiser’s state visit to Windsor that 
year.26 In 1911 Haldane even had the Kaiser and a number of his generals 
to lunch in his London home.27 But it was Haldane’s so-called ‘mission’ 
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to Berlin in February 1912, while still War Secretary (he became Lord 
Chancellor in June that year), that was the most notoriously controver-
sial event.

* * *

Tensions between Britain and Germany had risen to fever pitch in the 
wake of the Agadir Crisis of 1911. This had been brought about by 
Germany sending a gunboat to the port of Agadir in Morocco in the midst 
of a native rebellion against the sultan, which the French—who had come 
out of the First Moroccan Crisis with a sense of imperial primacy in that 
country—were assisting in suppressing by sending 20,000 troops into the 
city of Fez, where the sultan’s palace was located. This level of French mili-
tary presence was unacceptable to Germany, as they believed it would 
jeopardise whatever imperial claims the Germans did have in Morocco. 
The sending of the gunboat Panther was meant to convey a signal to France 
that it ought to back off. Discussions ensued in which Germany expressed 
its willingness to allow French control in Morocco in exchange for 
German expansion in the French Congo. But this was viewed by Britain as 
a threat to British interests in sub-Saharan Africa. The Chancellor of the 
Exchequer, David Lloyd George, in a speech at the Mansion House in July 
1911, provocatively proclaimed that peace on these terms would be ‘a 
humiliation intolerable for a great country like ours to endure’.28

 It was in this context of heightened tension, where even moderate 
German papers were calling for a ‘preventative’ war, that the British 
Cabinet received an invitation from the Kaiser ‘for an exchange of views 
… of a personal and direct kind’.29 Haldane—who had been elevated to 
the peerage in 1911 as Viscount Haldane of Cloan—was the natural 
choice. His understanding of the German character, his knowledge of the 
language and his cordial relations with notable German statesmen made 
him ideally suited to travel to Berlin on the government’s behalf. 
Discussions were to be informal and non-binding, although the purpose of 
Haldane’s trip was to be concealed from the public and a cover story pro-
vided: an investigation into scientific matters with biologists at the capital’s 
university. To lend credibility, his brother John, the Oxford physiologist, 
accompanied him as his private secretary.
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 In the course of his visit Haldane met with a number of eminent fig-
ures, but most notable were his discussions with the German Imperial 
Chancellor Theobald von Bethmann Hollweg and a meeting with Kaiser 
Wilhelm II and the naval minister, Admiral von Tirpitz.30 Haldane 
encountered a willingness on the part of the German Chancellor to find 
a formula that would balance the concerns of both nations—that is, one 
that would reduce the speed of German naval arms expansion while 
providing a guarantee from the British that they would not take part in 
an unjust attack upon Germany. But in the Kaiser, and especially in von 
Tirpitz, Haldane encountered a less compromising spirit that was keen 
to assert the German right to build up its fleet at whatever pace it 
wished. Although Haldane left Berlin in an optimistic spirit—‘There is 
at least the chance of the greatest event there has been for some time in 
the history of the world’, he told his mother—it soon became clear that 
the peaceful inclinations of ‘the good Chancellor’ Bethmann Hollweg 
were being overrun by the militaristic faction led by von Tirpitz, for the 
Germans’ new and ambitious Fleet Law went ahead as planned.31 In such 
a context, the search for a formula became futile, and Britain felt bound 
‘to respond by quietly increasing our navy and concentrating its strength 
in northern seas’.32 The arms race continued.
 Haldane’s mission to Berlin both extended a friendly hand to Germany 
and refused to give in to German desires for professions of neutrality and 
compromises on British naval dominance. But the facts of the trip were so 
shrouded in secrecy, both at the time and throughout the war, that the 
public inclination to equate Haldane’s German connections with acts of 
treachery (explored a little further on) was only strengthened. By the time 
war came it was widely believed that Haldane had really been to Berlin to 
sell Britain out.

* * *

There is a strange irony to the suspicions that surrounded Haldane’s feel-
ings for Germany, however. For despite his period at Göttingen; despite 
his annual holidays to Germany with his friend and Goethe scholar 
Professor Hume Brown; and despite his praise of the German systems of 
education and industry—despite all these, Haldane, as Secretary of State 
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for War, along with Grey, as Foreign Secretary, was doing more than any 
other member of the Liberal Cabinet to prepare Britain to meet the threat 
posed by Germany in the event of an outbreak of aggression on the 
Continent. Indeed, according to many of his contemporaries the success 
he achieved in these preparations was his crowning achievement during his 
years at the War Office (1905–12). Haldane was the minister responsible 
for the creation of the British Expeditionary Force (BEF), the Territorial 
Army, the Special Reserve, the Officers’ Training Corps, the Imperial 
General Staff and the Royal Flying Corps. Each of these bodies, the BEF in 
particular, would eventually play a key role in assisting the French in their 
successful defence of Paris against the Germans in the opening months of 
hostilities in 1914.33

 If Haldane did indeed ‘save the state’, as his successor at the War Office 
claimed upon his death, it was not because the forces he had created had 
won the war.34 Rather, they played a crucial role in stopping the Germans 
from winning the war in those opening months of the conflict. Such a role 
redounds to their honour, and to Haldane’s. It was why Field Marshal 
Haig, who had worked closely with Haldane before the war as Director of 
Military Training and then as Director of Staff Duties, could inscribe in the 
copy of his Despatches that he gave to Haldane after the war: ‘To Viscount 
Haldane of Cloan—the greatest Secretary of State for War England has 
ever had.’35 As we shall see in Chapter 9, this opinion was by no means 
exclusive to Haig. But Haldane’s cultural attachments and diplomatic out-
reach to Germany meant that broader public opinion, unaware of the 
realities of his work at the War Office, would fail to reach Haig’s conclu-
sions, both before and, even more so, during the war.

* * *

Haldane became Lord High Chancellor of Great Britain four months after 
his mission to Berlin in 1912, finally reaching the position that his mother, 
by this time eighty-seven years old, had marked out for him as a child.36 ‘I 
feel at peace and at rest in this new position,’ he wrote to her eight days 
after assuming office, ‘& I feel that it is the place you have always desired 
for me. I know I have your prayers in these great responsibilities.’37 
Haldane was to do much good work as Lord Chancellor—a role that kept 
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him within the Cabinet, and placed him at the head of the judiciary in 
England and Wales and as the Speaker of the House of Lords, alongside 
many other responsibilities. His tenure was notable for the part he played 
in laying the foundations of what would become the Law of Property Act 
1925 and his transformative presidency of the Judicial Committee of the 
Privy Council that would shape the future of Canada. As Haldane’s succes-
sor to the Lord Chancellorship, Lord Birkenhead, said of him later in life, 
‘His [Haldane’s] work on the Judicial Committee has been beyond all 
praise, so that no name throughout the British Empire is more respected 
than that of Lord Haldane.’38

 In addition, Haldane made a significant impression on the development 
of a spirit of international relations with his 1913 Montreal speech at the 
special joint meeting of the American Bar Association and the Bar 
Association of Canada on the topic of ‘Higher Nationality’. Spanning his 
period as Secretary of State for War and Lord Chancellor, Haldane was 
also, between 1909 and 1913, chairing the Royal Commission on 
University Education in London—a job that brought him immense satis-
faction. But the peace he reported feeling to his mother in 1912, now that 
he was in the office destined for him, was not to last.
 His sister Elizabeth’s diary entries in the days running up to the out-
break of war offer an extremely personal insight into events and conversa-
tions from that time. Having been at Cloan when war was declared, 
Elizabeth travelled back to London on 6  August. On 8  August she recorded 
the events of the previous fortnight:

Sir E.[dward] G.[rey] was staying with R.[ichard, i.e. Haldane] from the 
27th [of July] and he and R.  passed through a time of mental strain amount-
ing to torture. Both strained for peace. To R.  it was a personal sorrow of the 
greatest magnitude to come to war with a power like Germany. He was 
engaged on a very big and arduous case (Olympic v. Hawke) and terribly 
overwrought with this and the Cabinet on his mind. The country seemed 
divided, and ten of the Cabinet were against war and ready to resign. Then 
came the advance on Belgium, a friendly Power, whose rights we were 
bound as one of her guarantors to respect. To E.G.’s mind this settled mat-
ters. He went on Sunday 2nd August to Downing Street with R.  and Lord 
Crewe who had been dining at 28 [Queen Anne’s Gate]. There he found the 
P.M.  [Asquith] and ladies playing Bridge. Lord Crewe said it was like playing 
on the top of a coffin. They waited till they had finished—about an hour.39
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It is a remarkable depiction. Here are the Foreign Secretary and the Lord 
High Chancellor of Great Britain living under the same roof, watching 
their efforts towards peace, unremitted since entering office in 1905, 
crash around them, plunging the nation into a war that it was by no means 
certain of winning. Meanwhile, at Downing Street, the prime minister is 
playing bridge, like one ‘playing on the top of a coffin’, as Crewe put it. 
We can only wonder what Haldane and Grey thought at this moment. Did 
they share Crewe’s disapproval? Perhaps it was this hour of levity that 
Haldane had in mind when, in the final year of his life, he wrote of 
Asquith that ‘London Society came … to have a great attraction for him, 
and he grew by degrees diverted from the sterner outlook on life which 
he and I for long shared. … In his earlier political days he was a very 
serious person.’40

 There could be no question of cards with Haldane and Grey, but 
Elizabeth’s diaries continue to give the most human of details:

Sir E.  Grey looks older. He and R.  came through a terrible time, but he 
spoke most gratefully of having been with R.  all that time and of the help 
it had been. He is wonderful. Both had suffered from indigestion, whether 
owing to Mrs. Prunier’s rich cooking or their anxiety, I know not. They 
could not sleep and the weight of responsibility weighed them down. To 
R.  the war is a really personal sorrow.41

How could it have been otherwise? It was war with Germany, the country 
in which Haldane’s intellect had been formed, where his youth had expe-
rienced its greatest transformation, where he had continued to holiday 
most years, where he had a wealth of friends and contacts. With no other 
country did he long more for Britain to develop a happy and prosperous 
relationship. Speech after speech, article after article, hammered home 
the point. His exhausting efforts to build strong relations with the coun-
try’s leading figures, notably with the Kaiser and with German Chancellor 
Bethmann Hollweg, were in vain.
 After the outbreak of war, these continental intimacies, as I have indi-
cated, were to prove a further blow on top of an already painful wound. 
They provided the basis for a press attack—which had already been gath-
ering momentum before war was declared—as vicious and as unjustified 
as any recorded in British history. The allegations ranged from the clearly 
ludicrous to the seriously damaging. Haldane was said to be a spy; the 
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Kaiser was his illegitimate half-brother; he kept, apparently, a secret wife 
in Germany.42 More plausibly but no less fallaciously, he was also accused 
of weakening rather than strengthening the Army, of seeking secret agree-
ments with the Germans during his 1912 Berlin mission that would under-
mine British interests, of covering up the contents of a private letter from 
an influential German businessman on the eve of war, and of wanting to 
release fewer troops to the continent than Britain was capable of 
doing.43 The attacks came from a range of newspapers, most notably those 
owned by Lord Northcliffe (The Times and the Daily Mail), who had never 
quite forgiven Haldane for failing, so Northcliffe claimed, to heed his 
advice on meeting the military threat from the air while Secretary of State 
for War.44 Edmund Gosse reported to Haldane in October 1916—almost 
a year and a half after Haldane left office—that Northcliffe had given a 
lunch for prominent journalists at which he made a speech ‘entirely 
directed against you. After the bitterest diatribes he adjured all those 
newspapermen to see to it that you never regained political power. … He 
told them that there was a campaign afoot to reinstate you, but that they 
must all combine by all means known to them to defeat it. He assured 
them that you were the greatest enemy to the English State.’ Northcliffe 
insisted that the role of the journalists should be ‘perpetually to insinuate 
into the public mind suspicion and hatred of Lord Haldane, so that the 
moment there is any question of his reappearance in public life, public 
opinion may automatically howl him down’.45

 It should be noted, however, that the offending papers were ‘either 
among the highest of the high Tory or the most scurrilous of the gutter 
press’.46 A large proportion of the journalists involved were also person-
ally acquainted with Haldane; as Stephen Koss puts it, ‘It appears quite 
obvious that these individuals persecuted him not out of ignorance but out 
of first-hand appreciation of his vulnerability.’47 Their attacks did not fall 
on deaf ears. ‘On one day,’ Haldane recounted, though he does not give the 
date, ‘in response to an appeal in the Daily Express, there arrived at the 
House of Lords no less than 2600 letters of protest against my supposed 
disloyalty to the interests of the nation.’48 The vitriol knew no bounds. One 
columnist for the Express, Arnold White, informed his co-conspirator Leo 
Maxse that the Conservative leaders were ‘anxious to be present in 
Whitehall or St. James’ Street when the plump body of the Member for 
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Germany swings in the wind between two lamp posts’.49 Until 1918 spe-
cial detectives frequently had to guard him ‘due in large part to the seri-
ousness of threats against his life’.50

 As the attacks intensified with the outbreak of war, it was not just 
Haldane who was aggrieved. Margot Asquith, the prime minister’s wife, 
records in her diary a snippet of conversation between herself and John 
Morley at a Downing Street dinner party on the evening of 19  May 1915, 
the day that the Liberal government sat in Parliament for the last time.
Morley—whom Haldane, at the end of his life, described as ‘the most 
interesting personality I ever knew’51—had resigned his Cabinet position 
upon the government’s decision to enter the war. Margot wrote: ‘I turned 
to Morley who is so delicious on books & so childish on war. I said how 
miserable I was at the anti-Haldane campaign—a man to whom we owed 
our entire fighting forces. I said it was scandalous to think such a man sd. 
be hounded out by a low Press intrigue. Morley astonished me by saying if 
he were Haldane he wd. never stay in a cabinet that was making war with 
old friends of his like the Germans—a more grotesque suggestion was 
never made!’52

 Grey felt Haldane’s plight keenly. He expressed his views on the matter 
to Lord Derby on 25  January 1915 with a disgust that is only just held in 
check by convention:

I cannot express to you how indignant I feel about the attacks on Haldane. 
To him specially, more than to the whole of the rest of the Cabinet put 
together, it is due that, when the war broke out, we had the Territorials at 
home and an Expeditionary Force to send abroad. … To Haldane’s opinion 
as ex-Minister for War, under whom the Force had been created and organ-
ised, it was due—more than to any other individual member of the 
Cabinet,—that the decision was taken to send the Force to the Continent 
on the outbreak of the War. To Haldane and those who worked under him 
in the War Office when he was there as Secretary of State for War, it was 
due not only that we had an Expeditionary Force to send abroad, but that 
we had artillery, ammunition, and other equipment for it, which enabled 
it to be the efficient Force it has proved itself to be, as well as to stand the 
strain of a continuous expenditure of artillery ammunition lasting over 
many weeks: an expenditure more continuous than had been anticipated 
even by any Continental Army. … I hear you spoke to Mrs. Asquith in a 
friendly way of Haldane, so please do not take the somewhat downright 
tone of this letter as being intended to convey any reproach to you person-
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ally, though it is mild as moonshine compared to what would happen if I 
could get one of the real authors of the attacks upon Haldane alone in a 
room with me for ten minutes. There is a more than Prussian injustice in 
selecting him for attack.53

 We can only imagine the indignation Grey felt when, four months later 
in May, Asquith made the decision to appoint a new Lord Chancellor to 
replace Haldane in the coalition government (the coalition had become 
necessary after confidence in the Liberals had been undermined through 
their supposed mismanagement of the war, not least the Dardanelles 
campaign). Grey even threatened resignation if Haldane was left out, but 
was persuaded to remain for the national interest as the war was ongoing. 
Haldane’s exclusion had been one of the Conservatives’ conditions of the 
coalition (the other being the removal of Churchill from the Admiralty).54 
Haldane, who was suffering from ill health at the time, rationally put it 
down to the public clamour that had arisen around his name, which 
would compromise public confidence in the government and distract 
from the business of winning the war.55 But Asquith’s biographer, Roy 
Jenkins, sees it as ‘a veto of pure prejudice’ by those within the 
Conservatives who had come to accept the smears of the press.56

* * *

There are differing interpretations of Asquith’s behaviour in these circum-
stances. It is claimed that he fought hard for the retention of his old friend, 
but many of those reflecting on matters from a distance felt that his efforts 
fell short of what they ought to have been. Jenkins writes:

Had he insisted upon the retention of Haldane the whole coalition 
scheme might have collapsed and the country, at a most critical stage, 
been left in political confusion. Even so it was exactly the sort of issue on 
which Asquith might have been expected to be at his best, where his 
disdain of clamour, intolerance and prejudice should have given him a 
rock-like firmness. But he was not. He capitulated, sadly and self-criti-
cally, but relatively easily.57

At the time, Haldane believed that both Asquith and Grey were ‘struggling 
hard’ on his behalf, telling his mother, ‘The Unionist leaders admit the 
injustice, but they have a turbulent tail behind them who have been 
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inflamed by slanderous newspapers. And unity is the first and essential 
consideration.’58 It is possible, however, that Haldane was just protecting 
his mother’s feelings. Asquith’s wife, Margot, and his daughter, Violet, saw 
this moment as one of the hardest of Asquith’s political and indeed per-
sonal life—the man who never shed tears wept.59 On 21  May 1915 
Asquith met with Haldane to break the news to him that the Conservatives 
would not be moved in demanding his absence from government. Margot 
records in her diary: ‘H[enry Asquith] was more shattered by his talk to 
Haldane this afternoon than by anything else in this crisis.’60 And yet, it 
appears that when the final decision was made to leave Haldane out, which 
seems to have been around the 24  May, Asquith failed to write to Haldane 
expressing his sorrow.61 Asquith’s first biographers write that ‘the omission 
inflicted a wound which was never quite healed’.62 Jenkins considers it 
‘the most uncharacteristic fault of Asquith’s whole career’.63 Certainly, 
Margot was not slow to pick up the pen as soon as the decision was 
made.64 Asquith may have been distracted at this time by heartbreak at 
the hands of his daughter’s friend Venetia Stanley, to whom he had been 
dashing off letters of the most politically sensitive nature, frequently in 
the midst of Cabinet meetings. The sudden loss of her affections may 
account for Asquith’s uncharacteristic behaviour—not least his failure to 
write to Haldane.65

 Haldane received the Order of Merit from King George V upon relin-
quishing his seals of office as Lord Chancellor, an award in the form of a 
personal gift from the monarch, rarely given to government ministers. 
It was a handsome gesture of support and solidarity from a man whose 
family was also under pressure for their German connections, but it was 
of little real comfort. Many letters were received by Haldane which 
lamented his departure. Winston Churchill, who reproached himself for 
not visiting, wrote:

I trust the vile Press campaign of which you have been the object will not 
prevail against the loyalty of your life-long friends. I am so short of credit 
at the moment that I can only make an encouraging signal but you must 
take the will for the deed. I cannot tell you how grateful I am for your 
unfailing kindness to me.66

And a little later Lord Esher, who had served on the Committee of Imperial 
Defence for the whole of Haldane’s period of service, could write:
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I’m just back from GHQ [France]. I must write a line to say how disgusted 
I feel with the base ingratitude of our country towards one who more than 
any living Englishman prepared for this appalling war. Everyone who 
knows the facts acknowledges that without your fine preparative work we 
should have been powerless on land till now against Germany. The 
wretched people at home know not what they say or do. The army knows.67

Nevertheless, Haldane took Asquith’s decision and silence with a gracious-
ness that astonished those around him. On 24  May he wrote to Margot:

The only important thing is to secure a Cabinet which thoroughly com-
mands the confidence of the whole nation—& I could not fulfill this condi-
tion. I knew it & told HHA [Asquith] so from the first. He has been affec-
tion itself to me & I shall never forget the way he took it & the tenderness 
he showed.

I am very happy. I have my individual work & another life besides for which 
there has been little room for ten years. I am content & consider that I have 
been a most fortunate person.68

All of Haldane’s correspondence from this time has a similar tone. But 
behind the appearances of calm and recollection, it is possible to see glints 
of a more vulnerable side. Indeed, Sir Almeric Fitzroy, Clerk of the Privy 
Council, saw him immediately after he had received the Order of Merit, 
and thought he ‘seemed thoroughly broken’.69 Beatrice Webb records in 
her diary rumours that ‘Haldane was a wreck’.70 Haldane’s sister, 
Elizabeth, who lived through these experiences alongside her bachelor 
brother, represents a view of things in her diary for 29  May, covering the 
previous two weeks, that is likely to capture some of the private opinions 
of her brother:

P.M.  never takes trouble to consider and discuss things, no staff work. 
R.  can’t get at P.M.  during the day as busy hearing appeals, then at night 
playing bridge and no talk, frivolous people at hand. Pressing people like 
Winston and L.[loyd] G.[eorge] do the things they want and afterwards 
get his assent. P.M.  excellent if you get hold of him to explain, but is 
bored. Immense powers of speech, expression and acuteness of mind, but 
lack of imagination and concentration on his work. R.  blames atmosphere 
produced by Margot and Violet and their surroundings. Never sends for 
R.  to discuss matters he knows of—A.  is a bad judge of men. E.[dward] 
G.[rey] curiously self-centred, will not go outside own work, and F.
[oreign] O.[ffice] rather jealous of interference of outsiders. Reluctance to 
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publish Berlin interview [i.e. the 1912 Haldane Mission discussions]. 
Tyrrell wanted it published but PM said to E.G.  it would bring up new 
questions and better not. Personally can’t help wondering if P.M.  did ‘fight 
like cats or lions’, as Margot says, with Conservatives over R.  Perhaps he 
did, but feel anyhow R.  would not have behaved so to his friends.71

Indeed, Haldane, at the close of his life, seemed to have his own doubts 
about Asquith’s handling of Conservative demands: ‘I was not sure that he 
[Asquith] would not have done better if he had displayed more of an iron 
hand in maintaining his position and that of his colleagues.’72 It is hard to 
tell just how grieved Haldane was in his heart at the inability of his oldest 
political friend to withstand capitulation to Conservative pressures. It is 
true that Asquith did subsequently seek to make good Haldane’s name. He 
wrote a letter to Grey on 27  May 1915 on the subject, which he consid-
ered publishing:

My dear Grey,

I have received your letter of yesterday. Like you, I more than doubted 
whether I could find it possible to sit in a Cabinet in which Haldane was 
not to be included. He is the oldest personal and political friend that I have 
in the world, and, with him, you and I have stood together amidst all the 
turbulent vicissitudes of fortune for the best part of 30 years. Never at any 
time, or in any conjuncture, have the three of us seriously differed; and our 
old and well tried comradeship has been cemented during the last 10 years, 
when we have sat and worked together in the Government.

I agree with everything you say as to the injustice and malignity of the attacks 
to which, since the war began, he has been exposed. They are a disgraceful 
monument of the pettiest personal and political spite. I am certain that I am 
not using the language of exaggeration when I say—what can be said of no 
one else—that both as War Minister and as Lord Chancellor he has reached 
the highest standard that this country has known.

He is far too big a man to care for the slings and arrows of the gutter-boys 
of politics. And he takes with him, in his retirement, the respect and grati-
tude of all whose good opinion is worth having, and the profound affection 
of those who, like you and me, know him best.73

In the end, Grey and Asquith were persuaded not to publish their letters. A 
‘wise public servant’ had informed them: ‘I fear publication might only 
revive controversy, and would also lead to party recrimination.’74 On 1  July, 
however, the National Liberal Club gave a dinner in Haldane’s honour at 
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which Haldane spoke—not of himself, but in defence of General von 
Donop, who, as Master General of the Ordnance, had been accused of 
failing to provide adequate munitions for British forces. Haldane’s speech 
was followed by Lord Lincolnshire, the chairman of the meeting, reading a 
letter from Asquith written specially for the occasion. Once again, Asquith 
recalls the length and depth of their friendship, and stresses: ‘I should wish 
my countrymen to realize that it is more due to him [Haldane] than to any 
other man that our army was ready to undertake the mission to which it has 
been called.’75 Haldane wrote to Asquith subsequently to tell him that his 
‘very generous tribute warmed my heart. … Passing clouds do not dim the 
memory of years of friendship.’76 But Asquith did little else to clear 
Haldane’s name and refused to express a strong opinion on the matter 
publicly. It evidently hurt Haldane. His attitude is captured in a letter to his 
mother, written six months after leaving office:

Last night Lord Knollys [former private secretary to the king] came in and 
dined with me alone. He tells me that the King is now expressing himself 
with indignation at the attacks in the press. … Also that the P.M.  [Asquith] 
is at last expressing himself to people very strongly, & even proposed that 
I should have a statue in gold for preparing the nation for the war. Let them 
talk away. I rely on your [scriptural] texts.77

Relations would not improve when Asquith (and even Grey) refused to 
publish the official documents concerning the Berlin Mission of 1912.78 
The prime minister felt that the details included facts not suitable for 
public knowledge while conflict raged.79 Haldane thought his fears mis-
placed given that recent German publications had already given a full 
account of Haldane’s 1912 visit.80 A number of friends and colleagues 
urged Haldane to make his own public defence of his actions, but he 
believed it ill-judged to do so. ‘This is no time for airing private griev-
ances,’ he told Sir George Prothero, ‘it is inevitable in a time like this, 
that there should be hasty judgements and injustices. If I set an example 
others will follow and there will be division and controversy when there 
should be unity. It is for the Government to decide when publication is 
in the public interest, the decision cannot rest with me.’81

 The ‘wound which was never quite healed’ is likely to have been a com-
bination of the factors explored above—it was not just Asquith’s epistolary 
silence. It was the cumulative effect of seeing his friend fail to stand by 
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him, followed by his failure to make a strong public defence of Haldane’s 
record, and finally his refusal to publish the official documents that would 
rebut the press’s many false allegations. Haldane never spoke of Asquith 
with the same sense of closeness and fondness again; one can feel the dis-
tance in his subsequent communications with and about the man who had 
once been his closest ally. Nonetheless, Haldane never quite dismissed his 
affections for Asquith, and when the latter fell from power himself in 
December 1916, Haldane wrote to him of his ‘unbroken affection’.82 Three 
days after Asquith’s retirement from public life in October 1926 (both 
men would be dead within two years), Haldane concluded a letter of well-
wishing with these words:

I often take my walks here [Cloan] along the paths where I can recall our 
talks of over forty years since, on what could be made of the future. 
There have been changes in our outward relations, but none that have 
transformed the old inwardness. The days that were, and under other 
forms still are, I never forget.83

Even after his exclusion in May 1915, Haldane was not going to shrink 
into the shadows. He might have no longer been in government, but he 
could still serve government. His close friend the literary critic Edmund 
Gosse dined with him at Queen Anne’s Gate on 2  August 1915, and heard 
of what Haldane called his ‘adventures’ since leaving office.84 Gosse’s 
record of Haldane’s ‘adventures’ can still be found amongst Gosse’s papers 
now kept at the Brotherton Library in Leeds.

He [Haldane] went over [to St Omer in France] on Friday, on a secret mis-
sion from Ld. Kitchener [Secretary of State for War] to Sir John French 
[commander-in-chief of the British Expeditionary Force], and was at the 
Head Quarters when a German Taube tried to drop bombs on the house. 
He stood in the street with the generals, and watched the fight between the 
Taube and the anti-aircraft guns. He also drove along the line, through St. 
Eloi, Lens to Bethune, and was under fire several times. His mission was an 
entire success, French put his arm round him, and was as affectionate as a 
brother, and actually consented on Sunday to be smuggled off secretly to 
England to meet K.[itchener] of K.[hartoum]. Haldane and French trav-
elled, muffled up, in the cabin of the steamer, and neither was noticed by 
anybody. French motored to town, had a rapid and most satisfactory inter-
view with K.  of K., entire harmony was resumed, and he went straight 
back to St. Omer.85
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Reputational issues continued to concern Haldane even if he affected a 
disdainful insouciance in public. But to his close friends he could be more 
honest about his worries and he welcomed efforts to set the record 
straight. When, in 1917, the Manchester Guardian published a series of 
articles defending the former War Secretary’s record86 (these followed the 
equally significant defence that appeared in Harold Begbie’s 1916 publica-
tion The Vindication of Great Britain), Haldane’s gloss on the analysis is reve-
latory of his pre-war approach to foreign policy. He wrote to Gosse:

It is quite true that I do not, even now, in the least realise that the German 
Govt. treacherously and consciously deceived me in 1912. I do not believe 
they thought of doing anything of the sort, that is to say that the personages 
with whom I had to do thought of it. You must reflect that if I was deceived 
as to [German Chancellor] Bethmann Hollwegs [sic] and the Emperor’s 
intentions in 1912 then so was Jules Cambon and every Ambassador in 
Berlin, including our own. The Germans have had fits. They and the 
Russians had an anti-English fit in 1904; just before which the French had 
one. The history of foreign politics is a history of kaleidoscopic changes. 
The purpose of those concerned with affairs is to try to get a good purpose 
and to preserve its continuity. I hoped that I had succeeded in doing so 
then, and to a large extent I am quite sure that I did. Only the good mood 
did not endure long enough. I was far from certain that it would—either 
in 1906 or 1912, and therefore I threw all my strength into building up an 
Army which could mobilise more rapidly even than that of Germany. And 
if I had the same situation to face again I should take the same course, only 
trying to do what I did more efficiently, and screwing up my Colleagues 
tighter on military and diplomatic matters.

In a short time after peace is made all these things will be plain, and people 
will see what the situation really was. That is what I believe, and if I were 
to put on a white sheet and gabble the prayer of an insincere person, I 
should only lose the respect of my friends, and of a growing multitude. No, 
dear G.  you cannot deflect me from an uncompromising course. I prefer to 
be out of office for the rest of my life to departing from what I am con-
vinced is the truth. So turn a cold shoulder to the inhabitants of Greater 
Pedlington [the home of The Times] when they look askance. This business 
has to be fought out and I am pretty confident of the ground.87

The newspaper articles were to be a turning point in building the general 
public’s appreciation of the real nature of Haldane’s influence on pre-war 
discussions between England and Germany. Edward Grey came to visit 
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Haldane at Cloan in September 1917, and Haldane records that visit in a 
letter to Gosse:

Edward Grey has been here for two days and has just left. It was a very 
pleasant visit. We talked frankly. He had read the M.[anchester] Guardian 
view and endorses it. … He said, with some emotion, ‘I [Grey] was over-
praised and then deposed. You [Haldane] were attacked bitterly. And yet 
all I did to save Europe was not comparable to what the nation and the 
world owes to your military reorganisation. It saved Paris and it has saved 
the war!’88

When Grey visited again a year later, Haldane once again wrote Gosse a 
highly revealing letter, shedding light not only on our earlier discussions 
concerning the collapse of the Liberal Party, but also Haldane’s view of 
pre-war British diplomacy:

Edward Grey left this morning after a delightful visit. … Our talk was a 
good deal of the past, & I felt that he & I were two old men with our lives 
mainly behind us. He thinks, as I do, that the Liberal party is dying. He 
reproaches Margot a little. But the person really responsible is Asquith. 
There need have been no great Labour party shaping for the birth. And I 
have the feeling, for which I do not look particularly to Asquith as its 
cause, that we need not have tempted the Germans to war by our indo-
lence. But that is a large question.89

* * *

Whatever Grey, Asquith or the Manchester Guardian may have said about the 
importance of Haldane’s work at the War Office, no vindication of his 
efforts matched the impact of the tribute he received after the war from 
Field Marshal Sir Douglas Haig, commander-in-chief of the BEF from 
1915 until 1919. Haig’s actions and words were relevant above all others 
because at that time he was widely considered a national hero—the man 
who had brought Britain triumphantly through the war. There was no 
person in the whole empire whom the British public were more willing to 
listen to and respect. In Haldane’s old age, as he wrote his autobiography, 
he—or his sister Elizabeth, who edited the manuscript after his death—
merged Haig’s tribute into one event, but it was in fact two distinct 
moments.90 The first came on 19  July 1919, the day of the Victory March 
celebrating the Allied achievement, when Haig rode up the Mall at the 
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head of the troops to receive the salute from the king in front of 
Buckingham Palace. Once the post-march lunch was complete, Haig 
insisted—despite being thick with a head cold—that he make one visit 
before going home. Haldane sat alone in his study at 28 Queen Anne’s 
Gate while the crowds celebrated outside. Knowing how much harder 
victory would have come without Haldane’s critical work, Haig made his 
way to Haldane’s door to offer the thanks that had been so lacking from 
the nation at large. Haig wanted to ‘tell him that he should have been pres-
ent to share the cheers and gratitude of the people … for the work he had 
done for the Army which had never been properly recognised or even 
partially recognised’.91 In December that year Haldane received from Haig 
an inscribed copy of his published Despatches. Turning to the opening page 
he read the inscription: ‘To Viscount Haldane of Cloan—the greatest 
Secretary of State for War England has ever had. In grateful remembrance 
of his successful efforts in organising the Military Forces for a War on the 
Continent, notwithstanding much opposition from the Army Council and 
the half-hearted support of his Parliamentary friends.’92 When this became 
public, many of Haldane’s critics fell silent.

* * *

But Haldane did not spend his time out of office waiting for the truth of 
his pre-war record to become clear. He still had a multitude of judicial, 
philosophical, educational and political tasks in hand. He continued, for 
instance, to act as the pre-eminent interpreter of the Canadian constitu-
tion. Between 1911 and his death in 1928 Haldane heard no less than 
thirty-two Canadian appeals as a member of the Judicial Committee of the 
Privy Council, delivering nineteen of the committee’s judgments. He 
chaired the Royal Commission on University Education in Wales between 
1916 and 1918, which would transform the structure of the University of 
Wales. From 1917 to 1918 Haldane also chaired the highly significant 
Machinery of Government Committee reporting to the Ministry of 
Reconstruction, the conclusions of which are often referred to as the 
Haldane Report. If Haldane’s name appears in newspapers today (though 
this is a rarity), it is likely to be in connection with the ‘Haldane Principle’, 
which is said to have its seeds in this review of governmental structures. 
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That principle essentially promotes independence for scientists in deciding 
where government funding of science ought to be focused so that the 
process remains free from politicians and political agendas. This principle 
finally became enshrined in law in 2017,93 ninety-nine years after 
Haldane’s original report. As we shall see in Chapter 8, there is a debate 
about the exact origins of this principle, but the report’s insistence on 
building policy based on evidence and research was—and still is—a 
groundbreaking moment in British governmental thinking. Indeed, it has 
had a ‘pervasive but largely unrecognised influence throughout the English-
speaking world’.94

 The Haldane Report was ahead of its time in more ways than one. 
Alongside its revolutionary approach to the role of women in the Civil 
Service, mentioned in the previous chapter, it also recommended reor-
ganising the Cabinet according to the nature of the service which is 
assigned to each department rather than the classes of person they 
affected. This consequently involved recommendations for a Ministry of 
Health, which would come into being a year later, and a Ministry of 
Education, which was eventually created in 1944. Similarly, the report 
made recommendations for a Ministry of Justice, with its own minister, 
a party-political-neutral Speaker of the House of Lords, a Supreme 
Court whose judges would be without political affiliation, and a rede-
fined role for the Lord Chancellor as legal adviser to the Cabinet.95 As 
evidence of just how advanced these 1918 recommendations were, the 
role of presiding officer, Lord Speaker of the House of Lords, was cre-
ated in July 2006, a Ministry of Justice in May 2007 and a Supreme 
Court in October 2009.96

 Haldane was ahead of the curve in other ways, too. In 1921, as we saw 
in Chapter 3, he published a book entitled The Reign of Relativity and 
welcomed Einstein to his home in London, acting as the physicist’s host 
on his first trip to Great Britain—a courageous show of friendship to a 
German in the context of the times. Haldane continued to work on the 
union of the Churches in Scotland, chairing an Expert Committee into 
the reforms which successfully brought about the union of the Established 
Church of Scotland and the United Free Church of Scotland. This, along 
with his earlier 1904 work on behalf of the latter denomination, and 
despite his own distance from traditional confessions of faith, marked 



94. Haldane entering Parliament Square from Whitehall in 1914, home at that time as 
now to both the House of Commons and the House of Lords, but today also the home of 
Haldane’s long-anticipated Supreme Court of the United Kingdom.
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96. Lady Desborough’s house party at Taplow Court 1908. King Edward VII (centre), 
arranged Haldane’s feet (right foreground) to avoid their appearing over-large in the 
photograph. The reaction of Haldane’s fellow guest, in close-up opposite, is noteworthy.

95. The Visitors’ Book at 
Dalmeny, the Scottish 
home of the fifth Earl of 
Rosebery, recording the 
visits in October 1894 of 
his fellow Liberal 
Imperialists, Haldane, 
H. H. Asquith (and his 
second wife Margot, née 
Tennant) and Edward Grey 
(and his wife Dorothy, née 
Widdrington). 

Society Connections



97. Haldane in relaxed mood c. 1908, photographed, unusually, with a shotgun. He 
rarely shot.



98. By persuading Asquith, Grey and Haldane to join his Cabinet without being forced 
by them to lead from the Lords, the new Prime Minister, Henry Campbell-Bannerman, 
(99. below) (1836–1908), succeeded in uniting the wings of the Liberal Party.

Campbell-Bannerman Government



100. Photograph of King Edward 
VII and Haldane inscribed in 
Haldane’s hand, ‘A snapshot at 
Marienbad, 26 Aug 1906, given 
to the King who sent it to R.B.H.’ 
Haldane had this photograph 
framed and hung on the wall of his 
study at Cloan. His warm relation-
ship with the King was an impor-
tant element to his success as 
Secretary of State for War. 



101. Herbert Henry Asquith (1852-1928), painted in 1908 as Chancellor of the Exchequer 
in the Liberal Administration of Campbell-Bannerman. After succeeding in 1908 as Prime 
Minister, he failed to include Haldane in his May 1915 coalition government.

Leading Liberals



102. Sir Edward Grey (1864–1933) served as Foreign Secretary from December 1905 
until December 1916. The merits of his pre-war diplomacy, with which Haldane was 
associated, are still hotly debated. Portrait painted in 1925 by Sir William Orpen.



103. David Lloyd George (1863–1945), painted in 1911 by Christopher Williams as 
Chancellor of the Exchequer, became Prime Minister in 1916. He had a love/hate rela-
tionship with Haldane–in army spending critical, in education passionately supportive.

Friend or Foe?



104. Winston Churchill (1874–1965), Home Secretary between 1910 and 1911, before 
being appointed First Lord of the Admiralty (after a battle with Haldane). Churchill and 
Haldane became co-operative colleagues and good friends. Ernest Townsend, 1915.



105. A portrait of Haldane, painted in his Privy Council dress uniform, by George 
Fiddes Watt, in 1908, whilst Secretary of State for War.

Great Britain and Germany



106. Signed photograph of Kaiser Wilhelm II presented to Haldane at a lunch held at 
Queen Anne’s Gate in 1911 for several generals in the German army to which the Kaiser 
invited himself. The Kaiser described Haldane’s home as a ‘doll’s house’.



107. ‘Turned Turtle’: Haldane caricatured in Punch as an emissary of peace in February 
1912 at the time of his ‘secret’ mission to Berlin to meet the Kaiser, Admiral Tirpitz and 
the German Chancellor, Bethmann Hollweg.

1912 | The Haldane Mission to Berlin



108. Negotiating aide memoire written by Haldane (1912) and found by the author in 
his personal papers at Cloan, inserted into a document entitled ‘Secret Agreements with 
Germany’ [relating to Portuguese Possessions in Africa]. It was used by him in the 
exploratory discussions with German Government representatives during his Berlin 
mission.



111. The Order of Merit, presented to 
Haldane by King George V on surrendering 
the Lord Chancellorship in 1915. 

110. Haldane’s coat of arms with the family 
motto, ‘Suffer’. Richard Haldane, his great-
nephew, interprets the motto as ‘Be Tolerant’.

109. The Grant of Arms to Haldane as Viscount Haldane of Cloan dated 27 March 1911, 
on being raised to the House of Lords, whilst remaining Secretary of State for War.

Haldane Ennobled and Lord Chancellor



112. Haldane as Lord Chancellor opening the law courts in 1913.

114. The Lord Chancellor’s Purse in which 
Haldane kept the Great Seal of the United 
Kingdom. 

113. An impression of the Great Seal of the 
United Kingdom, kept by Haldane during 
his two periods of office as Lord Chancellor.



115. Haldane in his ‘working day’ clothes worn when presiding over the House of Lords, 
1912. As Lord Chancellor on the outbreak of war his position in government was increas-
ingly insecure as attacks upon him mounted for his supposed German sympathies.

116. Grey and Haldane on their way to a Cabinet meeting shortly before war was 
declared. Grey lived with Haldane in his house at 28 Queen Anne’s Gate for ten weeks 
from just before the outbreak of war until October 1914.

1914 | Outbreak of  War



117. A page from the Daily Mail of 5 August 1914, showing Haldane and Lord Kitchener 
arriving at the War Office and attacking Haldane’s suitability to resume office as Secretary 
of State for War, a post assumed by Kitchener on Haldane’s recommendation to Asquith.



118. Field Marshal Sir Douglas Haig, later Earl Haig of Bemersyde (1861–1928), on the 
Victory March in London on 19 July 1919. After leaving Buckingham Palace and before 
returning home he visited 28 Queen Anne’s Gate to pay his respects to Haldane.

1919 | Victory March and  Vindication



119. Haig inscribed a copy of his Despatches to Haldane: ‘To Viscount Haldane of Cloan—
the greatest Secretary of State for War England has ever had. In grateful remembrance of 
his successful efforts in organising the Military forces for a War on the Continent’.



120. Drawing of Ramsay MacDonald (1866– 
1937) by William Rothenstein, 1923, 
shortly before he turned to Haldane to help 
him form the first Labour Government.

121. Haldane (front row, fourth from left and inset, above right) returned as Lord 
Chancellor in Ramsay Macdonald’s first Labour Government. The only Cabinet member 
with previous experience of office, he was also appointed Leader of the House of Lords.

1924 | First Labour Government
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Haldane as one of the great unifiers of the Churches in Scotland—much 
to his mother’s joy.97

 Political office, however, was still not out of the question.

