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            FOREWORD



            Peter Oborne

         

         I NOW REGRET MY REPORTING of John Major in the 1990s. In partial mitigation I was a junior political reporter, and others were more twisted and biased than me. The press corps refused to give Mr Major a chance. We were out to destroy him and this we duly did when his Conservative Party was obliterated at the 1997 general election.

         We collectively created a narrative which defined John Major as weak, sleazy, incompetent and out of his depth. We told a story of failure, and went on telling it. Towards the end it was almost impossible to get a story into any paper which was not framed in this way.

         The leader of the pack was, at first, Alastair Campbell. Campbell later became press secretary for Tony Blair but he was political editor of the Daily Mirror, and one of Westminster’s most powerful and charismatic journalists, when John Major became Prime Minister in 1990.

         He refused to give John Major any of the respect to which a Prime Minister is entitled. On one occasion he called him ‘the piece of lettuce who passes for a Prime Minister’. He also called John Major ‘simply a second-rate, shallow, lying little toad of a man’.

         Mr Campbell was abusive to the Prime Minister in person. On one official journey, on the Downing Street VC10, John Major wandered back to the press seats. He was full of ebullience, eager to talk. Campbell glared at him: ‘Oh, sod off Prime Minister, I’m trying to do my expenses.’ Campbell boasted about this in a column.

         It was Campbell who spread the urban myth that John Major tucked his shirt into his underpants (although it was Ian Aitken, former political editor for The Guardian, who actually first wrote that this was the case). This was an especially vicious barb because it preyed so precisely on John Major’s social insecurity about his urban, lower middle-class background. Some politicians, such as Bill Clinton, have turned a disadvantaged background into a political asset. One of John Major’s weaknesses was an evident embarrassment about unfashionable origins.

         Certain journalists – Matthew Parris of The Times, Bruce Anderson (who arguably veered too far in the opposite direction) and Charles Reiss as political editor of the Evening Standard – reported the Major government fairly and gave full credit to its achievements.

         Most of the rest of us emerge poorly from this lamentable period of Fleet Street history. It was not merely that we were grossly unfair to Major. We also lost all sense of reality when it came to the rising new Labour leader, Tony Blair. Just as Major could do nothing right, Blair could do nothing wrong.

         Political reporters don’t like to admit this, but they are in essence courtiers. They gravitate to power. They crave access. In order to do this they turn a blind eye to the failings of the most powerful men and women, and they exaggerate their virtues.

         Worse still, they scapegoat those who are seen to be losers. By the mid-1990s it was obvious to even the dimmest intelligence that Tony Blair was destined to be the next Prime Minister. The lobby fawned to him. It begged for favours. It squabbled for access. It became impossible to write a negative story about Mr Blair.

         It wasn’t just journalists who behaved in this undignified fashion. Proprietors did the same. Rupert Murdoch switched allegiance to Blair. Express Newspapers, for which I went to work on 1996, realised that it would be going too far to urge our elderly readership to vote Labour, but we were polite about Mr Blair.

         Fleet Street collectively portrayed Mr Blair as the saviour of the nation and Major as a disaster. Both versions were false. It is today obvious, especially with the benefit of hindsight, that Mr Blair had few of the attributes we attributed to him, while John Major has substantial achievements to his credit.

         But the narrative of John Major’s hopelessness was so strong that for many years it was impossible to make the case in his favour. For example, Tony Blair, abetted by the client press, claimed all the credit for the Northern Irish peace process. Actually it was John Major who launched the peace process in 1993 with the Downing Street Declaration, which led to the IRA ceasefire. Politically this was brave, not least because it meant jeopardising the support of Ulster Unionist MPs at a time when the Conservative majority was wafer-thin. Yet his very distinguished role in ending the Troubles was airbrushed from history.

         Let’s now examine John Major’s economic achievement. He became Prime Minister at the height of a recession, yet he and his Chancellor of the Exchequer, Ken Clarke, handed over the economy to New Labour in 1997 in near faultless condition. Unemployment was 1.6 million and falling, national finances were sound and growth steady. Yet New Labour and its acolytes in the press never once acknowledged this inheritance – and indeed they often went out of their way to deny or distort it.

         Tories were at fault here too. They too started to grovel to Blair. After Labour had been in power a few years Michael Portillo stated in a Sunday Times column that Gordon Brown ‘has single-handedly delivered the longest period of economic growth in Britain’s industrial history’.

         At the time Portillo was writing there had been fifty consecutive quarters of growth. This was indeed a record, but twenty of those quarters (and a further eight under inherited Tory spending plans) had occurred under John Major’s government – of which Michael Portillo had been a member. Furthermore, John Major’s growth was solid, whereas we now know that Brown’s was an illusion, fuelled by borrowed money and imported labour.

         Nor was John Major given credit for stopping the euro. It is reasonable to praise Gordon Brown for keeping Britain out of the single currency – even though he never once uttered a word against it, so far as I can discover. But Brown as Chancellor would never have been able to prevent Tony Blair taking us in but for John Major’s very brave stand at Maastricht in arranging a British opt-out from European Monetary Union. But for that opt-out, we would today have been unable to use any of the weapons which the government has used to fend off recession: quantitative easing, dramatic currency easing and demand management. We never praised him for it.

         Major was slammed for that Maastricht Treaty, both at the time and ever since. John Major’s most enduring achievement, however, concerns public services. The press parroted the Labour myth that traffic cone hotlines and the Citizen’s Charter were the limit of his achievement.

