Address for Lord Dahrendorf

     Timothy Garton Ash has spoken movingly, and with great affection and real authority, of Ralf Dahrendorf the European, the intellectual, the academic.  Here, in the Parliamentary Church of St Margaret’s, I want to reflect briefly on Ralf Dahrendorf the parliamentarian.  At the symposium in Ralf’s honour, which Timothy organised at St Antony’s, on 1st May, Ralf’s 80th Birthday, we were privileged to hear his last speech. He was very frail.  His voice had almost gone.  But the wit and the intellectual vigour were still there.  

     In expressing his thanks he spoke of 1989 as ‘the great moment of freedom’.  But, he stressed, ‘without the rule of law our belief in the mechanisms of democracy is just not enough’.  And then he made perhaps the most memorable remark of all: ‘I am deep down a parliamentarian’.  None of his colleagues from the House of Lords here today would dispute that.  

     Certainly no parliamentarian of modern times has had a life more truly rooted in democracy, or had his belief in freedom more sorely tested.  He inherited that belief from a courageous father, who was elected in 1932, the year of Hitler’s rise.  As Timothy has reminded us even before he was old enough to join his father’s Social Democrats the sixteen year old Ralf was sent to a Gestapo camp for distributing anti Nazi leaflets.  

    Later during his brilliant student and early postgraduate days he so honed his passionate belief in the freedom of the individual that it came as no surprise to his contemporaries when he sought election to the Bundestag as a member of the small Free Democratic Party – nor were they surprised when he quickly became a member of Willy Brandt’s coalition Government.  

     After that, of course, came his somewhat disillusioning time as a Commissioner in Brussels from which he was delighted to escape to the challenges of the LSE.  It was not until more than half way through his Wardenship of St Antony’s that the then British citizen, Sir Ralf Dahrendorf, re-entered the political arena when he took his seat on the Liberal Democrat benches in the House of Lords.  

     When he retired from St Antony’s in 1997 the Lords became very much the centre of Ralf’s life.  He cherished his membership and was always grateful to the Liberal Democrats for giving him the chance to serve in Parliament.  But Ralf transcended party, and it has to be said that his happiest years in the Lords were spent on the Cross Benches from where he maintained, and increased, friendships in all parts of the House and became regarded as one of the most quietly influential members.  

     I first met Ralf in 1992.  I had met Archie Brown, from St Antony’s, in Moscow.  Archie asked me to dine at high table and I was placed next to the Warden.  I knew of Ralf’s formidable reputation but was quite overcome by his warmth, and moved by his palpable affection for both the academic and political worlds and by his burning desire to see as many bridges built between them as possible.  We began work on such a bridge that very night, for it was during our conversation that St Antony’s annual Visiting Parliamentary Fellowships were conceived.  

We developed a close friendship and worked together not only on the Fellowships but also on other projects including an international award for responsible capitalism, run by the magazine FIRST.  Ralf became the first and highly effective Chairman of Judges, a position in which he took a keen and lively interest.  Here in Westminster he was one of the foremost supporters of our Campaign for an Effective Second Chamber.  Dedicated to democracy as he was, Ralf believed that the House of Lords was unique among the parliamentary chambers of the world, in adding a special value to the democratic system because of the range and wealth of experience that its members possessed and because it was an assembly of men and women who, wherever they sat, were free from the inhibiting constraints of a rigid party whip. 

     At times like this it is very easy to indulge in generalities, to use words without weighing them – something that Ralf himself never did.  For Ralf was a man who would have fitted happily into the Renaissance or the Enlightenment.  He had the delight in learning of an Erasmus, the passion for freedom of a Voltaire and a rare ability (as I saw when he came to talk to sixth formers in my constituency) to share his knowledge and enthusiasm without either condescension or false bonhomie.  And for Ralf the small courtesies of life were tremendously important, not least because they were an outward manifestation of that liberty of the individual which was his abiding passion.  

     Why did he consider himself ‘deep down a parliamentarian’?  For him a true parliamentarian was one who put national obligation and civic duty above party faction.  A parliamentarian was one who loathed obfuscation and rebelled against excessive bureaucracy; who hated petty fogging regulation and the nonsense of political correctness.  A parliamentarian above all was one who would strive to enable men and women to do things, rather than tell them what to do.  There is a very significant sentence towards the end of his book On Britain: ‘Big government has arrogated to itself more and more functions, and at the same time it has become increasingly unable to breathe life into anything’.  

    Ralf breathed life into all the institutions and organisations with which he had contact.  A prolific author himself, he admired, and encouraged, those who were creative.  He believed in recognising and rewarding their success, whether in producing an inspired doctoral thesis or in presiding over a company which discharged its obligations not only to its workforce and to its customers but to the wider world. 

     All he accomplished he achieved with a wonderful lightness of touch and a delightful sense of humour, often self deprecating.  We have all seen that playful amusement in his eyes echoed by what I can only call the twinkle in the voice.  

     He was rightly honoured by nations and by universities around the world especially by the countries of his birth and his adoption.  I shall never forget his impish glee when he told me that on receiving his insignia of the German Order of Merit, he found that it had first been worn by Bismarck.  

     To the end of his life he was an inspiration to those whose lives he touched especially the family of whom he was so proud.  But we will all remember the humanity and humility of a man who, although never bombastic or dogmatic would never yield to prejudice or give up in the attempt to persuade.  He relished the many opportunities his membership of the British Parliament gave him to advance and defend the causes he held dear but he relished most of all a system which was the ultimate safeguard against the brutal and stifling tyranny he had fought in his youth.  