* * *

It had become clear by December 1923 that the king was likely to call 
Ramsay MacDonald to form the first ever Labour government within a 
month, and in preparation MacDonald sought out Haldane for advice in 
forming a ministry, along with the offer of the presidency of the Board of 
Education. Haldane had been gradually drawn towards Labour on account 
of the Liberals’ failure to take education with the full seriousness that he 
thought it deserved. Labour’s plans for education, on the other hand, 
showed the kind of idealism that Haldane longed to see amongst his for-
mer Liberal colleagues. But Haldane was inclined to decline MacDonald’s 
offer to head up Labour’s attempts at educational reform, believing his 
usefulness to lie elsewhere. Not only did he want to return as Lord 
Chancellor, he also felt it would be best if he led the Labour Party in the 
House of Lords, given his comparative wealth of experience in that House 
over that of his colleagues. Not content with these responsibilities, 
Haldane—by now sixty-seven years old, walking with a considerable 
stoop, and suffering from diabetes—also believed he could offer the steady 
hand needed to preside over the Committee of Imperial Defence. He saw 
the ‘general policy’ offered by the committee to be ‘more fundamental’ to 
the security of the nation than what could be achieved at the War Office or 
Admiralty or by presiding over the new Air Force. And yet, in Haldane’s 
view, the organisation was only ‘nascent’ as it presently stood. As he told 
MacDonald, when laying out his conditions for taking office, ‘close han-
dling [of the CID], by a Minister with sufficient position, would give con-
fidence right through the Services and the country, and strengthen the new 
Government’.98 On top of such weighty responsibilities, Haldane also 
hoped to play his part in enacting some of the reforms that his 1918 
Machinery of Government report had recommended.
 MacDonald came to Cloan early in January 1924 to talk through 
Haldane’s suggestions, and immediately after his departure Haldane sent 
a letter to Gosse marked ‘SECRET’. It contained the following update:
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The Black Dog [Haldane’s Labrador, Bruce] is just about to see R.[amsay] 
M.[acDonald] off the premises. The latter has been agreeable and interest-
ing. I defined my conditions closely. The Black Dog, who was present at 
some of the conversations, and with whom I took close counsel, showed 
no dissent, but looked only languidly interested. I have agreed things with 
R.M., but have told him that he goes to London quite free, for I do not care 
for office. This has made him keener than ever and he has gone to propose 
my plans to his Colleagues. We have gone searching over all the Cabinet 
Offices and of course it is not all settled yet. He will, I think, keep the F.
[oreign] O.[ffice.] I may be L.[ord] C.[hancellor] under my own, reformed, 
plan, free of judicial daily duties, and devoting my time to supervision of 
the whole machine along with R.M.  If things were to go well, I think we 
might make a great affair out of what I worked out during the last ten days, 
and out of what he has now approved. He is quick at the uptake and I get 
on with him excellently. But he is terribly new to affairs, and the colleagues 
are much worse.

Still, if it comes off, I do not despair of being able to interpret to the 
country a new order of things which is bound to come anyhow, and 
which will not be so very different from the old, but will form a further 
step in the self-evolution of the people. There is no cause for alarm. But 
will R.M.  get his chance? I am not sure, and this makes him gloomy for 
he talks, at least, as though he had begun to lean on me. I shall hear from 
him about the middle of the week. Until then nothing definite. I have told 
him that he and I are quite free and that I, for one, shall feel relieved if I 
remain so. All this is very secret. Keep it to yourself strictly.99

MacDonald did get his chance, but not for very long. The Labour ministry 
lasted from 22  January 1924 until 4  November the same year (though 
MacDonald got his chance again five years later). There was not much time 
for Haldane to accomplish his ambitions, but his re-emergence into the 
public eye was profoundly significant.100 The man whom some had hoped 
to see swinging ‘in the wind between two lamp posts’ nine years earlier 
for his apparently treacherous behaviour was once again one of the highest-
ranking great officers of state.101

 In the closing years of his life Haldane continued to provide unremitting 
service in the many spheres he had come to dominate. When Baldwin 
formed his Conservative government in 1924, Haldane became leader of 
the opposition in the Lords. His judicial work carried on, and philosophi-
cal tracts continued to appear.102 In addition, he continued to serve as 
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chancellor of Bristol University (1912–28), and as president of the Royal 
Economic Society (1906–28) and of Birkbeck College (1919–28), which, 
between 1929 and 1984, held an annual Haldane Memorial Lecture in his 
honour, often given by public servants and academics of the highest inter-
national standing. His appointment as chancellor of the University of St 
Andrews came just two months before his death, so the great university at 
which he had delivered his Gifford Lectures some twenty-six years before 
sadly missed the full benefit of his powers.
 Haldane died of heart failure at Cloan on 19  August 1928, aged seventy-
two. Shortly afterwards John Buchan wrote to Haldane’s sister, Elizabeth: 
‘No man ever served his generation more nobly, and our children will 
recognise that better than we do.’013 The dean of St Paul’s wrote in a similar 
vein: ‘There can be no doubt now that the country knows what it owes to 
him, and will give him a niche in the pantheon of its most distinguished 
servants.’104 Sadly, these prophecies are yet to come true.
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EDUCATION, EDUCATION, EDUCATION

If I could arrange the Government of this country as I liked, I should hand over to 
Lord Haldane for the next ten years the whole of the educational system of the 
United Kingdom. He should be absolute dictator to do what he liked with it, and he 
should have all the money, within reason, that he asked for.

F.  S.  Oliver to John Buchan, 19161

No man in British history has done so much for so many university institutions.

Sir James Fitzjames Duff, 19612

At seventeen, Haldane was riddled with anxieties. His early reading in 
philosophy and the writings of radical theologians had shaken his faith in 
the foundations of the Christianity espoused by his pious parents. In time, 
as we have seen, he found a way out of his impasse, discovering new philo-
sophical worlds, which taught that the faith of his family could co-exist 
peacefully with newer forms of thought. But it was not his reading that lay 
at the root of his emancipation. It was an encounter with what Haldane, 
following Carlyle, called ‘a Great Man’.3 Given the role he played in saving 
the youthful student from intellectual despair, it is not surprising that 
Haldane even considered this small German academic—Professor 
Hermann Lotze—a hero.
 It is worthwhile reminding ourselves of the powerful impression Lotze 
made on the young Haldane:

To the end of my life I shall hold the deep impression he made on me—of 
a combination of intellectual power and the highest moral stature. … The 
face was worn with thought, and the slight and fragile figure with the great 
head looked as though the mind that tenanted it had been dedicated to 
thought and to nothing else. The brow and nose were wonderfully chis-
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elled, the expression was a combination of tolerance with power. The 
delivery was slow and exact, but the command of language was impressive. 
Our feeling towards him as we sat and listened was one of reverence 
mingled with affection.4

Haldane’s lifelong insistence on living at ‘a high level’, of honouring quality 
over quantity, can be traced back to this early encounter in Göttingen, and 
is partly responsible for his outstanding achievements. That it comes from 
an educational setting—that of the university—is highly significant. 
Haldane believed that, armed with an encounter with an inspiring teacher, 
there was no limit to what one was capable of doing:

In the pursuit of learning, not less than in the management of the affairs of 
nations, stress ought to be laid on hero worship. Nothing is more stimulat-
ing to him who is striving to learn, nothing increases his faith in what is 
possible, so much as reverence, though it may come only through books, 
for the personality of a great intellectual and moral hero.5

Haldane’s personal experience led him to believe that it was the university, 
more than anywhere else, that could enable one to develop this reverence; 
and, of course, to get to university one ought to have gone through a 
thoroughly good school system that would lay the bedrock of a sound 
general knowledge upon which one’s specialist studies could build. Small 
wonder, then, that Haldane dedicated himself across a lifetime to creating 
the educational infrastructure that would make this encounter with a hero 
of learning possible for the men and, importantly, women of Britain. 
Indeed, the encounter with a Great Man or Great Woman that such an 
infrastructure would facilitate would inevitably lead, so Haldane thought, 
to a Great Britain. And so, forty-seven years after that life-changing time in 
the presence of Lotze, Haldane could write: ‘I have lived for universities. 
They have been to me more than anything else.’6

 This chapter takes a close look at his passion for education precisely 
because it dominated his political career right from its very beginning. 
From his entry into Parliament in 1885 until taking his first political office 
as War Secretary in 1905, it was as a champion of a radically improved 
education system that Haldane was best known. As we will see, he felt a 
calling in its cause, one that would stay with him until his very last days.

* * *
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Haldane’s passion was fuelled by a vision. His early encounter with Lotze 
convinced him of the possibility of a nation led by a highly educated elite:

In close spiritual contact with such figures [educational heroes] he [the 
student] gains the inspiration which will in his own way make him a leader 
in some circle which may be great or may be small, but which will look to 
him who is thus inspired as a leader.7

Creating such a leader was key:

The first purpose of a nation—and especially, in these days of growth all 
round, of a modern nation—ought to be to concentrate its energies on its 
moral and intellectual development. And this means that because, as the 
instruments of this development, it requires leaders, it must apply itself to 
providing the schools where alone leaders can be adequately trained.8

This was an elite very much distinct from a hereditary aristocracy. It was 
an aristocracy of the mind, which any young man or woman could con-
template entering if they had the ability to pursue an education beyond 
school. Haldane insisted on ‘equality of opportunity in education as some-
thing that should be within the reach of every youth and maiden’.9 It was 
radical stuff. Far from reinforcing class divisions by linking education to 
wealth, Haldane wanted ‘to break down the class barrier by making provi-
sion for enabling the youth of eighteen to go on, if he is fit to do so, and to 
qualify himself more highly’.10

 Haldane was clearly influenced in this respect by the thinking of 
T.  H.  Green, who wrote: ‘If the people are to be made scholars, the scholar 
must go to the people, not wait for them to go to him.’11 The work of the 
Workers’ Educational Association (WEA), founded in 1903 by Albert 
Mansbridge (a personal friend of Haldane’s) and pushed to exceptional 
levels by the likes of R.  H.  Tawney, was the principal means through which 
such a movement of knowledge could take place. The WEA established 
courses given by university lecturers in mining and industrial districts. 
Haldane’s early public insistence on the ability of education to solve social 
problems was in fact used by Mansbridge in one of the articles that launched 
the association.12 Once it was off the ground, Haldane was a vocal advocate 
of their campaign to make the world of the university more porous, helping 
to launch the Edinburgh and Dundee branches and to organise a series of 
WEA lectures across 1907–9 in Westminster Abbey and the Royal Gallery 
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of the House of Lords, taking the chair for the lecture on ‘Democracy’.13 
The evidence he heard during two royal commissions on university educa-
tion, which we shall look at later, confirmed his belief in the importance of 
adult education, and the work of the WEA in particular. Spurred on by what 
he heard, Haldane was one of the first peers to bring this vibrant new 
movement to the notice of the House of Lords, referring regularly to it in 
his speeches before their Lordships. What he called the university ‘atmo-
sphere’—the sense of excitement and inspiration that he captures in the 
description of Lotze’s lecture room—was of enduring appeal to Haldane, 
and he never failed to believe in its transformative capacity and in making 
it available to as many people as was practically possible:

I am not suggesting that you should contemplate the time when the working 
man will enter the walls of the university. He will do so, I hope, but he can-
not do so in more than small numbers. I am contemplating a time when if 
Mahomet does not come to the mountain, the mountain will go to Mahomet. 
I am looking forward to the universities, through extra-mural work [that is, 
beyond the physical walls of the universities], reaching every district that 
requires it, training a new class of university tutor and, armed with that 
organisation, extending their beneficent work to the colliery district, the 
pottery districts, and the factory districts all over the country. Until you do 
that you will not have completed your system of giving educational opportu-
nities, nor will you have laid the foundations of that tranquillity which you 
can only attain when you have got rid of class consciousness.14

In this sense Haldane remained, in the words of two deeply knowledge-
able commentators, Lord Ashby and Mary Anderson, ‘a very patrician 
sort of radical’.15 Mass higher education on today’s scale would not have 
appealed to him; he felt that the doors of the university ought to remain 
narrow portals for the gifted. What did appeal, however, was the pros-
pect of taking higher education to the masses, adapting the provisions 
offered by universities so that something of their life—their pursuit after 
truth and lust for knowledge—could find a place beyond their walls. A 
‘patrician’ vision still, perhaps, but the word radical is not exactly inap-
propriate, particularly when we remember the context. Take the figures 
for 1916. At that time, as Haldane pointed out to the House of Lords, a 
staggering 90  per  cent of young men and women received no formal 
education beyond the age of fourteen, and most of the other 10  per  cent 
were male and from the middle and upper classes.16 In England and 
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Wales 5.35 million of the 5.85 million young people between sixteen 
and twenty-five received no formal education whatsoever.17 Not only did 
Haldane campaign for a dramatic increase in education, thinking outside 
the traditional framework of inward-looking institutions to achieve this, 
he also declared that that increase, if it were to be within institutions, 
ought to be based on ability not wealth, and that both sexes should be 
entitled to pursue the road of learning. He was also radical simply by 
talking about education. Few people, let alone politicians, seemed con-
cerned by the subject (though we should discount the Scots in this, who 
had a more impressive educational tradition). It is hard to imagine a 
contemporary politician claiming, as did Haldane in 1910: ‘What we 
have got to do is to make our people interested in education, and before 
we can accomplish that we have to make education interesting.’18 Tony 
Blair’s cry of ‘Education, Education, Education’ would have won no elec-
tions in that decade.
 The Scottish educational tradition just mentioned is surely relevant to 
Haldane’s radical stance on the subject. The University of Edinburgh, 
where he spent most of his university career, was noted, along with its 
other Scottish counterparts, as distinct from its English cousins by the 
fact that the former welcomed the sons of farmers, tradesmen and 
labourers in a way that was barely known in the south.19 Yes, many par-
ents of these students had to scrimp and save to make the experience 
possible, and the presence of this social class was still small, but it was at 
least a common enough phenomenon for the likes of Haldane to have sat 
comfortably next to such peers in the lecture rooms of Edinburgh’s Old 
College. This breadth of access was enhanced with the foundation, in 
1901, of the Carnegie Trust for the Universities of Scotland, of which 
Haldane was a trustee, and which sought to remove any financial barriers 
for those desirous and capable of a university education. By 1910 it ‘cov-
ered the costs of tuition fees for half the student body of the universities 
of Aberdeen, Edinburgh, Glasgow and St Andrews’.20

 The Haldanes were on friendly terms with the Carnegies. The first 
mention of the connection comes on 16  June 1887, when Haldane writes 
to his mother:

I saw Mr  Andrew Carnegie last night. He has taken Kilgraston [a house 
some miles from Cloan] & looks forward to seeing us. His wife will go 
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there I fancy soon. You should call, as they will be pleasant neighbours—
radicals & republicans invested with the respectability of fifteen millions of 
a fortune. I did not see her, but I like him.21

Carnegie would go on to open the Auchterarder Library and Institute, 
only a mile from Cloan, in September 1896. Haldane was of course pres-
ent. His mother Mary travelled to the event in the same carriage as 
Carnegie, while his sister Elizabeth presented Carnegie with the gold key 
to open the door of the institute. Elizabeth would go on to become one 
of the original trustees of the Carnegie United Kingdom Trust, estab-
lished in 1913, which widened the field of Carnegie’s philanthropy 
beyond Scotland and, though not in all cases, beyond education (in the 
early years the trust did focus on the building of libraries and on adult 
education). Carnegie’s commitment to education was remarkable, but it 
was of a piece with the Scottish culture of wide educational access; a 
culture that was already well known to Haldane in his own student days.
 This culture was a far cry from the Oxford and Cambridge of the 1870s, 
which largely remained a preserve of the noble and the wealthy. At 
Edinburgh there was a ‘community of Scottish students where distinction 
depended on intellect, not birth’, and Haldane carried this tradition with 
him.22 Haldane’s radical credentials north of the border were not quite so 
startling, therefore. Yet, by seeking to bring the life of the university beyond 
its physical walls and, as we shall see, by advocating a syllabus far more up 
to date than that of any Scottish seat of learning, he could still proudly 
proclaim himself to his fellow countrymen as a progressive on the issue.
 In the south, Haldane was on a war path. On the one hand, in his 
younger years (before the founding of the WEA) this meant becoming a 
teacher of sorts for those whose circumstances did not permit exposure 
to university teaching. He gave lectures at the Working Men’s College and 
at the St James’s and Soho Radical Club, speaking on topics as wide as the 
history of moral philosophy and the socialist theories of Marx and Lassalle. 
On the other hand, it meant getting himself into positions that allowed 
him to influence educational policy and the structure of teaching institu-
tions. Initially, he joined the Council for the Workers’ Education League 
and, between 1891 and 1899, that of University College, London, and he 
carved for himself a position within the Liberal Party of the 1890s which 
allowed him to focus on the extension of university education (along with 



EDUCATION, EDUCATION, EDUCATION

  207

women’s suffrage and housing). Influence, of course, also works outside 
official channels, and Haldane was careful to stake a place within social 
circles where his strong beliefs could be brought to bear on those who had 
the power to put them into action, or at least fund them into action! 
Haldane’s friendships with the likes of the Rothschilds and Ernest Cassel 
were certainly helpful in this respect. At the other end of the spectrum, 
his close relationship with the socialist reformers Sidney and Beatrice 
Webb was very much orientated to renewing the British educational land-
scape. And between the philanthropists and the progressives there were 
the university representatives themselves, for whom Haldane always had a 
spare cigar and a space at his richly endowed dining table.

* * *

The fruit of this powerful combination of official and private influence is 
clearly evident if we examine Haldane’s first major educational achieve-
ment—the reformation of the University of London. In 1894 the univer-
sity in the capital of the British Empire had no teachers and no students. It 
was composed solely of examiners and candidates. Graduates were eligible 
for the governing body, but the teachers at the institutions where students 
were educated for London degrees were excluded. They therefore had no 
control over the exams or the syllabus. There was growing unrest over the 
situation, but there was also strong opposition to change from those who 
had gone through the system themselves. Haldane was firm in his belief 
that London deserved a university ‘fit for the metropolis of the Empire’, 
which would attract the best students from around the globe.23 As things 
stood, ‘The real purpose of University training, the development of the 
mind in the atmosphere of the teaching University, where teachers and 
taught could come into close relation, was lacking.’24 It was really Sidney 
Webb, however, who worked out what such an institution should look like.
 The two had already worked together in the creation of the London 
School of Economics and Political Science (LSE), where Haldane was ini-
tially involved in his capacity as legal adviser25 as Webb tried to decide how 
to handle Henry Hunt Hutchinson grand endowment for socialist educa-
tion and economic investigation.26 In July 1894 Hutchinson, a solicitor and 
Fabian from Derby, had ended his own life in his early seventies, leaving 
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some £10,000 to be applied ‘at once, gradually and at all events within ten 
years to the propaganda and other purposes of the said Society [the Fabian 
Society] and its Socialism, and towards advancing its objects in any way 
they deem advisable’.27 It was Haldane’s professional opinion that allowed 
Webb and his fellow trustees to use the funds with a relatively free hand, 
the funds not strictly being bound, according to Haldane, to the Fabian 
Society as it was precisely constituted and operating at that time. Haldane’s 
legal opinion allowed the trustees to give a large share of the money to the 
founding of a centre of learning that did not explicitly propagate socialist 
teaching. Webb was confident to pursue this course because he believed 
that the study of the facts of economics would lead ineluctably to a profes-
sion of socialism.28 So, for the LSE, it was Haldane’s legal knowledge that 
had opened the door to a successful educational venture. His role was such 
that historian Jill Pellew has called Haldane and Webb ‘the founding fathers 
of LSE and [for reasons we will discover later] Imperial College.’29

 In the case of the University of London, it was Webb (also chief of the 
Technical Education Board of the London County Council) who worked 
out an ingenious idea whereby the traditional function of that university—
examining external students—could co-exist with a teaching university 
that granted power for making decisions on the syllabus and exams to 
those who taught. This was achieved by creating two distinct governing 
bodies. One council was devoted to the university’s role as imperial exam-
iner, and the other was an academic council which made decisions on 
teaching matters. Each council reported to a senate that comprised figures 
representative of both interests. Webb also devised a plan to create a new 
status of teacher—what he called a ‘recognised teacher’. Such a title 
depended on distinction and seniority, and was open to those who taught 
at any higher educational institution within a 30-mile radius of London. 
This was ‘a device to incorporate into one system the best of all tertiary 
education in the metropolis, to create a new pattern of university which 
would cater for the traditional and the new studies, for external, evening, 
part-time and full-time students; in a word, to put all higher education in 
London under one immense umbrella’.30 This new face of the university 
was encapsulated in the University of London Commission Bill of 1897, 
which would eventually become the University of London Act 1898. But 
it was a long struggle to get there.
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 Enter Haldane—the principal negotiator. He was in his element. 
Though he supported those who argued that the university ought to 
become a teaching university, Haldane’s long training at the Bar and his 
political catholicity gave him a remarkable ability for speaking to those 
who held divergent views and convincing them that, really, he was on their 
side too. John Buchan put it this way:

What he had in a full degree was the gift of persuasion, the power of wear-
ing down opposition by sheer patience and reasonableness; and he had that 
chief of diplomatic talents, the ability to read an opponent’s mind and 
shape his argument accordingly. … To differ from him seemed to be deny-
ing the existence of God.31

There were many setbacks. The bishops killed the first attempt in 1896, 
and then the Bill ran out of time in the Commons the following year. More 
importantly, there were just so many viewpoints to be balanced. But 
Haldane remained calm—he spoke to the right people in the right place, 
he acted as soon as a window presented itself, and he knew exactly what 
level of compromise was appropriate without ruining the Bill itself. One 
would think that a man ‘enjoying a huge practice at the Bar’32 would have 
run a mile from the extra responsibilities involved in seeing through a 
piece of legislation of this size. But Haldane approached the task with 
boyish enthusiasm, evidently relishing having a finger in every pie. He 
wrote to Almeric Fitzroy, clerk to the Privy Council, in July 1897:

I still have hopes of the negotiations. A month ago I got the Convocation 
party to agree to accept the Bill if the enclosed amendments were 
inserted. I took them at once to Lord Herschell [chancellor of the univer-
sity]. He was favourably disposed towards them. The delay has been with 
the Senate party, but I understand that Ld Herschell has convened a meet-
ing of their representatives for Monday. If they will agree to the substance 
of the amendments & the Lord President is disposed to adopt them in the 
H.  of Lords, I think I can get the Bill accepted in the Commons with very 
little discussion. Mr  Balfour tells me he can find time on this hypothesis. 
… The important thing is to proceed without delay.33

Though Haldane lacked any formal role in the process, his presence 
amongst the concerned parties was ubiquitous, and he was seen by the 
highest authorities as the man who could broker a deal. Hence Professor 
William Ramsay, the discoverer of argon and future Nobel Prize winner, 
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could write to the physician William Allchin in January 1897: ‘Things are 
taking a new dev[elopmen]t wh[ich] it is imp[ortan]t—most imp[ortan] t—
you should know of. Mr  Haldane is negotiating & I should be glad if you 
c[oul]d meet with him if poss.[ible] & talk over the matter.’34

 The fact that the Liberal Haldane was in cahoots with the Conservative 
Balfour was critical. It was primarily Haldane’s ability to get Balfour, then 
Leader in the Commons, to take up the scheme as a government measure 
that gave it fair passage through the House. It is fascinating to see Haldane 
orchestrating things behind the scenes, indicating to Balfour when a favour-
able wind arose by reassuring him that the Bill was now backed by the neces-
sary parties:

From letters I have seen I gather that the Senate stands in its approval of the 
Bill as arranged, and that the majority of Convocation take the same view. 
… The real opposition comes from Dr  Collins and Fletcher Moulton. I do 
not think that they can get any substantial support in the House, for the Bill 
is strongly supported by Herschell, Bryce, Acland, Stuart, Cozens-Hardy, 
and all are leading people … Lubbock [MP for the University] is of course 
in two minds, and he will have to make some show of opposition but I 
believe he would be heartily glad to have the matter disposed of. … Dillon 
says his Irish will not oppose and I think I can do something with Healy—
whom I saw before the House rose.35

Two months before this the social reformer Beatrice Webb could write in 
her diary: ‘If [the Bill] goes through it will be due to Haldane’s insistence 
and his friendship with Balfour—but the form of the Bill—the alterations 
grated on the Cowper Commission Report are largely Sidney’s…’36 
G.  R.  Searle puts the relationship this way: ‘The fact was that the Webbs 
needed Haldane very much more than he needed them; nearly every single 
important contact which they made in the opening years of the century 
was obtained through an introduction from Haldane.’37

 Haldane didn’t always remain behind the scenes, and it wasn’t simply 
his friendship with Balfour and other ‘leading people’ that gave him politi-
cal weight. By December 1897, with the Bill having run out of time the 
previous August, Haldane had refined it still further and called a confer-
ence of the interested parties together in the senate room of the university. 
The parties agreed upon Haldane’s redrafting. Then, early in the new year, 
the Bill passed through the Lords without a hitch. In June 1898 it came up 
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for debate at its second reading in the Commons, and at last Haldane 
entered the spotlight.
 Haldane certainly heightened the drama in his Autobiography when he set 
the scene for his speech on this occasion. Specifically, he claimed that the 
attack from Sir John  Lubbock, Member of Parliament for the University, 
preceded his [Haldane’s] speech, when in fact it followed (only two 
Members attacking the scheme before Haldane rose), and Sir Charles 
Dilke, who apparently ‘attacked it fiercely’, did not, on this particular 
occasion, speak at all.38 But Haldane’s dramatisation is understandable. His 
contribution to the debate was a unique moment of public, lyrical prowess 
in a career otherwise dominated by backstairs manoeuvrings or, when he 
did speak, overlong speeches creating the famous ‘lucid fog’.39 And others, 
on both sides of the House, attested to the greatness of his words. Let us 
hear Haldane’s account of it to catch the tenor of the excitement and the 
forceful clarity with which he spoke:

There was at once a storm [when the Bill was read]. … For some time in 
the course of the discussion not a speech was made in its favour, and the 
prospects of the Bill seemed hopeless. I sprang to my feet when an oppor-
tunity at last offered, and I spoke for once like one inspired. I told the 
House of Commons of the scandal that the metropolis of the Empire 
should not have a teaching University to which students from distant 
regions might come as to the centre for them of that Empire. I showed how 
far we were behind Continental nations, and what a menace this was to our 
scientific and industrial prospects in days to come. I knew every inch of the 
ground, and displayed its unsound condition. We were far away from the 
days in which a step forward had been made by calling into being the 
Examining Body named London University, a creation which had given 
degrees by examination to those whom the Church had in the old days shut 
out from University status. That reform was in its time a most valuable 
service to the State, but it was a service which had become superseded in 
the light of new standards in University education which demanded much 
more. The effect of this speech was great.40

Whatever Haldane may have done to heighten the drama of the occasion 
in his retelling of it, this final claim was no exaggeration. Joseph 
Chamberlain—not always a friend to Haldane—told him it was ‘almost 
the only case he had seen of the House being turned round by a single 
speech’.41 Indeed, the second reading of the Bill was carried without a 
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division. Next day, Asquith—Haldane’s oldest political friend, former 
Home Secretary and future Liberal prime minister—wrote:

My Dear H.—Before the impression at all fades I should like to tell you 
how greatly I rejoiced in the brilliant and conspicuous success of your 
London University speech last night.

It is the best thing of the kind I have ever heard in the H.  of Commons, and 
in my experience I have never known a case in which a single speech con-
verted hostile and impressed indifferent opinion in the House.

The result must be some compensation to you for months and years of 
unthankful work, and to me, as you will believe, it had all the pleasure of a 
personal triumph.—

Always affectly. Yours,

H.H.A.42

It would seem fair, then, for Haldane to stake his rightful place at the 
forefront, not just the rearguard, of London University’s reform. As Ashby 
and Anderson put it: ‘Although built on inaccurate detail, Haldane’s claim 
to have tipped the balance [by means of his speech] was well enough 
founded.’43

 After this brief, but triumphant, stint in the limelight, Haldane faded 
once more into the shadows, naturally to much effect. For just as the Bill 
appeared to be gliding through the Grand Committee stage after the 
debate, near disaster struck and there was only one man to fix it. 
Essentially, the Irish Members decided to rebel against the scheme on 
account of the fact that no adequate provision had been made for the uni-
versity education of Catholics in Ireland. To them, this was far more press-
ing than the London question. Here was an opportunity to put a gun to the 
government’s head. Either something was done about the situation in 
Ireland or else the Irish would block the plans for London. Once again, 
when faced with adversity and a seemingly intractable problem Haldane 
showed himself delighted. He plunged into talks with Balfour; with 
Michael Hicks-Beach, Chancellor of the Exchequer; with C.  T.  Redington 
as the head of the education system in Ireland and vice-chancellor of the 
Royal Irish University; with Christopher Palles, Chief Baron of the Irish 
Exchequer, who could consult the bishops; with Sir Francis Mowatt at the 
Treasury; and with John Morley, former Chief Secretary for Ireland. 
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Having prepared the ground, in particular having been assured of the gov-
ernment’s support and funding, Haldane travelled to Dublin in October 
1898 to negotiate with the key churchmen there, Archbishop Walsh and 
Cardinal Logue. The idea was to create two teaching universities—one 
based in Dublin, one in Belfast—which were de jure the same but de facto 
run on denominational lines, since the university in Dublin would be gov-
erned mainly by Catholics while the university in Belfast would be gov-
erned mainly by Protestants. By the time Haldane arrived in Ireland reso-
lution between the parties had already been achieved on the principle of 
such a set-up, but no definite plans had been made. Haldane’s job was to 
clarify the details of such an idea and to translate them into a Bill and 
appropriate charters. But Haldane had been warned by Archbishop Walsh 
that Cardinal Logue remained hostile to such a plan. He was advised to 
travel secretly to Armagh to visit the cardinal, being sure not to make his 
journey public. In his Autobiography, Haldane tells the story, clearly much 
tickled by the intrigue of the situation and by its surprising outcome:

My instructions were—not to give my name to any one on the way, 
because there were so many people watching, and to change at a small 
junction and proceed to Armagh by an unusual route. … When I got to 
Armagh, I was to leave my luggage at the station and to go on foot in the 
darkness to the Cardinal’s residence, Ara Coeli. I was to inquire the way 
from women rather than from men, as they were less likely to identify me. 
I thought all this somewhat unnecessary, but I did what I was told and 
reached the villa which served as the Cardinal’s palace. I knocked at the 
door. … I was received by the Cardinal himself, scarlet-clad in full canoni-
cals. After he had talked to me most courteously, saying that he was the 
friend of my plan, as to which he added that he knew that another section 
of the Hierarchy led by some one else was an unfriendly one, I was able to 
tell him in reply that I had the approval of the Archbishop of Dublin to the 
plan, expressed on paper. ‘Then,’ said the Cardinal, ‘I approve also.’

Feeling that my work was done, I was about to say ‘Good night,’ with a view 
to waiting at the station to catch the midnight train for Kingston. … But the 
Cardinal said that, although the rules of the Church prohibited him, much 
to his regret, from entertaining me properly, still the rules of the Church 
were not so inhuman as to force him to send me away hungry. A little was 
permitted. He opened a door, and there was a table with two chairs, and on 
the table an enormous dish of oysters flanked by a bottle of champagne.44
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Haldane had indeed achieved results. By November the Bill and charters 
were complete. But for a lack of courage on the part of Balfour’s col-
leagues, the Bill would likely have become an Act shortly after. A small 
majority of the Conservative Cabinet had thrown it out, but the need 
remained. Ten years later, when Augustine Birrell became Chief Secretary 
for Ireland and complained of the appalling state of university education 
there, Haldane (who was now in charge of the War Office) asked whether 
he had seen the scheme drawn up in 1898. He had not, and Haldane pro-
vided Birrell with his own copies. The Church parties on both sides 
remained enthusiastic, and shortly afterwards the Bill passed smoothly 
through Parliament, allowing for the creation in 1908 of the National 
University of Ireland (with three constituent colleges in Dublin, Galway 
and Cork) and Queen’s University Belfast. On the back of this transforma-
tive education Bill, alongside Birrell’s name, stood the name of the 
Secretary of State for War, R.  B.  Haldane.
 The passing of the University of London Act 1898, which Haldane 
ensured by his willingness to act on Ireland’s behalf, was not the end of 
his involvement in educational reform in the metropolis. In fact, his 
involvement went well beyond reform; it also included the physical relo-
cation of the university itself. According to J.  Mordaunt Crook, ‘It was 
Haldane, as much as anybody, who engineered the removal of the 
University’s headquarters in 1900 from an annexe of Burlington House 
to a section of the Imperial Institute.’45 Though Haldane ‘engineered’ the 
move, it was the Prince of Wales, the future King Edward VII, who had 
the idea. It is a testimony to the position Haldane held in educational 
matters that the prince sent for him especially to make his plan a reality. 
‘You alone’, said the prince, ‘can get over the opposition to a plan which 
will deliver the Imperial Institute and be good for the University.’46 The 
Imperial Institute, originally designed in 1888 to showcase the commer-
cial and industrial products of the colonies, was on the brink of insol-
vency and was considered a ‘useless white elephant’.47 The presence of 
the university within its walls would rejuvenate the institute while 
acknowledging the new stature of the university itself. In fact, to locate 
the university within the heart of ‘Albertopolis’ (as this part of South 
Kensington is known on account of Prince Albert’s developments there) 
was suitable both geographically, for there was a capacity to expand the 
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premises, and symbolically, for it had a specifically imperial dimension—
precisely what Haldane wanted the university within the empire’s capital 
to have. This expansion and dimension were embodied in the new college 
that Haldane now set about to establish in the heart of these new sur-
roundings: what we now know as Imperial College London.

* * *

Before we come to Imperial’s establishment—an endeavour which owed 
so much to the educational example of Germany—it is worth recognising 
that Haldane was not solely focused on the value of university training. His 
studies of Germany had shown him that education in the context of indus-
try was just as valuable to the prosperity of the nation. The loss of British 
scientific expertise caused him particular pain. Towards the close of the 
nineteenth century Britain clearly lagged behind Germany and the United 
States in the steel and chemical industries, in synthetic dyes, in optical 
glass, and in a range of the more sophisticated electrical goods and other 
products ‘which called for a high level of precision in their manufacture’.48 
Only a few decades earlier, Britain—the country that had inaugurated the 
Industrial Revolution—had had no real competitor in these areas. To find 
itself in a state of dependency on other countries was not just worrying for 
the economy, it was perceived as a humiliation for the nation.
 Haldane identified the root of the problem as lying in Britain’s defective 
system of technical education and scientific research. To correct it would 
require the adoption of new techniques and approaches across the whole 
political, educational, scientific and business spectrum. Speaking to an 
assembly of Liverpool businessmen in October 1901 on the difference in 
educational practices between Germany and Britain and the effects on 
their respective business activities, Haldane made a forceful case for the 
kind of transformation needed. He pulled no punches. If the British middle 
classes remained passive in the face of the ever-closer integration of sci-
ence and business in Germany, then he predicted economic ruin. With 
rhetorical flourish, he exclaimed: ‘They [the British middle classes] have 
been forced to realise that courage, energy, enterprise are in these modern 
days of little more avail against the weapons which science can put into the 
hands of our rivals in commerce than was the splendid fighting of the 
Dervishes against the shrapnel and the Maxims at Omdurman.’49
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 He took the German brewing industry as his illustration. Over a period 
of thirty years, German beer exports had grown from nothing to almost as 
great in value as Britain’s. How had this been achieved? For nearly ten min-
utes Haldane, master of his brief, expounded in detail how two particular 
brewers had visited Britain in the early 1860s and studied its native skills. 
They found them to be greater and more successful than German tech-
niques. Returning to Germany, the brewers realised that there was ‘more 
still to be learned from science’. Accordingly, the Brauerbund was formu-
lated in 1862 to promote the common interests of German brewers. It 
established scientific stations and brewing schools with classrooms and labo-
ratories. Each school had its own experimental maltings and a brewery. 
Teachers were of the highest calibre. It was just the kind of project to get 
Haldane bursting with admiration.
 He described the one-year course of study at one of these schools in 
Weihenstephan, attendance at which would provide exemption from one 
year of military service—a salutary example of the state and business in 
Germany working co-operatively. Quoting a paper by a chemist named 
Dr  Frew, which had been delivered before the Society of Chemical 
Industry, Haldane rattles off the winter term’s curriculum: ‘lectures on 
physics, general machinery, brewery machinery, inorganic chemistry, 
botany (with special reference to yeast), hops, brewing practice, attenu-
ation theory and control of work, book-keeping, the theory of exchange, 
and taxation of beer’. In addition there were ‘practical courses in the 
chemical laboratory and in the use of the microscope, besides practical 
work in the maltings and brewery attached to the school’. All this was 
followed, in the summer, by more lectures on ‘organic chemistry, fer-
mentation chemistry, zymotechnical analysis, barley, brewing, faults in 
working, pure yeast culture, architecture[!], and theory of exchange’. 
Continuing his quotation, ‘the student may also, if he so wishes, hear 
lectures on law, outlines of political economy, commercial geography and 
distilling, but these are not obligatory’.
 If the audience were not already exhausted by this panoply of activity 
they would have been delighted to hear that, endowed with all this train-
ing, the aspiring young brewer then goes on to practice ‘for a year or two 
in different breweries, so as to get the maximum of experience, or else 
he may take the position of brewer in one of the smaller factories’. His 
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ascent up the ladder then—at last!—commences, from the position of 
‘maltster, foreman in the fermenting room, or washroom-man in one of 
the larger breweries’. All of this is directed to his ambition, namely to be 
‘chosen as brewer or brewing director in one of the large breweries’. 
Only at this point does Haldane wrap up Dr  Frew’s exact descriptions; 
he is clearly enthralled by this vision of rigour, of long years of intellec-
tual and practical labour, of a youth willing patiently and systematically 
to build a career, of an industry that makes such educational demands on 
its members.
 In providing this detail, Haldane sought to illustrate how the industrial 
life of Germany was in close contact with its academic life. Evidently, so 
Haldane claimed, those involved in German commerce felt a strong need 
for education of a university type in order to produce the teaching and 
organisation of their own technical schools. He saw ‘throughout the indus-
trial world of Germany science being applied to practical undertakings by 
men who have been trained in the universities or high technical schools or 
at least under teachers produced by those institutions’. The brewing 
example could be found across a multitude of sectors. In a ‘wake-up’ 
appeal, he observed that in ‘electrical engineering, in the manufacture of 
chemicals, in the production of glass, and of iron and steel, and of many 
other articles for which Britain used to be the industrial centre, we are 
rapidly being left behind’.
 As a final example of ‘the professor coming to the aid of industry’, 
Haldane gave his Liverpool audience an illustration which was to take on 
a particular importance come 1914. He pointed to the fact that in 
Germany, as in Britain, the manufacturers of dynamite, nitro-powders 
and other explosives were rivals, though prices were often regulated by 
mutual arrangement of groups and trusts. But ‘while the rivalry of the 
Englishman is without stint, the German knows a better way’. Such 
manufacturers were cognisant of their dependence on what Haldane calls 
‘high science’ and that such science ‘cannot be bought by the private firm 
or company’.50 Knowing this, they chose to make a move deeply at odds 
with the British competitive instinct. They jointly subscribed around 
£100,00051 (which in 1900 was the equivalent of today’s £12.4 million) 
to found what they called their Central-Stelle, which was then maintained 
by their subscriptions of around £12,000 a year. The Stelle was presided 



HALDANE

218

over by a highly distinguished professor of chemistry at the University of 
Berlin, who had a staff of trained assistants under him. To this organisa-
tion, as they arose, were referred problems faced by the subscribers in 
their individual work—the same principle, as we shall see, that Haldane 
implemented in his creation of the Advisory Committee for Aeronautics 
eight years later.52 The fruits of the research then carried out at the Stelle 
were communicated to all subscribers. Haldane believed that the keen 
interest which the great German manufacturers of this sector took in this 
organisation enhanced the development of more effective and efficient 
products. These were used in competition with British products in impor-
tant markets such as South Africa, where they were fundamental to the 
life of a vast mining industry.53

 In sum, what was needed was a radical shift in the British attitude. 
Thinking on one’s feet was all very well for certain situations, but not 
when it came to remaining ahead of the industrial curve. Thinking in 
advance—that most Haldanean of principles—was now, more than ever, 
absolutely essential. In addition, another Haldane principle was needed: 
thinking in co-operation. It was no good for British businesses to remain 
solipsistically turned in upon themselves, seeking a way out of their 
decline by means of their own limited resources. An outward turn was 
needed, a turn towards scientific experts and centres of learning, where 
the latest, most advanced technologies and techniques could be found.