         However, it is easy to show that his government was stunningly radical when it came to education, health and the welfare state. His educational reforms gave schools autonomy from local authority control, encouraged parents’ right to choose and set head teachers free to run their own schools. In health, John Major introduced the internal market, the purchaser-provider split and GP fund-holding.

         All of these changes were denounced by Tony Blair and his media chorus. Labour’s 1997 manifesto pledged to ‘restore the NHS as a public service working co-operatively for patients’. Frank Dobson, Labour’s new Health Secretary, immediately scrapped patient choice and GP fundholding. Likewise David Blunkett sabotaged grant-maintained schools, ended their financial independence and imposed an array of centrally imposed targets, few of which worked.

         After Tony Blair won the 2001 election he finally realised that John Major’s view of the public services had actually been rather visionary after all. So he set about restoring patient choice, brought back GP fundholding and recreated the internal market. It was too embarrassing to restore grant-maintained schools so they were reincarnated under a new name as ‘trust schools’. John Major’s derided city technology colleges, which he had personally rescued in July 1991, were re-launched as city academies.

         So the so-called ‘radicalism’ of Tony Blair’s final few years in office was actually a laborious recreation of the John Major reforms that had been reversed by New Labour in 1997. These ‘Blairite’ reforms were put on hold by Gordon Brown, then implemented in a truly thoroughgoing way by the coalition government after the 2010 election.

         Then there were the minor triumphs like the National Lottery, which has raised £25 billion for good causes. The reason why John Major was able to achieve so much was because – in sharp contrast to Tony Blair – he believed in Cabinet government. He left decision-making in the hands of a highly competent collection of ministers – Ken Clarke, Douglas Hurd, Michael Howard, Peter Lilley, Michael Heseltine and the young William Hague. There was no sofa government and no attempt to establish control from the centre, the misconception that turned New Labour into such a disaster.

         Major’s government gathered a reputation for division and there was indeed a (rather honourable) split over Europe. But there was very little of the hatred, the plotting and distrust between the most senior figures of government over narrow personal matters that subsequently damaged New Labour in power. Indeed the most senior members of the Cabinet – Major, Clarke, Heseltine, Hurd, Howard – got on pretty well.

         The John Major government is remembered as sleazy. But this idea was mainly the creation of the brilliant New Labour propaganda machine in alliance with the press. So-called Tory sleaze was dwarfed by the systemic New Labour corruption and deceit which disfigured the first decade of the twenty-first century. And consider the Gulf War in 1990. Under Major it was well-planned, with limited objectives, a considered exit strategy, and no lying. What a contrast to the Iraq invasion in 2003!

         John Major will not go down in history as a great Prime Minister. He lacked the language and the inner poise and made one reputation-destroying howler – Black Wednesday in 1992, with sterling’s forced eviction from the Exchange Rate Mechanism.

         After that he faced a two-pronged attack. On the one hand he was hated by the Thatcherites. On the other hand, New Labour ran a brilliant, though unprincipled, operation to discredit him. It became fashionable to mock John Major by imitating his voice and mannerisms, the trend started by Alastair Campbell when he was political editor of the Daily Mirror.

         Snobbery was part of it. As a youngish and relatively inexperienced political reporter on the Evening Standard at the time, I am afraid that I swallowed this vindictive analysis and feel remorseful about it today.

         Something strange happened to the press in the 1990s. It had been dragooned behind Maggie Thatcher and against Neil Kinnock (who as leader of the opposition received almost as unfair a press as Major) in the previous decade.

         Then Thatcher fell. She went at a moment when the media class was on the rise and the age of deference was ending. Superior interviewers like Paxman and Humphrys, who behaved as if they were more virtuous than politicians, were greatly admired. Politicians were despised. The press and media cut loose. Tony Blair brought the press back into heel when he became Prime Minister in 1997.

         John Major was good at substance, but wretched at spin. New Labour was the opposite. For many years this public relations expertise worked for New Labour. However, over time I believe that John Major will come to be regarded as a more honest, decent and competent Prime Minister than either Tony Blair, Gordon Brown or, for that matter, David Cameron. He left Britain, as he might himself have remarked, a not-inconsiderably better place than he found it. He has an honourable place in our island story.

      

   


   
      
         
             INTRODUCTION



            Kevin Hickson and Ben Williams

         

         JOHN MAJOR’S TIME AS Prime Minister is often overlooked; a stop gap between the much more eventful governments of Margaret Thatcher and Tony Blair. For the final years of his premiership his government appeared to be living on borrowed time. Beset by sleaze, divisions over European integration and apparent policy failures, it is easy to dismiss Major’s premiership. Certainly this was the way it was viewed by many contemporaries including many right-wing journalists, his own rebels and even his immediate predecessor, who undoubtedly made life difficult for the person she had once endorsed as her successor.

         However, the passage of time allows for deeper reflection and historians often reach different perceptions. This is so with a number of Prime Ministers who were deemed by contemporaries to have ‘failed’, not least in the Labour Party, where successive administrations have failed to live up to the aspirations of its more radical supporters. With a clearer understanding of the historical context it is possible to reach more positive, or at least more balanced, verdicts on the likes of Harold Wilson and James Callaghan.