* * *

The founding of Imperial College London was aimed at providing exactly 
this centre of learning in Britain. Haldane had first become obsessed with 
the idea of creating such an institution after his 1901 visit to the Technische 
Hochschule at Charlottenburg in Germany. The Hochschule, along with 
nine other polytechnics, represented Germany’s new push for higher stan-
dards in technological and scientific training. It was, to Haldane, ‘by far the 
most perfect University I have ever seen’.54 Charlottenburg was the epicen-
tre of the most up-to-date scientific investigation, its rooms packed with 
young scientists on the make, taught by the nation’s leading professors, with 
all the cutting-edge equipment the country could afford. As Haldane 
repeatedly pointed out in his public addresses, the educational provision for 
such investigation lay behind the highly lucrative developments in German 
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industry in recent years, developments which were now putting Britain’s 
pre-eminence in this area at risk.55 If Britain failed to act quickly in estab-
lishing her own centres of scientific excellence, her dominance would soon 
be at an end.56 Not only was Haldane clear-sighted enough to make this 
judgment, which many of his more complacent colleagues in Parliament 
seemed to think unimportant, he was also clever enough to realise (along 
with Robert Morant at the Board of Education)57 that the materials for such 
a centre were ready to hand—they just needed the correct organisation. 
Those materials were the Royal College of Science, which included the 
School of Mines, and the Central Technical College of the City and Guilds 
Institute of London. By merging these institutions and buying up further 
land from the 1851 Exhibition commissioners, something on the scale of 
Charlottenburg was possible. But it was possible only if a lot of other fac-
tors slotted into place, and, once again, it was Haldane and Webb who 
ensured that they did. Ashby and Anderson set out the sheer scale of the 
project that confronted these tried and tested collaborators:

To turn the idea into reality required money, government consent to sur-
render its colleges in South Kensington, co-operation from the City and 
Guilds, agreement on the part of the 1851 commissioners to release land, 
and negotiations with the University of London so that any London 
Charlottenburg would not be separate from the University, as the German 
polytechnics were, but associated with the University, to comprise a focus 
for science and scholarship in the Empire’s capital.58

When it came to finance, Haldane knew exactly where to go. He had heard 
of the ‘Randlords’ (men who had made their fortunes in the diamond fields 
of South Africa) Julius Wernher and Alfred Beit as ‘public-spirited men of 
German origin … impressed with the necessity for this country of German 
scientific training’.59 Their wealth was enormous. Beit was even said to have 
been the richest man in the world in the mid-1890s, with shareholdings of 
£10 million.60 Haldane had also heard that their company, Wernher, Beit & 
Co., were considering a very large donation to University College, London, 
in the cause of applied science. As ever, he was swift to act. His timing was 
critical, as is clear in a letter to Sidney Webb on 9  May 1902:

I saw four London partners of W.[ernher] B.[eit] & Co this afternoon & had 
an hour with them. It was just in time. There had been no talk of a mil-
lion—but they were pondering giving £100,000 to U.[niversity] Coll[ege]. 
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This I have stopped. They will give £10,000 only. But I have undertaken to 
prepare a scheme for a Committee or body of Trustees to begin our big 
scheme. They will give us £100,000 to start it, & help us to get more. The 
partners are keen to do something. Could you come at 5.30 on Monday to 
the H of C—& you & I will talk over the scheme of such a Committee, to 
be independent of, but to work along with the University Authorities. If I 
can get Rosebery and Arthur Balfour to serve on it I think we may get a 
million. I believe W.B.  & Co. will give much more than £100,000 really. 
Will you think out the outline of such a scheme.61

Haldane was now able to pull together his large network of powerful 
friends to act as supporters of the scheme. He knew how hard it was to 
make a scheme ‘drive rapidly without the co-operation of the great per-
sonalities’.62 Soon he could count Balfour, Rosebery and the Duke of 
Devonshire (Lord President of the (Privy) Council) as his allies. Likewise, 
Sir Arthur Rucker, principal of the university, and Sir Francis Mowatt, 
member of the 1851 commissioners and permanent head of the Treasury, 
were on board. Behind them all stood Almeric Fitzroy, clerk to the Privy 
Council, who actually drafted the key decisions that needed to be made.63 
With this support, the plan began to take shape: the commissioners were 
keen to release the land; the Rhodes Trust, through Beit, was willing to 
give more than a hand; and the London County Council (LCC) was open 
to providing a maintenance grant.
 To secure the last of these, Haldane deployed a typically ingenious 
manoeuvre: he got Rosebery—one of the ‘great personalities’—to write 
to the LCC, but he asked Webb, who was himself a member of the LCC, 
to draft the letter! Once again, Charlottenburg was used as evidence of 
what was possible: ‘From its portals’, says the letter, ‘there issue every year 
some 1200 young men of 22 or 23 years of age, equipped with the most 
perfect training that science can give’.64 But of course the Hochschule was 
not cheap. The letter points out that it cost more than £500,000 to erect 
and £55,000 a year to run. In response, there followed a promise in July 
1903 of £20,000 a year from the LCC to help make a London 
Charlottenburg possible.
 By October of the same year Haldane had produced an anonymous 
document outlining the scheme. It detailed the dream of bringing 
together, under the university, the existing institutions of science and tech-
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nology in South Kensington, and it set out what was needed to make that 
dream a reality: the funds and the agreements between the various parties 
involved. Morant, permanent secretary at the Board of Education, was 
handed the document and then charged to set the cogs of the relevant 
administration in process. There was already a committee proposed to 
review the School of Mines, and Morant suggested that it ought now to 
expand its intention in order to review all the colleges in South 
Kensington. Mowatt, having just left the Treasury, was made chairman, and 
Webb was also asked to sit on the committee. Haldane was content to 
operate behind the scenes. But not for long. Mowatt fell ill in December, 
and Haldane, despite the many burdens of his legal and parliamentary 
work, offered to take the chair. As he wrote to Morant from Cloan on 
New Year’s Eve 1904: ‘I will make the time if it seems good to you.’65

 The committee, under Haldane, set about reporting on what stood in 
the way of the scheme summarised in Haldane’s anonymised memoran-
dum and how these obstacles could be overcome. The first report, agreed 
and signed in February 1905 (but not released to the press), saw clearly 
that the transition of ownership of the Royal College of Science from the 
Board of Education to the university was no easy matter; it identified the 
challenges of governing a partnership of colleges; and it recognised the 
need to include the activities of the schools of scientific training within the 
broader work of the university, while at the same time providing for the 
type of autonomy that the new institution would desire. This issue of not 
separating applied science from traditional university courses was vital to 
Haldane and one of the rare issues on which he openly criticised the 
German system. As he said in his talk on ‘The Civic University’ in 1912:

In Germany the Technical Colleges have been sharply divided from the 
University and given a separate existence. This is partly due to the division 
and separation in character of the great secondary schools in Germany. The 
resulting separation of the Technical College has been deplored by some of 
the most distinguished authorities on German Education, notably by the late 
Professor Paulsen. If this be a thing to be avoided, we have avoided it. We 
have made our start by treating education as a single and indivisible whole—
and by trying to keep the different kinds of students in one organization.66

Whether he would still criticise Germany today for its continued separa-
tion of vocational and technical education from the more traditional gym-
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nasium and university paths is an interesting question, particularly as 
Britain now lags far behind Germany in the opportunities and support it 
can offer to those pursuing the former route. But for Haldane, all aspects 
of education were organically related, and he wanted that to be reflected 
in Britain’s educational institutions. This meant he had to tread carefully. 
It was wonderful that there were institutions ready to hand to form a new 
college, but because they were already in existence they knew what it was 
to be independent from university bureaucracy, and there were plenty 
who shuddered at the thought of surrendering such independence. Full 
integration into the university would take time to achieve. But other mat-
ters were moving quickly. It was only a month after the first report was 
signed that Haldane heard that the government was willing to relinquish 
the Royal College of Science, including the School of Mines. And by June 
1905 the Treasury had pledged to contribute £17,000 a year, which then 
increased to £20,000 in November.
 The first report was cleverly released to the press only in June, once its 
objectives were already achieved. The papers were full of admiration. 
Haldane was in the limelight again, hailed now as the creative force behind 
the proposed college, with Webb (unfairly) only a shadowy figure. But it is 
true there was something unique about Haldane’s role. Jill Pellew has put 
it this way: ‘Projects of this nature involve considerable team work but 
need a motivator with vision—a role that Haldane undoubtedly played.’67

 But there was still much to do. Haldane and his committee met with the 
representatives of the university in July and secured their support for the 
scheme. Further support was forthcoming from the City and Guilds, help-
fully chaired by Haldane’s old friend Lord Halsbury. Tension remained 
evident in so far as the university pushed for the new college’s full and 
immediate incorporation into its own body, while the City and Guilds 
made a condition of their joining that they retained their identity. Some 
form of harmony was reached by creating an interim governing body 
formed of members from each interested party, who agreed that the newly 
aligned institutions were now a school of the university. The continued 
demand from the university for full incorporation threatened this har-
mony, however, and it took a stroke of genius from Haldane to hold the 
peace. His solution was simple, but unexpected: he arranged it such that 
the report was signed unanimously, and part of that unanimity was an open 
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confession of their disagreement. To show that they were not simply 
bypassing the issue, the committee recommended that a royal commission 
could be established at a later date to investigate the question and other 
matters concerning the constitution of the university. Thus, the actual 
founding of the new college could get under way despite the disagree-
ment. The future of Imperial College London was secured. The college 
was formally incorporated on 8  July 1907.68

* * *

One thing becomes clear throughout these negotiations. Haldane was 
certainly high-minded and idealistic—he wanted the very best in scien-
tific education at the heart of the empire—but he was also extremely 
pragmatic, allowing voices dissenting from his own high ideals to have 
their say. The key thing for him was that steps in the right direction were 
being taken. It is, indeed, a hallmark of the Haldanean approach that it 
is ‘step by step’. How often do we see so-called reformers and radicals 
come undone because they seek an instantaneous utopia and fail to listen 
to, and respect, those whose utopias differ from their own? Haldane 
rarely made such a mistake.
 Yet the radical nature of what has been called Haldane’s educational 
‘blueprint’ is not in question. What was the link at that time between 
schools, colleges and universities? It was hard to identify. What did 
Haldane envision? A unified system, permeated—one of Haldane’s favou-
rite words—by the spirit of the universities from the top down. These 
universities ought to be organised geographically into regions, serving 
their local areas. Teacher training ought to be an important university 
course, so that teachers could be equipped not only to teach well but also 
to teach in light of a truly emancipating educational experience, such as 
Haldane himself had undergone with Lotze. In such a way, the spirit of the 
university could be passed down to the schools. Haldane also sought a 
decentralised university system, which received the initiative for its own 
existence from the people who worked in and lived around it. They, too, 
should administer and control the university. The state’s role was simply 
to foster and assist this initiative and control. In terms of curricula, 
Haldane was both progressive and conservative in setting forth the ‘double 
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function’ of a university’s teaching: it ought to promote pure culture, the 
love of learning for its own sake, while at the same time applying the find-
ings of science to the life of the nation’s industry.69 This conception has 
been critiqued for Haldane’s lack of adequate explanation for how these 
two functions can co-exist.70 This may be a fair point, and Haldane’s simple 
pointing to Germany as an example of their co-existence is likely to prove 
unsatisfying to many.71 But it could be argued that the explanation is to be 
found in Haldane himself; he lived the solution. He was constantly engaged 
in activities which he enjoyed for their own sake (his wide reading in lit-
erature, for example, or his presidency of the Walter Scott, Emily Brontë 
and Goethe societies), but he was equally engaged in a multitude of enter-
prises very much orientated towards their use to society.72 Perhaps the 
lack of adequate explanation is a result of Haldane’s belief that such co-
existence was obviously possible because he lived it every day. Whatever 
the case may be, Haldane wanted universities to be anything but inward 
looking. He wanted the curricular doors flung open, particularly to allow 
for all aspects of the applied sciences, so that what happened within their 
walls impacted the entirety of the nation.
 Extra-mural work was the other manifestation of this. It was essential to 
Haldane that, through evening classes and free public lectures, something 
of the life of the university could enter into the lives of working men and 
women. Haldane’s lecturing, in his early days in London, at the Working 
Men’s College and at the St James’s and Soho Radical Club; his later sup-
port for the Workers’ Educational Association; his founding, in 1921, of the 
British Institute of Adult Education (explored later); and the way he 
directed funds towards the same cause as chairman of the Cassel Trust (also 
explored later)—all of this demonstrated his commitment to widening 
access to high-quality education. It was a commitment that sadly failed to 
take deep root in British thinking about the scope of university education. 
In the early years of the new universities of the 1960s—a time ripe for 
developing outreach opportunities—there was little material outcome of 
early enthusiasm for extra-mural teaching.73

 But for all the radicalness of Haldane’s blueprint, it was not dramatic. 
Here again, Haldanean pragmatism is evident. It was, in the view of Ashby 
and Anderson, ‘politically practicable at every point and (equally essential) 
it would not need to be carried out all at once’.74 Haldane was also aware 
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that it was not enough just to state the ideal and expect the actions leading 
to that ideal to follow. If it were to succeed, he needed personally to be 
part of the process. In seeking a system whereby universities were decen-
tralised and regionalised, capable of permeating the rest of the education 
system in their area by the quality and manner of their teaching, Haldane 
knew that new universities would have to be founded and, in some cases, 
existing examining universities reformed. London University was part of 
that reform, but there remained Victoria University in Manchester, the 
examining body serving three separate institutions: Owens College in the 
same city, University College Liverpool and Yorkshire College, Leeds. The 
success of Joseph Chamberlain’s Birmingham University, founded in 1900, 
had given the public a taste of what it could be to have a real teaching 
university in the heart of a city apart from Oxford, Cambridge and 
Durham. Liverpool was especially keen to follow suit, but this would 
involve a complicated process of detaching the University College from 
the Victoria University and establishing an independent institution: 
Haldane’s ideal challenge!75

* * *

Opposition to the whole concept of multiplying teaching universities was 
rife. The essence of the opposition is captured in Mowatt’s opinion that 
‘the multiplication of degree-giving bodies in a State is the certain fore-
runner of a depreciation in the value of a degree’.76 This would lead inevi-
tably to what the liberal thinker James Bryce apparently called ‘Lilliputian 
Universities’.77 Once again, the close cross-party working relationship 
with Balfour became important. Faced in Parliament with a mixture of 
apathy and strong opposition to university expansion, Balfour asked 
Haldane’s advice. A powerful committee of the Privy Council was the 
answer; the Council was considered one of the most important crucibles 
for major educational decisions, and it was indeed a central enabling force 
utilised by Haldane in so many aspects of his working life. And with this 
particular committee, the history of university education in England was 
about to change.
 Liverpool’s readiness to petition for its own charter in April 1902 was 
the perfect occasion for the appointment of such a committee. To give it 
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weight, the big guns were called in: the Duke of Devonshire would pre-
side, joined by Lord Rosebery, Lord Balfour of Burleigh, Lord James of 
Hereford, and Sir Edward Fry. This, then, was a panel comprising, respec-
tively, the Lord President of the Council, a former prime minister, the 
Secretary for Scotland, a former Attorney General, and an ex-Lord Justice 
of Appeal. A powerful panel indeed, and one that, on the face of it, could 
boast of a certain impartiality. But even in its composition Haldane’s hand 
can be seen at play. All were well connected to Haldane, Rosebery and Fry 
in particular; there was also a full knowledge of the Scottish universities in 
Rosebery and Balfour of Burleigh; and, though three of the five were 
Oxbridge men, they were not jealously attached to ‘Oxford notions of 
what a University ought to be’.78

 Haldane’s influence became more noticeable once the committee’s 
work got under way (the hearing lasted for three days, between 17 and 
19  December 1902). Indeed, if it were not for the fact that Haldane was 
made Privy Counsellor shortly before proceedings began, he would have 
led the case for Liverpool himself. As an alternative, he made sure per-
suasive counsel was brought in, first of whom was Alfred Lyttelton, a man 
who, though not greatly knowledgeable in educational affairs, was both 
‘tactful’ and ‘well known to the members of the Committee’ (one senses 
that ‘well known’ here means ‘sympathetic’, with the members predis-
posed to favour him).79 Alongside him stood the indefatigable Sidney 
Webb and the trusted John Kemp. Haldane, denied his place at the Bar, 
became the principal witness for Liverpool. They were up against stiff 
opposition in the guise of Lord Spencer, chancellor of the Victoria 
University, and Lord Ripon, head of Yorkshire College, Leeds. But it was 
advantage Haldane: ‘We had worked out and knew our educational case 
more thoroughly than our opponents had been able to do.’80 Haldane 
produced fact upon fact, figure upon figure, showing that adversaries in 
Yorkshire were actually foolish to deny Liverpool the right to its own 
university when the data showed that Yorkshire had quite enough educa-
tional institutions within its county lines to merit its own great university. 
Haldane presented them with an attractive proposition: ‘a great co-ordi-
nation of every kind of education’ across the whole of Yorkshire, with 
towns hosting schools of the university, and ‘a great stimulus in the teach-
ing of these institutions’.81 In response to the question of whether degrees 
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would be cheapened by the existence of yet another degree-giving insti-
tution, Haldane found a remarkably simple answer. Degrees would be 
reviewed by external examiners to ensure their equality. This would be 
accompanied by a safeguard to ensure that no professor within an institu-
tion could overrule an external examiner.
 But Haldane was thinking way beyond such mundane details; his evi-
dence outlines ‘a veritable manifesto’.82 He spoke of an England in which 
a university education would be available to ‘all those who are about to 
follow any profession or occupation which requires knowledge, reflection 
and judgement’. He made his case on the basis that the twentieth century’s 
demands were absolutely unique: specialist knowledge was a prerequisite 
for success in the contemporary world. The ‘trained intelligence’ was para-
mount.83 In such a context, how could England continue to deny the 
majority of its population access to the only institutions that could foster 
such intelligence? If it sought to remedy the present situation, only a great 
wave of university expansion, covering every major region of the land, 
would suffice.
 Haldane’s opponents were not a little peeved by the manner in which 
he escalated what was in reality the petition of one college to be separated 
from one university. The Privy Councillors thought differently. The tide of 
Haldane’s argument appeared to sweep them away. There were other fac-
tors at play, of course. One important point was Rosebery’s evident ani-
mosity towards Ripon and Acland (who was also giving evidence against 
Liverpool’s case). These two had sat under Rosebery in his Cabinet of 
1894–95, and the experience, for Rosebery at least, had not been a sweet 
one. According to the Duke of Devonshire, Rosebery’s ‘principal object 
has been to make them look ridiculous’.84

 It was hard to see how the result could be anything but in Liverpool’s 
favour: 16  February 1903 was a momentous day as the king in Council 
approved the committee’s report recommending that the colleges at 
Liverpool and Manchester should receive separate charters granting 
them university status. In addition, it was stipulated that Leeds ought to 
be able to propose its own university for Yorkshire before the other 
charters were granted.
 But the decision was far more wide-reaching than this. By setting such 
an official precedent for these ‘civic’ universities (so called on account of 
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their bases in cities, though they are also known as ‘red-brick’ universities 
because of their building materials), it opened the doors for a transforma-
tion in the educational landscape of England.85 No longer was it an 
accepted fact that the universities were the preserve of a wealthy elite; no 
longer were Oxford and Cambridge the sole models for teaching universi-
ties; no longer were educational institutions enslaved to the examining 
requirements of bodies without any real local knowledge. It was a trans-
formation that would lead not just to Liverpool, Manchester and Leeds 
receiving royal charters, but also Bristol, Sheffield and Reading.
 The committee’s decision ‘made educational history in England’.86 
Given Haldane’s role in establishing the committee and in leading the 
charge for Liverpool’s case, it would not be unreasonable to claim that 
Haldane, too, made history. Yet he has come under criticism for his claims 
around the part he played in the process. Sir Alfred Hopkinson, first vice-
chancellor of the University of Manchester, felt that Haldane’s 
Autobiography showed a lack of knowledge about the negotiations, and 
Ramsay Muir, influential on Liverpool’s behalf, thought Haldane exagger-
ated his own importance. But the arguments in Haldane’s defence are 
impressive. They are summed up, with admirable balance, in Ashby and 
Anderson’s Portrait of Haldane at Work on Education:

On some details Haldane’s recollections were at fault and in his enthusiasm 
for the new pattern of civic universities, Haldane did tend to overlook the 
fact that other people, too, were enthusiastic. These are fair targets for 
criticism. But his critics overlooked (or were ignorant of) the formidable 
difficulty of turning airy aspirations into the unexciting legalese of charters 
and statutes. No one can say that without Haldane it would not have been 
done. But it is pretty clear that without Haldane it would not have been 
done so quickly, so smoothly, and so wisely. Rhetoric may conceive an idea: 
it takes negotiation to deliver it.87

* * *

If Haldane was the ‘midwife’ of university expansion, he also played a 
crucial role in nursing institutes of higher education into healthy financial 
positions.88 Alongside his place on the board of trustees for the Carnegie 
Trust for the Universities of Scotland, Haldane was able to initiate, in 
1904, a scheme that was to have far-reaching, long-lasting effects across 
Great Britain, through yet another chairmanship. In March of that year he 



122. Haldane: Thought as a preliminary to action. The most abstract of Haldane’s 
thoughts were always based in the concrete world of human interaction. Haldane 
averred, ‘I have lived for universities. They have been more to me than everything else’.
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123. Andrew Carnegie (1835–1919), who did so much to support widening educational 
access in Scotland and beyond, 1913. Haldane was a trustee of The Carnegie Trust for 
the Universities of Scotland, while his sister Elizabeth sat on The Carnegie United 
Kingdom Trust. The Scottish educational tradition of providing a wide breadth of access 
to high quality education significantly informed his approach to education.

The Scottish Educational Tradition



124. Haldane was a keen supporter 
of adult education, particularly the 
Workers’ Educational Association, 
founded in 1903. It played an 
important role in providing 
university style education to those 
for whom formal university 
education was out of the question, 
1915.

125. London School of Economics, 
Passmore Edwards Hall, Clare 
Market, Strand, 1902. Haldane 
provided Sidney Webb with the 
legal advice that led to its found-
ing. He also secured key funding 
from Lord Rothschild for the 
building at Clare Market.

Adult Education and The London School of Economics



126. With Haldane’s 
encouragement, Sir Edwin 
Lutyens drew up plans 
between 1912 and 1914 
for the new Senate House 
of London University in 
Bloomsbury, on a site 
optioned by Haldane from 
the Duke of Bedford. The 
plans were to be appropri-
ate for ‘The centre of the 
greatest university, in the 
capital city of the greatest 
empire of the world’. The 
Senate House was finally 
built, but to Charles 
Holden’s design, on the 
same site in 1930.

Lutyens’s Proposal for Senate House for London University
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Beit 

Julius  
Wernher

127. Imperial College founded 1907, with the Royal School of Mines as an integral part. 
Haldane was the principal founder of the College and persuaded Julius Wernher and Alfred 
Beit to provide core financing. Their statues above stand on each side of the main entrance.

Imperial College, London



129, 130. Haldane opening the new buildings of University College Southampton in June 
1914. The key, in verso, is displayed in the case above at the upper right.

128. Keys commemorating the many educational and military buildings opened by 
Haldane. His creation of the legal foundations for the ‘civic’ universities of Great Britain, 
led to the rapid expansion of universities across England, Ireland and Wales.

‘The Foundations of our  Whole System of Education’



132. Haldane was awarded honorary doctorates at ten universities, including McGill in 
Montreal, Quebec, in 1913 on the occasion when he delivered his lecture on ‘Higher 
Nationality’ to the joint meeting of the American and Canadian Bar Associations.

131. Haldane, as Chancellor of the University of Bristol, was awarded an Honorary 
Doctorate of Law in 1912. He is seen above welcoming King George V, who opened the 
new Wills Building at Bristol in 1925 with Queen Mary.



133. Haldane and Asquith received honorary degrees of Doctor of Laws from the 
University of Manchester on the same day in 1908.

Haldane Widely Honoured
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was asked by Austen Chamberlain—son of Joseph, the founder of 
Birmingham University—to lead a Treasury committee to review the dis-
tribution of state grants to England’s university colleges. He was joined by 
Mowatt, Henry Woods (former president of Trinity College, Oxford) and 
Charles Cripps (who later, as 1st Baron Parmoor, would sit beside Haldane 
as Labour’s representative in the Lords). The recommendations of this 
committee are telling of Haldane’s priorities. Alongside the expected prin-
ciple that colleges would receive funds in proportion to their other 
incomes, and that some money should go towards books and equipment 
and superannuation, the final report also recommended that support ought 
to go directly to postgraduate research on ‘special problems’ and that 
teachers’ salaries ought to be bolstered. It is no coincidence that an 
advance in research capacity and effective stimuli towards entering the 
teaching ranks were two matters close to Haldane’s heart. It is equally 
indicative of the prevailing culture that these two specific recommenda-
tions were not taken up by the lacklustre Treasury (though later, ‘in 1915 
under the glare of war’, Haldane’s recommendations on postgraduate 
research in science were identified by the Advisory Council of Scientific 
and Industrial Research as ‘the fundamental and most urgent need of the 
country’).89 Haldane’s concerns were again evident in the report’s pro-
posal for financial aid to be provided to a wider range of academic disci-
plines; the polymathic Haldane desired a flourishing in medicine, engi-
neering, law and architecture.
 Most significantly, the report strongly suggested that an impartial com-
mittee ought to be established, bringing together members of the Treasury, 
academics, and the Board of Education. Such a committee could visit and 
inspect the colleges to ensure that the money was being appropriately and 
effectively spent. Unlike in previous arrangements, the Treasury would no 
longer send funds directly to the colleges; rather, they would come via this 
committee. The committee would report annually to the Treasury and 
their findings would be shared with Parliament. Here in embryo we have 
the University Grants Committee. This was the premier advisory body to 
the government on state funding to British universities until 1989, and its 
role lives on in the higher education funding councils of the present day. 
Once more, Haldane’s immense educational legacy is in evidence.90

* * *
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We shall return to tertiary education in a moment, but it is worthwhile 
remembering the brave role Haldane played in supporting Balfour’s 1902 
Education Act—an Act which aimed at the transformation of primary and 
secondary education in England and Wales.91 It sought to do this by abol-
ishing the school boards and establishing local education authorities 
(LEAs), which would seek to develop the existing elementary schools and 
establish new secondary schools—both operating under a unified system. 
Controversially, the LEAs would also support the existing ‘voluntary 
schools’—schools predominantly run by the Church of England, though 
some were Roman Catholic—through aid from rates and taxes, while 
raising their standard by controlling their educational provision. The 
Church would maintain buildings and oversee religious instruction.
 Unsurprisingly, the Nonconformists—many of whom were Liberals 
and Liberal Unionists—were furious. This was a Bill that not only would 
enhance the power of the deeply Tory, established Church, but also made 
it look as if those who dissented from such an establishment would actually 
have to support it financially! Haldane, however, rose above the religious 
dispute and supported the Bill, considering it ‘a scheme showing earnest-
ness in the endeavour to co-ordinate the whole of our education in a fash-
ion of which hitherto we have had no example in this country’. But he was 
a lone voice crying from the desert of the Liberal benches. In his defence, 
Haldane could bang the hammer of ‘national efficiency’, the weapon bran-
dished by many a politician at that time in the face of a growing threat 
from America and Germany’s highly organised systems of state gover-
nance. The scheme, Haldane claimed in a Commons speech, ‘recognises 
the necessity of co-ordinating education from top to bottom, and puts 
before the country a practical proposal towards that end’. Co-ordination 
and practicality were the twin pillars upon which Haldane built his sup-
port. On the one hand, the Act would create a link between primary and 
secondary education, as well as supporting a regionalised system, which 
so appealed to Haldane’s desire for devolving educational power. On the 
other hand, it was the only genuine scheme open to the Conservatives at 
that time, and it contained conscience clauses which would allow dissent 
to be recognised. This is not to say that Haldane’s support was wholesale. 
He was vocal in his desire to see far more done in bringing in the shaping 
influence of the universities, and he was clear in saying that the ideal would 
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eventually be to secularise the education system. But Haldane, ever practi-
cal, saw that the world simply didn’t work this way: ‘I would rather see 
education more secular than it is in this country, but I am aware of the 
temperament of the people, and that being so we must deal with things as 
we find them.’ And as for the universities: ‘As it is, the scheme is enor-
mous, and the right hon. Gentleman [Balfour] cannot cover the whole field 
of education, but I am not sure that the Bill will to any great extent carry 
out the end of making the University element in a large measure permeate 
our system of education.’92 Despite these deficiencies it was an enormous 
step in the right direction, and therefore it received Haldane’s support. In 
the end, the Bill was passed to the short-term detriment of the Tories, who 
would lose huge numbers of Liberal Unionist supporters on its account, 
but to the long-term benefit of secondary education in Britain, with over 
a thousand new secondary schools established by 1914, 349 of which were 
for girls.93 The Act represented the first move towards the unification of 
the different stages of education in England and Wales that we know today.

* * *

Returning to higher education, it will be remembered that the question 
of the full incorporation of Imperial College into the University of 
London was left open in 1905. The royal commission that was mooted 
at that time came into effect in 1909 as the Royal Commission on 
University Education in London, under a man fresh from the reorganisa-
tion of one of the country’s most complex institutions: the British army. 
That Haldane should take on this mammoth task while War Secretary 
(the commission was to sit for the following four years, issuing four 
reports, and Haldane was Lord Chancellor by the time its final report 
was issued) is testimony not only to his industry but also to his indomi-
tably wide-ranging interests. He was joined by Lord Milner (former high 
commissioner for Southern Africa), Sir Robert Romer (former High 
Court judge), Sir Robert L.  Morant (permanent secretary to the Board 
of Education), Laurence Currie (banker and director of Gresham Life 
Assurance, the Gresham Fire Insurance Societies, the Great Western 
Railway and the Union Discount Company), W.  S.  McCormick (first 
secretary of the Carnegie Trust for the Universities of Scotland; Haldane 
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had secured his appointment to the Treasury Grants Committee in 1906, 
and he became the first chairman of the University Grants Committee 
in 1919), E.  B.  Sargant (former head of education for the Transvaal and 
Orange River Colony), and Louise Creighton (founder of the National 
Union of Women Workers).
 The commission—much to the annoyance of the university senate—
went far beyond the question of Imperial’s incorporation. Instead, it identi-
fied its task as follows: ‘To examine the existing provision for university 
education in London in the light of what we think ought to exist, and to 
make practical recommendations towards the realisation of the ideal.’94 The 
characteristic stamp of Haldane—the establishment of an ideal and the 
practical scheme to meet it—was undeniable. So, too, was the equally tell-
tale thoroughness of the commission’s work: seventy-two additional meet-
ings, on top of evidence hearings, to discuss proposals; the commissioning 
and digestion of a historical report on the university; the sifting of past 
reports and parliamentary papers; and the evidence of educational experts 
from a vast array of educational settings, a number of whom had travelled 
especially from Europe and North America to face the questioning commis-
sioners. They were not to arrive at their conclusions lightly.
 The commissioners reported four times in total, and the mass of evi-
dence, examinations and recommendations make the reports somewhat 
overwhelming for the historian. But they are also a treasure trove in which 
the living voice, and even daily life, of Haldane can be found. For example, 
on the eighth day of hearing evidence, 17  February 1910, Sir Robert Morant 
opens proceedings by informing the witness, Dr  William Garnett, educa-
tional adviser to the LCC, that ‘Mr  Haldane is extremely sorry that an unex-
pected summons of the Cabinet at 4 o’clock will compel his absence for the 
time being; he will be here as soon as possible, but is very sorry to be 
absent’.95 Later, we can almost hear Haldane slip in and take his seat, the 
evidence recording that ‘the chair was here vacated by Sir Robert Morant in 
favour of Mr  Haldane’,96 who, a little later still, enters the questioning with 
his apologies: ‘I am sorry I was detained, and could not get here before.’ 
Haldane then dives straight into an examination of Garnett, which tells the 
reader far more about the former than it does about the latter:

(Chairman) You speak of the nine Technical Universities with power to grant 
Degrees which have developed in Germany from polytechnics or trade 
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schools. … I should like to ask you, in what sense is there any element of 
the trade school remaining in these technical schools in Germany to-day? 
Take, for instance, Charlottenburg, which is the principal one of them all. 
The working classes do not go there; it is a day college, and a day college 
for students who are mostly somewhere about the age of 20, and who have 
to pass an extremely stiff examination to get in, and indeed do not as a rule 
get there without the Abiturienten certificate. The portal of admission to 
this is as difficult, is it not, as admission to the University?—[Garnett 
responds] Yes; that is more comparable to the institutions at South 
Kensington, the old City and Guilds College, and the higher work of the 
Imperial College.97

Who is it that is giving evidence here, you might well ask.
 It is clear from the final report that the commissioners’ ideal university 
is very much in the image of Haldane’s dream educational establishment. 
What is striking today is the humaneness of that vision, putting into ques-
tion the utilitarianism of our modern universities, where ‘impact’ is 
everything, where the ‘publish or perish’ culture among academics often 
fosters competitiveness and insecurity and undermines the importance of 
teaching. The commission, on the other hand, was forthright in the pur-
pose of a real university—‘the spread of a pure love of learning’.98 
According to the commissioners, ‘students and teachers should be 
brought together in living intercourse in the daily work of the 
University’; the professors ought to be people of inspiration, willing to 
come into close contact with undergraduates, in order to show what the 
true spirit of scholarship looks like. The effect would be to lift the aspira-
tions of the students, who would then look to embody the pursuit of 
truth and knowledge themselves. Haldane’s days in the lecture room of 
Lotze are clear between the lines. The report also diagnosed the differ-
ence between a degree and an education—something which we still 
today have not yet fully understood. In fact, it saw that the former could 
even hinder the latter. ‘They [the students] cannot pursue knowledge both 
for its own sake and also for the sake of passing the test of an examina-
tion.’99 The commissioners’ idea of what incentivised a student showed a 
remarkable amount of respect for the student’s intentions: students 
should not be obliged to attend their classes, since the high quality of the 
teaching would be enough to attract them (medicine and technology 
were the sensible exceptions to this generous rule). An atmosphere of 
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freedom ought to be abroad within the university. In line with this, a 
strict centralised control of the curricula and the manner in which the 
courses were taught and examined ought to be relaxed. Professors should 
be of such a calibre that they could be trusted to keep the standards high. 
And, just as in the War Office command and administration were sepa-
rated to allow for the ‘thinking department’ (namely, the General Staff) 
to get on with what it did best without the encumbrance of workaday 
details, so too did the commission seek for the university to maintain 
centralised control over finances, property and policies, to allow the pro-
fessors to get on with their true vocation. This tension between centrali-
sation and decentralisation, which marks so much of Haldane’s work, is 
also highlighted in the commission’s recommendations concerning higher 
education in the colonies. At that time, students affiliated to the univer-
sity but based in the dominions were obliged to sit exactly the same 
examinations as those students based in Britain. In a sentence exhibiting 
the advanced thinking of the commissioners, the report asks the univer-
sity to abandon ‘once for all the pernicious theory underlying its present 
practice that the kind of education it thinks best for its own students must 
be the best for all peoples who own allegiance to the British flag’.100 It 
took an entire generation until, in 1945, this enlightened recommenda-
tion was accepted.
 The final report was published in April 1913, but its immediate recom-
mendations were anathema to the individualistic spirit of many of the 
institutions that comprised the university. Here was a document calling for 
faculty, not institutional, control; for the eventual death of the external 
degree; for curricular and degree-giving diversity in an establishment 
famous for its monolithic nature. But at the governmental level, there was 
approval and a desire for action. Yet another committee was formed to 
develop plans for implementation. Unfortunately, for Haldane and the 
commissioners, it was the eve of war, and ‘plans’ were as far as it got.
 In many ways, the outcome of the commission could be said to be one 
of the great disappointments of Haldane’s life. The Hilton Young 
Committee, which met after the war to re-examine the commission’s 
proposals, only really preserved the idea that the university would have 
centralised power over finances. Otherwise, few of the far-reaching and 
humane recommendations that we have outlined above were carried into 
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effect. One or two lasting results were obtained, however. Just as it was 
Haldane who stood behind the move from Burlington House to the 
Imperial Institute in 1900, so too it is Haldane’s report that stands behind 
London University’s presence in the heart of Bloomsbury, the site now 
occupied principally by the university’s School of Oriental and African 
Studies (SOAS), Birkbeck College and University College London 
(UCL). Haldane was enraptured by the idea of the university being 
largely located on a central site, a unified and geographically harmonious 
seat of learning. This sits strangely perhaps with his desire for devolving 
academic powers away from the administrative centre; one might expect 
that the very physical proximity of the faculties and institutions would 
encourage the centralists. But the idea of a ‘university quarter’ within the 
imperial capital had a magnetism that Haldane couldn’t resist. The report 
articulated the argument based on the effect it would have on students 
and teachers alike, bringing them into closer contact and fostering an 
atmosphere of learning and exploration.101 It also emphasised the effect 
such a site would have on the people of London more generally. A true 
‘university quarter … would perhaps do more than anything else to 
impress the imagination of the great London public and to convince them 
that the University was a reality’.102 The dominating symbolism of the 
British Museum and the proximity of University College made 
Bloomsbury an ideal choice. Characteristically, Haldane did not let his 
idea lie dormant. Before the final report of the commission was pub-
lished, he gathered private trustees in order to purchase a plot of land 
belonging to the Duke of Bedford, situated directly behind the British 
Museum. In a fortnight the trustees raised £355,000 (today’s £41 mil-
lion),103 and they had plans drawn up to reflect their hope of creating the 
grandest of educational settings. This was all classic Haldane, but on this 
occasion his enthusiasm got the better of him. Despite the support of the 
chancellor of the university (Lord Rosebery), Haldane was remiss in not 
sounding out the other important parties: the vice-chancellor, the senate, 
the convocation, the LCC.  The money, as Crook puts it, ‘was ignomini-
ously returned’.104

 Great schemes continued to be envisioned. Notably, the celebrated 
Edwin Lutyens—who appears throughout Haldane’s life as a guiding 
architectural voice, even designing his library at Queen Anne’s Gate—pro-
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duced splendid plans for a London University embodying what he called 
the ‘Classical High Game’, all porticos and plinths, looking something like 
Bloomsbury’s very own New Delhi. The plan never reached fruition and 
the location remained a controversial choice, particularly to representa-
tives of King’s College. The combination of a world war and institutional 
deadlock meant that many years passed before the scheme proposed by 
Haldane could come to fruition, this time under the guidance of William 
Beveridge, close friend of the Webbs, former director of the LSE, and 
vice-chancellor of the University between 1926 and 1928. Under his lead, 
Bloomsbury was confirmed as the final choice for the site in 1927, and it 
was Beveridge—when all looked dead and buried in the attempt to pur-
chase the site—who secured a £400,000 donation from the Rockefeller 
Foundation to buy the land. The architect, when the moment came, was 
not Lutyens, but Charles Holden.
 So Haldane did eventually get his dream of a university quarter in 
Bloomsbury. It was not the only aspect of his 1913 report that bore fruit. 
In the field of medicine, the commissioners’ recommendations, according 
to L.  P.  le Quesne, ‘had a seminal influence, and a direct line of thought can 
be traced from Haldane through the Goodenough Report (1944) on 
Medical Schools to the 1968 Royal Commission on Medical Education 
(the Todd Report).’105 Hearing from the likes of Ernest Starling, Abraham 
Flexner and Sir William Osler—all men of eminence in the medical 
world—the report argued for the need for clinical professors (a position 
unknown at this time) to give a thoroughly scientific grounding to the 
medicine that was practised in hospitals and surgeries. Hitherto, a student 
would be rushed through the basic examinations of medical school under 
teachers of sciences (‘in many cases not of marked ability’)106 in a manner 
akin to trade schools, the school having a purely professional, rather than 
educational, character. Clinicians themselves, to whom students then 
passed, found teaching ‘a mere incident in a busy consultant’s life’, and had 
neither the time nor the training to apply themselves to clinical problems 
with the same sort of rigour that a chemist or a pharmacologist could.107 
The commissioners on university education in London therefore called for 
university medical schools in which ‘the principal teachers of clinical 
medicine and surgery in all their branches ought to be university profes-
sors in the same sense as the principal teachers of chemistry or physiol-
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ogy’.108 But the same recommendation needed to pass through another 
two large-scale reports (Goodenough and Todd) before the idea was fully 
accepted. Nevertheless, in the wake of the Haldane Commission, five 
clinical professors were appointed and the pre-clinical departments did 
become genuine university departments, leading research in a number of 
key areas. Fleming’s discovery of penicillin, Charles Dodds’s synthesis of 
stilboestrol, and Peter Medawar’s revolutionary work on cellular immu-
nity all took place in this new university context.

* * *

One dimension of education touched on in the report on university educa-
tion in London, and of deep concern to Haldane, was what might be 
termed ‘business education’.109 This was education as it related to the 
directors, staff and workers of private corporations and public enterprises. 
Britain lagged behind Germany and the United States in the teaching of 
business and commerce in universities, and Haldane was energetic in his 
promotion of the need for management education at university level. 
Beginnings had been made. Rosebery, who was a director of the North 
Eastern Railway Company, arranged in 1902 to send some of their 
employees to the LSE for instruction in business management in a newly 
founded railway department. These were the early beginnings in Britain of 
the business school movement, initiated by the establishment of the com-
merce class in Birmingham University the same year. Haldane, as War 
Secretary, continued this new trend by starting in 1906 the army class at 
the LSE for selected mid-ranking officers, who were taught the art and the 
science of business administration.110 After the war, as we shall see, 
Haldane also ensured that the largest proportion of the Cassel Trust’s 
money for education—of which he was in charge as chairman—went to 
the development of the faculty of Commerce at the LSE.
 But much more than action at the university level had to take place. It 
needed to start at earlier stages and embrace the many employees who 
would not go on to university. Trade schools were an important part in 
this. These institutions were designed for those elementary-school stu-
dents not moving on to higher education but looking to be efficient and 
stimulated in their work. The educational opportunities for such a demo-
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graphic in Britain before the war were almost non-existent. It is perhaps 
worthwhile to remind ourselves of the figures given earlier in this chapter, 
and used by Haldane to make his point about the shameful nature of the 
British track record in this regard. In 1916 90  per  cent of young men and 
women received no formal education beyond the age of fourteen. In 
England and Wales 5.35 million of the 5.85 million young people between 
sixteen and twenty-five received no formal education whatsoever.111 
Whenever Haldane addressed the fortunate minority who did receive a 
formal education between these ages, he was always at pains to stress both 
the injustice of this and the stupidity of wasting such a ‘vast reservoir of 
undeveloped talent’.112 For British industry, here was an opportunity too 
good to be missed.
 Speaking in March 1916 to the Union Society of University College 
(now UCL), Haldane posed this rhetorical question: ‘Do the interests of 
the nation require that they too [wage earners belonging to the industrial 
classes] should be infused with the reflective habit which is born of knowl-
edge?’113 He answered with an emphatic ‘Yes’.
 Now, Haldane was realistic. He knew that complete equality in educa-
tional opportunities was not to be had, given the contingencies of nature 
and the complex societal structures that stood in its way. But those contin-
gencies and structures could be fought against, if not overcome. One aspect 
of this fight had to involve what Haldane called ‘the greatest educational 
discovery of the most recent years’, that of the latent possibilities of ‘voca-
tional’ training. This may not sound too significant to our ears. But this was 
1916, not 2020. Moreover, Haldane’s vision of such training had a breadth 
to it that would surprise those who simply thought of such training as the 
development of one specific skill set. Haldane’s ideal would involve physical 
and spiritual training in addition to intellectual. He was aware that this 
would come at a financial cost to the country, but was keen to point out that 
this would be returned many times over—another example of Haldane 
taking the long view: ‘Just as no worse economy can be made by a farmer 
than in starving the cultivation of the ground which is to produce his crops, 
so no worse economy can be made by the state than in starving the cultiva-
tion of the vast class on which it depends for efficient producers.’
 Haldane was speaking in the midst of the war. He had been removed 
from office the previous year precisely because he was seen by a portion 
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of the nation as a German sympathiser. It was in this context that he 
decided once again to return for illustration to the example of Germany. 
Despite all his qualifications about the ‘murderous methods’ of the 
German General Staff to achieve ‘abstract purposes’, and their violation 
of ‘the moral law’, it does seem remarkably brave—perhaps even fool-
hardy—to go on to praise those ‘other and quite legitimate preparations 
for ascendancy in the world which Germany has made and is still mak-
ing’. The technical training of their young people as they began careers 
in their respective trades was just too appealing for him to keep silent 
about. ‘The manufacturer depends more and more, as year succeeds 
year, on the machine and the skilled worker. The skilled workman is the 
intelligent workman.’114

 Britain of course had its examples of skilled training. Haldane drew 
attention to preparatory training in the schools for metal working in 
Sheffield and, in his own constituency of Haddingtonshire, in agriculture. 
But what he saw in Germany was of a wholly different nature. Haldane 
believed that the roots of German success lay in the most modern form 
of continuation school as implemented by Dr  Georg Kerschensteiner, the 
director of public schools in Munich (he had in fact written the introduc-
tion to the first English edition of Kerschensteiner’s classic treatise in 
March 1914, just before the outbreak of war).115

 The principle of these schools was to take those wanting to enter a 
special trade and use the studies necessary for that trade as a medium for 
imparting both trade skill and general knowledge.116 Haldane explained 
that each school was dedicated to a different trade: metalworkers, wood-
workers, engineers, plumbers, masons, butchers, bakers, waiters. 
Employers were compelled by law to send their young wage earners to the 
appropriate schools for a number of hours, which were taken out of the 
working time instead of the evening. Haldane saw the system as a modern 
substitute for apprenticeships. Before the war the system had been estab-
lished in Munich, and Haldane believed that after the war it would be put 
into operation all over Germany.117

 In Munich, a city with 600,000 inhabitants, almost all the boys on 
leaving elementary school at the age of fourteen went immediately to be 
taught trades which they had chosen. For four years they attended spe-
cial and compulsory trade continuation schools which provided practical 
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and theoretical work for eight to ten hours a week, taken out of their 
working hours. The system led to concentration rather than dissipation 
of energy. At the end of the four years many of them went on with vol-
untary instruction in higher technical schools, some inside and some 
outside working hours.
 At the time war broke out, Haldane explained that the ‘so-called 
apprentices’ in the mechanical, optical and electrotechnical workshops in 
Munich attended four ascending sets of classes over four successive years 
for nine hours a week, at a time during the day when their minds were 
fresh and unwearied. The contrast was stark when compared with the 
British system, where so many children leaving school at the elementary 
level simply drifted into unqualified occupations.118

 Haldane quoted Kerschensteiner in his pre-war foreword on the plea-
sure that the schools brought both to employers and employees. The 
employers were delighted by the successful work, but for the pupil the 
school was no longer, to quote Kerschensteiner, ‘the horrid Continuation 
School that he must attend, but the school of his own special trade, the 
school of the trade in which his life’s work would lie’. The pupil had a 
stake in the enterprise, and entered into a community with which he could 
identify—both aspects were key to its success. ‘It was no longer the cold 
and intangible abstraction called “The State” which forced him to go to the 
school,’ wrote Kerschensteiner, ‘but he knew and felt a union of his fellows 
behind him taking an interest in his personal development, and in their 
ranks he could learn the duties of the individual to the society of which he 
formed a part.’119

 Haldane saw the new system as bringing into union public and indus-
trial interests. No wonder he was excited by this development, inspired 
by the change for good that it could bring about in Britain. Indeed, as we 
shall see later, he had already put a Bill before Parliament in 1914 outlin-
ing a comprehensive schooling system, which included continuation 
schools that would allow pupils to transition into trades. The onset of 
war, however, put this vision on hold—in Parliament, at least. The fact 
that his mid-war 1916 speech continued to stress this important lesson 
from the German education system shows just how vital vocational train-
ing was to Haldane. Less than twelve months earlier he had been forcibly 
excluded from public office on the grounds of his alleged sympathy for 
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Germany, and here he was praising that very nation’s foresight in the 
vocational cause.
 A cursory reading of Haldane’s reflections on the relationship between 
education and industry might see him as instrumentalising the former for 
the sake of the latter. But it was precisely Kerschensteiner’s emphasis on 
breaking the barriers of a purely utilitarian vocational training that so 
appealed to Haldane. Such barriers are broken, so Haldane says, ‘by raising 
the training to a high level and making use of the passion for excellence 
which it awakens to inspire the learner with the desire for the knowledge 
which is wider, and of which his particular study is only the application in 
a concrete and specialised form’.120 Personal experience had taught him 
that it was possible to study for a particular end and simultaneously create 
or indulge a love of learning for its own sake. Moreover, we should not 
lose sight of the support and initiative that Haldane offered towards the 
education of the worker in a non-vocational sense. His advocacy of the 
Workers’ Educational Association and his founding of the British Institute 
of Adult Education in 1921 should serve as reminders that he was no nar-
row capitalist, interested in purely economic ends.

* * *

In 1916 Haldane had a chance to show this breadth of vision when he was 
offered the opportunity to impact the life of another major university, this 
time as chairman of the Royal Commission on University Education in 
Wales. The commission was established principally as a way of finding out 
how to relate a new national medical school at Cardiff to the University of 
Wales. This then widened to include the question of how colleges within 
the university—Bangor, Aberystwyth and Cardiff—and the medical school 
could receive Treasury grants in an effective manner. What the commission 
eventually reported on was the whole structure of the university: a report 
of typically Haldanean proportions. And let us not forget that in 1916, 
when Haldane took on the chairmanship, he also had his judicial business 
in hand, sat on a Privy Council committee on scientific and industrial 
research and a subcommittee on education reporting to Asquith’s 
Reconstruction Committee, and chaired committees on air power and the 
conservation of coal.
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 For his Welsh work Haldane was joined by W.  N.  Bruce (chairman of 
the departmental committee enquiring into secondary education in Wales 
and assistant charity commissioner under the Endowed Schools Act), Sir 
William Osler (renowned Canadian physician and co-founder of Johns 
Hopkins Hospital), Sir Henry Jones (Welsh philosopher, professor of 
Moral Philosophy at Glasgow, and Haldane’s fellow British Idealist),121 Sir 
Owen Morgan Edwards (historian and former chief inspector of schools 
for Wales), Professor W.  H.  Bragg (1915 Nobel Prize winner in Physics), 
W.  H.  Hadow (vice-chancellor of the University of Durham), A.  D.  Hall 
(agricultural educationist), and Emily Penrose (principal of Somerville 
College, Oxford): a highly distinguished group, though, according to 
Haldane, ‘it was no easy business to guide the fiery Welshmen’.122 Once 
again, the workload was enormous: a full review of the history and struc-
ture of the university; thirty-one sessions for examination of witnesses; 
thirty-six sessions for deliberation. The final report was published in 
February 1918.
 The Welsh people knew they were in safe hands. E.  T.  John, Liberal MP 
for East Denbighshire, commented in the Times Educational Supplement:

The assistance of a statesman of genius so outstanding, of such conspicuous 
erudition so entirely sympathetic and appreciative as Lord Haldane is 
warmly welcomed. The catholicity of his temperament, with all its 
Continental implications arouses no prejudice in the Principality, while his 
intimate knowledge of Scottish conditions and his study of the problems of 
university administration peculiarly commend his appointment to the 
people of Wales.123

The warmth of Haldane’s reception in Wales, as the commissioners trav-
elled to the colleges in June 1916, was remarkable. Writing from 
Aberystwyth, Haldane could tell his mother: ‘For the moment I am nearly 
as popular here in Wales as Lloyd George.’124

 What became clear throughout proceedings was the need for a univer-
sity that truly expressed the Welsh people and their unique spirit. What 
also became clear was the straitjacketing of the federal system that had 
been operative until that point, particularly in terms of the control exer-
cised by the central authorities over examinations and curricula, coupled 
with their lack of control over teaching standards and the spending of 
public money.
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 Haldane addressed the first issue through proposing a total revamping 
of the University Court. At the point of reporting, the court was an inef-
fective mishmash of various groups concerned with education, numbering 
between 100 and 200 people, whose yearly gathering looked like an 
excuse for a giant tea party. The real business of the university was con-
ducted by the council and the senate. But it was suggested to Haldane and 
the commissioners that it would be possible to lift the court beyond mere 
formality and give it real purpose in the life of the university and, indeed, 
of Wales. One of the witnesses, Mr  W.  George, the brother of Lloyd 
George, envisioned a ‘real high festival of education’. This was the kind of 
thing to enthuse Haldane, who responded: ‘And possibly it might sit in 
public so that the people might hear?’125 An occasion resembling the 
Eisteddfod was proposed, gathering eminent speakers across a number of 
days to rouse the public to great educational ideals and establish standards 
of practice, setting the policy for the coming year and a tone of high qual-
ity. The report suggested that it could even function as ‘a Parliament of 
higher education’.126 The local authorities would have a greatly increased 
presence upon the court and the numbers would reach beyond 200; it 
would be the perfect setting for the discussion of ‘great projects of reform 
and development’. Just as Haldane had sought to make the Army embed-
ded within society through the Territorial system, so too did he think these 
great meetings of the court would enable the very highest in education to 
become ‘part of the national life’.127

 In terms of the recurring questions around finance and centralisation, 
the commission advised that the university should take charge of the 
Treasury grant and distribute to the colleges accordingly, and that it should 
control the appointment of professors and heads of department. Colleges, 
however, ought to have complete control in moulding their courses and in 
examinations. What Haldane sought was devolution not federalism. The 
commissioners’ report also offered a wide range of further recommenda-
tions, covering topics as diverse as technology, agriculture, forestry, Celtic 
studies, music, commerce, extra-mural work and the founding of a uni-
versity press. To the prime minister and Welshman Lloyd George, it was 
revolutionary, ‘one of the most important documents, I think, in the his-
tory not merely of education in Wales, but of Wales itself’. His enthusiasm 
was coupled with practical proposals to make the vision a reality. The 



HALDANE

244

government ‘should give £1 for £1. If you raise a penny rate, we will give 
the equivalent of it.’128

 A devolved University of Wales could therefore take shape, though the 
grand ambitions for the University Court never quite materialised. 
Haldane, on the strength of his work for Wales and the liberality of his 
educational vision, became something of a hero in Welsh educational cir-
cles, if the testimony of the MP for the University is anything to go by. 
J.  Herbert Lewis wrote to Haldane in November 1920:

I feel I must send a line to thank you again for attending the meeting of the 
newly constituted University Court at Llandrindod. We all realised the 
trouble and inconvenience to which you put yourself in order to comply 
with the Prime Minister’s request, and ours, and your speech—if you will 
allow me to say so, the very best I have ever heard on University educa-
tion—was greatly appreciated by the members of the Court. W.  N.  Bruce 
[Haldane’s fellow commissioner], with his balanced, unemotional mind, 
simply let himself go in talking about it. I have known him for 30 years & 
have never heard him speak so enthusiastically about anything.129

* * *

In Chapter 7 we looked at the significance of one of the final major 
chairmanships that Haldane undertook, that of the Machinery of 
Government Committee, whose report in 1918—the same year in 
which the Welsh Report was published—has come to be known as the 
Haldane Report. It is relevant here to mention this groundbreaking 
document in its relation to universities and research, for it was here that 
the seeds were sown for what came to be known, in the 1960s, as the 
‘Haldane Principle’.130 That principle, in its modern guise, advocates that 
scientific experts should decide which scientific research projects the 
government ought to fund, while the government, which answers to the 
taxpayer, should set the broad strategic direction of that research. This 
avoids politicians channelling funding to serve their own short-term, 
politically expedient ends. Such has been the (not quite constant) guid-
ing practice in the UK ever since the Haldane Report was published, and 
it finally became enshrined in law in 2017.131

 It has been suggested that the 1918 report does not, as such, lay down 
this principle.132 And yet the essence of the principle is widely acknowl-
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edged throughout the report’s discussion on ‘Research and Infor-
mation’.133 For instance, when considering the Medical Research 
Committee (which would become, as we shall see, the Medical Research 
Council), the report states: ‘The Minister responsible for Health 
Insurance … relies … upon the Medical Research Committee to select 
the objects upon which they will spend their income, and to frame 
schemes for the efficient and economical performance of their work.’ The 
report continues, ‘The Minister has … always received a full explanation 
of their schemes from the Committee before giving his approval, but he 
has never sought to control their work, or to suggest to them that they 
should follow one line of enquiry rather than another.’134 As the report 
approvingly acknowledges, ‘the judgement of the scientists who form the 
majority of the members of the Medical Research Committee as to the 
value of this understanding is clear.’135

 The principle is also implied in the report’s recommendations for a 
separate Department of Intelligence and Research, to which other depart-
ments could refer problems; the fruits of the research undertaken would 
be at the disposal of every other department. The minister responsible for 
such a department would be ‘free from any serious pressure of administra-
tive duties, and is immune from any suspicion of being biased by adminis-
trative considerations against the application of the results of research’.136 
The report goes on to suggest that the work of such a department could 
be expanded by new ‘Advisory Councils’, made up ‘of persons with special 
knowledge and experience of the subject-matter standing referred to 
them’.137 The Haldane Report is thus the originator of what we now know 
as research councils, the first of which was the Medical Research Council, 
established in 1920.138 This was one of the key ways in which the report’s 
primary recommendation became a reality. This recommendation stated 
that ‘further provision is needed in the sphere of civil government for the 
continuous acquisition of knowledge and the prosecution of research, in 
order to furnish a proper basis for policy’.139 Ehsan Masood, writing for 
Nature on 26  November 2018 to mark the centenary of Haldane’s original 
report, outlined why Haldane’s message remains essential. ‘Today, from 
Istanbul to Islamabad, from Rome to Rio de Janeiro, a parade of authori-
tarian leaders is advancing policies that fly in the face of evidence—on 
energy, emissions, the environment, economics, immigration and more. 
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Worse, these leaders are demanding that academics march to the beat of 
their drums.’140

 The report’s recommendation for a Department of Intelligence and 
Research was never realised. And yet, ‘partly as a result of the Haldane 
Report’, a Committee of Civil Research was established in 1925.141 This 
attempted to root civil policy and administration in economic, scientific 
and statistical research, and gave the committee’s president—the prime 
minister—the opportunity to summon expert advice in matters relating 
to these three branches of research. Due to a ‘lack of enthusiasm on the 
part of the Prime Minister’, the committee had become moribund by 
1930, and was replaced with an Economic Advisory Council, which once 
again attempted to acknowledge the critical role of external expertise.142 
It has been argued that this, too, drifted into oblivion as a result of 
departmental suspicion of expert advice.143 Haldane’s passion for building 
policy according to dispassionate evidence was clearly not widely shared 
within Whitehall.
 But the Haldane Report did bear lasting fruit in other ways. The estab-
lishment of the Medical Research Council under royal charter was the 
result of a clause in Christopher Addison’s Ministry of Health Act 1919, 
which sought to put Haldane’s suggestions on the autonomy of research 
into practice. In fact, 1919 proved somewhat of an annus mirabilis for 
Haldane, and can even be judged as the bedrock upon which university 
expansion, revolutionary changes in the training of doctors and the foun-
dation of the NHS were based. So argues Sir Fred Dainton:

For the world of learning and especially science and medicine in Britain, 
1919 is a year to remember. It was then … that the University Grants 
Committee was established under a Treasury minute. … This made possible 
the steady increase in the flow of government resources to the universities 
and their rapid expansion in the 1960s without the infringement of any 
essential academic freedom. It was also the year in which, for the first time, 
the government, through the UGC, received and accepted bids from uni-
versities for resources to establish full-time chairs in medical subjects the 
occupants of which would have clinical responsibility for the care of 
patients. … It was also the year in which Haldane’s Committee enunciated 
the principles which should regulate the government’s involvement in sci-
ence and this, combined with Addison’s far-sightedness, led to the estab-
lishment of the first Research Council to bear that title and, by implication, 
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secured the independence of the Department of Scientific and Industrial 
Research. When, in later years, other Research Councils were established 
their independence was never in question. Finally, on the 3  June 1919, the 
Ministry of Health Bill received the Royal Assent and just over three weeks 
later the Ministry of Health was established with Addison as its first 
Minister. It could be argued that this was a necessary precursor to the 
establishment of the National Health Service for, without the experience 
gained in the next two decades, it would have been difficult for the National 
Health Service to begin its work on 5  July 1948.144

* * *

Hidden legacies are rife when tracing the impact of Haldane’s accomplish-
ments. Alongside his role in establishing the independence of medical 
research stands his role in the origins of the comprehensive-school system 
in England and Wales, unified from top to bottom. Such a vision had long 
been Haldane’s clarion call, and in 1912 he finally had the chance to lead a 
committee composed of ministers and educational experts and put together 
proposals for a scheme of full-scale reform, which he outlined in a major 
speech at the Manchester Reform Club on 10  January 1913. By 1914 a Bill 
was put before Parliament that had Haldane written all over it: it advocated 
a comprehensive system of schooling, continuation schools that would 
allow pupils to transition into trades, and the establishment of provincial 
associations to oversee regional educational reforms. Haldane played a cen-
tral role in achieving both Cabinet approval and, the task that would prove 
really tricky, the approval of the Chancellor of the Exchequer, Lloyd 
George, so that the Bill could be catered for within the latter’s Finance Bill. 
As ever, late-night, smoke-fuelled conversations, plenty of flattery, and 
dogged insistence finally achieved approval on both counts. And, as Ashby 
and Anderson point out, the priority of the outcome over the personal role 
that Haldane played was ever at the forefront of his utterances on the sub-
ject. When he spoke at the National Liberal Club after the Finance Bill was 
passed on 25  June 1914, he paid eloquent tribute to Lloyd George’s capaci-
ties, achievements and contribution to the field of education. Following 
him, the Chancellor of the Exchequer thanked the Lord Chancellor:

for his superb exposition. … I have never regretted more than I do tonight 
that the Lord Chancellor has left the House of Commons. … It was a great 
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speech and it displayed not merely the great intellectual qualities of the 
Lord Chancellor but … his thoroughly kind heart. What he did not reveal 
to you was that he had a great part not merely in the construction of this 
Budget, but in its initiation and in its inspiration.145

 Despite the accumulating compliments, the Education Bill on this occa-
sion came to nothing. Time ran out in Parliament and then, soon after, 
came the sweep of war, long-grassing the hard-won Bill.
 But the fate of the Bill was not as unfortunate as that of the recommenda-
tions for the University of London. In 1916 Haldane was appointed to lead 
a subcommittee on education reporting to Asquith’s Reconstruction 
Committee, and here he was able to expand upon the central tenets of the 
Bill. The priorities outlined by the subcommittee were ‘the reorganisation of 
the final year at elementary school, raising the leaving age to fourteen, a 
system of continuation schools, and more secondary education’.146 It 
included further enlightened suggestions, still relevant today, such as placing 
more emphasis on a pupil’s school record when it came to entrance into 
university, rather than simply focusing on exams. Its weakness lay in its con-
tinued commitment to organise education according to large provinces, that 
would subsume local authorities. This sat badly with a number of civil ser-
vants, who saw such a proposal as ‘quite out of touch with reality’, and of 
course with local authority members.147 As it turned out, external factors 
once again disrupted serious consideration of the subcommittee’s memoran-
dum. This time it was the fall of the government in December 1916.
 Thankfully, the new president of the Board of Education was the bril-
liant H.  A.  L.  Fisher, who was in deep sympathy with Haldane’s objectives. 
In fact, on being offered the post, Fisher wrote to Gosse: ‘I knew that they 
would not ask Haldane (much the best man for the purpose) to take up the 
work and I felt that I should probably be as helpful as any other outsider.’148 
The two (Haldane and Fisher) quickly fell into cahoots, as Fisher prepared 
a fresh Bill that would build upon the shipwrecked Bill of 1914, and 
expand into other areas such as nursery schooling and physical training. In 
October 1917 we find Fisher ‘dining with Haldane … to discuss plans for 
waking up the country’.149 Fisher tells his wife that he finds Haldane ‘very 
anxious for the Bill before Xmas and is pulling all kinds of strings’.150

 True to form, Haldane took Fisher’s proposed Bill out on the road and 
to the people, speaking at Edinburgh, Dundee, Glasgow and Chelmsford 
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across the autumn of 1917. Haldane’s main theme in these speeches—the 
importance of establishing large provincial councils—was, however, gradu-
ally losing its place in the Bill, as it passed through its various readings in the 
Commons. Fisher had already chosen not to insist on large councils, but 
rather to establish provincial associations to which local education authori-
ties might devolve administrative and educational functions. Eventually, the 
opposition from local authorities was so great that even this voluntary 
option to delegate power was removed and replaced with a mere provision 
for the federation of local education authorities in certain circumstances. 
But Fisher’s compromise, disappointing as it was to Haldane, allowed the 
Bill a smooth passage through Parliament, and it became the Education Act 
1918.151 This was an enormous advance for the education system in England 
and Wales, and Haldane was not remiss in showing his praise for such a step. 
The Bill raised the compulsory age for school attendance from twelve to 
fourteen; it abolished fees in state education; it provided for continua-
tion schools for young people between fourteen and eighteen to develop 
their vocational and practical training; it made arrangements for medical 
inspections, nursery schools and special needs education; and it linked 
secondary with higher education in a more definite way. Perhaps most 
importantly, while recognising the huge practical usefulness of an edu-
cated public, it emphasised the value of education in itself, showing the 
type of reverence for learning that was so vital to Haldane’s thinking on 
human life and the structure of the state. A public triumph for Fisher; a 
personal triumph for Haldane.

* * *

Haldane remained engaged in what he called the ‘missionary work’ of 
education until his final days. Unsurprisingly, he continued to give much 
of his time to the promotion of adult education, forming from his home in 
Queen Anne’s Gate the British Institute of Adult Education in 1921. The 
institute’s first president, and honorary life president from 1926, Haldane 
spoke every year at its annual conference until 1927, the year before his 
death. Since then, the institute—known until recently as NIACE (National 
Institute of Adult Continuing Education) and now the Learning and Work 
Institute—has played a profoundly influential role in the cultural and social 
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life of Britain. The British Film Institute and the Arts Council both have 
their origins in NIACE initiatives. The Haldane Memorial Trust continues 
to contribute to the institute’s income.152

 In his own time, Haldane was instrumental in marshalling funds for the 
purpose of adult education, most notably as the man charged with ensur-
ing the responsible use of the German-born London banker Sir Ernest 
Cassel’s £500,000 endowment for education.153 Working closely with 
Fisher, Webb, Sir George Murray and, eventually, Philippa Fawcett of the 
LCC, Haldane as chairman played a pivotal role in ensuring the financial 
stability of a number of key educational projects. Fisher noted in his diary 
for 27  November 1918 that the following spending was decided:

150,000 for a Faculty of Commerce at L.[ondon] U.[niversity]
100,000 for Women’s Education
50,000 for W.[orkers’] E.[ducational] A.[ssociation]
20,000 for Workman’s Scholarship Continuation
100,000 for Foreign languages for Clerks
80,000 for Reserve154

The next month, Fisher told his wife: ‘lunched with Haldane to discuss 
Cassel Trust. The old boy is full of beans and extraordinarily keen on every 
aspect of education, especially adult education.’155 Incidentally, the planned 
Faculty of Commerce was to be housed at the LSE and Webb felt that a 
new director of the school was required to oversee its organisation. The 
candidate selected was none other than William Beveridge, who would go 
on to serve as director for another eighteen years, to be followed by the 
writing of the Beveridge Report in 1942, which would earn him the title 
‘father of the welfare state’. Under Beveridge’s lead the LSE flourished, 
and his name is ‘linked to an immensely fruitful period in its history in 
which the Sir Ernest Cassel Educational Trust [with Haldane at its head] 
played an ongoing part’.156

 The extraordinary keenness for education noted by Fisher led Haldane 
to take one of the most courageous steps of his life. Nowhere in post-war 
Liberalism could he find an enthusiasm for education which corresponded 
with his own. By contrast, the Labour movement had placed education at 
the forefront of its desired reforms, and on the strength of this Haldane 
agreed, at Ramsay MacDonald’s request, to enter the first Labour govern-
ment in 1924. Interestingly, MacDonald offered Haldane the presidency 
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of the Board of Education, but Haldane declined in favour of the Lord 
Chancellorship. It was a wise move, according to Ashby and Anderson:

No more legislation was needed at that time, and he [Haldane] saw that he 
would be in a more influential position to determine the flow of public 
money as lord chancellor [Speaker of the House of Lords and the govern-
ment’s chief law officer] with a seat in the cabinet than in a lesser office.157

Nevertheless, Haldane’s first speech in office set the tone for what was 
to follow over the next nine months of the government’s life, as he called 
for more education in science: the natural topic for the new head of 
the judiciary!
 The authenticity of Haldane’s passion for education and his tireless 
endeavours in its cause (in 1920–21 he spoke on the issue at sixty meet-
ings across the breadth of the UK) meant that honours showered in upon 
him. He laid the foundation stones of the University Colleges of Reading 
and of Nottingham. Over the course of his life he was awarded ten honor-
ary doctorates, and served as Lord Rector of Edinburgh, 1905–8; chancel-
lor of Bristol University (where the students, conscious of his work before 
the war, welcomed him in 1920 with the chant, ‘Who saved England? … 
Haldane’), 1912–28; and president of Birkbeck, 1919–28. In June 1928, 
just before his death, he was appointed chancellor of St Andrews.158

 When Haldane died two months later the hole at the centre of the 
British educational landscape was enormous. Bishop Charles Gore didn’t 
hesitate to call it a ‘disaster’.159 Speaking in 1932 at one of the early 
Haldane Memorial Lectures at Birkbeck College, the vice-chancellor of 
the University of Liverpool, H.  J.  W.  Hetherington, could claim: ‘There is 
no University in these islands which is not in Lord Haldane’s debt.’160 
Ashby and Anderson state the case even more strongly: ‘But how much of 
his achievement is still visible? Our answer is that it lies in the foundations 
of our whole system of education.’161
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9

WAR AND PEACE

Few men could have overcome the difficulties which confronted you inside the War 
Office when you began your scheme of reform.—Everything was done by those who 
ought to have known better to prevent any progress from being made! How you tri-
umphed and gradually carried everyone with you was truly wonderful. … I shall 
always feel proud that I was one of your humble supporters & was able quietly to look 
on and admire the genius which you displayed in handling the objectors!

Lieutenant General (later Field Marshal) Sir Douglas Haig to 
R.  B.  Haldane, 19121

Perhaps I saw more than almost anyone of the real value of the work that he did in 
those strenuous years before the war. And knowing all this at first hand, and reflect-
ing on its consequences, I say without hesitation ‘He saved the state.’

Major General J.  E.  B.  Seely (Secretary of State for War, 1912–14) to 
E.  S.  Haldane, 19282

Haldane described the day he entered the War Office as Secretary of State 
as ‘a day of the blackest fog that I can remember’.3 It was 11  December 
1905. Having received their seals of office from the king at Buckingham 
Palace late that afternoon, Haldane and his colleagues Grey (now Foreign 
Secretary) and Henry Fowler (Chancellor of the Duchy of Lancaster) set 
off through the soup-like haze to their respective departments in a 
brougham carriage. The carriage ground to a halt on the Mall, the driver 
totally unable to get his bearings. Haldane, feeling he might have a bit of 
luck determining their position if he got out for a moment, was singularly 
unsuccessful: he lost the carriage. Clutching his seals tightly, he plunged 
on through the horses’ heads and the mud. He was exhausted when he 
eventually found the War Office on Pall Mall, and asked the soldier on duty 
for a glass of water. ‘Certainly, sir: Irish or Scotch?’
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 It was an apt beginning. His road to the War Office had not been easy. 
With the Relugas Compact in tatters, Haldane described the week in 
which he had to decide whether or not to take office as ‘the most miserable 
I have ever spent in my life’.4 The department he was entering was itself 
lost in its own metaphorical fog. The two previous ministers to hold the 
seal, as we shall see, had failed to understand the place and its inner work-
ings; it had become a graveyard for political careers. And yet, when 
Haldane left the War Office in 1912 it was, in the estimation of General 
Sir Ian Hamilton, ‘a symmetrical and delectable garden’.5

 Before looking at the deft ways in which Haldane managed to avoid the 
pitfalls experienced by his immediate predecessors, it is worthwhile 
reminding ourselves what constituted the essence of the so-called Haldane 
Reforms and why they were so significant. His principal achievement was 
the creation of the British Expeditionary Force (BEF), composed of six 
infantry divisions and a cavalry division, designed for rapid mobilisation 
and overseas combat. To make up for losses sustained by the BEF, Haldane 
formed a Special Reserve out of the existing Militia and elements of the 
Yeomanry. This was established on 1  April 1908 under the authorisation of 
the Territorial and Reserve Forces Act 1907. On the same date and under 
the same Act, Haldane created a Territorial Force (known until 2016 as the 
Territorial Army, now the Army Reserve), formed by the Volunteers and 
the other elements of the Yeomanry. This force was Haldane’s attempt to 
ward off the cries for national conscription to raise an army of Continental 
proportions—a campaign headed by the powerful Lord Roberts, who had 
become a hero throughout the empire in light of his leadership during the 
Second Boer War (1899–1902). Haldane’s Territorials provided, instead, 
a (much cheaper) voluntary force that remained only partially trained in 
peacetime, but which, upon the outbreak of war, could be swiftly trained 
to the necessary standards.6 Though originally envisioned as a means of 
expanding the BEF, its purpose was altered towards home defence in 
response to external pressures.7 Importantly, the Territorials were also 
provided with field artillery, companies of engineers, and crucial supply 
services, not least medical provision (Haldane’s sister Elizabeth played a 
key role in the organisation of the Territorial Army Nursing Service).8 In 
1908 Haldane also organised an Officers’ Training Corps (OTC) within the 
public schools and universities. This addressed the persistent shortage of 
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officers, who would be needed not just to lead the BEF at the outset of any 
hostilities, but to provide for replacements following casualties, and to 
train and man the Territorial Force and the Reserves. Shortly afterwards, 
in 1909, Haldane created the Imperial General Staff, building on the 
already existing General Staff, which provided a ‘thinking department’ for 
the army, but in this case a thinking department that Haldane hoped would 
link, inform, and co-ordinate the armies of Britain’s outlying dominions. 
Finally, though not commonly connected to his army reforms, between 
1911 and 1912 Haldane was instrumental in laying the foundations for the 
Royal Flying Corps, which would become, in time, the Royal Air Force.
 Military historians’ perspectives on the role played by these bodies, 
particularly the BEF, during the opening months of the First World War 
have undergone some revision over the last decades, as have their views on 
Haldane’s intentions in their creation. Until the 1970s Haldane’s reputa-
tion as War Secretary was centred on a narrative that emphasised the criti-
cal assistance that the BEF—consisting of a mere 90,000 men when first 
deployed in August 1914, four-fifths of whom would be killed or wounded 
by Christmas—offered to the French army in its hour of direst need. The 
BEF’s additional numbers, leading up to and during the Battle of the 
Marne, were seen as a vital component behind the forced retreat of 
General von Kluck’s First Army on 7  September 1914, preventing the fall 
of Paris to the Germans and the occupation of the Channel ports that 
would inevitably have followed. The narrative especially praised the speed 
of the BEF’s mobilisation and deployment, the professional nature of its 
soldiers and their devastating rifle fire, which led one German command-
ing officer at the Battle of Mons to lament the loss of ‘my proud, beautiful 
battalion … shot to pieces by the English, the English we laughed at’.9 This 
‘contemptible little Army’, as Kaiser Wilhelm II once reportedly called the 
BEF, would thereafter adopt the title of ‘the Old Contemptibles’ with 
pride. Haldane, as the creator of that force, was understandably proud too. 
His military and political allies, as we shall see, even went so far as to hail 
Haldane as the saviour of the British state. While he did not make such a 
claim himself, Haldane’s 1920 book Before the War and his posthumously 
published Autobiography point out, not least for the benefit of all those who 
had attacked him as a German sympathiser, the work he and his colleagues 
had done before 1914 to prepare for conflict with Germany, stressing the 
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way in which his reforms—notably the size and composition of the BEF—
were specifically designed with such a conflict in mind.10

 More recent historical scholarship has somewhat complicated that 
narrative. It tends to downplay the significance of the BEF and questions 
just how prepared Britain in fact was for Continental warfare when it 
broke out. A number of commentators have pointed out the ambiguity 
within pre-war British military thinking about the purpose of the BEF—
was it for imperial defence or for Continental war or for both? There may 
have been a Continental strategy at play within the General Staff, but in 
many cases the actual organisation of the army pointed in other direc-
tions.11 It was this ambiguity that meant that it was not a perfected instru-
ment for European war when it came. Haldane’s own post-war account 
is seen as bypassing this ambiguity, allowing the preparations for a war 
with Germany to dominate his version of events (a fair point, but this is 
understandable given the sheer volume of criticism he received for his 
apparently pro-German approach as War Secretary). Some historians also 
point out that certain actions for which Haldane had previously been 
praised are accolades more appropriately held by others. Yes, from the 
beginning of his time at the War Office Haldane did push for an army that 
could be rapidly deployed, but for that to become a reality it needed the 
skills of Sir Henry Wilson, who, as director of military operations from 
1910, worked out the detailed plans for transporting the BEF to France. 
Too often, in earlier historical reflections on Haldane’s achievements, 
Wilson had been left out of the picture.12

 Yet Haldane’s greatness as a Secretary of State for War is rarely in ques-
tion. Where earlier historians had placed the emphasis on what he did to 
prepare the British army for the events of 1914, his exceptional abilities 
are now seen to be more specifically institutional and political. His truly 
formidable achievement was to create a deployable army to go overseas 
out of a genuinely chaotic situation within the army and an enormously 
difficult political climate. The army that emerged out of the Haldane 
Reforms was as efficient an instrument as was possible in the circum-
stances of the time. How he balanced the many differing demands upon 
him, allowing his reforms to win through in the end, was a masterpiece in 
statesmanship.13 It is this masterpiece that we shall largely be exploring in 
the present chapter.
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 But before we come to that, we might still take a moment to reflect on 
the fate of Haldane’s creations during the war. While the BEF ought not to 
steal the limelight from its much larger French counterpart in the fighting 
which culminated in the defence of Paris, that should not blind us to its 
critical importance in that endeavour and the enormous sacrifice made by 
its men in that cause. The Royal Flying Corps, again in conjunction with 
its French counterpart, also played a vital role in its careful observation of 
the movements of the German First Army. British and French aviation 
provided the crucial confirmation of the right moment to halt the Allied 
retreat and take the battle back to the Germans at the Marne.14

 The young men who had entered the BEF, Special Reserve or the 
Territorials by means of Haldane’s Officers’ Training Corps should not be 
forgotten. Between 1907 and 1914, 4,000 boys who had served in their 
school OTCs had received commissions. In the first seven months of the 
war commissions were awarded to a further 21,000 who would serve as 
officers, with an additional 13,000 enlisting in the ranks.15 As news of the 
deaths and injuries of so many of these young men filtered back to their 
schools and universities, the initial sense of the glory of the call to which 
their students had responded faded, to be replaced with a profound aware-
ness of the sheer brutality of the conflict.16 Nor did Haldane’s Territorials 
escape that brutality, despite the new War Secretary Lord Kitchener’s 
failure to capitalise upon the potential within the Territorial structure for 
rapid expansion, choosing instead to build up his own ‘New Army’.17 
Before that army was ready, the Territorials were called in to supplement 
the BEF.  By the end of 1914 twenty-three of their infantry battalions and 
six of their field companies of the Royal Engineers were in France. By 
April 1915 six complete Territorial Divisions had joined them.18 According 
to Sir John French, ‘without the assistance which the Territorials afforded 
between October, 1914, and June, 1915, it would have been impossible to 
have held the line in France and Belgium.’19

 In sum, the Haldane Reforms clearly made a crucial difference to 
Britain’s ability to engage effectively at the outset of the First World War, 
and granted the country an ability to absorb—for a limited but essential 
length of time—the monumental losses sustained by the BEF.  Thus 
British forces played a significant attritional part in forcing the German 
retreat from the gates of Paris.
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 Haldane’s role in the creation of these forces is little known today. Even 
less well known are the other revolutionary moves that he instigated while 
at the War Office, which fell outside the scope of his army reforms. These 
include the establishment of a Secret Service Bureau (today’s MI5 and 
MI6) and the catalysing of the Boy Scout movement. But before exploring 
these neglected aspects of Haldane’s tenure, what concerns us at the outset 
of this chapter are the conditions that stood in the War Secretary’s way 
before any of these achievements were realised.
 If we groan today about a major government department, such as the 
Department for Health and Social Care, its enormous cost, its inefficien-
cies and confusions, we would do well to compare it to the department 
that Haldane faced when he entered the War Office. For the financial year 
2020, Healthcare accounts for 19  per  cent of total UK public spending.20 
In 1905 army expenditure gulped down an equivalent of 20  per  cent of 
overall outgoings, creating a wave of pressure on the new Campbell-
Bannerman administration for drastic cuts.21 Like the present NHS, the 
army had grown into its structure at the time in response to a set of his-
torical conditions that no longer applied; it was either designed to meet 
needs that no longer existed or it wasn’t designed at all, growing up reac-
tively and organically in the face of unique crises. Making matters even 
worse for Haldane were the many loud and influential voices putting pres-
sure on the new Secretary of State for War to reform the army in ways that 
were often mutually exclusive (conscription versus voluntary service, for 
example) and an atmosphere of animosity between these voices.
 Haldane’s response to the challenges that faced him was remarkable. As 
we explore that response and discover the principles and techniques he 
used to overcome these adversities, it will become clear just how relevant 
his approach remains.22 We should ask ourselves: what could Haldane’s 
form of statesmanship effect today? The crisis in our healthcare system 
would not be an inappropriate issue to have in mind.

* * *

To consider the desperate state of the army before, during and after the 
shambles of the Second Boer War is a suitable way of getting into the issues 
that Haldane had to pin down once he had battled through the December 
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fog. He described the situation at the outbreak of the South African conflict 
as ‘inconceivably confused’.23 There was no General Staff to think through 
the larger principles of military action. As a result, the organisation of the 
army in time of peace did not correlate with what was required of it in 
time of war. When conflict arose in 1899, Britain was therefore unable to 
dispatch troops at speed without dismantling the regimental system or 
summoning the Reserves. In the Auxiliary Forces, meanwhile, certain 
units of the Militia simply refused to go. Haphazard arrangements meant 
huge inefficiency, so much so that a small band of Boer fighters almost 
toppled an army which, fully mobilised, could put over 400,000 men into 
the field.24

 Shortly after Haldane’s arrival at the War Office it was discovered, upon 
investigation, that it would take at least two months to put a mere 80,000 
men on the Continent. The German army, by comparison, could boast 
over 600,000 men that year.25 This disparity was significant because by 
January 1906 it had become clear, as Grey informed Haldane both by let-
ter26 and in person27 that a major threat to Britain’s interests, and the 
interests of her allies, lay in a growing militaristic spirit in Germany. It was 
likely, so Haldane was told, that this spirit would find expression in an 
invasion of France, and he was tasked to work out how the British army 
might aid the French in such a moment of peril. It was obvious to Haldane, 
and to his closest military advisers, that building an army on a Continental 
model would be highly impractical. Unlike Continental nations, Britain 
was an island, with the world’s most powerful navy to defend its shores, 
and compulsory service would take a substantial time to implement fully, 
weakening the country for a time, not to mention the unacceptable finan-
cial burden on the taxpayer. But the army could and should be used over-
seas to defend Britain’s imperial interests and the interests of her allies, 
and this required a force to be fashioned which could be rapidly mobilised, 
had sufficient numbers in reserve to replace casualties in war, and was 
supported with the necessary ancillary services to function in the field.28

 The military powers on the Continent operated in the form of large 
divisions and corps, each corps consisting of two divisions.29 An army 
without a single division was placed into Haldane’s hands. The brigades he 
received remained without the necessary logistical and medical assistance 
for battle.30 Of the ninety-nine batteries within the field artillery only 
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forty-two could be mobilised, due to shortages in men and reserves. 
Meanwhile, huge sums of money were being sucked into home defence, 
despite the navy’s evident ability to perform that function. To Haldane it 
seemed obvious that money could be freed up here and used to fashion a 
highly skilled, easily mobilised fighting force for overseas. But such finan-
cial decisions were fraught with danger.
 To speak of freeing up money in one area of military expenditure for 
the purposes of building up another would have been, for radicals and 
militarists alike, an unthinkable manoeuvre. For the radicals—who had a 
considerable voice now that the reforming Campbell-Bannerman regime 
had been given a mandate by the nation—there was only one method of 
dealing with army expenditure: to cut it drastically and to use that money 
for the social reforms that had been promised to the people. For the mili-
tarists—who, within the Tory establishment, had a strong voice—there 
was likewise only one method: to increase expenditure to allow for con-
scription on a national level in order to compete with the powerful 
Continental armies. Haldane knew that if he wished to make any progress 
with military reform, he would have to satisfy, or at least defend himself 
against, both parties.
 The problem mushrooms when we consider the scale of confusion and 
opposition Haldane faced when trying to reform the Auxiliary Forces. 
The Militia posed the largest problem. Its present state was one of negli-
gible usefulness. No longer the ‘Old Constitutional Force’ of England, it 
had become a training ground—and not a very good one—for underage 
boys before they joined the Regular Army. In terms of its providing for 
home defence, there was little by way of organisation for actual combat, 
it lacked ancillary services, its training was deficient, and the quality of 
recruits was usually very poor. Furthermore, the Militia was now depen-
dent on the Exchequer for roughly £2,000,000 a year. Haldane had two 
options: the Militia must either join the newly planned Territorial Force, 
functioning solely as a second-line body, or it must act as a reserve body 
to the Regulars. But those who supported the Militia had a powerful 
voice in Parliament and in the counties, and they were only going to sanc-
tion changes to so unique a body if they could claim equal status with 
Regular forces during time of war.31 Their demands included a commit-
ment that Militia officers should be interchangeable with officers of equal 
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rank in the Line battalions; that militiamen should be exempt from civil 
obligations; and that all honours accorded to Line battalions should like-
wise be accorded to their attached Militia battalions. These requests were 
unacceptable to the War Office. This meant that legislation was almost 
unavoidable; changes would have to be made by force of law.32

 The Volunteers posed a further problem. Hitherto, the commanding 
officers had been financially responsible for their units, receiving grants 
from the War Office for maintenance and training. Haldane wished to 
transfer the responsibility for finance and administration to County 
Associations (a term borrowed from Cromwell), headed by Lord 
Lieutenants, while the War Office would control military training. As 
things stood, a sense of system, so important to the Hegelian Haldane, was 
desperately needed. As Haldane told the Commons during the introduc-
tion of his second Army Estimates on 25  February 1907:

Their [the Volunteers’] organisation, I think, is probably the most confused 
thing we have in the British constitution. They are paid twenty-two differ-
ent ways. They get a capitation grant of 35s., which is practically a pre-
mium on the enlistments of inefficients. They have no supply organisation 
for war. If they were at war the colonel, whose business it is to provide 
socks, clothes, ammunition, and everything else, would have to carry these 
things with him in his saddle bags. The financial position of the command-
ing officers is deplorable. … If he wants a drill hall for his corps and bor-
rows money to enable him to build it, the Commissioners lend him money, 
but make him personally liable. If he does not get a capitation grant and his 
corps fails he has to make these things good.33

But the Volunteer commanders were up in arms (thankfully not literally). 
Their complaints were summed up by F.  N.  Maude: ‘There is the princi-
ple of “growth” dependent on the zeal and interest of the one man who 
has most at stake in his venture [that is, the commanding officer]; and this 
incentive cannot be transferred to county association.’34 There was also a 
general sense that recruitment would suffer considerably if the stricter 
regulations proposed by the War Office—in particular, fines for non-
fulfilment of duties—were imposed.
 The Yeomanry, out of which Haldane hoped to fashion a second line of 
cavalry, were in better shape than either the Militia or the Volunteers, but 
there remained difficulties. Worryingly, they lacked brigade organisation, 
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staff and administrative services. They had their origins in the French 
Revolution and they had grown since then, without any plan and without 
relation to the requirements of strategy. Haldane was forced to point out: 
‘If we came to war nobody would quite know where to put them.’35

 Here were three organisations, unrelated to each other, disorganised, 
leaking money, and ineffective in time of war. And yet they had ‘histories 
and traditions and people who had been associated with them and were 
devotedly attached to them’.36 To rebrand and reorganise these forces was 
Haldane’s job, and he had to do it in the teeth of immense opposition.

* * *

All of these factors would have been sufficient cause for celebrating 
Haldane’s achievement, even if he had inherited a harmonious and func-
tioning department. But this was not the case. In the first instance, when 
he arrived at the War Office, the generals were at each other’s throats. This 
was the very first knot Haldane sought to unravel. Within two weeks of 
taking office he could tell former Liberal prime minister and long-standing 
political ally, Lord Rosebery: ‘My first task has been to get the Generals on 
to good terms with each other. As they are no longer on deadly terms with 
the S.[ecretary] of S.[tate] [Haldane himself, that is] this has not been dif-
ficult.’37 After the confusion left in the wake of the two previous 
Conservative War Secretaries, William St John Brodrick and H.  O.  Arnold-
Forster, it was imperative to establish order. That confusion had arisen out 
of their insistence on implementing preconceived plans without adequate 
consultation with the military experts. Haldane’s tactic in restoring a sense 
of calm was to assure the generals that each of them would find in him a 
willing ear for their thoughts, concerns and ideas for reform.
 Lieutenant General Sir Gerald Ellison—who, as Colonel Ellison, acted 
as Haldane’s principal private secretary between 1905 and 1908—set out 
the three main voices that Haldane had to listen to upon taking office in a 
letter to Countess Haig in 1928. In the first instance, there was the older 
school of thought, which argued for a style of command and control that 
was improvisational and fluid. Then there was the younger school of 
thought, which knew that reform was necessary but hadn’t grasped how 
extensive the reforms would need to be in order to produce a truly efficient 
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army. Lastly, there were those who had a vested interest in the existing 
organisation of the Regular Army, Militia, Yeomanry and Volunteers, and 
who would fight against any significant institutional change.38 Haldane 
claimed that he came with no preconceptions (though that is open to dis-
pute)39 and would refuse to side with a particular faction from the off. No 
doubt the generals were not only amused but relieved to hear Haldane say 
on arrival: ‘I [am] a young and blushing virgin just united to a bronzed war-
rior … it [is] not expected by the public that any result of the union should 
appear until nine months [have] passed.’40 He would, he assured them, 
sound opinion from every side and make a considered judgment on what 
basis to proceed. This is not quite how events unfolded—upon entering 
office, he was determined to follow Admiral Jacky Fisher’s example at the 
Admiralty, where Fisher attempted to cut ruthlessly unless funds were 
directly contributing to preparation for war;41 he was also already a sup-
porter of the ‘Blue Water’ principle, which considered the army’s home 
defence functions unnecessary on account of the navy’s dominance at sea; 
and the further principles that underpinned a two-line army were fashioned 
within his first month as Secretary of State. These principles concerning a 
two-line army were mainly developed in conversation with his private sec-
retary Colonel Ellison over the Christmas recess at Cloan and January 
electioneering in Haddingtonshire.42 But despite these early commitments, 
Haldane at least set a tone of consultation and openness. This certainly 
played its part in cooling the febrile atmosphere of a department rife with 
in-fighting. The Times military correspondent and avid Haldane supporter, 
Charles à Court Repington (‘no other critic better advertised and justified 
his reform proposals’),43 reflected on Haldane’s remarkable capacity to 
change minds based on his strength of character, and expressed it thus: ‘He 
comes, he smiles, he conquers.’44 Or, as A.  G.  Gardiner humorously put it:

You cannot resist a man who bursts with such enjoyment into the mess, 
smokes bigger and stronger cigars than anyone else, and obviously enjoys 
them more, knows as much about explosives as he does about the 
Westminster Confession, and with all these accomplishments does you the 
delicate honour of discussing his scheme with you as if your approval were 
the one thing in the world necessary to his complete happiness.45

Part of Haldane’s success with the generals was surely the sheer joy he 
took in tackling the monumental task ahead of him. There was something 
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in his constitution which made a difficult task the most favoured one. Less 
than two weeks into the job, he writes to his friend and librarian of the 
House of Lords, Edmund Gosse:

I will make a confession of fickleness. I thought I loved the Law. But out of 
sight is out of mind. I am enjoying myself simply hugely. The dear Generals 
are angels—no other name is good enough for these simple, honourable, 
souls. I have already made changes which might alarm them (vide to-
morrow’s ‘Times’) and they gulp them down.