         This study follows the model of Harold Wilson: An Unprincipled Prime Minister? published by Biteback in 2016. Unfortunately, some reviewers missed the all-important question mark! Doing so, they thought it was another attack on Wilson, when in fact the aim of the book had been to challenge the widely held belief that he was an ‘unprincipled’ Prime Minister. In the same way, this book seeks to challenge the widely held view that Major was an ‘unsuccessful’ Prime Minister.

         Obviously this requires us to set out criteria for assessing the success and failure of Prime Ministers. Clearly one such measurement is the ability to win elections. Major’s success in 1992 – against the prediction of the pollsters – should not be overlooked. Arguably, his instinct to go back to old-fashioned campaigning with his ‘soap box’ swung the result and thereby achieved a fourth consecutive term in office, which was unprecedented in the democratic era. But, of course, he also went down to a crushing defeat in 1997 at the hands of New Labour. He was one of the longer-serving Prime Ministers of the twentieth century, but he was less successful in terms of elections than a number of his predecessors or his immediate successor.

         In our teaching we regularly ask our students who were the most successful Prime Ministers in modern times (since 1945) and the answers are usually Thatcher and Blair. Some with more historical knowledge will say Clement Attlee. Few others ever get a mention. Thatcher and Blair were clearly more successful electorally; Attlee recast the political agenda as did Thatcher, though it is arguable whether Blair did in the same way. However, more advanced analysis would suggest that some of those frequently regarded as unsuccessful do in fact deserve more credit than they are usually given. Factors such as the unity of the Prime Minister’s Cabinet and parliamentary party, the size of the majority in the Commons, the strength of the opposition, the presence of strong rivals, the economic context, and other domestic and international issues all affect the ability of a Prime Minister to appear in control of events. As Sir Anthony Seldon has written (see the concluding chapter, for example), ideas, personalities, circumstances and interests interplay in any given historical context.

         For Attlee, Thatcher and Blair there were clear advantages in terms of their parliamentary majorities, the relative unity of their parties and the contexts within which they governed (Attlee’s inheritance of a wartorn economy imposed very serious constraints, but also opportunities). Thatcher, and to a lesser extent Blair, very often defined themselves by what they were against. Thatcher’s tenure was defined by her fight against the ‘enemies within’ and the ‘enemies without’, and for much of that time the enemies were easily identifiable: the trades unions and the USSR primarily, but increasingly as her premiership continued ‘Europe’ also. By 1990, the Soviet Union had all but ceased to exist and the trade unions were a much-reduced force. It simply was not clear who the enemies were in the ’90s apart from the European Economic Community/European Union, and the Conservatives ripped themselves apart over this issue.

         Major faced a fundamentally divided party for all of his time in power, which began with the nature of Thatcher’s removal from office. She endorsed him as her successor, but very soon afterwards said that she felt betrayed by him and said she would be a good ‘back-seat driver’. Although Major won the 1992 election, his majority was greatly reduced and the passing of the Maastricht Treaty effectively wiped out even that. The right of the party were in open rebellion, encouraged by Thatcher and her key ally Norman Tebbit. Major had won the 1992 election in part, if not mainly, on the basis of perceived economic competence. But this was shattered later in the same year when the pound was forced out of the European Exchange Rate Mechanism (ERM), which Major had signed up to as Chancellor three years earlier. Not only did this immediately shatter the Conservative’s reputation for economic competence, it also encouraged the rebels in his own party in their opposition to European integration.

         Finally, the government faced a stronger opposition than Thatcher had for most of her premiership. Neil Kinnock had led the recovery of the Labour Party since 1983, making it more popular, but was ultimately unable to win the election. John Smith proved a popular, if cautious, leader from 1992 until his untimely death two years later. The creation of New Labour under Blair led to the landslide three years after that. Blair appeared dynamic and fresh, certainly when compared to the tired and stale Tories, increasingly faced with scandals of both a financial and a sexual nature. Finally, part of the reason for Major’s troubled tenure was the fracturing of the dominant New Right ideology.

         So a full examination of the context within which Major governed allows us to reappraise his record. He simply faced a more difficult set of circumstances than either Thatcher or Blair.

         It is possible to set out a number of successes and failures of the Major years in a more objective way once this context is understood. His personal contribution to winning an unprecedented fourth successive general election should not be underestimated. By most objective standards the economy did well once it began to recover from recession (and, some would say, once outside the ERM). By 1997 there had been several years of steady economic growth which Gordon Brown inherited and subsequently built upon. There were a number of key reforms at home which have stood the test of time, including the creation of the National Lottery. Although Blair took the credit for the Northern Ireland peace process much of the groundwork had been done on Major’s watch. He did manage to ratify the Maastricht Treaty, eventually, as he intended. His ability to keep the party together should not be forgotten. Finally, he took the inevitable defeat in 1997 with good grace and has acted with dignity as an ex-Prime Minister, unlike – it could be said – Edward Heath and Margaret Thatcher (who openly resented their removal from the leadership of their party), and Tony Blair (for different reasons). Hence, Major’s personal stock has increased since he stood down from frontline politics. Of course, this does not mean that there were not clear policy failures. Each contributor has been allowed to make their own assessment of Major’s premiership. Some are clearly more sympathetic, others openly critical and many more balanced in their assessments. Ultimately it is for the reader to give their own answer to the question posed in the title of this book. 