Now I know what is to live! It is the best of fun—though my solemn pre-
decessors, not being Scotsmen, never saw it. You never saw such a band of 
Reformers as I am trying to hold back. If I could only get three years here 
I could do something. It suits my habits of mind.46

Though the generals were largely acquiescent, there were other advisers 
who were not quite so willing to accept Haldane’s approach. The then 
secretary of the Committee of Imperial Defence, Sir George Clarke, for 
instance, felt that Haldane, despite all his professions of open-mindedness, 
had fallen prey to Ellison’s own flawed vision. The Territorial Force, 
claimed Clarke, was an idea implanted in Haldane’s head by Ellison, whose 
thinking was ‘doctrinaire’ and ‘academic’, lacking in practical applicability. 
This could only lead to ‘hopeless confusion’ for Haldane.47 By March 1906 
Clarke felt that ‘Haldane will make a considerably worse mess of it than 
A[rnold]-F[orster]’.48 On reading Haldane’s fourth memorandum on the 
Territorial Force, Clarke exclaimed: ‘I wash my hands over the whole 
business if we are to be limited to the provisions of this Fourth Gospel 
according (mainly) to Ellison.’49 But it was not that Haldane had failed to 
listen to Clarke’s advice.50 He did listen; he just rejected it in favour of the 
plans that he and Ellison had devised. Clarke had recommended a reani-
mated Militia, which would expand the Regulars in war and separate from 
them in peace. They would be raised under county authority, and formed 
in large and distinct units. But this would muddy the neat two-line distinc-
tion that was so integral to a cohesive force in war. Haldane was deter-
mined to stick firmly to his rigorously systematic approach. Meanwhile, 
Sir Henry Wilson, then commandant of the staff college at Camberley, was 
equally unsupportive, bitterly condemning Haldane’s plans. He considered 
the lack of an officer reserve ‘the worst part of the Scheme’. Everything 
Haldane suggested was, in Wilson’s view, ‘quite impractical’.51
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 Despite this resistance, Haldane adopted a safe approach that would 
maintain not only the majority of generals’ support, but also broad cross-
party support.52 In the first instance, he took great care to implement the 
recommendations of the 1904 Esher Report (Ellison had been secretary to 
the committee)—particularly the proper formation of a General Staff—
and could thereby show he was not simply acting according to his own 
lights—and, indeed, that he was following the advice of a body appointed 
by the Conservative Balfour. He kept in constant touch with Esher himself 
(Reginald Brett, 2nd Viscount Esher), who had chaired the 1904 commit-
tee and had sat on the Elgin Commission prior to that. This demonstrated 
Haldane’s desire to remain true to the collective wisdom gathered since 
the end of the Boer War (and gathered specifically to remedy the defects 
highlighted by that war). Indeed, the relationship with Esher was critical 
in almost every aspect of the reforms. It was he who recommended Ellison 
as Haldane’s private secretary, and encouraged Haldane to bring Haig back 
from India to act first as director of military training and then as director 
of staff duties. Esher also provided the incisive sounding board so necessary 
for any radical development.53 Moreover, his political neutrality, his close 
relationships with many of the leading figures of the day, most importantly 
King Edward VII, and his willingness to reassure them of Haldane’s sense 
and good judgment, guaranteed a certain amount of support in the places 
where it really mattered. As Esher’s biographer, James Lees-Milne, put it: 
‘The better Regy [Esher] got to know Haldane the more fond he became, 
and more appreciative of his great gifts. He endeavoured, not without 
ultimate success, to convince the King that he was an exceptionally bril-
liant individual, as well as a lovable man.’54

 Secondly, Haldane made sure the memoranda outlining proposed 
reforms were circulated to members of the Army Council for full consid-
eration before any action was taken. Of course, there were those who 
disagreed with aspects of his plans, but because no genuinely viable alter-
natives could be offered, Haldane was able to argue from a position of 
strength. He could also enter into the debates of the House with the firm 
knowledge that every plan proposed had been thoroughly considered by 
‘the experts’. As he told his mother on 12  July 1906, before placing the 
Army Estimates for the coming year before the Commons: ‘I go into 
action with no sense of certainty. The London Society opposition & that 
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of the Conservative papers is very strong. But every link in the plan has 
been worked out & tested by experts.’55 Two years later, Esher was 
reminding the king: ‘Somebody may think of a better system, but so far 
no-one has worked out in detail a better plan than Mr  Haldane and his mili-
tary advisers.’56

* * *

The viability of Haldane’s proposed reforms was principally related to 
affordability. By disbanding unnecessary infantry battalions, getting rid of 
excess artillery batteries and reducing forces at quiet garrisons overseas, 
then channelling a portion of the money saved into improving armaments, 
ammunition, equipment and ancillary services, Haldane could show that 
he could actually decrease military spending (as the radicals demanded), 
while at the same time increasing the army’s capacity to enter the field of 
combat (as the militarists demanded).57 It has even been suggested that the 
exact construction of the BEF ‘was the fruit of cash constraints, not stra-
tegic reappraisal’.58 In other words, it was the budget that dictated what 
the BEF looked like, not what might be needed on the Continent in the 
event of war with Germany (which, as we have seen, is what Haldane 
appears to suggest in his post-war writings).59 But perhaps it is not neces-
sary to be as black and white as this. Yes, budget concerns radically shaped 
what was possible, but throughout 1906 and again from 1910 onwards the 
British generals were in discussion with their French counterparts about 
the ways in which British troops might assist the French if they were on 
the receiving end of a German attack. These so-called military conversa-
tions proved highly controversial when they became public in 1911, partly 
because it turned out that only a very few members of the Cabinet knew 
of their existence and partly because some believed it placed a moral obli-
gation on Britain to enter a war if France were attacked.60 These discus-
sions played a decisive role in understanding what kind of force would be 
needed if a moment of crisis came, and ‘provided a focal point for reform’ 
of the army—to the extent that such reform accorded with other imperial 
concerns and the financial constraints of the time, of course.61 Haldane 
was naturally deeply sensitive to what those financial constraints were, and 
he won support from a number of radicals precisely because of this.
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 Another appealing aspect from a radical perspective was that the 
Territorial and Reserve Forces Bill of 1907 showed Haldane’s commitment 
to the voluntary system. Conscription was unthinkable to the Liberal Party, 
and even to the majority of Conservatives. The Bill also ensured that Britain 
was unlikely to be led into any conflict with which the nation at large dis-
agreed.62 Although Haldane’s scheme was seen as the last straw for the vol-
untary system, and would therefore catalyse conscription if it failed, it nev-
ertheless maintained a crucial tenet of Liberalism (in time of peace, at least). 
And for the militarists who were convinced the scheme would collapse, 
conscription was only one step away, so to some extent they, too, were more 
willing to let Haldane have his moment.
 Haldane was fortunate that the House and the nation were willing to 
give him time to show that his plans were possible—understandably, given 
the disastrous results of the previous War Secretaries’ premature plans—
but we shouldn’t underestimate the skill with which Haldane made the 
case for taking his time. He ordered full reviews of each department 
within the War Office, which were able to show wastage at every turn; he 
then clearly demonstrated that certain steps could diminish that wastage, 
and how long it would take to instigate each of these steps. Of great 
importance was the fact that he set a reasonable financial cap on his spend-
ing (£28,000,000; roughly £3.4 billion today),63 reassuring the radicals 
that army finances would remain within acceptable limits. He could also 
assure them that he was building his reforms on a Cardwellian structure, 
whereby every first battalion of a regiment was provided with a second, 
which would feed the first battalion abroad during peace time, and would 
form on mobilisation a fully ready second battalion with the aid of its 
reserves. Men would serve for seven years with the colours (that is, in the 
army) and five with the reserve. Edward Cardwell—famous for his effi-
ciency and economy, and under whom Campbell-Bannerman (CB) had 
served when financial secretary of the War Office—was something of a 
hero among the Liberals. In this way, on 3  February 1907 CB could report 
to Captain Sinclair, his private secretary:

He [Haldane] dwelt on the fact of the Cardwell system being maintained, 
a committee of experts under General Miles having examined and 
approved the whole thing. Fleetwood and others having blessed the scheme 
financially. All is therefore for the best—the soldiers are delighted; the 
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Volunteers everywhere enthusiastic; Grey and Asquith very warm for it; 
[John] Burns and J.[ohn] M. [orley] most appreciative. Every bolthole was 
thus stopped! I could only congratulate him. … He thus rides on the storm 
and directs the whirlwind.64

By the end of the parliamentary year, with the Territorial and Reserve 
Forces Act enshrined in law, CB—the man who thought he had con-
demned Haldane to a political graveyard by sending him to the War 
Office—was compelled to write to Haldane:

As this is the close of a Parliamentary Chapter, let me most sincerely & 
warmly congratulate you upon the great success you have wrought out of 
your complicated problem & your worrying labours over it. It is a great 
triumph to have carried such a large body of opinion with you, and I hope 
you will have as much satisfaction while you proceed to carry out & super-
intend the working of the details of your magnum opus.65

* * *

Haldane was methodical and thoughtful in every respect, and such an 
approach is always difficult to refute. Having said that, his desire to keep 
all sides happy did not always mean that he won their complete support. 
As Esher observed: ‘His weakness is that in wanting to please everybody, 
he satisfies no one.’66 Though there is an element of truth here, this is 
surely an exaggeration—we know of a number of important individuals 
who were deeply satisfied with Haldane’s approach,67 and we also know of 
those he didn’t even begin to try to placate.68 But Esher’s observation does 
bring to light a key technique that kept Haldane afloat as a minister, namely 
an ardent attempt to see his plans from his critics’ perspective and to seek 
to work in such a way that he could meet their concerns, as far as possible. 
In all that Haldane did he thought through the consequences, considered 
the opposition, and sought a course of action that had the potential to be 
seen through to the end. Act with care; ensure longevity. That was 
Haldane’s approach.
 The essential factor in all this is that Haldane thought before he acted. 
That thought was dominated by an intense desire to work out the foun-
dational principles upon which any action should rest, a desire that devel-
oped out of his early philosophical studies.69 No move was arbitrary, and 
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every move was connected with every other. This began with ‘a complete 
survey of the Army as a whole—with a view of getting in the end a defi-
nite objective’.70 In this task he was supported by the best military brains 
he could find, initially Ellison and Charles Harris, principal clerk of the 
War Office;71 then Haig (director of military training), Spencer Ewart 
(director of military operations) and Sir William Nicholson (quartermas-
ter-general to the Forces in 1905, whom Haldane promoted to chief of 
the General Staff in 1908, then of the Imperial General Staff in 1909). 
That brains were a priority is shown when he writes to Rosebery in 
December 1905: ‘I have eliminated from the Council one man who is 
better for the field than for the office and brought in Sir Wm. Nicholson—
an acute big brain—but not a very easy man. Still I needed him badly.’72 
Haig’s appointment was similarly grounded. As he told Esher: ‘We want 
Haig badly, (1) he has brains, (2) he is a cavalry man.’73 Given what we 
know of Haig’s later reputation—‘arguably the most reviled man in 
British history’—we may be surprised to hear of Haldane’s admiration.74 
Now is not the time to debate his capacities as a commander-in-chief 
during the First World War (though it should be noted that his reputation 
is perhaps slowly on the mend), but we can at least draw attention to the 
fact that Esher—no fool—was a strong advocate on behalf of Haig’s abili-
ties in the early days of Haldane’s time at the War Office.75 Esher’s advo-
cacy was the reason that Haig came to Haldane’s attention in the first 
place. It is also clear that the work Haig did in the years before the war 
under Haldane showed a man ‘immensely able, co-operative, and loyal’.76 
As Edward Spiers has shown, it was Haig’s efforts ‘to study tactical prob-
lems in a highly practical manner’ that brought to light ‘a host of prob-
lems involved in the disembarking, moving, accommodating, and concen-
trating of troops’.77 Haig was instrumental in showing the need for 
co-ordinating the activities of the various staffs and it was his work, in the 
form of the manual Field Service Regulations Part II, that addressed this issue 
to ensure the efficient organisation of the army in the field.78

 It is true that Haldane did not utilise the Army Council to the extent 
that his forerunner did; he preferred, instead, to cut through the chaff and 
find minds—such as Haig’s—he could rely on, irrespective of official posi-
tions and titles.79 In that sense Haldane did not stand on ceremony, and he 
refused to be sucked into departmental machinations which would only 
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serve to delay and complicate his plans. The manner in which he and 
Ellison worked together during the five weeks of the 1905–6 Christmas 
recess and January electioneering in Scotland is a case in point. Here he 
found clear thinking space, away from the demands of Whitehall, and the 
chance to draw on the thinking power of a man who—though not of emi-
nence in terms of rank—had been brought specially to Haldane’s aid by 
Esher, on account of his intimate knowledge of the Esher Committee’s 
findings and his advanced thinking on military organisation.
 Much ink has been spent on attributing the origins of the Haldane 
Reforms to other sources, particularly to Esher and Ellison, and even to 
the Conservative leader Balfour,80 and on arguing that Haldane sought 
credit where credit wasn’t due. It is no problem to admit that a number of 
the defining features of the reforms had earlier precedents, and that some 
of its central principles were already on the table before Haldane walked 
into his new office.81 But that is not to say that Haldane did not play a 
decisive original part in the thinking side of the developments. Ellison 
made Haldane’s originality clear in his ‘Reminiscences’, and modern 
scholars, such as Edward Spiers, have shown the features that bear his 
distinctive marks. According to Ellison, Haldane’s insistence that the 
Regular forces should be primarily organised for overseas action justified 
the claim that Haldane was the ‘inventor’ of the BEF; equally, Haldane’s 
idea that the Territorial Army should be constructed on the basis of County 
Associations was entirely ‘novel’. For Spiers, the whole notion of a ‘nation 
at arms’ by which Haldane conceived the two-line structure of profes-
sional Regulars, backed by the Special Reserve and underwritten by citi-
zens who made up the Territorials, bore a distinctly Germanic and milita-
ristic overtone ‘quite different’ from anything Ellison had proffered in his 
published writings, such as Home Defence.82 In other words, it had Haldane’s 
fingerprints all over it.
 The originality of Haldane’s thinking should not, therefore, be over-
looked; but perhaps more important is the unique way in which he imple-
mented that thinking. Many eminent figures of the time considered this 
manner of implementation to be his unmatched political achievement. 
General Sir Ian Hamilton, a colourful character who held high military 
positions throughout this period, put the case powerfully, if perhaps 
slightly hyperbolically, in his book The Soul and Body of an Army. It makes 



WAR AND PEACE

  271

for entertaining reading and is worth quoting in full; it also brings out the 
connection between Cardwell and Haldane in a unique way:

If Cardwell was the Castor of our military firmament, Haldane was its 
Pollux. How splendidly did he shine out during those dark nights when we 
might all of us ‘sleep in our beds’—and a long last sleep it would have been 
had Haldane really believed in soporifics.

Cardwell had left the Army in the following state:

1)  Bare minimum garrisons for India and the overseas territories and 
fortresses;

2)  Reserves for these foreign service troops which, by his clever organis-
ing skill, were represented to the taxpayer as being mere depots, 
whereas they were really duplicate training battalions capable of quickly 
taking the field as fighting battalions;

3)  A disorganised mass of militia, yeomanry and volunteers, supposed to 
be adjuncts to the martello towers of the South coast, as defenders of 
our hearths and homes.

Came Haldane the Organiser, and cut, pruned, shuffled, grafted, drafted 
until he had grouped (2) into an Expeditionary Force of six Divisions 
whilst making (3) partly into a special reserve for that Expeditionary Force 
and partly into fourteen fighting divisions, complete with engineers, artil-
lery, cavalry, transport, supply and medical services. When I look back on 
this period and think of the jungle filled with hissing adders which Haldane 
broke up into a symmetrical and delectable garden, I do really feel uplifted 
to think I was privileged to watch his address, his artistry, his perseverance, 
and even to lend at times a hand. The war was won when Haldane stepped 
into the War Office: most miserably must we have lost it had he failed us. 
To say this is common justice—no more. We abound in Ministers who can 
spend more and produce less: Haldane spent less and less, yet quadrupled 
the value of the outfit!83

It was Haldane’s organisational skill that set him apart. It is likely, however, 
that many readers of Hamilton’s remarks will still see it as an exaggeration 
to say that ‘the war was won when Haldane stepped into the War Office’. 
It is striking, however, how many of Haldane’s contemporaries shared this 
view, basing their case primarily on the BEF’s contribution during the 
opening months of the First World War, as we discussed earlier. Haldane, 
in Before the War, outlined what the consequences would have been for 
Britain if the French and British armies had failed in halting the German 
progress towards Paris: ‘if Germany succeeded in over-running France she 
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might establish naval bases on the northern Channel ports of that country, 
quite close to our shores, and so, with the possible aid of the submarines, 
long-range guns and air-machines of the future, interfere materially with 
our naval position in the Channel and our fleet defenses against invasion.’84 
We saw at the top of this chapter what Seely, Haldane’s successor at the 
War Office, thought of Haldane’s role in this: ‘He saved the state.’ Major 
General Stanley von Donop, director of artillery at the War Office from 
1911 before becoming master general of the ordnance in 1913, wrote in 
a similar vein to Elizabeth Haldane upon her brother’s death:

The immense debt the country owes to him for having reorganised the 
expeditionary force into a real fighting army, we who worked with him 
know only too well and we recognise that a disaster would have occurred 
in 1914 if we had not had the experience of his wise counsels and great 
powers of organisation, for the army which took the field and saved the 
situation was absolutely Lord Haldane’s own creation. It will ever be to my 
mind a standing disgrace that his great work was so inadequately recog-
nised by the country.85

Maurice Hankey, secretary to the Committee of Imperial Defence from 
1912, saw matters similarly, reassuring Haldane on his ousting from gov-
ernment in 1915 that he, Hankey, at least recognised Haldane’s achieve-
ment: ‘It is in my opinion no exaggeration to say that it is to your foresight 
and patient organic reconstruction of our whole defence system, that we 
owe it that the allied cause, and with it the British Empire, did not collapse 
last August.’86

* * *

Haldane’s ‘patient organic reconstruction’ in the face of so many chal-
lenges and doubters spoke volumes for his courage. That he took on such 
an apparently thankless task (as CB unkindly mused upon Haldane’s 
appointment to the War Office: ‘We shall now see how Schopenhauer 
gets on in the Kailyard’)87 with relish is the first thing that strikes one on 
reading his and others’ letters from this time. Beatrice Webb even 
reports him as saying: ‘The King signified that he would like me to take 
the War Office; it is exactly what I myself longed for. I have never been 
so happy in my life.’88 And this about an office that was a known grave-
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yard for political careers! There is in Haldane a very rare mixture of 
confidence, that could sometimes be perceived as arrogance, and a pow-
erful humility, a willingness to be shaped by others’ thoughts. These two 
sides of his character come together when he goes on to tell Webb, ‘I 
shall spend three years observing and thinking. I shall succeed: I have 
always succeeded in everything I have undertaken.’89 His confidence is 
rooted, it seems, in the very fact that he was so willing to observe, 
which, as we see by his approach at the War Office, was a readiness to 
listen to, and learn from, others.90

 But not everyone was willing to offer constructive advice; not even 
within his own Cabinet. After Lloyd George went to the Exchequer and 
Churchill to the Board of Trade upon Asquith’s accession to the premier-
ship in 1908, Haldane knew he would have his task cut out for him. Both 
men were fiercely in favour of a drastically retrenched army. It was diffi-
cult for Lloyd George to attack Haldane outright, having been warned by 
Asquith that no change to military policy was to be considered.91 But 
Churchill, who was apparently ‘dazzled’92 by the Welshman, was willing to 
be his mouthpiece and distribute amongst his Cabinet colleagues alterna-
tive, money-saving plans. Churchill issued three memoranda across the 
summer of 1908, arguing that the current organisation of the army bore 
no relation to the needs it had to meet—needs which, in Churchill’s eyes, 
didn’t amount to very much. Whatever dangers there might be from 
Russia on the Indian frontier, whatever tensions existed with Germany, 
these could be dealt with ‘by skilful diplomacy and wise administration’.93 
Why build up a strong army, when all we really needed was a strong navy, 
though even that had ballooned out of all proportion to the tasks it faced? 
Haldane’s response cleverly undercut his opponents’ arguments. 
A.  J.  Anthony Morris put it this way: ‘His [Haldane’s] task now was to win 
over the waverers [in the Cabinet] and he chose to do this by attacking the 
strongest part of his opponents’ case.’94 With the help of Sir Charles 
Harris, he was able to show that the numbers, both financially and in per-
sonnel, were an absolute necessity, and he did so without any reference to 
the heated topic of possible conflict on the Continent.95 The reductionists 
brought in a Treasury official to find a loophole in the costings. Nothing 
could be found. Haldane’s justification for his activities was watertight. 
Churchill was forced to concede that any further savings could now only 
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be minor economies. The support offered to Haldane during Cabinet 
debates by Prime Minister Asquith, Foreign Secretary Grey, and Secretary 
of State for India John Morley also played a crucial role in forcing Churchill 
to back down. They even made it clear that the government could break 
up if the campaign for reductions was pushed any further.96

 It is interesting to note that Churchill would go on to become First 
Lord of the Admiralty in 1911 and a central figure in the building up of 
naval armaments (and its corresponding budget increases) before the out-
break of war. Haldane recognised Churchill’s achievements in this sphere, 
but sought a different type of naval development. What he hoped for was 
a Naval War Staff on the same lines as the General Staff, and that these two 
bodies would work closely with each other. The navy, traditionally rather 
disdainful of the army, had been closed off from other branches of military 
organisation, and the First Sea Lord dominated naval planning for war. The 
dangers of such an approach became very clear when, in the summer of 
1911 (a few months before Churchill took over at the Admiralty), a meet-
ing of the Imperial Defence Committee was held, at which the First Lord 
of the Admiralty, Reginald McKenna, and the First Sea Lord, Sir Arthur 
Wilson, were present, as were Haldane as Secretary of State for War, and 
the chief of the Imperial General Staff, Sir William Nicholson. The meeting 
was chaired by Asquith, the prime minister. In the course of discussions it 
was revealed that the General Staff’s carefully worked-out plans for the 
embarkation and transport of the British Expeditionary Force to the 
Continent in the event of war with Germany—plans in which the navy 
would play a central role—were utterly disregarded by the leaders at the 
Admiralty. According to Haldane, the Admiralty—or, rather, Sir Arthur 
Wilson’s famous predecessor, Sir John (Jacky) Fisher—had worked out 
their own plans based on a hopelessly outdated scheme, one that failed to 
take any consideration of what was required of Britain in assisting the 
French, while simultaneously being totally oblivious to the German stra-
tegic railway system. The General Staff, on the other hand, had paid 
meticulous attention to every detail of the situation. Asquith therefore 
stipulated ‘that the arrangements made must be carried out in accordance 
with the plan of the General Staff’.97 It was a vindication of Haldane’s 
insistence on carefully thought through staff work in preparation for con-
flict, and it showed up the lack of such staff work at the Admiralty. Their 
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neglect in this regard infuriated Haldane, and to Asquith he threatened the 
resignation of his post at the War Office unless ‘sweeping reform at the 
Admiralty’ was made.98

 That same evening Asquith and Haldane travelled up to Scotland, the 
former to Archerfield in East Lothian, the latter to Cloan. Asquith invited 
Haldane to come over to visit him the following day, intimating that the 
position of First Lord of the Admiralty might be offered to him. Although 
Haldane was devoted to the War Office, he could see that he was ‘almost 
the only person available who was equipped to cope with the problem of 
the Naval War Staff’.99 Haldane continues his account with this ominous 
image: ‘I drove over to Archerfield as soon as I had got to Cloan. As I 
entered the approach I saw Winston Churchill standing at the door. I 
divined that he had heard of possible changes and had come down at once 
to see the Prime Minister.’100

 Churchill was Home Secretary at the time, but visions of glory at the 
Admiralty were evidently haunting him. ‘He felt to the quick the tradi-
tional glamour’ of the office, claimed Violet Bonham Carter, ‘the romance 
of sea-power, the part that it had played in our island history, the convic-
tion that it was today the keystone of our safety and survival.’101 Churchill 
made a tactical advance towards his goal by suggesting to Asquith that 
whoever did take on the role must be in the Commons, where he could 
defend and explain the changes over which he was presiding. Haldane had 
been elevated to the Lords that March, but he still felt that the work 
required at the Admiralty needed someone of his experience; and his was 
a unique experience. He returned to Archerfield the next day:

Churchill was still there, and the Prime Minister shut me up in a room 
with him. I took the initiative. I told him that his imaginative power and 
vitality were greater than mine, and that physically he was better suited to 
be a War Minister. But at this critical moment it was not merely a question 
of such qualities. … I said that, to be frank, I did not think Churchill’s own 
type of mind was best for planning out the solution that was necessary for 
the problem which at the moment was confronting us.102

It was no good. Churchill was adamant, and Asquith yielded. ‘This is a big 
thing,’ said Churchill afterwards, ‘the biggest thing that has ever come my 
way—the chance I should have chosen before all others. I shall pour into 
it everything I’ve got.’103
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 For Haldane it was a distressing blow. This is not to say that a new Naval 
War Staff totally failed to materialise. Haldane made a point of insisting 
that he and Churchill should work closely together to make Haldane’s 
dream a reality. But the Staff that was created fell far below the standards 
of its counterpart at the War Office.104 As R.  C.  K.  Ensor has written: ‘Its 
functions were purely advisory and its role subordinate. It did not develop 
into a General Staff. Nor had the Navy one when the European War broke 
out; and to this some of its serious shortcomings may be attributed.’105 
One can only wonder how history would have unfolded had Haldane been 
at the helm.
 The debate about who ought to go to the Admiralty at least showed 
Churchill to be in accord with Haldane about certain fundamentals, prin-
cipally the need for a Naval War Staff. Bearing in mind the ill-feeling that 
Churchill and Lloyd George were brewing up against Haldane in the eco-
nomic debates of 1908, it is rather refreshing to find Haldane writing to 
his mother shortly after Churchill’s appointment to the Admiralty:

Winston and L.[loyd] G.[eorge] dined with me last night and we had a very 
useful talk. This is now a very harmonious Cabinet. It is odd to think that 
three years ago I had to fight those two for every penny for my army 
reforms. Winston is full of enthusiasm about the Admiralty and just as keen 
as I am on the War Staff. It is delightful to work with him. L.G.  too has 
quite changed his attitude and is now very friendly to your ‘bear’, whom 
he used to call ‘the Minister for Slaughter’.106

* * *

Part of the reason Haldane eventually won his Cabinet colleagues round 
was his clear ability to juggle the competing demands of a peacetime cli-
mate with possibilities of war. Shortly before Balfour left office he recog-
nised his own failure to negotiate these demands: ‘One of the greatest 
disappointments I have had to submit to in the last two or three years [has 
been] the failure to find, or to get adopted, some new organisation which 
would give greater power of military expansion in time of war, and, if 
possible, bring with it greater economies in time of peace.’107 Haldane was 
able to walk the tightrope between these desired features by combining an 
ambitious ‘nation at arms’ concept with a financial cap. As Spiers has 
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explained: ‘The army, whose raison d’être was effective operation in war, 
had to remain for an indefinite period of peace as a burden on the 
Exchequer: only if this burden was tolerable could reform be accepted on 
a lasting basis.’108

 Though financial restriction looked like a good thing from one angle, 
for many it remained a straitjacket that jeopardised the chances of the 
army properly discharging its duties. Public attacks upon Haldane, par-
ticularly in his early days at the War Office (before he confounded his 
critics by demonstrating the increased strength of the army on a reduced 
budget), were rife. His ability to take each attack with a quiet smile, and 
indeed humour, singles him out from most political personalities: He 
wrote to his mother:

Your Bear is advancing on his way here—regardless of sticks & stones 
hurled at him. He does not mind the stings of bees if he can get his paw on 
the honey.

Seriously I think I mind abuse less than most people. Here is Scotland 
[including his great friend Lord Rosebery] clamouring for the retention in 
Edin. [burgh] of the Scots Greys. But I cannot leave no officers & men at 
Piershill, & I have not £200,000 to build new barracks. If the public want 
economy they must put up with things.109

Haldane’s capacity to shrug off abuse is anchored in the fact that he was 
acting upon solid principles. But he was also willing, where necessary, to 
make concessions, so long as those principles weren’t fundamentally com-
promised. His steering of the Territorial and Reserve Forces Bill through 
Parliament in 1907 is a case in point. To the Yeomanry and Volunteer colo-
nels he conceded more restrictions on the County Associations, granting 
far greater power to the Army Council over them. He postponed the new 
conditions of service for the Yeomanry in recognition that they would be 
affected by lower rates of pay. He even conceded, despite his views on the 
Blue Water Principle, to allow the Territorial Force to become solely for 
home defence, and not the overseas service for which it had originally 
been designed. But it was this that pacified many of his radical and Labour 
critics, who were uncomfortable with the ‘expeditionary’ side of Haldane’s 
reforms.110 Perhaps even more damaging to the original vision, Haldane 
also succumbed to the demand of the Conservatives that the Militia remain 
external to the Territorial Force. Instead, they were left to form a Special 
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Reserve to support the BEF.  Although this would (and did) greatly hinder 
him in reaching the target of 300,000 Territorials, if he hadn’t conceded 
on this point the Bill would have been wrecked, for it needed Conservative 
backing to pass through the Lords. Moreover, Haldane didn’t make the 
decision single-handedly; he conferred with Esher, Repington, Ellison and 
Haig before capitulating. For Haldane, however, this significant and emas-
culating adjustment still did not change the principle of the scheme: that 
was the essential thing.
 Even with these concessions, the fact that the Conservatives hadn’t 
blocked a major Liberal Bill (it was in fact their first major Bill to pass 
through both Houses) was itself momentous.111 This was thanks, in large 
part, to Haldane’s good professional and personal relationship with the 
Conservative leader, A.  J.  Balfour—himself a philosopher-statesman, whom 
Haldane, alone of all his Liberal colleagues, had supported in seeing through 
the Education Act of 1902.112 As Haldane explained in his Autobiography:

The [Territorial and Reserve Forces] Bill was a large and formidable one, 
and I knew that difficulties would be made about finding time for it in the 
House of Commons. I met Balfour during a week-end at Windsor Castle 
and asked him whether he would help me. If he would assent to what in 
these days was wholly new, a time-table which would ensure full opportu-
nity for disposal of the measure within a reasonable number of days, I 
would consult his convenience. He said that as the Unionist Government 
had not succeeded in disposing of the Army it was only right that we should 
have our chance. He knew our difficulties and he got Lord Lansdowne to 
agree to give us the like chance in the Lords. He added naturally that the 
Opposition could take no responsibility for our plan, on which Parliament 
itself must pronounce.113

Such magnanimous cross-party co-operation was critical to Haldane’s suc-
cesses, and not simply at the War Office. It shows that for Haldane—and 
indeed for Balfour—principle was above party and pride.114

 In this sense, Haldane was also a pragmatist. He knew that without 
Conservative support his Bill had no chance of passing. It has been said 
that the Scottish political approach is marked by an attempt to formulate 
principles and then act upon them (what we today would be inclined to 
call a ‘rationalist’ approach, though Haldane would have described it as 
‘idealist’), while the Westminster approach is fundamentally one of prag-
matism and, indeed, empiricism (asking, in other words: ‘How much will 
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this cost? Do we have evidence this will work?’).115 The Scot, to put it 
crudely, builds on reason, the Englishman on practical experience. With 
the blood of both nations coursing through his veins, it is perhaps no 
surprise that Haldane embodied both approaches. His reforms were based 
on a rational outworking of what the British army ought to be. Reason, 
in the Hegelian system, is the force that develops itself through all things 
and, for Haldane, the army was no exception. As he told his generals, he 
sought ‘A Hegelian Army’.116 Every aspect was to be an expression of its 
own inner reason: war overseas.117 And yet Haldane knew that if such a 
scheme was ever to get off the ground, he needed to cater to those who 
had power to crush it, even if that meant adjusting its ‘inner reason’; this 
is precisely what we see happening in 1907 as he guided the Bill through 
Parliament. So the Haldane Reforms are also deeply pragmatic in the 
sense that they were born out of a rejection of the impractical. No Bill 
could ever have got through such a Conservative-dominated House as the 
House of Lords was then if it had been unwilling to make concessions in 
an attempt to maintain the purity of its ideal. Haldane was willing to 
sacrifice the Bill’s purity, on practical grounds, but not the ideal itself. His 
genius was in knowing when concessions make the achievement of one’s 
goals impossible and when they do not. As Haldane’s entry in the Oxford 
Dictionary of National Biography says:

Haldane had a grasp of structures and relationships in politics which was 
very unusual in the English context. He declined to be bound by the usual 
empirical precedents of history and practice, and tried to see the essential 
purpose of institutions as they were and as they might be, and in this sense 
he brought his philosophical precepts directly to bear. He was then able to 
link this analysis with the practical skills of the political reformer. In that 
lay his distinctive contribution, one rarely matched in twentieth-century 
British public life.118

These ‘practical skills’ were tied to Haldane’s ability to keep in mind 
other people’s sensibilities. It was this quality, perhaps more than any 
other, that lay behind Haldane’s military successes on an imperial level. 
At the Colonial Conference of 1907, where Haldane sought to, and did, 
achieve consent for ‘a General Staff system for the Empire as a whole’, he 
demonstrated his admirable qualities in this area. Though his plan aimed 
to make the War Office in London the nerve centre for the rest of the 
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empire’s military bodies, his speech made it clear to the delegates that 
London would refrain from any role in actually commanding the colo-
nies. He had no intention, so he stated, to see their defence forces 
imposed upon by a centralised body with a ‘rigid model’. By remaining 
purely advisory, the Imperial General Staff would avoid the label of a 
dictatorship and could therefore be seen as a helping hand in working out 
the intricacies of international defence. Haldane’s long practice at the Bar 
representing the colonies in numerous cases, and his friendship with the 
Canadian prime minster, Sir Wilfrid Laurier, stood him in good stead for 
knowing precisely what their sensitivities concerning the role of ‘the 
Motherland’ were.119 He would not allow his enthusiasm for a unified 
military system across the empire to overtake his caution around such a 
delicate topic. As Spiers remarks: ‘Ever aware of Colonial sensitivities, he 
never deviated from his preference for a cautious, evolutionary approach 
towards limited objectives.’120

 This speech reflected Haldane’s wider imperial outlook. To speak about 
empire in positive terms today is almost to be automatically condemned, 
but Haldane’s imperialism was actually far closer to the kind of thing that 
modern international unions strive towards. We have examined this in 
Chapter 6, but it is important to remember that what Haldane was seek-
ing was what he called ‘the development of intercommunication and 
mutual understanding’.121 Centralised authority was not at all what 
Haldane longed for. He praised and advocated autonomy, but desired 
harmony between each expression of such freedom. Healthy co-operation 
between countries was his ambition, both in military matters and in 
wider political relationships.

* * *

So far we have looked at achievements brought about by force of mind 
and character; but we ought not to forget the important role that 
Haldane’s physicality played in his successes. As Beatrice Webb wryly 
remarked: ‘Plenitude, mental and physical, seemed to be his dominant 
feature.’122 We know that, on entering office, Haldane would sit up until 
2 a.m. reading works by notable military writers, predominantly German 
and French, such as Carl von Clausewitz, Paul Bronsart von Schellendorf 
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and Ardant du Picq.123 He is said to have survived on four hours’ sleep 
(blessed with the handy knack of catching forty winks in the gaps between 
meetings and engagements), often in Edwardian rail carriages. In fact, rail 
travel was critical to national ventures, and few politicians could boast of 
putting it to better use. In an attempt to stir volunteer recruits to his new 
Territorials scheme, in January 1907 alone he spoke at gatherings in 
Glasgow, Liverpool, Manchester, Sheffield and London. (It should be 
remembered, too, that his political travels were interspersed with regular 
ten-hour overnight train rides from London to Auchterarder to see his 
ageing mother.) Every single week from August 1906 until March 1907, 
Haldane attended dinners and speaking engagements for the purpose of 
rousing support before the Bill was introduced to the House—‘a punish-
ing round of public appearances, encouraging, persuading, and berating 
the country as if his single-handed efforts would decide the fate of his 
scheme’.124 He spoke to everyone he could find who could make an 
impression upon the project—from the lowliest country youth to the 
most powerful of county colonels.125

 The fact that he spoke with as many people concerned in the reforms 
as possible represents another crucial technique behind his remarkable 
achievements. For Haldane, this didn’t just mean gathering support before 
the Bill went to the House; it also meant making sure that, once the Bill 
was passed, support was maintained and put to good effect. Seeing 
Territorial numbers beginning to fall after an initial surge, Haldane in 
1911 would travel as far and wide as Aberdeen and Barnstaple, Chelmsford 
and Ayr, to rally young men to the cause. In January the following year, 
within a space of fifteen days, he spoke in nine different towns, covering 
the Lowlands of Scotland, the Midlands, the north-east of England and 
London. He was at pains (sometimes literally) to show that his scheme was 
not the cold imposition of a system thought up in Whitehall, disconnected 
from the local communities upon whom the scheme depended. No, 
Haldane, at significant physical and temporal expense, brought the think-
ing of Whitehall into the local communities and made it personal to them, 
their lives and their hopes for their country. And when he could not be 
with them, he made a studied attempt to ensure that the correct informa-
tion about his reforms was feeding back to the population. He did this 
primarily through interacting with influential voices in the newspapers 



HALDANE

282

‘patiently and dextrously, a courteous deftness he deployed in his treat-
ment of all journalists’.126 Haldane even created a department within the 
War Office specially designed to supply information, and encouraged pro-
paganda. What he longed for was ‘Good writing carefully read’.127 This, he 
believed, along with his own personal encounters with critics and waver-
ers, would be the key to his success.
 Haldane had a wonderful capacity to bring people, and their differing 
perspectives, together. Again, Beatrice Webb remarked in her diary in July 
1897, long before Haldane entered the War Office: ‘This was a typical 
Haldane dinner on the night of the South African debate, typical of 
Haldane’s weakness—his dilettante desire to be in every set; and of his 
strength—his diffusive friendship which enables him to bring about non-
party measures.’128 If this is a weakness, it is a very common and human 
one, and the positive effects in Haldane’s case more than make up for it; it 
is not an exaggeration, as we discovered in our previous chapter, to say 
that the UK’s extensive provisions for tertiary education are rooted in it. 
So too, in some respects, is the modern British army. Take, for example, 
the dinner held at Knowsley, the home of Lord Derby, on 15  February 
1907, where Haldane brought Ellison, Haig and Lord Lucas (one of 
Haldane’s private secretaries between 1907 and 1908) into dialogue with 
Derby and twelve Militia colonels—not a group inclined to accept reforms 
lightly. The evening lasted until 2 a.m. in discussion of the proposed 
Territorials scheme, ending in a unanimous promise of support from 
Derby and the colonels. This was typical of Haldane: widely divergent 
voices, with differing agendas, gathering in a comfortable setting over 
good food, good wine and, undoubtedly, good cigars—a setting where 
tensions could be mellowed and differences spoken about openly. We 
should not forget to add that such evenings tended to end with Haldane’s 
plans in the ascendancy.
 Haldane was also able to bring more wide-ranging perspectives 
together, through his open-mindedness concerning the practices of 
other nations. That openness was to be his undoing, too, of course, but 
in his early years at the War Office it allowed him to appropriate the 
best in Continental military organisation for the benefit of British 
forces. His interest was not simply confined to late-night reading of 
foreign military experts. Having accepted an invitation to attend the 
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Kaiser’s autumn parade of his Guards in Berlin in 1906, he even organ-
ised a trip into the heart of the German General Staff’s offices. 
Alongside significant discussions with Kaiser Wilhelm II, he was given 
free rein to examine their military arrangements (excepting ‘confiden-
tial matters’). And Haldane certainly made an impression upon the 
Kaiser and German officials. His remarkable knowledge of their coun-
try, so unusual in a British minister, and his knowledge of their ways and 
customs created (alas only for a time) an unusual bond of sympathy 
between the two nations. On returning, he received this message from 
King Edward VII’s secretary, Arthur Davidson:

The King is exceedingly pleased at the success of your visit which he attri-
butes entirely to you personally, & H.[is] M.[ajesty] says it is especially 
pleasing & gratifying to him to think that the knowledge you displayed of 
Germany & German military history, as well as of technical military works, 
was so accurate & extensive as to impress those you met, in the way it 
evidently did.129

But Haldane wasn’t there to show off. He wanted to learn. What was dis-
covered in Berlin appealed immensely to the efficiency-minded minister, 
for whom the ‘thinking department’ of an organisation ought to be as free 
as possible to think. As Haldane reflected in his Autobiography:

In the course of the journey home Ellison and I talked much of what we 
had observed. We agreed that the great lesson lay in the way in which 
under the German system the Army in the field was free from the embar-
rassment of having to look after its transport and supplies. This last duty 
was a separately organised one, attended to by the administrative side to 
the exclusion of the General Staff. The latter dealt with command and with 
strategy and tactics, while all administrative work was handled only by the 
‘Intendantur,’ which was the province of the War Office.130

Although Haldane was so open about his desire to learn from other 
nations, particularly Germany, he had, in essence, already recognised the 
importance of the need to distinguish between command and administra-
tion prior to his Berlin visit. Having read Spenser Wilkinson’s The Brain of 
an Army in his first month in office, and digesting the Esher Report’s rec-
ommendations of a General Staff system, he wrote to Wilkinson on 
2  January 1906: ‘I watch daily the people who ought to be thinking & 
teaching in the Army being loaded with Administrative details.’131



HALDANE

284

 But we should not think that Haldane’s fostering of the General Staff for 
thinking purposes meant that he neglected the effective development of 
the administrative side. Already in 1906, Haldane, the great apostle of 
education, made arrangements with the LSE for six-month courses to be 
available to officers, where subjects such as Business Administration, 
Economic and Commercial Theory, Accountancy, Statistics and Geography 
were on offer. He desired ‘an administrative staff as real and as far reaching 
in the sphere of its operations’ as the General Staff.132 Between the first 
class starting in January 1907 and the outbreak of war in 1914, approxi-
mately thirty-one officers a year attended, mainly though not exclusively 
from the Army Service Corps.133 Just because the administrative side of 
the army was principally orientated towards more mundane practical mat-
ters, that was no reason to fail to bring to bear the best thinking upon its 
execution. So long as Haldane had anything to do with them, all military 
activities were to be grounded in sound, educated thinking.