         STRUCTURE OF THE BOOK

         In addition to the Foreword by leading political author and journalist Peter Oborne and this Introduction, the book is split into four main sections. The first section analyses the political and intellectual context of Major’s premiership. In terms of the political context David Denver evaluates Major’s electoral record and Paul Anderson examines the rise of New Labour. In looking at the intellectual climate, Kevin Hickson explores Major’s contribution to British Conservatism as an ideology, while Arthur Aughey explores the nature of Major’s understanding of Britishness.

         The second section explores the governance of the UK under John Major. Lord (Philip) Norton examines Major’s approach to the constitution. Some of the issues he identifies are explored further in terms of Major’s views on devolution (Shaun McDaid and Catherine McGlynn), Major’s administration’s reforms to local government (Tony Travers) and his important contribution to the Northern Ireland peace process (Cathy Gormley-Heenan).

         The third – and largest – section examines all of the key policy areas in which Major’s government was active including economic policy (Wyn Grant), industrial relations (Andrew Taylor), transport (Christian Wolmar), social policy (Ben Williams), social morality (Bruce Pilbeam), education reform (Sonia Exley), sport and the arts (Kevin Jefferys), foreign and defence policy (Mark Garnett) and European integration (Gillian Peele).

         The final section provides a range of perspectives on John Major’s premiership. Three of Major’s leading contemporaries offer perspectives from across the party political spectrum. John Redwood MP, who challenged Major for the leadership in 1995, offers a perspective from the right. Lord (Paddy) Ashdown, who led the Liberal Democrats throughout Major’s time as Prime Minister, offers a view from the centre. And Charles Clarke, a leading figure in the Labour Party throughout the Major years, offers a view from the left. Major famously said at the start of his premiership that he wished to create a ‘classless society’. What exactly he meant by that, and how far he succeeded is explored by political author Alwyn Turner. Finally, Major’s official biographer Sir Anthony Seldon and political researcher Mark Davies offer an overall assessment of Major as Prime Minister.

         The editors are very grateful to Biteback, who readily agreed to publish this book, and to the contributors who very generously gave their time. As always, we would like to thank our family and friends for their support. Sometimes in life things happen which are unexpected and unpleasant. It is at those times when we realise who our true friends are.
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            FROM HEGEMONY TO IGNOMINY: ELECTIONS AND PUBLIC OPINION UNDER JOHN MAJOR



            David Denver

         

         WHEN JOHN MAJOR SUCCEEDED Margaret Thatcher as Conservative leader and Prime Minister in November 1990, the party was in the electoral doldrums and its third successive triumph in the 1987 general election long forgotten. Labour had taken the lead on voting intentions in the opinion polls by the middle of 1989 and the gap steadily widened thereafter. During the first ten months of 1990 the Conservative deficit remained well into double figures, peaking at twenty-two points in March and April (Figure 1). Unfortunately for the government, there was a by-election in the Mid-Staffordshire constituency in March and the Tories duly lost the seat to Labour on a swing of more than 21 per cent. A Conservative majority of almost 15,000 in the general election was converted into a Labour majority of almost 10,000 votes. Further electoral embarrassment followed in the local elections in May. Although the Conservatives held up relatively well in London, elsewhere in England they had their worst performance since the reformed local government system was instituted in 1973. In the metropolitan districts the party’s vote share (24.6 per cent) was less than half that won by Labour (54.6 per cent), while even in the 116 shire districts where elections were taking place the Tories were trounced, winning less than a third of votes (30.7 per cent) and only 452 seats out of 1,854 at stake. Perhaps less surprisingly, in the Scottish regional council elections – despite fielding a record number of candidates – the Conservatives remained in third place with less than a fifth of the votes and just fifty-two councillors out of 445 elected.

         In part, the increasing unpopularity of the government reflected weak economic performance. In particular, inflation was on the increase and to deal with this the government had progressively raised interest rates. These were below 10 per cent to mid-1988 but then increased steadily to reach 15 per cent at the end of 1989 which, to say the least, was not good news for households repaying mortgages. In addition, however, in the spring of 1990 the government’s new method for financing local government – labelled the ‘community charge’ by proponents and the ‘poll tax’ by opponents – was extended from Scotland to the rest of the UK. Having provoked a campaign of civil disobedience and increased support for the Scottish National Party during the trial run in Scotland, the unlikely subject of local government finance now led to violent disturbances in London and elsewhere. It was little wonder, then, that in the autumn of 1990 the electoral prospects of the Conservatives appeared gloomy. Their parlous position was brought home to them in dramatic fashion in a by-election in Eastbourne in mid-October, when this formerly safe seat was lost to the Liberal Democrats on a swing of just over 20 per cent. In these circumstances it is perhaps not surprising that enough Tory backbenchers, nervous about their prospects in the next general election, plucked up the courage to end the reign of Mrs Thatcher, who the public strongly identified with the unpopular poll tax.

         The impact on public opinion of her demise was immediate. In October 1990, the Conservatives trailed Labour by twelve points in voting intentions; in November the deficit was cut to six points and the party then went into a four-point lead in December. Although the impact of the change in leadership faded somewhat after a few months, Labour was never able to open up the kind of lead over its rivals that had been seen during Mrs Thatcher’s last year in office. This improvement in the Tories’ position was reflected in the 1991 local elections. These involved all shire and metropolitan districts in England and Wales and, although the Conservatives still sustained seat losses, their overall performance was clearly better than in the previous year. The ‘national equivalent vote’ in the 1990 contests had put the Conservatives at 33 per cent, compared with 44 per cent for Labour and 17 per cent for the Liberal Democrats. In 1991 the respective figures were 35, 38 and 22 per cent.1
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               Figure 1: Voting intentions January1990 to March 1992

               Note: here and in subsequent figures showing trends in voting intentions the data used are the monthly means for all published polls.