* * *

We know the positive effects upon the structure and achievements of the 
British army as a result of Haldane’s passion for putting thinking first. But 
there is one area in which there has been a continued questioning of the 
consequences of his desire to set thought upon a pedestal: the (not so 
speedy) rise of British air power.134 During the years of Haldane’s incum-
bency of the War Office, the Wright brothers—famous for their pioneer-
ing developments in aviation—were on the lookout for commercial suc-
cess, hoping to exploit the rising fears concerning national security that 
had opened up as a result of the rapid advancements in flight technology. 
They were looking, in other words, to secure a lucrative deal with a quiv-
ering government anxious to purchase a large supply of their aeroplanes. 
Haldane was an obvious target for negotiations. Working through an 
intermediary, Charles Flint, they arranged in 1907, for a negotiator, Lady 
Taylor (a Scottish aristocrat, and the widowed wife of a British general), 
to make contact with Haldane in the hope of securing a deal. After this 
led to a dead end in 1907, the brothers themselves travelled to England 
to meet the War Secretary in 1909. This, too, led nowhere. There is a fair 
amount of controversy over the discussions that took place, and a sense 
of disbelief, both by interested parties at the time and a number of sub-
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sequent commentators, that Haldane wrote off the Wright brothers as 
‘only clever empiricists’.135

 With Germany, France, and the United States making immense 
strides each year in the race for mastery of the air, Britain at this time 
seemed to be stuck with its head in the sand. Indeed, General Sir William 
Nicholson, chief of the General Staff, was convinced that such develop-
ments would never have any bearing upon modern warfare. Haldane was 
not so closed-minded. He saw something of air travel’s potential, cer-
tainly (he could not, of course, predict what we now know), but he 
wished to approach the whole issue with his characteristic thoroughness. 
Scientific study of the fundamentals of flight was the only way, so 
Haldane believed, of giving ‘the most stable and rapid results’.136 But 
when foreign nations are amassing aircraft that will very soon have the 
capacity to drop explosive chemicals on ports, factories and cities, the 
study of fundamentals might understandably be set aside for speedy 
acquisition of similar aircraft. Such was the repeated request of a num-
ber of influential personalities at the time, including press baron Lord 
Northcliffe, who would go on to punish Haldane with extraordinary 
severity for refusing to heed his pleas (see Chapter 7).
 Haldane was unperturbed. All the information he had received sug-
gested that the aircraft already developed needed considerable honing 
before they posed a major threat. At the time of Lady Taylor’s interven-
tions, Haldane was in close, but (to the wider public and to Lady Taylor) 
secret, consultation with Lieutenant John Dunne, who promised a home-
grown, and greatly improved, alternative to the Wright brothers’ designs 
(although the specifics of those designs remained unknown), and had 
begun work for the War Office at the Balloon Factory at Farnborough as 
early as June 1906. Contrary to the view that is sometimes expressed—
that Haldane had no interest in the development of the aeroplane, favour-
ing the airships that Count Ferdinand von Zeppelin had developed in 
Germany, the potential of which Haldane had learnt about during his trip 
to Berlin in the summer of 1906—it is clear that, behind the scenes, he 
was seeking to support the development of aeroplane technology. At first, 
this was by means of backing Dunne’s work, having been assured that it 
would outstrip that of the Wrights. But when, in the summer of 1907, at 
a top-secret airfield at Blair Atholl in the Scottish Highlands, Haldane wit-
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nessed Dunne’s efforts fail to get airborne, and when this was compounded 
the following year by another failure to get off the ground, Haldane 
changed tack. It had become clear to him that Dunne was just another 
‘clever empiricist’; his meagre progress was due to a lack of clear scientific 
grounding. This conviction led Haldane to establish, after taking advice 
from the Nobel Prize winner Lord Rayleigh and the director of the 
National Physical Laboratory, R.  T.  Glazebrook, the Advisory Committee 
for Aeronautics in 1909.
 Representatives of the army and navy would sit upon the Advisory 
Committee, alongside a select group of scientists. Lord Rayleigh would 
chair the committee, and it would be based at the National Physical 
Laboratory at Teddington. Its purpose was to investigate the fundamentals 
of flight and build up ‘the structure of the Air Service on a foundation of 
science’,137 as the Germans were doing, having set up their first ever lec-
tureship in Aeronautics at Göttingen University that same year138—a move 
that was sure to arouse Haldane’s envy and admiration. The committee 
would not only co-operate with the Aeronautical Society, the Aero Club 
and the Aerial League, it would critically work in collaboration with the 
Balloon Factory at Farnborough, which, after Dunne’s abortive efforts, 
was reconstructed with the purpose of producing new types of dirigible, 
both heavier and lighter than air. The factory could put special questions 
to the committee for consideration, in a manner reminiscent of the way 
German industries related to the so-called Central-Stelle, as we saw in 
Chapter 8. Experiments with aeroplanes were not at an end, however. The 
government had an unusual arrangement with the Hon. C.  S.  Rolls, of car 
manufacturing fame, who had purchased a Wright aeroplane and would 
carry out experiments with it with the financial and logistical support of 
the War Office. Otherwise, the government would allow private enter-
prise to steer the development of aeroplane technology.
 The two principal criticisms that Haldane faced, both at the time and 
posthumously, were as follows: firstly, that he had failed to heed the 
importance of developing aeroplane provision, culminating in his rejec-
tion of the offers emanating from the Wright brothers and their represen-
tative;139 secondly, that he prioritised a slow scientific understanding of 
flight at the expense of practical advancements.140 The brief outline of 
Haldane’s actions sketched above, which reflects the best judgments of 
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flight historian Alfred Gollin, suggests that he is guilty of neither of these 
charges. It could indeed be argued that he ‘backed the wrong horse’, as 
Gollin puts it,141 by believing in Dunne’s claim to be able to develop a 
superior aircraft to that of the Wrights. But his refusal to buy the Wright 
aeroplane must be seen in the context of having such assurances from 
Dunne and, after 1908, Rolls’s own experiments with a Wright aeroplane 
on behalf of the War Office. Indeed, it should be noted that Haldane did 
not, in fact, categorically refuse Lady Taylor’s overtures, but he did make 
demonstration of the Wright brothers’ aeroplane a condition of any pur-
chase that the War Office might make—a condition that was unacceptable 
to the Wrights, who were fearful of relinquishing secrets without a con-
tract in place. It is simply not the case, then, that Haldane failed to heed 
the importance of developments in aeroplane technology. Having wit-
nessed Dunne’s failed attempts to get airborne and having received 
reports on attempts being made elsewhere, his ‘empiricists’ comment 
reflects his belief that experiments in flight were dominated by men lack-
ing adequate scientific understanding, hence the establishment of the 
Advisory Committee for Aeronautics. And yet this did not put practical 
advancements on hold; these continued concomitantly with the scientific 
research carried out by the committee.
 The work of the Advisory Committee proved to be of huge and lasting 
significance. It was, according to Gollin, ‘a national institution. It was not 
controlled by either of the two services. It assisted the army and the navy. 
Eventually, British industry benefited from its endeavour. It later became 
concerned with aeronautical science in the universities.’142 Indeed, the 
Committee was emulated in the United States in 1915 with the founding 
of the National Advisory Committee for Aeronautics (NACA), whose 
work was absorbed in 1958 into the newly founded National Aeronautics 
and Space Administration (NASA). Britain’s 1909 Committee was undeni-
ably Haldane’s creation and, alongside his other efforts in the early days of 
developing Britain’s Air Force (‘many of which may never be known with 
certainty’),143 it has led the aviation historian Percy Walker to acclaim 
Haldane as ‘the … saviour of British aviation’.144 Indeed, in 1911 Haldane 
chaired a standing subcommittee of the CID which worked out the ‘broad 
principles’ of a national air service. The committee’s strong membership 
included Churchill, Prince Louis of Battenberg (the Second Sea Lord), 
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Lord Esher, and Sir R.  Chambers (permanent secretary to the Treasury). 
The resulting White Paper published on 11  April 1912 recommended a 
British aeronautical service to be called, with the king’s approval, the 
Royal Flying Corps. It would consist of naval and military wings, and 
would boast of a central flying school. It would absorb the existing Air 
Battalion and work closely with the Advisory Committee for Aeronautics, 
while the Army Aircraft Factory at Farnborough would be renamed the 
Royal Aircraft Factory—where, according to Sir Henry Tizard, speaking 
in 1955, there ought to be ‘a statue of Haldane, in his top hat, at the 
entrance gates’.145 The Flying Corps received its royal warrant on 13  April, 
and the foundations of what would, on 1  April 1918, become the unified 
and independent Royal Air Force were essentially put in place.
 Gollin sums up Haldane’s legacy in light of these various controversies 
and achievements:

In the same way that his contemporaries falsely condemned him as a pro-
German, some of those he worked with and several aeronautical historians 
have denigrated his activities and achievements in the earliest days of British 
military aeronautics. However, these adverse opinions were largely incorrect. 
Haldane entirely deserved the title of ‘saviour of British aviation’.146

* * *

An equally important founding role was the one that Haldane played in the 
creation of the Secret Service Bureau (SSB), which soon split into the 
Security Service and the Secret Intelligence Service—commonly known 
today as MI5 and MI6 respectively. The SSB was founded as a result of 
recommendations made by a 1909 sub-committee of the Committee of 
Imperial Defence, chaired by Haldane. The Liberal government tasked the 
subcommittee to consider ‘the nature and extent of foreign espionage that 
is at present taking place within this country and the danger [to] which it 
may expose us’.147 Two years previously, another subcommittee—this 
time chaired by Asquith, though Haldane served on it—had considered the 
potential threat of invasion from Germany at a time when the country was 
gripped by sensational talk about the menace of German spies in England. 
Initially sceptical, Haldane was eventually persuaded by Major James 
Edmonds, head of the counterespionage unit within the War Office 
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(MO3), that the threat was real. By the time of the opening meeting of the 
1909 subcommittee, Haldane claimed that it ‘was quite clear that a great 
deal of reconnaissance work is being conducted by Germans in this coun-
try’, partly ‘to enable important demolitions and destruction to be carried 
out in this country on or before the outbreak of war’.148 By the second 
meeting Haldane viewed the gathering of intelligence as systematic, and 
believed that it was necessary for Britain to act in order ‘to prevent them 
[Germany] in time of war or strained relations from availing themselves of 
the information they had collected, by injuring our defences, stores, or 
internal communications’. He went on to propose that five picked mem-
bers of the subcommittee should meet to consider exactly ‘how the secret 
service bureau could be established’.149

 In July 1909, at the subcommittee’s third meeting, the arrangements 
for the establishment and funding of the SSB were approved. In its declared 
objectives, the origins of what we now know of as MI5 and MI6 are clear. 
The bureau sought:

to deal both with espionage in this country and with our own foreign 
agents abroad, and to serve as a screen between the Admiralty and the War 
Office on the one hand and those employed on secret service, or who have 
information they wish to sell to the British government, on the other.150

Such activities became crucial on the outbreak of war. According to MI5’s 
official website, the organisation ‘played a central role in the capture of 
most of Imperial Germany’s intelligence agents in the UK at the start of 
World War I’.151 But the SSB and its successors were kept top secret for 
many years, so much so that the biographies of Asquith and his Cabinet 
ministers (including Haldane) over half a century later contained no men-
tion of them. It was not until the Security Service Act 1989 and the 
Intelligence Services Act 1994, which established MI5 and MI6 respec-
tively as entities existing in law in their own right (rather than hidden 
under the cover of other parts of the defence department and budget), 
that these two organisations became ‘official’ in the eyes of the public. In 
1992 the existing incumbents as heads of the two services—Sir Colin 
McColl of MI6 and Dame Stella Rimington of MI5—were for the first 
time identified whilst still in post.152

* * *
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If Haldane’s role in the establishment of these services is little known 
today, so too is the catalytic role he played, as War Secretary, in the cre-
ation of the Boy Scouts. This may sound like child’s play after a discussion 
of MI5 and MI6, but, since its inception, the ‘Scout and Guide Movements 
have attracted approximately 550,000,000 members worldwide’.153 Tim 
Jeal—the biographer of the movement’s founder, Robert Baden-Powell—
has consequently argued that, ‘With the exception of great religions and 
political ideologies, no international organisation can claim, more con-
vincingly, to have had so major an impact on the social history of the devel-
oped world.’154

 Baden-Powell was considered a national hero at the opening of the twen-
tieth century for his leadership in the defence of Mafeking during the 
Second Boer War. As he withstood the Boer siege, which lasted from 
October 1899 to May 1900, he gave consent to the formation of the 
Mafeking Cadet Corps, which organised the boys of the town into a group 
capable of ‘carrying messages from one part of the town to another, deliver-
ing mail, acting as orderlies, and sharing look-out duties.’155 Baden-Powell 
had, as early as 1885, begun to collect material for a book on scouting 
within the army, and when it was published in November 1899—in the 
midst of the siege—his fame in South Africa ‘turned a specialist military 
textbook into an instant best-seller’.156 Baden-Powell believed the power of 
scouting to lie in its ability to develop self-reliance and initiative. Having 
seen the power of organising boys into quasi-military groups during his 
time in South Africa and then experiencing, upon his return to England, the 
effective contribution to society that clubs such as the Boys’ Brigade could 
make, Baden-Powell started to develop the idea that training in scouting 
could be offered to boys as a way of developing their ‘powers of observa-
tion’ and ability to ‘notice details’157—traits that would contribute, he 
believed, to effective citizenship and good character. In 1904 William 
Smith, the founder of the Boys’ Brigade, encouraged Baden-Powell to 
rewrite his army scouting book in such a way that it would suit boys, but 
the latter was reluctant to devote his powers to such an endeavour until he 
was absolutely convinced it would actually be taken up by the nation’s 
youth. It was Haldane’s arrival at the War Office that convinced him.
 Before his encounter with Haldane, Baden-Powell was toying with the 
difficult question of whether he ought to be devoting himself to developing 
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military or peacetime skills in those who would make up the future genera-
tions of the country. For Haldane, this was not an either/or. Tim Jeal writes:

But as it happened, his [Baden-Powell’s] single most important acquain-
tanceship with a Liberal public figure was not destined to make him aban-
don his efforts to persuade boys to learn to shoot in favour of promoting 
an exclusively pacific character-building programme. Instead it encouraged 
him to try to combine the two objectives within a single coherent frame-
work. The Liberal in question was the new Secretary of State for War, 
Mr  R.  B.  Haldane, a brilliant philosopher and lawyer with an awe-inspir-
ingly innovative mind. It might seem strange that Baden-Powell should have 
got on so well with a man who was determined to reduce expenditure on 
the army, but from their first meeting on 1st May 1906 he was captivated 
by Haldane.158

The two met twice that month, and entered into correspondence. Haldane 
‘believed that the future of his Territorials would depend upon the quantity 
and the patriotism of the boys now joining cadet corps and religious bri-
gades’.159 Baden-Powell’s ideas around scouting’s potential benefits to 
society, and its military implications, must have been music to the War 
Secretary’s ears—though Haldane, in later years, was careful to state that 
the Boy Scouts were ‘an attempt to lay in the boy a foundation of character 
upon which he may build a career in any direction’.160

 May 1906 was a ‘key month’ in Baden-Powell’s life. Five days after his 
first encounter with Haldane, he finally shared a paper on the subject of 
‘Scouting for Boys’ with the recently knighted Sir William Smith and a 
further six notable public figures, including the great champion of con-
scription Lord Roberts. The timing of the dissemination, along with a 
note in Baden-Powell’s diary, four days before his second meeting with 
Haldane, which simply reads ‘Report for Army. Boy Scouts’, leads Jeal 
to believe ‘that Haldane had given him the vital nudge which made him 
complete his paper “Scouting for Boys” and send it to William Smith’. 
Jeal continues: ‘Stephe’s [as Baden-Powell was known to intimates] split 
nature as innovator and conformist had always required that he entertain 
reasonable hopes of official blessing upon his proceedings before being 
prepared to commit himself to them wholeheartedly. This was exactly 
what Haldane provided at the perfect psychological moment.’161 By July 
1907 Baden-Powell seems to have envisioned a distinct Boy Scouts 
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movement.162 But he evidently did not quite foresee the success that 
Scouting for Boys would achieve upon its publication the following year. 
Having ended his term as inspector general of cavalry in May 1907, 
Baden-Powell was concerned to ensure continuing financial security. 
While he was staying with Haldane at Cloan between 30  August and 
1  September Haldane offered him a Territorial division, knowing that the 
power of his name would help draw recruits. Haldane was content to let 
Baden-Powell delay taking up the post until the following April so that 
he might complete a lecture tour on ‘Scouting for Boys’. Baden-Powell, 
who was by now a lieutenant general, was initially reluctant—indeed, it 
was a ‘relatively junior job’ for one of his standing—but Haldane eventu-
ally ‘flattered’ him into accepting.163

 Baden-Powell took command of the Northumbrian division of the 
Territorials in late March 1908, just over a month before Scouting for Boys 
appeared in book form. Part 1 had appeared as a periodical on British 
bookstalls that January, and by February independent Scout groups were 
popping up all over the country, alongside groups connected to the Boys’ 
Brigade and the junior YMCA.  The movement was enormously success-
ful, so much so that Baden-Powell was knighted by Edward VII in 
October 1909 ‘for all his past services and especially the present one of 
raising Boy Scouts for the country’.164

 In the spring of 1910 Baden-Powell decided that he had done all that he 
could in establishing the Northumbrian division on a firm footing. The Boy 
Scouts, however, ‘were moving ahead with such vigour that far more of his 
time was required to keep the movement on the right track’.165 Baden-
Powell discussed his plan to bring his military career to an end with 
Haldane and Lord Roberts, and he was of course met with understanding. 
As Haldane wrote to him: ‘I feel that this organization of yours has so 
important a bearing upon the future that probably the greatest service you 
can render to the country is to devote yourself to it.’166 Given what we 
know of the reach that the Scouts and their related Guide movement were 
to have—their impact upon the lives of 550,000,000 young people world-
wide—the wisdom of Baden-Powell’s decision and Haldane’s reflections 
upon it are incontrovertible.

* * *
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134. The weak leadership of previous War Ministers, notably William St John Brodrick, 
meant that when Haldane reached the War Office in 1905, it remained in a post-Boer War 
mess. This 1906 cartoon shows him as ‘Napoleon B. Haldane among the ruins of Brodrikh’.



136. The Entente Cordiale between France and Britain in 1904 laid the foundations for 
the highly controversial secret military discussions between the French and British 
General Staffs which Haldane developed, but without full Cabinet knowledge.

135. The opening decade of the 20th century saw a mounting militaristic spirit within 
Germany. Kaiser Wilhelm II (pictured above reviewing his troops) considered the 
German army as a symbol of Germany’s power and prestige.

A Mounting Threat



138. Despatch box used by Haldane as Secretary of State for War from 1905 to 1911 
before being elevated in that role to the House of Lords.

137. The ‘Old War Office’ in Pall Mall where Haldane, on a very foggy day in December 
1905, first took office as Secretary of State for War. Later that year the War Office moved 
to new headquarters in Whitehall.

Haldane Arrives at the War Office



140. Douglas Haig returned in 1906 from India to serve in the War Office under Haldane, 
the start of a profound long-lasting relationship. Here, in 1912, Haig reviews, with Prince 
Alexander of Teck, the Royal Flying Corps, another Haldane inspired organization.

139. Haldane, Lord Esher and Sir John French at Cloan 1906. Esher was deeply involved 
with Haldane in his War Office reforms. French became commander-in-chief of the 
British Expeditionary Force during the first year and a half of the war.

The Thinking Department



141. Colonel Ellison, walking with Haldane in Downing Street in 1906, whilst Haldane’s 
Principal Private Secretary at the War Office. Their relationship was enormously 
productive, determining how Haldane structured the first and second lines of the Army.



142. The Wright Brothers’ first 
successful flight on 17 December 
1903. Haldane, who met the 
brothers in 1909, described them 
as ‘only clever empiricists’. 
Haldane knew he had to develop 
Britain’s capacities for air warfare, 
but – like every Haldane reform 
– wanted it to rest on sound 
scientific thinking.

143. To enhance scientific thinking, 
Haldane insisted on appointing the 
Nobel Laureate Lord Rayleigh 
(1842–1919) as the chairman of 
the Advisory Committee for 
Aeronautics in 1909. This was 
eventually to lead to the creation 
of the Royal Flying Corps in 1912. 
His critics felt this was all too slow.

Embedding Scientific Principles



144. Haldane talking to the Kaiser 
in Berlin in 1906, at the Kaiser’s 
annual Guards’ parade.

146. Statue of Achilles, by Johannes 
Gottfried Götz, also given to 
Haldane in Berlin by the Kaiser.

145. One of a set of four lithographs by R. Knötel 
(1904) of the Imperial Prussian Guard presented 
to Haldane by the Kaiser in Berlin 1906.

Haldane Visits Berlin and German War Office



147. The cartoon depicts Haldane 
reading the German philosopher 
Schopenhauer (whose work he’d 
previously translated) while 
awaiting news of the successful 
enactment of the Territorial and 
Reserve Forces Bill 1907. In order 
to achieve this Haldane had to 
overcome the supporters of the 
formidable Field Marshal Lord 
Roberts’ campaign for national 
conscription. Despite their 
disagreements, Haldane and Lord 
Roberts remained on friendly 
terms.

148. Lord Roberts (1842–1914) on a visit to Cloan in 1906. Haldane and his mother 
can be seen in the background.

Haldane’s First Major Government Success



149. King Edward VII, at Haldane’s request, presented colours at Windsor to the newly 
formed battalions of what would become the Territorial Army in 1909.

150. Haldane inspecting the Officers’ 
Training Corps at his old school, the 
Edinburgh Academy in 1909.

151. ‘A Late Beginner’. Cartoon of Haldane 
in 1912, a month before the creation of an 
Air Service, the Royal Flying Corps.

Haldane’s Creations



153. The first Chief of the Imperial 
General Staff was Sir William 
Nicholson (1860–1933), whom 
Haldane had brought into the War 
Office in 1905 for his ‘acute big 
brain’, c. 1914.

152. The 1907 Colonial 
Conference in London, which 
gathered together the prime 
 ministers of the British Empire, 
gave Haldane the opportunity to 
promote the creation of an 
Imperial General Staff, which 
came into being in 1908. 

Imperial Cohesion



155. Haldane’s most vital creation was the British Expeditionary Force, the ‘Old 
Contemptibles’. Though small numerically, their skills were a crucial element in saving 
Paris from the German onslaught in the months after the onset of the war.

154. Haldane reviewing the colonial troops before the coronation of George V in June 
1911.

Gathering the Troops



156. Churchill had orig-
nally resisted Haldane’s 
plans for military expendi-
ture, but ended up as one 
of the most vocal advocates 
for increased naval arma-
ments as First Lord of the 
Admiralty. In 1911, 
Haldane had hoped the 
position would be offered 
to him, so that he might 
achieve his dream of a 
Naval War Staff to comple-
ment the Army’s General 
Staff. Nevertheless, 
Churchill welcomed his 
support and, on the 
formation of the coalition 
goverment in May 1915, 
was distressed at Haldane’s 
removal from the Cabinet 
(but perhaps not as 
distressed as his own 
demotion to Chancellor of 
the Duchy of Lancaster). 
Churchill and Haldane are 
photographed together on 
the doorstep of Haldane’s 
London home, 28 Queen 
Anne’s Gate, c. 1912.

Army and Navy Co-operation
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Haldane’s encouragement of Baden-Powell’s scheme was inspired, in part, 
by the desire to lay a bedrock upon which his ‘nation at arms’ vision could 
become a reality. He was thinking for the long term. It was yet another 
example of his trademark thoughtfulness.
 It is hard today to think of a government minister speaking so insistently 
about thinking as one of his or her department’s primary disciplines. For 
the most part, immediate action is demanded. Few seem to ask the ques-
tion: when and by whom was the action thought through? For Haldane, 
the imperative of statesmanship was that every action required a sound 
reason, and one that was intrinsically linked to, and advancing, the over-
arching purpose of the department. Ultimately, it was this that set Haldane 
apart from all previous War Secretaries; it is what led Cyril Falls, one-time 
Chichele Professor of Military History at All Souls College, Oxford, to 
write in 1957:

All qualifications made, the final judgement must be that he accomplished 
magnificent work in the reform of the Army. … He combined imagination 
with industry and above all with the great gift for simplifying his problems 
before he started to solve them. Haldane’s lucid mind blotted out the ines-
sentials while realising the value of what would have appeared to others 
unimportant items. He wasted nothing. Haldane was not permitted to 
undergo the test of acting as Secretary of State for War in war itself. I sug-
gest that he is the greatest peacetime holder of that Office in our annals.167

The undervaluing of thinking time lies, surely, at the root of much of our 
contemporary political despair. Can we recognise in our own generation, 
for instance, the picture of statesmanship that Edward Grey paints when 
describing Haldane’s tenure in office?

To develop and concentrate thought, to evolve policy, to translate policy 
into practice, to choose the best professional men and to set them to 
work—all this is the highest example of Statesmanship acting within the 
limits of a single, albeit a great Government Department. Haldane at the 
War Office was an example of Statesmanship in action.168

It is perhaps appropriate to draw this chapter to a close with this powerful 
description. While it insightfully captures the techniques and principles 
with which Haldane transformed the British army, it also challenges us to 
think of ways in which we, in our own time, might incarnate this spirit of 
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statesmanship. It is clear that the present status quo is, in many respects, 
unsustainable—as it was in Haldane’s time. But in learning about Haldane 
at the War Office it is also clear that an alternative mode of behaviour is 
capable of bringing about change that is lasting.
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THE NEW STATE

We are citizens of the State and we owe duties to the State and to each other. The 
highest values we can reach are those we reach by self-sacrifice, by putting thoughts 
of ourselves aside, and by thinking of something nobler and greater.

Haldane, ‘The Future of Democracy’1

Throughout the 1880s and 90s Haldane was at the vanguard of a political 
movement troubling both Conservative and mainstream Liberal alike. It 
was not, for the most part, a movement hailing an iconoclastic agenda, 
nor did it find in Irish Home Rule the political axis upon which all other 
policies should spin; as such, it went against Gladstone and the views 
emanating from the dominant platform for new ideas within his party, 
the National Liberal Federation, whose proposals were summed up in 
the Newcastle Programme of 1891.2 The movement which Haldane was 
at that time spearheading—the so-called Liberal Imperialist movement 
or Lib Imps—opposed this agenda, and came worryingly, if deceptively, 
near to saying that the existing structure of things was, in fact, to be 
trusted.3 According to historian Colin Matthew:

[They sought] to interfere only at the margin of the economy, and, for the 
most part, by indirect means. Underlying this approach was a profoundly 
conservative conviction: the Liberal Imperialists believed that the existing 
economic and social structure of the nation was capable, with only minor 
adjustments, of maintaining both itself and the structure of the empire 
which was linked to it.4

This is not a description with which Haldane would have unconditionally 
agreed, but it is certainly true that he—ever practical—saw that there was 
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a realism and boldness in saying, let’s not be too bold! The Lib Imps 
wanted change, there was no doubt. But they knew what it meant to 
achieve it. They knew that Home Rule was a dead end; they knew that the 
House of Lords would stifle a radical agenda; they knew, most importantly 
in a world where utopian thinking is the surest way to practical undoing, 
that small adjustments to existing legislation could mean big changes in the 
daily lives of working people. Most of their proposals concerned domestic 
policy, despite the ‘imperialist’ tag. The largely restrained nature of these 
proposals should not hide the fact that they represented a concerted assault 
on the prevailing campaigns of both sides of the House; their power lay in 
their restraint.
 The photographs of Haldane from that time show an unlikely warrior. 
Pale and portly, he was a picture of the well-fed but poorly slept King’s 
Counsel. His colleagues on the war path, the future Foreign Secretary Sir 
Edward Grey and future prime minister H.  H.  Asquith, were still lithe 
with youth, visions of energy. But not visionaries. This was the role marked 
out for Haldane, and if one looks closely enough at those faded photo-
graphs, the eyes say it all.
 It was a vision of empowerment, efficiency and equality; a vision not, 
at first sight, suggestive of restraint. Drawing on and informing what was 
known as the New Liberalism (a progressive approach to social issues that 
the Lib Imps shared with advocates of the Newcastle Programme),5 
Haldane’s thinking encompassed nearly every aspect of the state—from 
taxation to housing, from education to women’s suffrage—and it was 
built on one overarching principle, what he called ‘the great principle of 
Liberalism in the widest sense, the principle of Liberty’.6 The objective 
was a nation in which the working man or woman would be free from 
bonds of subjection, free from a domineering but distant government, 
free from prohibitive social and economic conditions that stifled the cre-
ative energy of individuals and their communities. But this was not 
merely a negative freedom; it was a freedom for as well as from. A society 
was imagined in which each member would be able to put their talents at 
the disposal of their neighbours, desirous to give and not just to receive. 
The policies that the Lib Imps advocated sought to unlock the mass of 
dormant talent within the nation—a move that was well tuned to the 
rising demand for ‘National Efficiency’, a movement which hoped to use 
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the nation’s resources, both human and material, in a far more effective 
manner than the slapdash approach that characterised traditional British 
politics. ‘I want to see the latent talent in our democracy brought to 
light,’ said Haldane, ‘brought out of that vast reservoir of talent; I want to 
see it made actual, not only in the interest of the individual, but in that of 
the State.’7 To create such a society proactive steps would have to be taken 
by the state, and a break would have to be made with older forms of 
laissez-faire Liberalism.8

 In making an appeal to efficiency, the Lib Imps were playing a con-
sciously non-partisan game. The efficiency movement was notable for 
the cross-party and cross-societal nature of its programme. It embraced 
great men—and women—from all wings of all parties. The historian 
G.  R.  Searle lists Rosebery, Haldane, Milner, L.  S.  Amery, Robert 
Morant, Professor Hewins (first director of the LSE), Sidney and 
Beatrice Webb and H.  G.  Wells to stress the catholicity of the group that 
campaigned for its success.9 Haldane was certainly viewed as a central 
figure. A.  G.  Gardiner states that he is ‘not sure whether Mr  Haldane 
invented the word “efficiency”, which has become the hardest worked 
vocable in politics. But whether he invented it or not, Mr  Haldane is its 
recognised exponent. “Efficiency, and again efficiency, and always effi-
ciency”.’10 As some commentators have pointed out, the term could ring 
hollow on the lips of many of its proponents as they struggled to articu-
late exactly what it meant to be ‘efficient’. But, as we shall see, Haldane 
had no such difficulties.
 Searle acknowledges that ‘National Efficiency’ in Haldane’s time was 
not a homogeneous political ideology,11 but he does attempt the following 
definition: ‘one might describe the “National Efficiency” ideology as an 
attempt to discredit the habits, beliefs and institutions that put the British 
at a handicap in their competition with foreigners and to commend instead 
a social organization that more closely followed the German model.’12 
Such an approach appeared to place the characteristic efficiency of the 
German state above the traditional emphasis on liberty in Britain (hence 
the Lib Imps’ refrain about putting the country on a ‘business footing’, as 
a way of counteracting the laxity of the older laissez-faire approach).13 It 
was not, therefore, free from controversy. Indeed, Haldane’s central posi-
tion within a movement with such strong Germanic overtones would play 
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a part in his public vilification in the early years of the war, and it certainly 
informed the decision to cast him from office in 1915.
 Paul Kennedy, in his foreword to the 1990 second edition of Searle’s 
seminal analysis of the efficiency movement,14 notes that the greatest 
obstacles to any reform movements are usually psychological and cultural. 
Modern societies are complex and comprise many groups resistant to 
change, especially if the change embraces the adoption of foreign methods. 
Relative rather than absolute decline is a particularly difficult problem to 
face. What did it matter if the German economy was growing faster each 
year when the livelihood of the average worker in Britain was still improv-
ing? Without a national crisis or at least a sense of impending catastrophe, 
national efficiency movements have very little chance of winning the 
majority of votes, so Kennedy suggests, in a reasonably contented, liberal 
political culture. Haldane knew this, too. Already in 1896, writing on the 
‘New Liberalism’, he saw that ‘great changes in public opinion’ were not 
achieved in the context of ‘calm reasoning’ but by ‘an outburst over some 
particular event’.15 And so it proved. It was a tragic vindication of 
Haldane’s thesis that it took the horrors of the First World War to bring 
many of the issues over which he had campaigned to a head.
 It is not surprising that the ‘efficiency’ concept had such appeal to 
Haldane. In its search for a set of governing principles upon which every 
aspect of national policy could be built,16 the National Efficiency programme 
was at one with Haldane’s philosophical methodology. It also tied into his 
sense of discomfort with political stagnation. We know of his impatience 
with the Liberal hang-up over Home Rule, which stultified any attempt to 
introduce effective domestic social policies. Similarly, then, his cry for effi-
ciency was an expression of his exasperation at the complacency of the gov-
erning classes in the face of a rapidly changing world. The laissez-faire easy 
assurances of a people whose empire was so dominant, whose navy was so 
supreme, whose industrial technologies were so advanced, that they need 
not be anxious of their place in the world—the assurances, in other words, 
of the generation prior to Haldane’s—were no longer tenable. Britain was 
witnessing its own decline as a so-called Great Power towards the end of the 
Victorian age, and a new approach was required to remedy this.
 Intervention was now the order of the day, and it became evident that 
a more complex, richer notion of freedom was at large, one which found 
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in regulatory, restrictive and compulsory measures a means whereby 
freedom (and efficiency and equality, too) could be more easily attained. 
As the organisational theorist and Haldane collaborator Mary Follett put 
it in 1920: ‘We are freer under our present sanitary laws than without 
them; we are freer under compulsory education than without it. A highly 
organized state does not mean restriction of the individual but his 
greater liberty.’17 A highly organised state, moreover, did not necessarily 
mean a centralised one (as we discovered in Chapter 4). Wherever power 
could be devolved to the local level, it should be. Involvement in deci-
sion-making from those most affected by the decisions was key to the 
material and spiritual prosperity of the nation.
 Colin Matthew’s magisterial coverage of this political movement, The 
Liberal Imperialists, makes it clear that Haldane was the architect of many 
of the policies embodying this new outlook. He, more than anyone else 
within the Liberals, was the intellectual powerhouse of the movement. 
This is the case both in terms of putting together actual legislation to 
challenge and adapt the laws of the day and in promoting policies on 
which a future Liberal government could stand. In terms of legislation, 
Matthew notes:

They [the Lib Imps] took little interest in attacking the [Conservative] 
government, and devoted their energies to amending government bills 
constructively and to proposing their own. Typical of such activity was 
Haldane’s amendment to the Irish Land Law Bill of 1887. … Asquith’s 
attempted amendment to the Local Government Act in 1888 … and the 
Local Authorities (Land Purchase) Bill of 1891 and 1892.

The last of these was their most radical, most substantial, and best orga-
nized attempt at legislation; the Bill gave councils powers for compulsory 
acquisition of land and powers to deal with unearned increment.18

The Land Purchase Bill, as we saw in Chapter 5, was Haldane’s particular 
masterpiece. But Matthew also looks at education, temperance, housing 
reform, workers’ accident compensation, unemployment, taxation, trade 
union disputes, and reform of the House of Lords, and finds in Haldane 
the driving creative force for thinking through these issues within this 
new mode of Liberalism.19 We shall look later at the detail of some of this 
thinking and the way it reflects Haldane’s understanding of what the state 
should be. For now, it is important to highlight two aspects of Matthew’s 
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analysis. Firstly, Haldane believed that one could operate within the broad 
existing structure of things and still fashion a greatly improved state; 
practicality and innovation needed to co-exist. Haldane was the embodi-
ment of such co-existence. His political manoeuvrings towards the 
improvement of the state are entirely in keeping, therefore, with that 
combination of instincts that we have repeatedly emphasised in preceding 
chapters, the combination of pragmatism and idealism. Secondly, 
Haldane, continually inspired by that idealism, never stood still; deadlock 
was anathema to him; there was always another move to be played. This 
fact hints towards an intellectual and, indeed, spiritual conviction that 
motivated his work: that Geist (Spirit) was ever moving through the struc-
tures of the world, ever resolving the dilemmas of the time, ever develop-
ing the good that was already operative in those structures and dilemmas. 
The state was the stage on which that movement, resolution and develop-
ment most evidently took place. And Haldane set himself to be one of the 
major actors within it. But what was the intellectual and professional 
background that made such action possible?
 Yes, Haldane came from a family that placed a high value on liberty, that 
‘great principle of Liberalism’. But it rests on more than that. Its roots 
were deep within the Hegelian thinking in which he steeped himself 
throughout his life. That thinking showed not just the compatibility of 
individual self-expression and collective action, but also that such compat-
ibility was the key to a healthy state—as we saw in Chapter 4. As Haldane’s 
life drew on, he found himself engaging with other thinkers—particularly 
the British pluralists—equally sympathetic to a concept of a society that 
emphasised individual freedom in and through local groups.20 From them, 
he drew insights into vital social and political dynamics that complemented 
his Hegel-orientated thoughts.21 But his credo was not built on mere the-
ory. Haldane made it his job—literally—to understand the concrete 
workings of states. Take his position, before ministerial office, as the lead-
ing barrister of his day representing Canadian provincial appeals before the 
Judicial Committee of the Privy Council (JCPC)—the court of last resort 
for (at that time) the whole of the empire, which Haldane would one day 
come to dominate as a judge. In this context, appearing seven times before 
the JCPC between 1894 and 1904, he heard first hand the demands of the 
provinces to be free to make their own decisions for their own communi-
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ties. A close understanding of a particular region—its economic dynamics, 
its geographical possibilities and challenges, the mindset of its people, the 
social norms at play amongst them—was a prerequisite, it seemed, for the 
process of enacting laws that would actually function in a particular area 
and prove beneficial to the people. A distant federal government could 
rarely rival the provincial government in such understanding. Haldane’s 
pleadings on behalf of the provinces inculcated a deep desire to see a state 
built from the bottom up, if conditions allowed. That it corresponded in 
such a coherent way with the philosophical worlds in which he moved and 
with new trends in Liberal thinking is a fact that may surprise the onlooker. 
Haldane saw it as the natural outworking of Geist, no doubt.
 All the thinkers who went into the cocktail of Haldane’s own thinking 
on the state were firm in one respect: that the state, despite the need to 
devolve political power, had a responsibility to provide for the essential, 
universal needs of human beings.22 There was some divergence about what 
those needs were, but for Haldane, speaking towards the close of the war 
on ‘The Future of Democracy’, they came down to providing a living 
wage, good housing and, most importantly, high-quality education:

The first principle … is that you must have a living wage, and the second 
principle is that you must have a decent home. Unless a man has a decent 
home for his wife and children and himself you will never get a good fam-
ily, and without good families you will not get a good State. … You are 
hopelessly handicapped in the race of life unless you have knowledge, and 
it must be the concern of the State, in striving after the ideal of equality, to 
secure that every man and woman has a chance of knowing.23

Haldane’s commitment to education was covered in Chapter 8, but his con-
tribution to federalism—a dynamic that is crucial to enacting the twin pillars 
of the state that have just been mentioned, namely decentralisation and the 
maintenance of essential human needs—is equally worth exploring.24

* * *

In his capacity, from 1911 until his death in 1928, as a judge sitting upon the 
Judicial Committee of the Privy Council, Haldane took a leading role in the 
shaping of a major federal state, Canada. He sat on thirty-two Canadian 
appeals, delivering nineteen of the judgments: a formidable contribution.25
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 There are a number of competing views on Haldane’s place in 
Canadian history. What can we say with any measure of certainty? His 
contribution revolves around his interpretation of the powers reserved 
to the federal government on the one hand and the provincial govern-
ments on the other, as set out respectively in sections 91 and 92 of the 
British North America Act 1867 (BNA Act). Depending on the way one 
interprets certain terms, it is possible to weigh power either towards the 
federal government or to the provincial governments. Much of the 
debate around Haldane’s legacy turns on what constitutes a threat to the 
Peace, Order and Good Government of Canada (POGG), as mentioned 
in section 91 of the Act. For Haldane, the answer to this question deter-
mined in what situations the federal government could interfere with 
matters reserved to the provinces in normal circumstances. Another 
matter for debate concerned the extent to which certain powers 
reserved to the provinces, such as those relating to property and civil 
rights, could be made to include certain powers reserved for the federal 
government, such as trade and commerce. The scholarly consensus is 
that the answers Haldane provided to these questions in his JCPC rulings 
significantly reinforced the power of the provinces over the federal gov-
ernment. It is also claimed that he creatively reworked the interpretation 
of the BNA Act to allow for this reinforcement.26

 The two classic judgments showcasing Haldane’s new vision for Canada 
are Board of Commerce and Snider, where he limited the residual powers of 
the federal government so drastically that it required a national emergency 
on the scale of war or famine to justify its interference in the affairs of the 
provinces.27 According to Haldane’s judgments, only in such cases of 
emergency could the POGG of Canada be considered as truly under 
threat. Moreover, matters concerning trade and commerce and criminal 
law, which came within the scope of national interest, had previously been 
open to federal jurisdiction, though Haldane’s judicial predecessor and 
hero, Lord Watson, had compromised this possibility to some extent. But 
with Haldane these federal powers were largely swept under the banner of 
property and civil rights (a move that some scholars would see as deeply 
against the original intention of the authors of the BNA Act). As property 
and civil rights were issues assigned in the BNA Act to the provinces, it 
became very difficult for the federal government to interfere in these 
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previously accessible issues.28 These issues could only become accessible 
when they rose to ‘national dimensions’ and, for Haldane, this meant 
something equivalent to a war or an emergency on a national scale. Such 
was the defining role that Haldane played in shaping the constitution that 
he was hailed, according to his own testimony, as the ‘father of the 
Canadian constitution’.29

 Yet, in Canada, criticisms of Haldane’s constitutional legacy have 
dogged his reputation since his death. Two examples will suffice to show 
the complications involved. In the 1930s, at the height of the Great 
Depression, the Canadian prime minister R.  B.  Bennett decided to make 
a series of radio speeches outlining a ‘New Deal’ for the country, based on 
Roosevelt’s model in the United States. These were radical proposals for a 
Conservative government—unemployment insurance (benefits, for 
instance), health and accident insurance, a minimum wage, a progressive 
taxation system, a maximum working week, fuller regulation of working 
conditions, a revision of old-age pensions and agricultural support pro-
grammes. The other political parties rallied behind the proposals, seeing 
in them a possible lifeline out of the country’s desperate condition. 
Bennett, however, was knocked from the premiership by William Lyon 
Mackenzie King, the Liberal leader, in 1935, before the proposals could be 
taken any further. King, who adamantly believed the New Deal legislation 
to be unconstitutional, then referred the legislation to the JCPC to ascer-
tain whether such reforms fell within federal jurisdiction. The committee, 
in a series of decisions in 1937, did indeed find the majority of the legisla-
tion to be unconstitutional.30 The Weekly Rest in Industrial Undertakings 
Act, the Limitation of Hours of Work Act, the Minimum Wages Act, the 
Employment and Social Insurance Act and the National Products 
Marketing Act were judged totally invalid, as ‘all these national issues 
turned out to be mere matters of property and civil rights in the prov-
inces’.31 The blame for this has subsequently fallen at Haldane’s door.32 
According to modern commentator David Schneiderman, these losses 
‘represented the most significant series of defeats to federal power at the 
very time when the exercise of federal authority was considered critical to 
the survival of the nation’.33 Referring to insights from Haldane critic 
Frank Scott, Schneiderman goes on to write that ‘Haldane failed to see … 
that the alternative to federal power was not necessarily the exercise of 
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provincial power, but “anarchy” if the subject matter of the legislation did 
not lend itself to provincial control.’34