            

         

         There is little doubt that it was the change of leadership which brightened the Conservatives’ prospects. From January to October 1990 Mrs Thatcher’s personal ratings (percentage satisfied with her performance minus percentage dissatisfied) averaged -37.5, according to Gallup. On John Major’s accession, he immediately registered +22 in December and remained in positive territory throughout 1991. At this stage, he was seen by the public as more flexible than Mrs Thatcher, more honest, more down to earth, more in touch with ordinary voters and less likely to talk down to them. In short, he simply seemed a nicer person than his predecessor.

         Nonetheless, the Tories were not out of troubled waters. During 1991 they defended four seats in parliamentary by-elections and lost all of them – two to Labour and two to the Liberal Democrats. The latter were at last pulling out of the lengthy slump which followed the creation of the new party in 1988 (as also evidenced in the local elections). On the positive side for the Conservatives, however, the swings in the by-elections held in November were much smaller than in previous ones and during the first three months of 1992, as the next general election approached, the major parties were running almost neck and neck in voting intentions.

         THE 1992 ELECTION

         In electoral terms, the 1992 general election represented John Major’s finest hour. Throughout the campaign, the polls consistently indicated that the outcome would be very close, with most suggesting that Labour would be the largest party. The latter’s campaign managers were so confident that they organised a highly stage-managed rally in Sheffield, during the penultimate campaign week, which was widely viewed on television news and featured the Labour leader, Neil Kinnock, predicting victory in a triumphalist address. John Major, meanwhile, was plodding doggedly around the country. He had started the campaign with a series of ‘Ask John Major’ events at which the Prime Minister sat on a stool and answered unscripted questions from the (usually quite polite) audience. This approach was soon abandoned, however, and Major took to standing on a soapbox in the open air and addressing (sometimes hostile) crowds through a megaphone. Never the most inspiring of orators, Major’s efforts were criticised as being wooden and dull. He was also clearly resolute and sincere, however, and his old-fashioned campaigning style appealed to voters turned off by Labour’s carefully choreographed and glitzy approach. Even so, on election night itself, exit polls for the broadcasters pointed to the Conservatives being in a minority in the House of Commons.

         As results began to be declared, however, it quickly became clear that John Major would be returning to Downing Street. Across the UK, the Conservatives led with 41.9 per cent of the votes compared with 34.4 per cent for Labour and 17.8 per cent for the Liberal Democrats. This gave the Tories 336 seats out of 651 – an overall majority of twenty-one – which should have been large enough to enable the party to govern effectively.

         Media commentators struggled to explain such an unexpected outcome, and even academic electoral analysts appeared nonplussed. Some of the former suggested that the Sheffield rally was a turning point but, in fact, Labour’s average lead in the first seven opinion polls taken after it (2.5 points) was exactly the same as in the seven immediately preceding it. For academics who expected the election to be decided by the electorate’s views on key issues, the problem was that on the most frequently nominated issues affecting party choice – health, unemployment and education – Labour had large leads as the party best able to deal with them. Even on what had long been a trump card for the Conservatives – economic competence – they had a relatively narrow lead of just five points over Labour in the last campaign poll on the topic by Ipsos MORI.

         It was clear, however, that throughout the 1992 campaign, John Major maintained a significant lead over Neil Kinnock as the best person to be Prime Minister. As Table 1 shows, the proportions viewing him as most capable slipped slightly over the campaign but, even so, on the eve of polling he was by some margin the preferred Prime Minister. Contemporary analysts tended to play down the importance of this evidence.2 One reason for this was that traditional theories of voting suggested that evaluations of party leaders had minimal effects on voters’ choices. It was more a case of the voters’ party determining their evaluations of leaders than of leadership evaluations determining party choice. This was becoming an increasingly difficult position to sustain, however, and by the start of the twenty-first century it had been consigned to the psephological dustbin.
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                        	40
            
                        
                        	27
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                        	March 16
            
                        
                        	42
            
                        
                        	28
            
                        
                        	20


                     
            
                        
                        	March 30
            
                        
                        	38
            
                        
                        	29
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                        	27
            
                        
                        	20


                  
               

               Table 1: Most capable Prime Minister, 1992 (%)

               Source: Ipsos MORI

            

         

         In their study of the 2001 British general election, Harold Clarke and colleagues developed a theory of ‘valence politics’ as a more adequate framework for understanding voting behaviour in modern conditions than older theories dating from the 1960s and 1970s.3 From this perspective, voters’ evaluations of party leaders play a crucial role, acting as shortcuts helping them to evaluate the competence of the parties in handling the important issues of the day. Clarke et al. (Chapter 20) re-analysed British Election Study (BES) survey data and showed that, in 1992, the electorate’s preference for Major over Kinnock was actually a significant element in delivering victory for the Conservatives. As suggested above, it was indeed Major’s finest hour.

         THE FALL FROM GRACE : 1992 – 97

         Following a fourth successive win for the Conservatives, it is not difficult to understand why people began to talk about the party having established an electoral hegemony in Britain. The BES study of the 1992 election was entitled Labour’s Last Chance?4 And after the election, Anthony King ruminated about ‘the implications of One-Party Government’.5 The argument that the Conservatives enjoyed an electoral hegemony in Britain was always over-simple, however. For one thing, at the end of 1991 the party controlled no local authorities in Wales; three out of fifty-three districts and no regions in Scotland; one of thirty-six metropolitan boroughs and just seventy-four of 296 shire districts in England. In any event, however, the apparent impregnability of the Conservatives in general elections evaporated very rapidly after the 1992 election.

         Initially, John Major’s new government enjoyed a brief honeymoon with the electorate and during this period – just four weeks after the general election – the Conservatives benefited in local elections. With Labour supporters deflated by their unexpected defeat, and the Conservatives cock-a-hoop, the latter outpolled the former in the metropolitan boroughs for the first time since 1978, while in the shire districts the Tories again had their best results since the 1970s. Even in Scotland, the bleeding away of Conservative support was certainly stemmed in 1992 and there was, indeed, a partial recovery in the party’s performance. Commenting on the local election results overall, The Economist summed up: ‘soaked in the general election, Labour has now been drenched at the local polls’.6 Any euphoria in Conservative ranks was soon to be blown away, however.

         In October 1990 the then Chancellor of the Exchequer, Nigel Lawson, had finally persuaded Margaret Thatcher that the UK should become part of the European Exchange Rate Mechanism (ERM). Rather than being allowed to ‘float’ against other currencies, the pound was now tied to the value of the German mark and could ‘float’ only within narrow limits. It was widely suspected that the pound was actually overvalued, however, and during the summer it came under intense pressure in the currency markets. As late as 10 September, John Major was insisting that ‘it’s a cold world outside the ERM … There is going to be no revaluation, no realignment’.7 On 16 September (‘Black Wednesday’), however, the value of sterling plummeted despite the Bank of England spending massive amounts in buying pounds and successive hikes in interest rates from 10 to 12 and then 15 per cent in the space of a few hours. Nonetheless, in the evening the Chancellor, Norman Lamont, appeared outside the Treasury to announce that sterling’s membership of the ERM had been suspended. Effectively, the pound had been devalued.

         These events involved the complete collapse of a central plank of the government’s economic policy. They also had important consequences for the future of John Major and his party. First, the Eurosceptics in the party were emboldened and they continued to be a thorn in the government’s flesh for the rest of the parliament. The image conveyed to the voters was of a party deeply divided over Europe. Second, the Conservatives lost the support of most of the Tory press. With The Sun in the vanguard, Major was now portrayed as a weak and indecisive muddler and he never regained even lukewarm support. Third, the Conservatives lost their long-standing reputation for economic competence. This had always given the party a distinct advantage over Labour in general elections, but it now drained away like the millions of pounds that had been poured down the drain in a vain effort to shore up the pound. Finally – and as a consequence of the previous points – the popularity of the Conservatives among the electorate nose-dived (Figure 2). A Labour lead of one point just before the crisis was transformed into one of seventeen points just ten weeks later.
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               Figure 2: Voting intentions, 1992 – 1997

               Note: the results of the 1992 and 1997 general elections form the starting and ending points for the graph.

            

         

         As Figure 2 shows, the Conservatives were never within hailing distance of Labour in the opinion polls from late 1992 through to the general election in 1997. Since regular polling in Britain began, no party had maintained so large a lead for so long as did Labour from October 1992. Unsurprisingly, this yawning gap in popularity was reflected in various mid-term elections.
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                        	May 1993
            
                        
                        	Newbury
            
                        
                        	-29.0
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                        	July 1983
            
                        
                        	Christchurch
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                        	Lib Dem


                     
            
                        
                        	June 1994
            
                        
                        	Eastleigh
            
                        
                        	-26.6
            
                        
                        	Lib Dem


                     
            
                        
                        	Dec. 1994
            
                        
                        	Dudley West
            
                        
                        	-30.1
            
                        
                        	Labour


                     
            
                        
                        	May 1995
            
                        
                        	Perth & Kinross
            
                        
                        	-18.8
            
                        
                        	SNP


                     
            
                        
                        	July 1995
            
                        
                        	Littleboro & Saddleworth
            
                        
                        	-20.6
            
                        
                        	Lib Dem


                     
            
                        
                        	April 1996
            
                        
                        	Staffs South East
            
                        
                        	-22.2
            
                        
                        	Labour


                     
            
                        
                        	Feb. 1997
            
                        
                        	Wirral South
            
                        
                        	-16.4
            
                        
                        	Labour


                  
               

               Table 2: Conservative losses in by-elections 1992–97

            

         

         Table 2 summarises the Conservative performance in the eight seats that the party defended between 1992 and 1997. All were lost. It is not unusual for governments to lose by-elections, of course, but it was the sheer scale of the defeats that was unusual. In every case the decline in the Conservative vote share was in double figures and reached around thirty points in three cases. The scale of these losses can perhaps be better appreciated if expressed in terms of actual votes. Thus, in Christchurch, for example, a Conservative majority of more than 23,000 at the general election was turned into one for the Liberal Democrats of more than 16,000 votes. Even with the next general election looming, in February 1997, the Labour candidate cruised to victory in Wirral South with a majority of almost 8,000 in a seat that the Conservatives had held comfortably in 1992 with a majority of over 11,000.