 To respond to this criticism, we initially have to consider the justifica-
tion for Haldane’s particular reshaping of the constitution. I believe it is 
possible to mount a strong defence of this reshaping, given his time and his 
place, his thoughts regarding sovereignty and, indeed, the nature of Anglo-
Saxon law itself. We have to remember on the one hand that Haldane 
considered it the duty of the statesman and of the judge to respond to the 
will of the people, for sovereignty inhered in that will—an idea explored 
in Chapter 4. Haldane of course recognised the difficulty of discovering 
what that will was, but his intimate knowledge of provincial grudges 
against a centralised federal control, and his friendships with a number of 
leading Canadians, may have suggested to him the direction in which pub-
lic opinion was moving. On the other hand, we have to remember that 
Haldane believed, quite logically, that the more you could put decision-
making into the hands of those most affected by those decisions, the better. 
One could respond with the argument that such beliefs don’t change the 
fact that Haldane, to say the least, read against the grain of the BNA Act 
and perhaps even wilfully misinterpreted it. To say that trade and com-
merce and criminal law are largely inaccessible to federal control because 
they can usually be shielded by the provinces’ jurisdiction over property 
and civil rights is already, some commentators claim, bad enough; then to 
argue that the ‘Peace, Order, and Good Government’ of the nation can 
only be considered under threat by national emergencies results in what 
one commentator has called the ‘supreme joke of Canadian constitutional 
law’35—namely, the occasion on which Haldane tried to justify the JCPC’s 
decision in 1882 to hold as valid the federal legislation over temperance in 
1878, by claiming that the widespread drink problem of the time consti-
tuted a national emergency.36 But we should not forget that his judgments 
came from a consensus of the judges sitting upon the committee’s panels 
and that his predecessor Lord Watson had already begun pushing in similar 
interpretive directions.37 Haldane was not, therefore, alone in his consti-
tutional thinking. But there are further ways in which he might have 
defended himself.
 Haldane would have pointed out that the times in which the Act was 
formulated were different from those in which he was passing judgments. 
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This being so, it was incumbent upon the judge to find ways of honouring 
the spirit of the Act, while at the same time responding to the conditions 
that confronted him at that precise time. Haldane, writing in 1921 and 
reflecting on the relativity involved in the interpretation of the British 
constitution, points to an analogous example in his own country (we 
remember, of course, that the British constitution, unlike the BNA Act, is 
unwritten; however, the BNA Act does clearly state that it wishes ‘a 
Constitution similar in principle to that of the United Kingdom’).38 
Haldane observes that it is no longer acceptable in Britain for the monarch 
to legislate without that legislation taking the form of a parliamentary Act, 
despite the fact that there were historical periods, such as the reign of 
James I of England and VI of Scotland, when the monarch exercised a far 
greater freedom of legislation. James, as the foremost exponent of the 
divine right of kings, believed he possessed ‘the authority derived from 
God to rule without constitutional limit, indeed any earthly limit’.39 Yet, 
according to Haldane, ‘it was not long before the general sense of the 
British Community, as interpreted by the Judges generally’, led to a rejec-
tion of this understanding of sovereignty. The point is still a highly relevant 
one, as the Brexit-related cases concerning prerogative power clearly dem-
onstrate.40 Indeed, in the case Cherry and Miller [2019] at paragraph 41, we 
find these words:

Time and time again, in a series of cases since the 17th century, the Courts 
have protected Parliamentary sovereignty from threats posed to it by the 
use of prerogative powers, and in doing so have demonstrated that preroga-
tive powers are limited by the principle of Parliamentary sovereignty.41

Haldane’s point, ninety-eight years earlier, was that it is the general sense 
of the community, interpreted by the judiciary, that regulates the practice 
of the constitution.42

 In terms of how this relates to Canada, Haldane would have seen that 
certain traditional interpretations of the BNA Act simply would not have 
allowed the judge to act appropriately in contemporary circumstances. The 
judge has to find novel ways of following the Act that permit him to 
respond in a manner that clearly corresponds to the general sense of the 
community. Long after Haldane’s death this sense was in fact written into 
the Canadian Charter of Rights and Freedoms—in many ways a ‘Bill of 
Rights’—which forms part of the Constitution Act 1982. The judiciary 
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was given a much-expanded role in arbitrating acts by both federal and 
provincial governments which in its opinion violated Charter rights. These 
rights in certain respects go beyond the principles of common law as origi-
nated in the United Kingdom, placing the judiciary in a position to judge, 
even in advance of specific legislation, what they believe to be the true 
underlying spirit of Canada’s federation and of its individual provinces as 
they evolve and adjust over time.43 As Haldane had already warned in 
1921, ‘The mind of the state never stands still, any more than does the 
mind of the individual. We have therefore not only to watch but to think, 
and to take heed lest our social organism gets encrusted with the products 
of an environment that is no longer suited to it.’44

 To ensure that such watching and thinking found its way onto the judi-
cial benches, it was Haldane’s ideal that the judge should also be a states-
man. For, as we have seen, the true statesman is one who can read the signs 
of the times, who can follow the complex twists and turns of public opin-
ion, and the judge is the one who has the power to bring that opinion to 
bear within the law. Haldane was not alone in believing in the importance 
of such a combination. Haldane quotes President Wilson approvingly in 
this respect: ‘It [the United States] never needed lawyers who are also 
statesmen more than it needs them now—needs them in its courts, in its 
legislatures, in its seats of executive authority—lawyers who can think in 
the terms of society itself.’45

 Haldane’s time at the Bar representing the provinces convinced him of 
the growing need for decentralisation and made him aware that new fac-
tors were always coming into play. In 1912—the year after he began sit-
ting on the JCPC—we find him reflecting on the ‘new problem’ of the 
‘relation of the self-conscious and self-developing individual to the com-
munity’ within advanced Western states. This raises what Haldane calls 
the ‘great question’ of the day: ‘how the infinite value of the individual 
inner life, and the claims of the society of which the individual is a mem-
ber and on which he is dependent are to be reconciled’.46 Everything he 
heard at the Bar from the provinces backed up the view that power had 
to get closer to the wellsprings of sovereignty: the local groups, associa-
tions and corporations in which the best of that ‘individual inner life’ 
finds expression, reconciling the claims of that life with the wider claims 
of the community. This was indeed the pressing contemporary question. 
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Eight years later he wrote: ‘the forms of all constitutions of the state are 
one-sided, if they are not able to contain the principle of free individual-
ity’.47 There is little doubt that Haldane saw the BNA Act in its traditional 
interpretation—that is, the interpretation that prevailed before his pre-
decessor Lord Watson—as ‘one-sided’ and that he, in his capacity as a 
judge, needed to respond to the ‘new problem’ of the times, as that prob-
lem became apparent in public opinion. Not to do so would be to risk 
ignoring the source from which his own authority as a judge came, the 
authority of public opinion: ‘it is the general opinion of the nation at the 
time when action has to be taken that is the ultimate source of author-
ity’.48 He was not afraid to say, in the British context, that ‘Opinion has 
moulded … the common law which the Judges administer’,49 and he 
believed this to be the case in Canada too. Speaking in Montreal in 1913, 
he quoted the famous words of the American authority Justice Oliver 
Wendell Holmes in endorsement of his point:

The life of the law has not been logic; it has been experience. The felt 
necessities of the time, the prevalent moral and political theories, inten-
tions of public policy, avowed or unconscious, even the prejudices which 
judges share with their fellow men, have had a good deal more to do than 
the syllogism in determining the rules [by] which men should be gov-
erned. The law embodies the story of a nation’s development through 
many centuries, and it cannot be dealt with as if it contained only the 
axioms and corollaries of a book of mathematics.50

But for Haldane this was not a process that the judge ought simply to leave 
to history to prove; it was the judge’s responsibility to ensure that the law 
continued to follow this human, experiential trajectory. If Hegel believed 
that the ‘function of the supreme public authority is to adjust the old 
external structure to the new subjective attitudes’,51 Haldane did too.
 These comments already, to some extent, vindicate Haldane’s reshaping 
of the constitution. But what of its impact on the fate of Bennett’s New 
Deal? It is always dangerous to indulge in counterfactual history, but 
Haldane does give indications that, had he been faced with the kind of 
crisis that Canada was experiencing in the 1930s, he would have once 
more shaped the constitution in a more centralised manner. He writes that 
‘In wartime, a highly centralized control may be essential. In peacetime it 
may be politically and ethically very undesirable.’52 Though the crisis was 
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a peacetime crisis, if Haldane had felt that it bore the hallmarks of a war-
time emergency, then he may well have felt justified in allowing the federal 
government to implement its New Deal policies on the basis that the 
Peace, Order and Good Government of the land were under threat. The 
pliability of law was a constant theme of Haldane’s and there is a strong 
case to be made that, if public opinion so demanded and the facts merited 
it, he would have gone against the grain of his previous provincial-orien-
tated judgments in such exceptional circumstances—and he did himself 
do this on a number of occasions.53 Having said that, we should note that 
the JCPC judges in 1937 did consider whether it could reasonably be said 
that Canada faced a situation of emergency, and they found that such a 
description did not meet the facts.54

 A second criticism that has emerged concerns the apparent relativism that 
Haldane’s jurisprudence seems to advocate. According to Frederick 
Vaughan’s 2010 book Viscount Haldane: ‘The Wicked Step-father of the Canadian 
Constitution’—which adopted Eugene Forsey’s pejorative description of 
Haldane in its title55—Haldane’s philosophical beliefs, particularly his read-
ing of Hegel, led him to interpret the constitution in a way that was at vari-
ance with the intention of the Act’s original authors.56 Vaughan shows great 
sympathy with Haldane as a man, and seeks to do justice to the intellectual 
world that informed his legal perspective.57 Indeed, before his death in 2018, 
Vaughan was a constant supporter of my own project to put Haldane back 
on the map as a major statesman of continuing relevance. He was ever ready 
to lend a hand towards this goal and helped me develop a fuller understand-
ing of Haldane’s place in Canada; I am deeply in his debt. But Vaughan main-
tained a critical stance, particularly in terms of what he saw as Haldane’s 
contribution to a dangerous judicial relativism. For Vaughan, this stems back 
to Hegel’s historicism, which he understood as follows:

Hegel’s most enduring contribution to modern public philosophy was his 
central thesis … that ethical or moral standards change over time; what was 
wrong in one generation becomes right in a succeeding generation. Above 
all, it means there is no permanent notion of what constitutes justice. Justice 
becomes whatever the state says it is at any given historic epoch.58

 Haldane was in thrall to such thinking, according to Vaughan, and his 
judgments were embodiments of this historicism, as he sought to enact 
whatever notions of justice prevailed at the time at which he passed judg-
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ment. Vaughan examines Haldane’s commitment to understanding what 
he (Haldane) called the Sittlichkeit of a people—a word borrowed from 
Hegel and explored most fully by Haldane in his address to the special 
joint meeting of the American Bar Association and the Bar Association of 
Canada in Montreal in 1913, entitled ‘Higher Nationality’. In German, 
sittlich means ethical, but Sittlichkeit does not have a direct translation in 
English. Haldane, however, unpacks it as follows: ‘the system of habitual 
or customary conduct, ethical rather than legal, which embraces all those 
obligations of the citizen which it is “bad form” or “not the thing” to disre-
gard’.59 It is, if you like, something akin to social mores. Sittlichkeit is a 
system which is largely taken for granted within a society; it is for the 
most part unconsciously followed. For Vaughan, Sittlichkeit is closely 
related to the General Will and public opinion—notions explored in 
Chapter 4—as it encapsulates the prevailing attitudes within a society. 
Haldane, so the argument goes, believed that the law, over time, ought to 
reflect the changes that take place within a community’s Sittlichkeit, will 
and opinion. In Haldane’s day, the argument continues, this may not have 
been very damaging, but it was the start of a slippery slope and in more 
modern times Canadian law has followed Haldane’s example and allowed 
for legislation that shows no basis in a universal moral truth—in other 
words, a truth that remains true for all times and all places.
 Canada is well known for its progressive, and sometimes highly contro-
versial, social policies. There is, for example, a universal right for a woman 
to have an abortion at any stage of her pregnancy—‘a degree of permis-
siveness largely unseen elsewhere in the western world’.60 Canada’s 2014 
prostitution laws outlawed the purchasing of sex, but not the selling of it, 
in an attempt to protect the safety rights of prostitutes. In 2018 marijuana 
was legalised for personal use. Vaughan, one of Canada’s many Roman 
Catholics, felt deeply unsettled by the swing away from more ‘traditional’ 
values. The Civil Marriage Act of 2005, which legalised same-sex mar-
riage, seemed to mark, for Vaughan, a decisive break with a universal 
moral code.
 Vaughan did not blame Haldane for these particular laws, but he did 
consider him guilty of making relativity a fundamental feature of the 
Canadian constitution: ‘It is no coincidence that he [Haldane] was the 
author of a book titled The Reign of Relativity, for as the times change so, 
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too, must the public acceptance of the latest “progressive” social standard 
which the judges are called upon to weave into the fabric of the law.’61

 For many, such an idea isn’t problematic; it is even praiseworthy. 
Moreover, it seems hard to imagine how legislatures could do anything other 
than legislate in the context of their times. In my view, Vaughan’s argument 
is not one that demands a rebuttal. What his argument does do, however, is 
raise the interesting question of how Haldane conceived of the relationship 
between Sittlichkeit (something akin to social mores, as I have said) and the 
law. What kind of relativity ought the law to show? And what role ought the 
judge to play?
 Haldane’s address on ‘Higher Nationality’ shines some light on this:

The spirit of the community and its ideals may vary greatly. There may be 
a low level of ‘Sittlichkeit’; and we have seen the spectacle of nations which 
have even degenerated in this respect. It may possibly conflict with law and 
morality, as in the case of the duel. But when a level is high in a nation we 
admire the system, for we see it not only guiding a people and binding 
them together for national effort, but affording the most real freedom of 
thought and action for those who in daily life habitually act in accordance 
with the General Will.62

This quotation suggests that Haldane did in fact believe in a universal stan-
dard of morality against which we can judge certain actions, in this case the 
duel. Indeed, the notion of higher and lower levels of Sittlichkeit suggests 
such a standard, as it appeals to a standard of measurement external to the 
individual systems of measurement belonging to particular communities. 
The key point is that, while the standard is universal, each person’s knowl-
edge of it is relative to the context in which they find themselves.
 It is perhaps helpful to adopt the categories employed by Philip J.  Kain, a 
noted Hegel scholar, who understands Hegel as a ‘serious cultural relativist’ 
as opposed to a ‘vulgar cultural relativist’. Haldane fits the description of the 
former, who recognises that our thinking is formed and developed within 
particular cultural contexts and historical eras, and that these contexts and 
eras can greatly vary. But as Kain points out, this does not mean that certain 
cultures may not have access to what he calls ‘real truth’. He elaborates:

From the fact that there have been different scientific paradigms, must we 
conclude that there is no scientific truth or that one paradigm is just as 
good as another? Serious cultural relativism does not preclude truth, it just 
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implies that we cannot have access to it unless we come to understand it in 
and through a particular cultural and historical context.63

So the judge, while recognising that his own knowledge is relative, must to 
the best of his ability find what is truthful and beneficial in the latest social 
standard and, through his judgments, separate wheat from chaff, and thus 
raise the level of the community’s Sittlichkeit; he performs a purifying func-
tion. But this influence must still act in response to the will of the people. 
The judge should not impose his own will. Even if he can envision ways of 
construing the law that would end various civic grievances, unless the 
people are ready for such a move, unless they will it, it is unlikely to be 
effective.64 This explains why, for Haldane, the law must progress organi-
cally; it develops slowly as it follows and mirrors the best that is within the 
General Will. Novel, but artificial, interpretations of the law, lacking public 
support, will fail to achieve their purpose. The constitution of a state must 
always be a response to the people whose constitution it is, never an impo-
sition upon them.

It is Hegel who observes … that every nation has the constitution which 
suits it and belongs to it. The state, he says, is the nation’s spirit and 
depends on the character of its consciousness of itself. It is therefore idle 
to think of giving to a people a constitution a priori … But, whatever the 
constitution, we come back in the end to its foundation. This must be the 
consent of the governed.65

All of Haldane’s judgments on Canadian cases, and indeed on any case 
appearing before the JCPC, were attempts to reflect the spirit of the 
nation. The law, in his hands, was not a dead thing to be read off a piece of 
legislation; it was very much alive. Indeed, if Haldane were alive today, he 
would not be concerned that the interpretation of the Canadian constitu-
tion has moved on since his own time, and that some of his ways of reading 
it have been abandoned; on the contrary, he would have thought that only 
right.66 Truth never stands still, as he was fond of saying. If Frederick 
Vaughan is correct about Haldane’s role in introducing a strong streak of 
relativism into the constitution, then modern Canadians may even have 
Haldane to thank for the fact that their laws are recognisably reflective of 
their own time and their contemporary character as a people.
 For those who support the current unity of the federation of Canada, it 
is also possible to consider Haldane and Lord Watson as having played a 
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salvific role in maintaining that unity. That may sound extreme, but if we 
consider the circumstances of the 1995 Quebec referendum, then it could 
be proposed that the provincial autonomy that Watson and Haldane so 
radically championed provided just enough freedom for the province of 
Quebec to decide, ultimately, in favour of remaining part of the nation. 
The split of the vote was knife-edgingly close—50.6  per  cent in favour of 
Quebec remaining in Canada with 49.4  per  cent in favour of its seces-
sion—a margin of just over 1  per  cent. Following that vote, the whole 
strength of the movement for an independent Quebec, promoted by the 
Parti Québécois, diminished significantly—although, as I write, its popu-
larity is once again on the ascent. One could argue that if Watson and 
Haldane had not so effectively promoted greater provincial autonomy over 
so many years, it is possible that the degree of dissatisfaction in 1995 
would have been that marginal degree greater than it actually was, with 
the consequence that Quebec would that year have seceded from Canada. 
The counter-argument of course is that Haldane’s promotion of a greater 
level of devolution to the provinces was in itself the seed of the greater 
desire for provincial autonomy and, in the extreme, secession. If, like 
Haldane, you are convinced that strong states are built on a sense of auton-
omy amongst their constituent parts, the former is surely a more compel-
ling argument. Haldane, on this view, posthumously played a vital role in 
saving the Canadian state through the judgments of the Judicial Committee 
which he so powerfully influenced. While there were obviously myriad 
other influences playing into the events of 1995, many of which might 
justifiably claim to have played a part in the ‘saving’ of Canada, they do not 
necessarily undermine the truth of the above statement. Of course, for 
those who do support Quebec’s secession, then Haldane’s role in Canadian 
history is perhaps less laudatory.
 Whatever view one takes, what cannot be doubted is Haldane’s commit-
ment to seeing justice done in Canadian appeals. To confirm this, we only 
have to read one letter that seems to sum up the spirit of his approach.67 
Towards the close of 1913 Haldane received a missive from Sir Charles 
Fitzpatrick, the chief justice of Canada, reprimanding him for perfunctory 
and cavalier JCPC verdicts. For a moment, the usual Haldane spirit of equa-
nimity trembles on the edge. His response, written on 29  December, shows 
a man for whom honour, integrity and hard work are everything. Clearly, 
Canada was the beneficiary of all three.



THE NEW STATE

  313

My dear Chief Justice,

I have your letter of the 12th. It contains several points which I must deal 
with (1) You seem to suggest that the case of Rex v. Cotton was decided 
perfunctorily, that we laid down that a Province cannot under S.92 of the 
Constitution Act direct the collection of taxes through a public office & 
that we treated the previous decisions of Woodruffe’s case ‘cavalierly’.

Now none of these things are so. I presided myself in Rex v. Cotton. We 
gave days to the hearing to which we devoted the energies of a judicial 
tribunal. We decided the point as to ultra vires because it was raised and 
pressed by the parties. We did not decide that the Province could not col-
lect a tax through a public office. What we did decide was what was plainly 
in accordance with principle & with the previous decisions of Lord 
Selborne & others that the wording of a particular amendment which had 
been made to a previous & valid Act was an attempt to impose an indirect 
tax on property outside the Province. You say that there is a nasty feeling 
about the judgement of which I weighed every line personally.

Well. It is for you in Canada to say what you want. You need not keep the 
Appeal to the Privy Council. But so long as you do and I have anything to 
do with the Supreme Court of Imperial Justice I hope it will look at noth-
ing but Law & Justice & Truth. We had better shut the Judicial Committee 
up than lend ourselves to any other standard. I know you do not mean 
otherwise, but there are ambiguous expressions in what you have written 
& I should be wanting in frankness if I did not say so.

Then (2) you say that leave to appeal has been too freely given. I was of that 
opinion myself, & told you so in September at Montreal, & you agreed 
except in the case of Quebec. As the result I consulted my colleagues & 
have sat on every application for leave to appeal from Canada which has 
been made since we resumed sittings in October.

If your Registrar will look into the records since then he will find that we 
have very effectively checked the stream of applications. Few of them have 
succeeded.

(3) You speak of myself as not giving personal attention to Canadian cases. 
I have sat in every case of importance since I became Chancellor & have 
instituted the Canada ‘July’. I have bent the whole strength of our tribunal 
on cases from Canada even to the sacrifice of English work in the House of 
Lords of two judges—which was what the Imperial Conference asked for 
… And it certainly never gave more time or pains to Canadian cases. If we 
do not fall below the level reached in the Alberta, Fishery and Cotton 
cases, I shall be well content. But no lower standard will suffice. You must 
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take us or else do what you are quite within your rights in doing by abolish-
ing the Appeal.

You must not mind me writing this freely but when I have been making 
some of the hardest efforts of my life I do not like to have them 
misinterpreted.

Believe me

Yours sincerely,

Haldane

* * *

We have spent quite some time analysing Haldane’s role in the fashioning 
of the Canadian state. But what do his political actions at home tell us 
about his understanding of how the British state ought to operate?
 Haldane articulates a central aspect of his views in an article on ‘The 
Liberal Creed’ in 1888, where he is clearly feeling his way towards a prac-
tical and fair solution to the land question:

The first broad facts which require attention in seeking for a policy which 
is at once progressive and constructive are the relations which in reality 
obtain between the individual and the State. … But for the State the capi-
talist classes could not have become what they are. Their relations to the 
State, in fact, enter into the very composition of the millionaires of 
Lombard Street, and the multitude of wealthy professional and trades 
people to whose prosperity the fortunes of these millionaires contribute. 
It is therefore perfectly just that the State, as the representative of the 
country, should charge as it were a rent for the fields which it provides for 
all these people to cultivate at such a profit—not such a rent as will take 
away the motives for their industry, but an equivalent which they will 
willingly pay as the price of the advantages for which it is paid.68

This is not a vision of a centralist, power-grabbing state, however. Haldane 
and his colleagues firmly believed that decisions around land ought to be 
devolved to local councils, though the government ought to set the broad 
limits within which they could act. Limits, in fact, is not quite the right 
word; powers would be better. For this was a vision of local empower-
ment, and for two reasons. One relates to what we have already said con-
cerning the practical importance of devolution—proper understanding of 
local conditions, expression of freedom, allowing decision-making to get 
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closer to the hands of those most affected by it—but the second relates to 
the practical challenges of the House of Commons; ‘choked and overbur-
dened … under the existing system of local business’, as Asquith described 
that House in 1895.
 To give Asquith’s words a little more context, they feature in the fol-
lowing important claim:

Social legislation … in the long run could not be adopted upon a large and 
really liberal scale until they amended their political machinery in three 
vital respects … relieve the House of Commons, choked and overbur-
dened as it was under the existing system of local business … refer the 
transactions of local affairs to local bodies … and thirdly the completion 
and climax of the whole … readjustment of the function of the two Houses 
of Parliament.69

As this quotation hints, reform of the House of Lords was clearly essential 
if Liberal domestic legislation was to take off in a big way. The crisis of 
1910—in which the Liberal government, backed by the king, threatened 
the Tory-dominated Lords with a mass creation of Liberal peers if the 
Lords refused to give free passage to money Bills sent to it from the Lower 
Chamber—made it clear just how real this hindrance was. But once again 
Haldane was the reasonable voice showing the way forward during the 
turbulent years before and, indeed, after the crisis. Crucially, he acted as 
mediator between Rosebery and Asquith during the 1892–95 govern-
ment, where Rosebery was seen as representative of the ‘menders’ and 
Asquith of the ‘enders’ of the House of Lords. In typical Hegelian fashion, 
Haldane sought to show that in reality there was no real conflict between 
the two. They may have differed on the letter of the question, but in spirit 
they were one. Both positions were manifestations of the Liberal desire to 
see the constitution take its natural evolutionary course of ‘development 
towards democracy’. Haldane’s practical proposal was that the Lords 
ought to ‘reserve a power of veto … akin to that which the Home Rule 
Bill contemplated the Imperial Parliament should have over the Irish leg-
islative body, a power to be exercised only when the spirit of the 
Constitution was being violated’.70

 Haldane believed that this power of veto would be easier to swallow 
once the hereditary peerage came to an end—an inevitability for 
Haldane—and was replaced with ‘an elite of talent’. All positions of 
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authority should, in fact, be based on the same principle. Privilege, in 
other words, must never be automatic; it must be earned. But privilege 
there must be. Elitism should persist; elitism with a Haldanean twist:

I think it is profoundly true that we are now on the way to see our old-
fashioned aristocracy superseded. Quite painlessly and calmly you will put 
us poor Peers out of political existence, in a very delightful and easy way, I 
have no doubt; but we are going out of existence. And I am going to tell 
you what must take the place of the old-fashioned aristocracy. There is 
going to take its place an elite of talent. You will have your democracy, not 
on the footing of the Bolsheviks, but with every kind of differing authority, 
authority according to talent and capacity, only restrained so that the indi-
vidual of great cleverness shall not be able to get more than the share which 
is justly his, having regard to the talent he possesses. With the elite of talent 
anyone, however meanly born, will have the opportunity of rising to the 
highest position. We have been getting on pretty fast towards that, but I 
want it done in a scientific way.71

Haldane was persuaded not just of the compatibility of elitism and justice, 
but of the necessity of their co-existence. Without the former, the state 
lacks effective leadership. Without the latter, it lacks a conscience. The 
state needs both if it is to function in a healthy manner. But if equality of 
opportunity was an essential component of the make-up of Haldane’s 
desired state, this did not mean he wanted the Liberals to become the 
party simply of the underrepresented within society. His rhetoric was 
geared to take all demographics with him. He wanted to inspire the privi-
leged classes with his vision so that they might begin to rethink their 
responsibilities. His was not a negative attack; it was a positive advance in 
which all could participate.
 The desire to be a party that embraced the whole spectrum of society is 
one important reason why Haldane and Asquith, having entered Campbell-
Bannerman’s ministry in December 1905, resisted the idea of granting 
extra-legal privileges to the trade unions during discussions on the 1906 
Trade Disputes Bill. The debate raised by this Bill concerned the trade 
unions’ immunity from the possibility of being sued. This liberty had been 
widely assumed before the Taff Vale case of 1901, in which Haldane had 
acted as lead counsel for the union known as the Amalgamated Society of 
Railway Servants. The society’s members had gone on strike in protest 
against the Taff Vale Railway Company’s treatment of a member of staff who 
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had been refused a pay increase, and who had been moved to a different 
station as a punishment for his continual requests. The company then 
brought in replacement workers, and this resulted in acts of sabotage by the 
strikers, seriously disrupting the company’s ability to operate. Although the 
company then successfully sought resolution through collective bargaining, 
it still decided to sue for damages. In this too it was successful. But the 
Court of Appeal overturned the initial decision and the case then went up 
to the House of Lords, which restored the original verdict. Until this deci-
sion, the reason it had been assumed that trade unions were not liable for 
damages was based on the fact that they were unincorporated entities and 
were simply too large and unwieldy to be held accountable in the precise 
way the law seemed to require. But the decision in the Lords emphasised 
that the society was registered, and therefore enjoyed certain advantages 
concomitantly with certain responsibilities. As the then Lord Chancellor, 
Lord Halsbury, put it: ‘If the legislature has created a thing which can own 
property, which can employ servants, or which can inflict injury, it must be 
taken, I think, to have impliedly given the power to make it suable in a court 
of law, for injuries purposely done by its authority and procurement.’72 Their 
Lordships’ decision that the union must be held responsible for damages 
caused by members acting in its name brought widespread outrage among 
the trade unions, and they exerted a huge amount of pressure on Parliament 
to have the law changed to protect their immunity. We have already seen 
what Haldane thought about responding to public opinion, and he was 
largely in favour of the unions’ right to strike and maintain immunity. But he 
felt the concerns of their Lordships could be reconciled with the unions if it 
were possible to limit the law of agency, which would avoid a situation in 
which, as Asquith put it, ‘the funds of a union might be made liable for the 
acts of persons who were really irresponsible agents, though their agency 
might be attributed to the union’.73 Thus they sought to appease the unions, 
while at the same time guarding against eventualities in which someone or 
some group, acting in the name of their union ‘in contemplation or further-
ance of a trade dispute’,74 could break the law and not be held accountable 
for it. They lost their battle within the Cabinet, however. Campbell-
Bannerman supported, instead, a private member’s Bill that gave the widest 
sense of immunity to the unions. This the government decided to take up 
and champion. It was enshrined in law as the Trade Disputes Act 1906.
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 The Liberals became, in Matthew’s words, ‘the captives of an interest’.75 
It was a blow to the vision of Liberalism set out by Haldane. As Asquith 
said in 1895, ‘the interests of the community as a whole ought to be para-
mount over the interests of any class, any interest, or any section’. This was 
‘the root and spring of Liberalism’.76 Instead of granting privileges to one 
side, the state should play mediator between capital and labour. Rosebery’s 
successful mediation during the coal strike of 1893 and the Scottish coal 
strike of 1894 demonstrated this key capacity of the state. Interestingly, it 
was Haldane who had prompted Asquith to reach out to Gladstone with 
the request for Rosebery to take up this role (just as Haldane believed that 
all aspects of reality could be traced back to the foundational role of the 
mind, so too, if we dig far enough, do we find him at the root of so many 
successful political manoeuvres). His belief in the mediatory role of the 
state was coupled with his insistence on the importance of bodies such as 
the trade unions. Not only could these allow for that expression of the 
collective willing of individuals that we have already seen to be so vital; 
they also acted as agencies providing labourers with their own necessities, 
relieving the governmental side of the state from certain responsibilities. 
Yes, state interference was no longer the bête noire of Liberalism; it was 
now a necessity on many fronts. But wherever it was possible to restrict 
interference and not jeopardise the interests of the community by doing 
so, then the state had a responsibility to hold back accordingly. Trade 
unions allowed the state, in its governmental form, to show such restraint.
 Not only did Haldane desire the rights of labourers to be fairly upheld, 
he also felt that their working conditions could be made such that their 
daily tasks were no longer daily grinds. As things stood, ‘Labour is discon-
tented, because it does not have enough interest in its work; it is suffering 
from the monotony of being treated like a machine.’77 If self-expression 
was critical to Haldane’s understanding of citizens’ involvement in the 
state, then it was crucial that their work should require—and indeed ben-
efit from—the expression of their unique capacities. Could this be realisti-
cally achieved? Haldane thought a decisive step in that direction was, at 
least, possible. If we fast-forward from the debates of 1906 to 1918, we 
find him putting forward a proposal within the bounds of what he calls 
‘practical politics’. By that stage he had gained a wealth of knowledge 
concerning the condition of labourers through his 1917–18 chairmanship 
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of the Ministry of Reconstruction’s Coal Conservation Committee. 
Speaking on ‘The Future of Democracy’ to the Workers’ Educational 
Association in Coventry, an address we have quoted elsewhere in this chap-
ter, he reflected on the production of electrical power from coal. He noted 
that ‘today we use eighty million tons of coal in the year to supply power 
for our industries in this country’. The majority of this coal, he lamented, 
was used to generate steam power, and ‘the steam-engine is a very wasteful 
way of producing energy’. This waste was compounded by the widespread 
use of small engines. Optimistically, however, his committee saw the pos-
sibility for huge economies here:

If you could take the coal at the pit-head and turn it on a great scale into 
steam at once … the waste could be reduced to a minimum, and then, 
with great super-power stations generating electric power on a large scale, 
you would get the result that instead of eighty million tons of coal per year 
being used to produce the existing quantity of industrial power … we 
should do it with only twenty-five million tons.

Haldane’s proposal was that, because of the large deposits of coal at 
Britain’s disposal and because other resources would surely supersede coal 
in the future, ‘we can very well use the eighty million tons at one-third of 
the cost’. This leads to the conclusion that the ‘workman with a combina-
tion of electrical tools might therefore put out three times as much and be 
paid three times the wage’.78 Moreover, a six-hour day would then become 
possible. Haldane’s excitement was palpable:

It would be a concentrated day, requiring workmen who know a great deal 
and have knowledge enough to supervise the application of electrical 
energy. The workman would have to apply his mind very closely; like a 
Judge, he would have to attend to everything and never let his attention 
wander. Also, like a Judge, he would have to know a certain amount. But 
think, after six hours’ work he would be able to spend time with his books, 
with his family, in the art gallery, in forming his mind, and generally in 
being more of a human being than he is now, when he is dog-tired at the 
end of the day.79

Haldane, who relished his judicial work, finding enormous satisfaction in 
its execution, evidently believed that this version of the workman’s tasks 
would provide him with similar satisfaction. In fact, it was quite a thing in 
1918 to compare a judge’s work with that of the humble worker. It was the 
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kind of move typical of Haldane. He could find nobility in any task if only 
it could embrace the working of the mind and fulfil the duties of the 
moment. And herein lay the key to abolishing class distinctions, one of the 
central tasks of Liberalism as Haldane construed it. Haldane was not a class 
leveller in the sense of reducing standards to the lowest common denomi-
nator. He believed the state had a duty to raise standards across all levels 
of society so that all working people, from judge to pit-worker, enjoyed 
equal dignity and reward in their work. Once again, education was the 
catalyst that would make such a state possible. The workman ‘would have 
to be educated, and you must brush aside the idea that any illiterate person 
could do the work. … Every workman will have something of the profes-
sor in him.’80

 Inspiring stuff, but is it realistic and is it truly just? On the one hand, we 
might feel that this vision favours those with talent and intelligence, but 
leaves behind all else who struggle in these regards. Haldane would 
acknowledge that we cannot change the world from being one that favours 
talent and intelligence; it is in the order of nature that this is so. But he 
would add that the state should try its best to find ways of providing the 
less well accomplished with work suitable to their particular abilities, and 
in this way provide some form of job satisfaction. He by no means advo-
cated that all work ought to require the same intellectual rigour. His point 
was simply that, where possible, work should be made interesting and 
engaging, and that our education system should be such that there are no 
barriers to applying oneself successfully to that work.
 On the other hand, we might critique Haldane’s vision of the engaged 
worker by pointing out the inevitability of monotony in any steady job. 
Unfortunately, he has already beaten us to it. The realist once more bal-
ances the idealist:

Let us compare workmen with Judges. I am a fairly busy man. I am, among 
other things, a Judge of the Supreme Tribunal of the Empire, and I sit there 
daily from half-past ten to four listening to cases which are argued before 
us and on which we have to give judgements which are sometimes very 
difficult and laborious. Do you think there is no monotony in listening to 
speeches from half-past ten to four o’clock? I confess to you that I am 
haunted by the monotony of it. … That is only one instance; but everyone, 
even in the most interesting occupation, has a feeling of monotony.81
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Perhaps we might critique Haldane’s vision from another angle. Surely 
his notion that the labourer would turn to books and art galleries at the 
end of his working day betrays the mind of a man living in a world quite 
removed from the realities of the labourer’s predilections. Is this simply 
wishful thinking on Haldane’s part? Again, he is one step ahead of us. He 
reminds us that for twenty-five years he represented a constituency 
whose members were mainly agricultural labourers, and what he says 
about his interactions with his constituents puts our own assumptions 
into question:

I learned something of the ideals of democracy in the twenty-five years I 
represented them. When I went into those spotless and speckless cottages 
there I saw books, and there was an atmosphere of education there, and I 
used to feel that these men were not what was ordinarily understood by 
labourers, but were people with mind and knowledge just like what was 
possessed by their most highly educated neighbours. … I have known a 
good many working men who read their Shakespeare, and some of them 
their Plato, too.82

When we remember the popularity of the new opportunities for adult 
education that were arising at this time—the evening classes offered by the 
Workers’ Educational Association (WEA), for example—Haldane’s assess-
ment is clearly not as subjective as it might at first appear. Have we perhaps 
unjustly underestimated the character of the labourers of Haldane’s day? 
Maybe we are the ones removed from the reality of those times.

* * *

Understanding what motivated people to become involved and interested 
in their work was vital if businesses and the economy were to thrive. 
Haldane knew better than most what ‘job satisfaction’ meant and how it 
could have a wider societal impact. His commitment to the work of the 
National Institute of Industrial Psychology, incorporated in February 
1921, was a natural follow-on from his own personal experiences. Its 
foundation dates from two lectures delivered at the Royal Institution of 
Great Britain in 1918 by Dr  Charles Myers, who was to become the insti-
tute’s first full-time principal and the foremost representative of British 
psychology in its international relationships. He was at the time the direc-
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tor of the psychological laboratory in the University of Cambridge. He 
pointed out that there was no body in existence which was directly inter-
ested in utilising psychological and physiological knowledge in relation to 
industrial and commercial life. He suggested the formation of an appropri-
ate institute of applied psychology in Great Britain. Henry Welch, a direc-
tor of Harrisons & Crosfield, a pioneering company involved with the 
cultivation and marketing of tea and rubber, approached Myers with his 
long-held practical concerns as a businessman about the waste of human 
effort and ability caused by ‘occupational misfits and by the existing hap-
hazard methods of finding occupations for young people’.83 A formidable 
partnership ensued.
 All this was meat and drink to Haldane. He became a founding member 
of its council and advisory board84 and was the principal speaker at its first 
annual meeting at the Mansion House in the City of London on 27  March 
1922, to celebrate the achievements of its inaugural year.85 As the institute 
built momentum and reputation, Balfour became its first president in 1924 
and Haldane, in 1925, became, with Sir Charles Sherrington, one of its 
two vice-presidents, a position he held until his death in 1928. An appeal, 
in their three joint names, was launched in 1925 for £100,000 for the 
maintenance and the endowment of the institute.86 The Carnegie United 
Kingdom Trust, of which Haldane’s sister Elizabeth was a trustee and 
which had supported the work of the institute every year since its founda-
tion, immediately increased its commitment. The Laura Spelman 
Rockefeller Foundation, which was shortly afterwards to provide the capi-
tal for the purchase of the Bloomsbury site as the new headquarters of the 
University of London, was also a significant contributor. The institute 
continued to promote the application of psychology and physiology within 
the fields of industry and commerce until the mid-1970s.
 The question of how to get the most out of people was vital to Haldane. 
Given his own ability to squeeze every last bit of his energy and time in the 
service of the state, he knew what was possible—though, we might add, his 
bachelor status, his team of household servants, his wealth and his excep-
tional stamina usually went unrecognised as factors in his capacity to achieve 
so much in one lifetime. Nevertheless, he was convinced that vast portions 
of human potential were going untapped. Finding a way to access and 
develop this potential was therefore crucial. Equally important was discov-
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ering how, once tapped, to put the various talents of each individual to the 
benefit of the organisation, group, industry or business to which they 
belonged. It is in this regard that he was drawn to the thinking of Mary 
Follett, one of the pre-eminent thinkers in the United States in the fields of 
democracy and social organisation. Intellectually brilliant, her writing and 
her lectures maintain a continuing relevance even today.87 As her biographer 
Joan C.  Tonn writes, for many years her name rested in relative obscurity, 
but many of the notions promulgated in popular management books of the 
last thirty years (Tonn was writing in 2003) are close analogues to ideas 
Follett developed in the 1920s. Tonn argues that Follett’s work in ‘collabora-
tive leadership, win-win forms of conflict resolution, worker empower-
ment, self-managed teams, valuing inclusivity and diversity, continuous 
improvement, cross functional coordination and corporate social responsi-
bility’ continues to resonate in the present.88

 Haldane was first introduced to her work in 1920 by his friend the 
philosopher Bernard Bosanquet,89 and it was typical of Haldane that, find-
ing in her a kindred spirit, he should publicly embrace Follett’s ideas and 
encourage her work. Indeed, quite out of the blue, Haldane wrote to 
Follett in January 1920 to request that she allow him to compose an intro-
duction to her groundbreaking book The New State, in the hope that he 
might ‘make the book known in my own country by pointing out its bear-
ing on our own political problems’.90 After some hesitancy91—would 
Haldane’s endorsement imply that she belonged to a specific school of 
thought?—she accepted his offer, and a fruitful exchange ensued for the 
rest of Haldane’s life.
 In 1924, shortly before he became Lord Chancellor for a second time, 
she had invited Haldane (impressed by his understanding of her core inten-
tions) to review the manuscript of her book Creative Experience and was 
amazed when he responded, having just taken office, with his acceptance. 
She wrote to him in gratitude for his suggestions:

What fun that you are doing some of the things I can only write about. You 
will now probably have many opportunities to recognize and work with 
functional wholes, that is, at one and the same time to reject abstract 
wholes, and also the conceptions of those who think atomism is going to 
save their hugged-to-the-hearts individualism. It is so wonderful that 
England just at this moment should have a philosopher at the helm.92
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Perhaps Ramsay MacDonald would have taken exception to this last 
statement.
 Haldane had been out of office for a year by the time Follett arrived in 
Britain in mid-July 1926. Workplace militancy was high, and had been for 
two years, and there were numerous strikes. It was a good time to debate 
her theories with a philosopher and statesman. She went north and spent 
two nights at Cloan in mid-August. There she also met Elizabeth Haldane, 
and the discussions that ensued between the two about vocational guidance 
and placement and the significance of group activities sparked a friendship 
that was to be sustained after Haldane’s death. Indeed, in one surviving 
letter there is even a hint of a romantic inclination from the side of 
Follett.93 We don’t know what Elizabeth’s response was to this.
 Haldane wrote about Follett on 17  August 1926 to Gosse: ‘The great 
visit is over. The conversation was unbrokenly of the highest brow order. 
… Miss F[ollett] has a vast academic acquaintance. She is a really good 
thinker, but not very stirring socially. She lives for study and knows phi-
losophy well. [She] was not much of a walker, although she proved a very 
good talker.’ He then lamented that ‘the Black Dog was barely more than 
civil. Someone seems to have instilled prejudice into his mind.’94 And writ-
ing to Gosse a few days later he refers again to the Black Dog, saying that 
he had at last recovered his health and vigour. ‘He seemed to be suffering 
from acute depression. The malicious suggestion was made that it was the 
outcome of jealousy of Miss Follett.’95 This tells us something of the plea-
sure that Haldane had derived from the deep discussions during her visit.
 Follett went on to lecture at Oxford after her stay at Cloan. She met 
there Lyndall Urwick, the co-founder in 1934 of Urwick, Orr & Partners, 
the great pioneer of the management consulting movement. More than 
forty years later he recalled that meeting. ‘In two minutes flat,’ Urwick 
remembered, ‘I was at her feet, and I stayed there as long as she lived.’ Her 
approach, as Urwick describes it, was almost pure Haldane. It was her 
ability to convey in that two-minute conversation Urwick’s importance to 
her, in his experience, thoughts, everything about him—but that impor-
tance was rooted in the fact that he was an individual who was part of a 
whole. He was struck by her fascination with the human condition, not as 
something abstract, but as that which was embodied in unique persons, 
but could also not be reduced to single persons. She allowed Urwick to 
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157. Haldane: A lifetime committed to the state. Haldane wrote that ‘Responsible 
government is a complicated and difficult matter. It requires great tact and insight, as 
well as great courage, the essential qualities of character in the statesman’.