         The same story of electoral disaster was repeated in local elections. Table 3 shows, firstly, the national equivalent vote estimates in each round of local elections from 1992. As indicated above, the Conservatives had something of a triumph in that year but by 1993 had fallen well behind Labour. Things went from bad to worse in 1994 and 1995 before a slight recovery in 1996.
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                        	23
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                        	29
            
                        
                        	43
            
                        
                        	24
            
                        
                        	4,276


                  
               

               Table 3: ‘National equivalent vote’ in local elections and total number of Conservative Councillors, 1992–96

               Source: Rallings and Thrasher, 20128

            

         

         The nadir was reached in 1995, when there were elections for all the newly created unitary councils in Scotland and Wales, as well as in all English shire districts and metropolitan boroughs and fourteen new English unitary authorities. Although no one would have expected the Conservatives to do well, few could have anticipated the severity of the drubbing visited on the party by the voters. In Scotland, the Tories had their worst-ever share of votes in a Scottish election (11.3 per cent) and won only eighty-two seats (out of 1,161) on the new councils. Only ‘others’ won fewer seats and in only one council (Edinburgh) did the number of Conservative councillors reach double figures. In Wales, the outcome of the elections for twenty-two new unitary authorities was similar. The Conservatives won less than 10 per cent of the votes and just forty-two (out of 1,272) seats – with none at all on nine councils.

         These very poor results could be shrugged off to some extent, since Scotland and Wales had proved difficult territory for the Conservatives in local government elections from the 1970s. In England, however, the 1995 results were also disastrous. In the metropolitan boroughs a new low was reached, with just 20 per cent of votes and only forty-nine seats won, while in the shire districts – the very bedrock of their support – the Conservatives attracted just over a quarter of the votes cast (26.4 per cent) – by far their worst-ever performance in ‘all in’ shire districts. They came third in terms of seats won with 1,867 – only about half the number won by Labour (3,743) and well behind the Liberal Democrats (2,321). In the inaugural elections for fourteen unitary authorities, it was the same story. Labour won heavily while the Conservatives came third, in both votes and seats, behind the Liberal Democrats. Having insisted on setting up unitaries, the Tories found themselves largely rejected by the voters and virtually frozen out of influence in council affairs

         The effect of the dramatic losses of support for the Conservatives among voters was a collapse in local influence and power. As the final column of Table 3 shows, the number of Conservative councillors in Britain as a whole almost halved in the four years after 1996. By 1996 the party controlled just thirteen local authorities across the country, compared with 207 run by Labour and fifty-five by the Liberal Democrats. Even in the English shires, where they had previously dominated, the Conservatives were reduced almost to the position of a minor party. The effect on the morale of local Conservative associations and their ability to campaign effectively must have been shattering.

         The third electoral test for John Major’s government during these years came in the shape of the European Parliament elections of 1994. Again the Conservatives plumbed new depths. Their share of votes (27.8 per cent) was the worst performance by the party in a nationwide election during the twentieth century and lagged far behind that of Labour on 44.2 per cent.

         Explaining the inability of the Conservatives to rally support among the voters after 1992 is not difficult. As already indicated, withdrawal from the ERM had lost the Tories their reputation for economic competence and support in the press while also exacerbating divisions in the party over Europe. This was bad enough for the government, but in various ways they managed to make things worse for themselves.9 The Conservatives had pilloried Labour as the party of high taxation during the 1992 election campaign but, in the March 1993 Budget, the Chancellor increased taxes on alcohol and tobacco by more than inflation, raised national insurance contributions, reduced tax allowances for married couples and mortgage holders, froze other allowances (an effective cut in real terms) and extended value-added tax (VAT) to domestic fuel and power. The latter, in particular, was a direct betrayal of a campaign promise. In the aftermath, polling by Gallup found that the Budget was thought to be unfair by 75 per cent to 19 per cent of voters – a record margin. Labour was now viewed as the party best on taxation by 42 per cent compared with 33 per cent choosing the Conservatives and the latter never regained the lead on this issue before the 1997 election.

         The Major government also came to be associated with ‘sleaze’. This came in two forms – sex and money. Between September 1992 and June 1996 no fewer than nine members of the government resigned (and another died) in the context of assorted sex scandals. Most of those involved were relatively minor figures, but the Conservatives had cast themselves as the champions of family values and, in 1993, Major had launched a ‘Back to Basics’ initiative – interpreted by the media as a sort of moral crusade. In this context, the ensuing sexual scandals could be taken as evidence of breath-taking hypocrisy within the governing party.

         Financial sleaze was probably even more damaging to the government’s reputation. In some cases, this involved revelations concerning MPs who were willing to take cash from lobbyists in return for asking specific questions in the House of Commons. In others, ministers were discovered to be accepting hospitality and cash payments from prominent businessmen and were forced to resign their positions. A different sort of financial sleaze related to the so-called ‘revolving door’, through which leading Conservatives were whisked from the Cabinet to city boardrooms. Many of these lucrative positions were offered by firms that had featured in the privatisation programme carried through by these self-same ministers.

         Partly as a consequence, the programme of privatisation, which had been a central and apparently successful element of Thatcherism during the 1980s, itself became unpopular. The people running the newly privatised utilities were paid vastly more than those who had managed them when they were publicly owned, yet did not seem to perform very differently; indeed, they were often the same individuals. Despite the change in public sentiment, the government pressed ahead, against strong opposition, with the privatisation of British Rail. This was completed in 1996, and was followed by hundreds of train cancellations by one company which had sacked too many drivers. For a significant body of opinion, this was a privatisation too far.