158. Cartoon in the Westminster Gazette July 1906 of  ‘The New War Office Agrippa: Mr 
Haldane developing the Negative’. The notion of efficiency guided Haldane in all of his 
political endeavours, making him a leading member of the cross-party initiative for 
National Efficiency. This programme involved a search for a set of governing principles 
upon which every aspect of national policy could be built, a concept at one with 
Haldane’s philosophical methodology.

National Efficiency



160. Above: The British North America 
Act 1867. Haldane’s interpretation of this 
Act was informed by his philosophical 
commitment to building states from the 
bottom up.

161. Above right: The Federal Parliament 
of Canada, Ottawa, c. 1900 and, 162, 
lower right: The Provincial Parliament of 
Ontario,  Toronto, c. 1915.

159. Haldane presiding at the Judicial Committee of the Privy Council at 9 Downing St., 
c. 1925, the ‘Supreme Court’ of the Empire. His remarkable series of judgements radically 
shifted power from the Canadian federal parliament to the provincial parliaments.

Transforming the Canadian State



164. The Mansion House in the City of 
London, c. 1900, where Haldane was the 
principal speaker for the annual meeting 
of the National Institute of Industrial 
Psychology in 1922. Haldane had been a 
founding member of the Institute the 
previous year.

163. In 1900 Haldane acted as counsel on 
behalf of the union involved in the Taff 
Vale Railway strike in the defence of the 
legal action brought by the company. The 
case was lost by the union. Despite some 
reservations by Haldane as to the width of 
its scope, the Liberal government of 1906 
enshrined in legislation the Trade Disputes 
Act giving immunity to unions from 
claims for damages during strikes.

Haldane was committed to developing healthy groups within society as a way of building 
a healthy state. His work in the law and his support of certain specialist organisations was 
a key part of this.

Group Organisation



165. Mary Parker Follett 
(1868–1933) wrote The 
New State in 1918. Haldane 
was deeply impressed by 
her book. He befriended 
her and wrote the intro-
duction to the second 
edition. In 1926 Haldane 
invited her to stay at 
Cloan. Follett went on to 
lecture at Oxford and 
deeply inspired Lyndall 
Urmick, the pioneer of 
management consulting, 
c. 1918. 

166. In 1922 Haldane helped create and became first president of the Institute of Public 
Administration devoted to promoting the science and practice of that profession. The 
prestigious Haldane medal was thereafter awarded annually by the institution.



In August and September 1913, Haldane travelled to Montreal via New York at the 
invitation of a distinguished committee of Americans, including President Taft, and of 
Canadians, led by Prime Minister Robert Borden. He addressed the Bar Asssociations of 
America and Canada in joint session, delivering, on the subject of the ‘Higher 
Nationality’, the most important international address of his life.

167. Haldane crossed the Atlantic, accompanied by his sister Elizabeth, on the ill-fated 
R.M.S. Lusitania, which was sunk by a German U-boat off the coast of Ireland in May 
1915, an act which influenced the United States’ decision to declare war on Germany in 
1917. Haldane’s visit to North America necessitated the King giving exceptional 
permission for Haldane, as Lord Chancellor and Keeper of the Great Seal, to leave the 
shores of Britain. 

Promoting International Co-operation



168. En route to Montreal, Haldane travelled on the yacht of J.P. Morgan Jnr. up the 
Hudson River from New York to West Point, the US Military Academy, where he 
reviewed the largest parade of military cadets mounted until that time in the history of 
West Point.

1913 | Haldane Visits West Point Military Academy



In April 1915, whilst the war was in progress, Haldane, forward-looking as ever, wrote a 
prophetic memorandum to the Cabinet, the first paper laid before them to advocate the 
concept of a League of Nations. Haldane’s thesis included most of the essential features 
adopted by the League of Nations at its post-war foundation in 1919. These comprised 
especially a collective guarantee against aggression, the formation of a representative 
Council and of a Permanent Court of International Justice. 

169. Signing of League of Nations 
Geneva Protocol June 1925 by Sir 
Austen Chamberlain (centre) on 
behalf of the United Kingdom. 

Neglected Apostle of the League of Nations



170. Haldane, in 1924 and, at 68 years old, visibly aged, returned for his second period 
of office as Lord Chancellor, this time in the first Labour government. He agreed with 
the prime minister, Ramsay MacDonald, that he should be relieved of certain judicial 
duties in order to devote more time to the Committee of Imperial Defence, of which he 
became chairman. At the fall of the Labour government later that year, Stanley Baldwin, 
the Conservative prime minister, invited Haldane to remain a member of the CID. 
Haldane used that office, with his restored judicial functions and his leadership of the 
Labour party in the House of Lords, to continue to shape the structure of the state both 
in Britain and Canada.

Haldane Continues to Shape the State



171. The Haldane family on Mary 
Haldane’s 100th birthday in 1925. Front 
row: (l to r) J. S. Haldane, Lord Haldane, 
Elizabeth Haldane, Sir William Haldane; 
Middle row: J. B. S. Haldane, Lady 
Haldane, A. R. B. Haldane, Miss M. E. 
Haldane and T. G. N. Haldane (both of 
Foswell), and Miss A. Chinnery Haldane, 
B. Chinnery Haldane, and B. Chinnery 
Haldane (each of Gleneagles); back row: 
in centre Sir Aylmer Haldane. Others 
unknown.

172. Haldane’s mother in her 98th year, 
1923, with the protrait of her uncle Sir 
John Burdon Sanderson behind her bed. 
She died 16 days after her 100th birthday. 

Centenary and Death of Mary Elizabeth Haldane



173. Philip de László’s portrait of a noticeably thin Haldane, painted a few months 
before Haldane’s death in August 1928. 

A Final Portrait



173.

HALDANE: THE STATESMAN
(1856–1928)
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sense, in other words, the great web of interrelations between the human 
family, no constituent element of which was worthless or without interest. 
Urwick doubted ‘if she had ever met anyone who was her intellectual 
superior’ or ‘ever met anyone without making them feel more important 
in themselves. Cleverness with no conceit, pity without patronage, sym-
pathy with no superiority, interest without intrusion, it was a marvellous 
equipment.’96 In this pen portrait it is clear why Follett’s approach must 
have been so attractive to Haldane.
 Follett’s emphasis on the importance of the proper functioning of 
groups in their service to the state sheds light on why Haldane was so 
liberal in his support of public institutions. Wherever a body of committed 
and intelligent individuals came together to pool their ideas for the well-
being of the state, it was almost an inevitability that Haldane’s presence 
and support would surface somewhere within their affairs. The foundation, 
in 1922, of the Institute of Public Administration, devoted to the promo-
tion of the science and practice of public administration, proved to be yet 
one more Haldane-backed initiative of significant importance. Haldane 
was, in fact, its first president. As Sir Frank Heath said of him, ‘No one 
realised more clearly than Lord Haldane how much the success of any 
scheme for improving efficiency of public administration must depend 
upon the temper and equipment of the officials entrusted with its day-to-
day business. He saw in the Institute … useful means of influencing the 
temper and strengthening the equipment of civil servants both local and 
Imperial.’97 The institute was for many years, until its dissolution in 1992, 
the leading independent British organisation concerned with policy-mak-
ing and management in the public sector. It helped greatly to improve the 
effectiveness of public administration and to increase the wider public’s 
understanding of the scope of activity and processes both within the 
United Kingdom and overseas. It was awarded a royal charter in 1954. Its 
work covered the entire public sector: the legislature, central and local 
government, publicly funded health services, public corporations, non-
departmental and other statutory public bodies. It surveyed how these 
organisations interacted with each other and, importantly, with industry. 
At its inception, Sir William Beveridge hoped it would be a place in which 
‘Civil Servants may meet regularly to make a national pool of their ideas, 
to work out techniques of administration, by discussion and papers and so 
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on; to educate themselves and incidentally the public as to what the Civil 
Service is and does’.98

 But Haldane, in his inaugural presidential address to the institute, put 
its case more broadly. He referred to a comment made to him by a name-
less ‘distinguished public person’ who had ‘been engaged in making an 
investigation of the subject’ to the effect that the country could, ‘if the 
proper reforms were made, be governed at two-thirds of its present 
cost.’99 Haldane admitted that this may have been too hopeful a view, but 
he was sure that waste lay at every turn, and that the reason for this could 
be found in the failure to think through what the true requirements of the 
nation were. This thinking through ‘will not be accomplished without the 
co-operation and initiative of the Civil Service itself’.100 He felt strongly 
that the institute should avoid the tendency of trade union organisations to 
become a body which merely protects individual interests. On the con-
trary, it should seek a much wider role in society. He believed that the 
Civil Service, if its members were themselves highly educated, could 
become one of the greatest educative influences within the nation. In this 
way, it could ‘raise the standards in business and in life generally of those 
with whom it will have to be dealing constantly’.101 One of the ways that 
Haldane envisioned such a raising of standards was for the Civil Service to 
keep in close touch with the universities, so that a fruitful interchange of 
ideas and skills on the highest level might occur. As is the case with many 
of Haldane’s visions of harmonious co-operation between particular 
groups, this has taken a long time to materialise.102

* * *

We have spoken at length on Haldane’s desire to see, and his work 
towards, improved working conditions for people of all sectors and 
classes. But we should not therefore think that he was all for champion-
ing a state in which the satisfaction of the individual was paramount. His 
address to the Workers’ Educational Association in Coventry, quoted 
earlier, was given towards the close of a long and bloody war, a war that 
had seen the destruction of human life on a scale we can hardly imagine 
today. In the deaths of Patrick Haldane (the son of his youngest brother 
William), Raymond Asquith and Edward Horner, Haldane, too, had wit-
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nessed the lives of those closest to him ravaged by the horror and brutal-
ity of the conflict. Could these countless acts of sacrifice have any mean-
ing? For Haldane, they were expressive of what true citizenship meant. 
His words at Coventry reach a crescendo as he tries to show their rela-
tionship to what true life within the state is. It is worth quoting him at 
length again, for here perhaps more than anywhere else do we come to 
the essence of his feelings for the state:

We are citizens of the State and we owe duties to the State and to each 
other. The highest values we can reach are those we reach by self-sacrifice, 
by putting thoughts of ourselves aside, and by thinking of something nobler 
and greater. That is what our soldiers are doing in the fields of France to-
day, and that is why our hearts go out to them, because theirs is the faith 
that there is something higher than life—the good of their country. We 
have to bear that in mind. There is a higher side in which we recognise 
society as there for more than mere self-help, as an organisation in which 
we can realise duties to the State, and realise more than merely personal 
aspirations. In an organised community like that we do not aim at or think 
of reward. We live for eternal justice. Your best man does not want reward 
for doing the right thing. It is the thing itself, the joy of quality, that makes 
all the difference to him. And so the ideal of the citizen of the State must 
be that it is quality and not quantity that counts, and that the real reward 
lies in self-sacrifice itself, even, it may be, in the giving of one’s life.103

There remains one final feature to comment on regarding Haldane’s 
understanding of the state, and that concerns his emphasis on the impor-
tance of good relationships between states. We already know just how 
much effort he applied to building a friendly rapport between Britain and 
Germany: the countless speeches drawing attention to those aspects of the 
German nation from which Britain could learn; his public praise of 
Germany’s scientific and educational advancements; his visits to the Kaiser 
in 1906 and 1912, the latter specifically aimed at securing a consensus on 
which a peace treaty could build. Despite these noble attempts, Haldane 
failed to bring about the atmosphere of good feeling for which he so 
longed. But his focus was not simply orientated towards the land of Kant 
and Hegel.
 I mentioned earlier Haldane’s 1913 speech to the special joint meeting 
of the American Bar Association and the Bar Association of Canada in 
Montreal. As the first meeting of the American Bar Association outside the 
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United States, designed to mark ‘the common basis of American and 
English Law’, it was a remarkable occasion.104 Even more remarkable per-
haps was the fact of Haldane’s physical presence there. In normal circum-
stances, the Lord Chancellor, as Keeper of the Great Seal (Custos Sigilli) 
was not allowed to leave British shores so long as he remained in that 
office. Haldane had to seek the king’s permission to release him from this 
particular restriction for two weeks. It was deemed to be diplomatically 
advantageous for this transatlantic journey to go ahead, and the king gave 
leave for Haldane to put the Great Seal into the hands of a three-person 
commission, allowing him to travel with ‘a comfortable constitutional 
conscience’.105 (Fascinatingly, Haldane made his voyage on the ill-fated 
Lusitania, celebrated in its day for making the fastest crossing of the 
Atlantic and, briefly, as the world’s largest passenger ship, destined to be 
sunk off the south coast of Ireland by a German U-boat in May 1915, an 
act which eventually led to the United States’ decision to declare war on 
Germany in 1917.) The association’s invitation, presented by its president 
and future UK ambassador, Frank B.  Kellogg, had been endorsed by the 
highest authorities in both the United States and Canada—including 
President Taft himself, who wrote personally to Haldane seeking his accep-
tance—and it could achieve a double purpose of building a closer friend-
ship with the United States while simultaneously affirming British ties with 
Canada.106 It was, as Haldane pointed out to his audience, nearly a hundred 
years since the signing of the Treaty of Ghent, which ended the war of 
1812 between the United States on the one side and Canada and Great 
Britain on the other. Haldane’s speech was viewed as part of the ‘process 
of coming to a deepening and yet more complete understanding of each 
other’ since that time.107 Moreover, it gave a platform from which a major 
British statesman could reach an audience of almost unprecedented mag-
nitude, for the words of the speech would not just be confined to the ears 
of the lawyers in Montreal, but would be committed to print and pub-
lished across both host nations. ‘Through this organization you [Haldane] 
would reach every corner of America—United States and Canada’, urged 
the US ambassador to France, Myron T.  Herrick.108 There is no doubt that 
Haldane took the preparation of the speech extremely seriously, sending 
Edmund Gosse six different drafts for consideration. Reflecting on their 
interaction at this time, Gosse wrote:
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In the course of the many interviews we had on the subject, at 28 Queen 
Anne’s Gate, and here at my own house, I was struck by the modesty and 
docility of the Lord Chancellor, who considered every one of my objec-
tions, and put nothing aside without attention. He was intensely desirous 
to produce an essay of real weight, capable by its form of pleasing the 
Americans and by its theme of awakening international reflection.109

What we discover in this speech are the foundations upon which can be 
established ‘a true unison between Sovereign States’.110 The critical con-
cept that goes to the making of such foundations is embodied in that 
German word Sittlichkeit, defined, you will remember, as ‘the system of 
habitual or customary conduct, ethical rather than legal, which embraces 
all those obligations of the citizen which it is “bad form” or “not the thing” 
to disregard’.111 In Haldane’s address this elides with the General Will, 
though it seems that there are some subtle differences. Sittlichkeit appears 
to be confined to the ethical sphere, whereas the General Will can go 
beyond this. Monarchy may, for example, represent the form of govern-
ment determined by the General Will; this is not an ethical desire, but a 
political one.112 Another difference lies in the fact that Sittlichkeit seems to 
be something citizens accept unconsciously and without reflection. The 
General Will can also be something that requires reflection before we are 
conscious of its existence, but, according to Haldane, it often has the char-
acter of showing itself in such a way that we cannot help but be aware of 
it. National acts of sacrifice and heroism, evident during times of conflict, 
are examples to which Haldane draws our attention. Of course, in many 
cases Sittlichkeit and the General Will do merge. In our culture, we find an 
instance of this when one person performs an act of service to another. It 
is taken for granted that the person to whom that act is directed ought to 
express gratitude in return. If they fail to do so, it is not only a breach of 
our ‘habitual or customary conduct’, a breach of our community’s 
Sittlichkeit; it also goes against our will, and not simply our private and 
selfish will, that such an expression should be offered.
 Leaving these technicalities aside, Haldane’s proposition is a fairly simple 
one: ‘Can nations form a group or community among themselves’, he asks, 
‘within which a habit of looking to common ideals may grow up sufficiently 
strong to develop a General Will, and to make the binding power of these 
ideals a reliable sanction for their obligations to each other?’113 This Will, 
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Haldane thinks, would form a common Sittlichkeit across the nations in 
question, and this would function as a basis for friendly and beneficent 
international relations between them. Haldane has reservations about this 
as a practical proposition applicable to any group of nations, given the state 
of things in the world at that time, but he feels that in the specific case of 
the United States, Canada and Great Britain there is much to be hopeful 
about. He sees in their ‘common inheritance in traditions, in surroundings, 
and in ideals’ the potential to build such mutual understanding.
 This is important for a legal audience because he considers lawyers to 
be the chief agents, alongside governments, through which such mutuality 
can grow. His reasons are twofold. Firstly, systems of justice that have their 
roots in Anglo-Saxon law are peculiarly suited (as we have seen) to putting 
public opinion into a more definite form, and indeed they can even 
develop that form to a significant extent. Lawyers are capable, in other 
words, of shaping laws that reflect the General Will that Haldane hoped 
would emerge. Secondly, the tradition within all three countries is one in 
which lawyers play a large part in public affairs, ‘and we influence our 
fellow-men in questions which go far beyond the province of the law’.114 
Their influence, he thinks, has a direct bearing on the Sittlichkeit of their 
nations. So lawyers must emphasise, in their public actions, the good feel-
ing and shared values between the nations in the hope that they will sink 
into the intentions and wills of the people at large.
 True to form, Haldane turns this into an affair of the spirit. He does not 
ask for treaties and written agreements. He is realistic enough to know 
that such things can never constitute real unison. For him, that unison 
‘must be sought for deeper down in an intimate social life’.115 Here great 
opportunities and great responsibilities lie:

It is easy to fail to realize how much an occasion like the assemblage in 
Montreal of the American Bar Association, on the eve of a great centenary, 
can be made to mean, and it is easy to let such an occasion pass with a too 
timid modesty. Should we let it pass now, I think a real opportunity for 
doing good will just thereby have been missed by you and me. We need say 
nothing; we need pass no cut-and-dried resolution. It is the spirit, not the 
letter, that is the one thing needful.116

Haldane’s belief in the power of the spirit over the letter stands behind so 
much of what he sought to achieve in shaping both the British state and 
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other states beyond her shores. Of course, he was zealous in his determi-
nation to propose and enact legislation that would lead to improvements 
in the lives of his fellow citizens; the letter was still vital. But it meant 
nothing if it did not rest on an even more important foundation: the will 
of those for whom those goods were sought. Haldane’s legendary stamina 
in travelling the length and breadth of the country to speak at public 
assemblies is a testimony to his conviction that what ultimately mattered 
was forming an educated, socially minded public opinion. This is the soil 
out of which beneficial legislation grows.
 Although, in many ways, the vision that Haldane offered in ‘Higher 
Nationality’ never really materialised, he did achieve other, more con-
crete interventions of significance for international relations, which 
pushed in similar directions. One in particular stands out, and it was 
made in far more tense and dangerous circumstances than the atmo-
sphere of Montreal in 1913. In April 1915, still within the first year of 
the greatest conflict the world had ever seen, Haldane, in the final 
months of his Lord Chancellorship, issued a prophetic Cabinet memo-
randum now held at the Public Record Office.117 The document has led 
one commentator to hail Haldane as ‘a conceptual godfather of the 
League of Nations and a strikingly accurate soothsayer of the impending 
Interwar period’.118 The document does indeed show astonishing fore-
sight. To do it justice one would have to read it in full. For this, sadly, 
there is little space. But Robert Joseph Gowen well summarises the 
memorandum’s importance:

Not only was Haldane the first to bring the League idea before the cabinet, 
but in doing so he unveiled most of its essential features: the collective 
guarantee against aggression found in articles 11 through 17, a select but 
representative Council to marshal information and mobilize public opin-
ion, and a district court—the subsequent Permanent Court of International 
Justice—to deal with related ‘justiciable’ disputes.

Moreover, Haldane was able to paint the major factors that led to the 
League’s establishment, as Gowen continues:

With the easy touch of a clairvoyant, he adumbrates the quest for disarma-
ment, the declining importance of British seapower, the growing weight of 
American influence, the ruptures with France and Russia, and, of course, 
the rise of a yet more powerful revanchist Germany.
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Haldane was the first British statesman to lay the seeds of such an idea 
before the government. When the League movement began to build 
momentum the following year, it is perhaps no surprise that the govern-
ment responded with such ‘positive familiarity’. And yet, until Gowen 
wrote his article on Haldane as the ‘Neglected Apostle of the League of 
Nations’ in 1971, Haldane’s name rarely appeared in discussions of the 
League’s origins. The omission was indeed ‘obviously unjust’.119

 Although, on this occasion, Haldane’s vision did materialise, other fac-
tors would come into play to render the League’s work ineffectual, not 
least the crushing terms of the Treaty of Versailles. When these became 
known in 1919, Haldane wrote another prophetic, but far less hopeful 
message, this time to his mother:

The peace terms make me anxious for the tranquillity of the world in the 
next generation. They are not high-minded terms. … They [France] want 
to cripple Germany permanently. … They can lay the seeds of war for the 
future. There is a liberal Germany which could be built up and a German 
culture which has its message for humanity, but this treaty submerges both 
in a state of misery and despair, which will in due course have their 
reactions.120

Within twenty years the Nazis were at the height of their power and the 
world was at war again.

* * *

But it would be wrong to end this final chapter with such a negative 
moment in history. Haldane’s ability to see the latent possibilities for the 
rise of a ‘liberal Germany’ with a ‘message for humanity’ should remind 
us, more positively, of what he believed the state should be. We have seen 
throughout our discussion that a healthy functioning state, on Haldane’s 
terms, is impossible without a meeting of interests between the state and 
the individuals who compose it. Only when citizens seek to embody a 
positive message for those around them—orienting themselves towards 
the well-being of their neighbours and communities—will the state come 
to have its own message for humanity.
 In his tireless efforts for those closest to him and for the public good, 
Haldane certainly lived his own positive message. He found that in giving 
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of himself, he discovered his true satisfaction and his true freedom; he 
sought in everything he did to embrace that which is of real quality and 
claimed to have thereby encountered a joy that the mere search after plea-
sure can never achieve. Haldane believed, as his speeches and writings 
repeatedly show, that the individual cultivation of this attitude lies at the 
foundation of the best form of states. As we develop in selflessness and in 
dedication to causes of value, we learn that, slowly, our own ends are 
becoming one and the same as the ends of the state. We no longer live in 
conflict with the state, but seek its goals because they are our own. But 
that does not cancel out individuality; far from it. As Haldane’s own 
intense individuality showed, a person’s uniqueness may even be enhanced 
in the service of the state.
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AFTERWORD

Things done for gain are nought / But great things done, endure.

Shackleton’s version of lines from Swinburne1

Over the years Haldane had often returned to Cloan drained by overwork 
or brought low by illness. At the end of July 1928, exhausted and ill, he 
came home to Scotland for the last time. Mortality was in the air. Three 
men intimately associated with Haldane had died that year: Haig on 
29  January; Asquith on 15  February; and Edmund Gosse on 16  May. 
Haldane’s sister Elizabeth, as at all critical times, was with him. She was 
worried, but the change was gradual, and it was only over the final few 
days that the downturn became grave. A number of years ago I happened 
to find her simple ‘Letts’ diary for 1928 in one of the bookcases at Cloan, 
in which she had jotted down a series of rather sad notes.
 On 28  July she recorded that eighty members of the Boys’ Brigade had 
come to tea. ‘R.  saw them and said goodbye,’ she wrote. The same day an 
announcement was placed in The Times expressing Haldane’s disappoint-
ment that on account of ill health he had been unable to attend the lunch 
given that week by the British Academy to the Earl of Balfour. Two days 
later he reached his seventy-second birthday, but this passes unmentioned 
in her diary. On 4  August The Times reported that ‘Lord Haldane, who is at 
Cloan, his Perthshire residence, had been ordered a complete rest’. That 
day, an address which Haldane had prepared as the president of the Brontë 
Society on ‘The Genius of the Brontës’ was read in his absence at the open-
ing of the Old Howarth parsonage as a museum and library.
 On 12  August, rather ominously, two doctors, Dr  Matthew from 
Edinburgh and Dr  Dunn from Auchterarder, came together to Cloan. This 
was immediately followed by the arrival the next day of Nurse Sarah 
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Turner from Glasgow. 14 and 15  August were simply marked ‘anxious’. 
The next day, ‘R.  seemed brighter’. But Drs Matthew and Gunn returned 
on Saturday 18  August. He was ‘very drowsy’.
 And then we have her entry for Sunday, 19  August 1928. ‘Sorrowful 
day. Passed away suddenly but peacefully at 3.5. All there from Foswell [his 
brother William’s home]—boys, Dr  Gunn & nurse.’ She recorded on a 
folded sheet of Cloan writing paper the words of the last letter which he 
had sent, dictated to her only that morning. It was a message of reassur-
ance to Frances Horner, on holiday in France, oblivious of the course of 
events. ‘Getting on. All well. Love. A little tired but going on quite 
smoothly. Hope to write soon. Ever yours R.’ And on the reverse of the 
sheet she wrote the third stanza of ‘The Old Stoic’ by Emily Brontë: ‘Yes, 
as my swift days near their goal: / ’Tis all that I implore; / In life and death 
a changeless soul, / With courage to endure.’ Haldane had used these 
words in his address to the Brontë Society.
 The peace of Cloan was immediately disrupted. One hundred tele-
grams arrived within twenty-four hours, then letters and more letters. It 
was to be three weeks before Elizabeth could record in her diary that she 
had finished answering the nearly a thousand letters of sympathy. From 
every corner of the world they arrived, from family, friends, colleagues of 
many nationalities, often drawing on personal reminiscences of Haldane. 
Suddenly, it was as if the differences and the controversies that had beset 
his life were placed on one side. Many expressed their view, as did the 
obituaries in the very papers that had attacked him, that the passage of 
time could only work to restore him to the position of high honour that he 
so richly deserved.
 Preparations for the burial were quickly put in place for the afternoon 
of Thursday 23  August. The internment would be at the graveside next to 
the family chapel at Gleneagles at 2.30 p.m., and would not be private. 
The events of that day were faithfully described by Kitty Inge, the wife of 
the dean of St Paul’s, who had arrived at Cloan with her husband late the 
previous evening. In a long letter to Haldane’s beloved Frances Horner, 
marooned with her family on holiday in France, some sense of the atmo-
sphere can be gained.2

 Haldane’s body lay on a bed of Cloan heather in an oak coffin beneath 
the west window of the drawing room. Since his death four days earlier on 
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Sunday afternoon he had been at rest in his study ‘among his beloved 
books, with the puritan simplicity of four little vases filled with flowers 
around him being the most moving thing of all’. Haldane had been brought 
down to the drawing room at noon, which Elizabeth Haldane ‘had tried to 
make as beautiful as she could with just lovely greenery everywhere and 
on the coffin the three wreaths of the family’.
 Kitty wrote of a great concourse of friends, ‘Sir Ian Hamilton, black 
robed men, and others’, standing together at the entrance to the room 
leaving Haldane and the young minister in a place apart ‘in such simplicity 
which made one realise somehow the greatness of the Friend we had lost’. 
As the short funeral service commenced, the sun came out and through 
the west window lit the drawing room with a wonderful radiance. The 
minister started with the traditional words of comfort and consolation 
from the scriptures, before, as The Times reported the next day, expressing 
thanks ‘for the services which Lord Haldane had rendered to his country, 
for the work that he had done in its hour of need, for the vision and fore-
sight which lay behind that work and for the freedom Britain enjoyed 
today through his labours’. The choir from the Auchterarder Institute sang 
very simply ‘O! God of Bethel’ and the Scottish version of Psalm 121: ‘I to 
the hills will lift mine eyes/ From whence doth come my aid.’
 Just outside the north window a large farm lorry pulled by two black 
horses—the same lorry that had carried his mother’s body on her own last 
journey from Cloan only three years previously at the age of 100—could 
be seen draped in purple cloth waiting to receive the coffin from the 
shoulders of the stalwart estate workers. ‘It was so exactly as if the horses 
understood, just looking round with such intelligent eyes to the Master, 
and then as he was put onto his carriage they bowed their heads!’
 It had been a grey and misty morning, but by the time the mourners 
emerged from Cloan’s dark, low entrance hall into the open air at the 
front of the house the weather had cleared to reveal the spirit-enhancing 
vista stretching out before the house, from Ben Lomond in the west, along 
the Grampians, to the rising Cairngorms in the far north.
 The Haldane family took up their assigned places in the cortège—the 
men on foot, the women in motor cars—behind the flower-covered cart 
and coffin and a second wagon bedecked with wreaths which had been 
sent from throughout Britain and the empire. Haldane’s two brothers 
together with his three nephews, strode out behind, with the estate work-
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ers walking alongside. Down the drive and across the small glen they pro-
cessed, ‘such a wonderful sight as we wound in and out of those tortuous 
lanes’, the journey to the ‘Lang Toun’ of Auchterarder watched over by 
‘men standing bare headed and the women true mourners with such true 
sorrowing faces’.
 A body of sixty of Haldane’s Territorials, led by four pipers, took up 
position at the head of the procession and the moving lament of the pipes 
could be heard as the cortège marched the 2 miles through Auchterarder 
and onwards to loop back into the foothills of the Ochils at Gleneagles. 
The procession had expanded to a mile in length by the time the coffin 
passed the hall and library which Andrew Carnegie had opened in Haldane 
and his sister’s company thirty-two years before. Today all was silence 
except for the tolling of its bell. Kitty Inge noted that the shops and cot-
tages had their blinds down and recalled ‘silent knots of women and chil-
dren, everyone really caring; there was a simplicity and dignity on the 
whole route, not one jarring note’.
 Arriving at the small chapel and burial ground at the northern entrance 
to Gleneagles, whose ‘great hills seemed to stand like sentinels’, it was 
‘beautiful and impressive beyond words and yet so intimate as if the earth 
was waiting to receive a loved child to watch and guide’. Here a large 
number of mourners were gathered, ‘the only note of colour being the 
Heads of the universities and their Mace-bearers, but never was there any 
formality, it was just a perfect loving tribute of those who loved and hon-
oured their friend’. An ecumenical service was conducted at the graveside 
by Rev. Robert Gardner of Auchterarder Parish Church followed immedi-
ately by a private service within the small and ancient adjoining Gleneagles 
chapel at which Dean Inge and the Bishop of Glasgow officiated. Haldane 
was laid to rest.
 But, as in life, where on so many occasions events involving Haldane 
had proved unpredictable, so it was to be in his death. For, in the morning, 
urgent news came from Gleneagles to Haldane’s brother at Foswell and to 
Elizabeth at Cloan. During the night a deranged man, convinced that Lord 
Haldane was still alive, had dug open the newly filled grave. Even in death, 
Haldane was unable to rest wholly in peace.

* * *
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But, as we have seen repeatedly in this book, Haldane continues to live 
on in modern Britain, and in Canada. What was it that secured the lon-
gevity of his work? I think it was the unusual combination of the prin-
ciples that guided him and the techniques he used to build upon them. 
There is certainly more than just one ‘Haldane Principle’; five, at the 
very least, stand out.3

1.  The first principle is the importance of returning to first principles, 
in his insistence that thinking costs nothing and that thought must 
precede action. It is this that allowed Haldane to define the key ques-
tions, to see things whole, to fit each component element of his work 
into an organism that could live and breathe, develop and grow, over 
the long term. Hence the immense importance he placed on 
research, including independent research not designed to reflect a 
politically expedient agenda. Hence, too, his passion for being philo-
sophically rigorous in all his undertakings. No politician of the mod-
ern age in Britain has ever attempted to put his or her philosophy 
into practice in the way Haldane did.

2.  The second core principle is that investment in education is the best 
investment that any nation can make. Haldane’s ability to act upon this 
conviction means that none can rival his contribution to the university 
landscape of Britain. Part of his success lay in some key Haldanean 
techniques: establishing principles; focus in approach; marshalling 
influential support; ensuring a sound financial footing for every endeav-
our; and, in his many speaking engagements and books, inspiring his 
audience with the loftiness of his cause.

3.  The third principle is that decisions should ideally be taken as close as 
possible to the people that they affect. Haldane’s stances on Home Rule 
for Ireland and on provincial autonomy in Canada show his commitment 
to this ideal. Haldane, inspired by his philosophical studies and friend-
ships, believed that the more an individual feels a part of the decision-
making process the more committed that individual will be to supporting 
that decision. This is where policies on sovereignty and devolution ought 
to begin. As Haldane explained in his 1913 speech on ‘Higher Nationality’ 
in Montreal, this applies both within and between individual nation-
states. Here we see his vision of groups of nations working together to 
achieve higher objectives than they could individually.
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4.  The fourth Haldane principle is to balance realism with idealism, in the 
sense of recognising the importance of timing in relation to effecting 
change. Haldane saw, for instance, that there was no point in seeking to 
drive radical change at a pace which would simply be rejected by a 
House of Lords dominated by Conservatives. The compromises he 
made to get his army reforms through Parliament again illustrate the 
point. He was fully conscious that in politics a developed sense of tim-
ing, along with a subtle pragmatic approach, determines what can be 
achieved just as much as the ability to articulate the arguments. 
Connected to this was a desire to implement change at a pace that was 
concurrent with the General Will of the people. Statesmanship requires 
the cultivation of the capacity to identify the underlying sense of the 
direction of society, even if from time to time that direction may 
appear to be lost in the noisy maelstrom of competing mobs. Lasting 
and beneficial change comes when the statesman reacts to the General 
Will and not to the vacillations of short-term public outcries.

5.  The fifth essential Haldane principle is a recourse to statesmanship 
rather than to politics. Haldane’s approach to cross-party co-operation 
demonstrates the true difference in approach between the statesman 
and the politician. The statesman is someone who holds certain well-
thought-through views and opinions that transcend day-to-day party-
political life. In a representative democracy where a politician stands 
on the ticket of a particular party it is important that the electorate 
should be able to rely on their representative to support his or her 
colleagues. But there are occasions where, on certain matters, particu-
larly of individual conscience, this proves impossible and an MP feels it 
necessary to abstain from voting or to vote against his own party. 
Haldane knew that cross-party co-operation often led to the most valu-
able policies. His legacy in education and defence amply bears out the 
wisdom of such a conviction.

 But these principles would count for little if they were not underwrit-
ten by a fundamental idealistic belief in the transformational capacity of 
the human spirit and a corresponding goodness of character. It was 
Haldane’s moral quality, and his depth, that lifted him to the highest level 
of statesmanship. John Buchan’s pen portrait of Haldane seems to say it all:
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His positive work belongs to history. So long as his friends live the man 
himself will be held in affectionate memory, for it would not be easy to 
overrate his essential goodness. He lived most fully the creed he preached. 
Whoever sought his advice was given the full benefit of his great powers of 
mind. There was nothing slipshod in his benevolence. He loved humanity 
and loved the State, not as an abstraction but as a community of lovable and 
fallible human beings. … I think he was one of the least worldly men I have 
ever known. … He enjoyed the various comforts vouchsafed to us in this 
melancholy vale—good food, good wine, good talk; but he always seemed 
to me to sit loose to the things of Time. When friends failed him he had no 
reproaches. He bore unjust attacks and popular distrust with a noble mag-
nanimity. He lived his life as one who had a continuing vision of the unseen.4

Bearing this in mind, it is clear that our study of Haldane can be more than 
just a study of history; it can be read as a handbook of leadership and 
statesmanship.
 I often think, and am sustained by the thought, that a ‘Haldanean’ 
approach to public affairs could be beneficial today. For example, in the 
United Kingdom, I ask myself whether the recently reordered Department 
of Health and Social Care could benefit in its supervision of the National 
Health Service, and the co-ordination of the work of that service with its 
social care functions, if it was to apply the holistic, principle-led Haldanean 
approach. Have the leaders of that department really been able to stand 
back from the ever-pressing immediate issues—an ageing population, bed 
shortages, the pressure to cut waiting times—to look at first principles? 
And, if they did so, are they prepared to ask themselves the core question 
as to that department’s fundamental objective? If they determined that the 
objective was, for instance, the delivery of the greatest overall health of the 
nation with the maximum efficiency, would they then be prepared to judge 
each step rigorously against that clear standard? Could such a course 
deliver a different and much-improved structure, in a similar way to that 
which Haldane achieved when he addressed the issues facing the War 
Office? This might well require the restructuring and aggregation of some 
of the work of other government departments to co-ordinate more effec-
tively within the Health Department an approach which incorporates the 
prevention of ill health, as well as its treatment.
 In a post-Brexit age, this same holistic approach may well be appropriate 
in an area close to my personal and professional heart: the optimal enable-
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ment of Britain’s international development policies. This could be espe-
cially important should Commonwealth countries determine to work more 
closely together in the future. Infrastructure investment internationally, to 
be effective, calls for a co-ordinated approach across development, foreign 
policy and trade and business departments. Haldane, as we have seen, was 
ever open to new and more effective departmental structures. Perhaps we 
need a new Haldane with a new Machinery of Government Report to help 
us navigate these uncharted waters? And, behind this, perhaps we need to 
insist—as Haldane did again and again—on a Civil Service and public 
administration system of the very highest general and specialist calibre to 
support the execution of good government. The creation of a new Royal 
Institute of Public Administration to replace the organisation which Haldane 
helped establish, and which met an untimely death in 1992, would surely 
promote a renewed search for excellence in this area.
 Would Haldane’s principle concerning the decision level at which 
political action is taken have helped to determine the most effective and 
publicly supportable split of activity between the European and the indi-
vidual country level during the miserable period of confusion that led to 
the Brexit decision? Could it now help, within the United Kingdom, to 
resolve the issue of the break-up of the Union? Could a renewed commit-
ment to devolving everything that can be efficiently devolved to national 
or regional assemblies result in greater support at the Union level for 
those essential matters that are best taken forward together?
 At a time of appalling electoral disillusion with political leaders in many 
parts of the world, my sense is that Haldane’s central principles and pre-
cepts have a continuing validity. Much of what he believed in should rep-
resent common ground between men and women of goodwill throughout 
society. If political parties themselves have to change because they no 
longer command the support of the people, so be it. Haldane lived through 
the age that saw the rise of the Labour Party and the end of the great 
Liberal Party he had known during much of his political life. The bravery 
of his change of allegiance from the latter to the former in his later years 
sets an example to all who are engaged in politics to examine their own 
allegiances and to ask themselves whether they truly meet the call of the 
principles in which they believe.

* * *



AFTERWORD

  343

And, finally, what about the name and reputation of Haldane today? We are 
good at remembering in Britain, and the same can be said in Canada. We 
stand in seemingly ever increasing numbers on 11  November before the 
Cenotaph and other monuments across the country and the 
Commonwealth. Our great public spaces are replete with statues of states-
men, benefactors, educators and others who have enriched our local and 
national life. The history of our lands, our people and our heroes is 
rehearsed, in an endless stream of variations, on our television and cinema 
screens year after year.
 For Haldane, there is a blue plaque on the face of his home at 28 Queen 
Anne’s Gate, but his name and achievements are now largely forgotten. 
Nowhere is his statue to be found—and certainly not one in gold, as 
Asquith once proposed. There is time, of course. It would be a long-over-
due accolade worthy of its subject. Who knows, maybe we will even yet 
see Haldane’s large and benevolent figure (well, an actor’s similar figure) 
illuminate our screens and meet us in our living rooms.
 However things pan out in the future, great things done do endure. 
Haldane neither married nor had children. But if he were to return today 
to see the organisations to which he gave birth now grown to adulthood, 
I like to think that he would allow himself a moment of pleasure—before 
turning to new challenges.
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AFTERWORD

1.  Elizabeth Haldane records in her diary having met Shackleton—who, with Haldane, 
ranks as one of my great heroes—in March 1914. They discussed the nutritional 
requirements of polar explorers. Coincidentally, Shackleton bade farewell to King 
George V at Buckingham Palace on 4 August 1914, the day war broke out, before pro-
ceeding on his ill-fated expedition which sought to cross Antarctica.

2.  The letter is now among the private papers of the Haldane family.
3.  I am conscious that a whole book could be dedicated to a detailed analysis of Haldane’s 

leadership principles and practice. His techniques have application across many dif-
ferent sectors of activity. Margot Morrell and Stephanie Capparell have done that 
work for Ernest Shackleton in Shackleton’s Way: Leadership Lessons from the Great Antarctic 
Explorer (London: Nicholas Breasley Publishing, 2001). My friend Ray Dalio’s recent 
publication, the widely read Principles (New York: Simon & Schuster, 2017), provides 
an equivalent analysis of management techniques with wide cross-sectoral applica-
tion. Perhaps one day the same comprehensive work will be done for Haldane?

4.  Buchan, Memory Hold-the-Door, pp. 132–3.
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BIBLIOGRAPHY AND FURTHER READING

There have been three full-scale biographies which have attempted to capture 
Haldane in the round: Frederick Maurice’s two-volume Haldane, published in 
1937 and 1938; Dudley Sommer’s Haldane of Cloan, published in 1960; and Jean 
Graham Hall and Douglas F.  Martin’s Haldane: Statesman, Lawyer, Philosopher 
(Chichester: Barry Rose Law Publishers Ltd, 1996). The last of these is fairly 
light, but the Maurice and Sommer volumes—full details of which can be found 
in the secondary literature section below—provide a solid bedrock for anyone 
who wants to understand the development of Haldane’s statesmanship. Both 
biographies, however, are light on some of Haldane’s most fundamental charac-
teristics. Haldane’s humanity and humour, for example, fail to come through, 
while his philosophy is under-represented. Their chronological approach, with 
its accompanying demands for keeping the narrative moving, also hampers deep 
dives into Haldane’s central achievements. To grasp these in their fullness one 
needs to turn to studies focusing on individual aspects of his career. Eric Ashby 
and Mary Anderson’s 1974 Portrait of Haldane at Work on Education is a superb 
guide to this dimension of his work. Edward M.  Spiers’s Haldane: An Army 
Reformer, which appeared in 1980, is similarly rigorous. For an understanding of 
the rise, fall and rise again of Haldane’s political career, Stephen E.  Koss’s 1969 
Lord Haldane: Scapegoat for Liberalism serves very well indeed. In terms of 
Haldane’s influence on the Canadian constitution, Frederick Vaughan’s 2010 
Viscount Haldane: ‘The Wicked Step-father of the Canadian Constitution’ is the only 
book-length study of the topic, providing a provocative perspective on Haldane’s 
philosophical foundations and his enormous contribution to the country. Full 
bibliographical details of each can be found below.
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