         Divisions over Europe came to a head in November 1994 when eight backbench rebels abstained in a Commons vote on the European Finance Bill (which had been made an issue of confidence). Major deprived them of the Conservative whip (and another MP resigned the whip to join them). These nine proceeded to embarrass the government at every opportunity. The following April, however, in a humiliating climb-down by Major, the whip was restored unconditionally. The sniping on Europe continued to frustrate the Prime Minister, however, and in June 1995 he dramatically resigned as Conservative leader in order to force a leadership contest, challenging his critics to ‘put up or shut up’. He was challenged by the Eurosceptic John Redwood and was duly re-elected by his MPs, with 218 votes to eighty-nine for Redwood and twenty-two abstentions. Given that one-third of the parliamentary party had withheld support from the Prime Minister, Major’s manoeuvre had served to highlight rather than mitigate the extent of party divisions.

         For the most part, the public was well aware of strains within the Conservative Party. Figure 3 charts the proportions of Gallup’s respondents saying that the Conservatives were united or divided over the period. By the autumn of 1992 the gap was enormous and that situation did not change significantly thereafter. Overall, these were the worst figures recorded for the Conservatives since Gallup started asking electors their views on party unity in the 1960s, and there seems little doubt that the evident disunity made the party and the government look shambolic. 
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               Figure 3: Proportions seeing the Conservatives as united or divided, 1992–97

               Note: the data shown are three-monthly moving averages.

               Source: Gallup

            

         

         In July 1994, the already rather dim electoral prospects of John Major’s government were dealt a veritable hammer blow. In that month Tony Blair became leader of the Labour Party. As previously discussed, at the 1992 election Major had been personally more popular than the then Labour leader, Neil Kinnock. The latter announced his resignation immediately after the election and was succeeded by John Smith. Smith’s personal ratings were much better than those for Kinnock had been but he died in May 1994. Blair proved to be even more popular and proceeded to transform the Labour Party and its electoral appeal. At the same time Major’s appeal among the electorate sank like a stone. Over his second term Major recorded the worst average satisfaction ratings for any Prime Minister since 1945. The contrast in the popularity of the two leaders is illustrated in Figure 4. Although Smith’s ratings were well ahead of those for the Prime Minister after the ERM disaster, the gap became truly enormous when Blair became Labour leader. Major’s image – in contrast to that of Blair – was almost entirely negative. When asked to rate him on a variety of qualities, respondents in a 1996 Gallup poll, for example, gave him negative scores on being trustworthy (-18), decisive (-36), effective (-46), tough (-49), firmly in charge (-60) and likely to unite the country (-67). Blair scored positively in all cases.
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               Figure 4: Net satisfaction with Prime Minister/Leader of the Opposition, 1992–97

               Source: Gallup

            

         

         Given this background it is no surprise to note that when Gallup’s respondents were asked which leader would make the best Prime Minister, Major lagged well behind his Labour rivals from 1993 onwards. Table 4 shows the relevant average annual figures. For the first few months after the 1992 election, Major remained the nation’s choice as best person to be Prime Minister. Along with much else, however, this advantage collapsed in the last three months of the year. John Smith then led the field on this question for every month of 1993 and his lead extended in the first five months of 1994. When Tony Blair entered the lists, however, he proved an immediate hit with the voters and quickly established himself as the clearly preferred aspirant for the job. Although the gap narrowed in the first three months of 1997, as the next general election approached, Blair nonetheless retained a very clear advantage over Major.
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               Table 4: Best person for Prime Minister, 1992–97 (%)

               Note: the figures for ‘Don’t Know’ are not shown.

               Source: Gallup

            

         

         THE 1997 ELECTION

         At no point after September 1992 was the Prime Minister in a position to call a general election which his party had any serious chance of winning. Not unexpectedly, therefore, the Tories clung on until the last possible minute and the election date was fixed for 1 May 1997. Even so, the electoral outlook for John Major and his government could hardly have been bleaker. As a result, the national campaign was almost a matter of going through the motions. Although the Conservatives inched forwards in voting intention polls, and Labour declined a little from the high point at which the party began the campaign, the gap between the two major parties remained huge throughout.

         It came as little surprise, then, that the Conservatives maintained their string of ‘worst-ever’ records when the election results came in. Their share of the UK vote (30.7 per cent) was their worst since the first election after the passage of the Great Reform Act of 1832; the number of seats won (165) was the smallest since 1906; the swing from Conservatives to Labour (10.0 per cent) was the biggest since 1945. In Scotland (for the first time ever) and Wales (for the first time since 1906) the Conservatives won no seats at all.

         There is little difficulty in understanding why the Conservatives met with such an electoral disaster.10 Although the economy was improving and economic optimism on the part of the public was growing in the year leading up to the election, this failed to deliver any significant improvement in the government’s position. The Tories were perceived as sleazy, divided and incompetent and were up against a revitalised Labour Party which now not only had a highly professional campaigning machine but also led its opponents as the ‘best party’ on a whole string of key issues, including the NHS, education, law and order, unemployment and the cost of living, as well as less salient topics such as pensions and public transport. The only issue on which the Conservatives retained a significant advantage was defence, and that was well down the electorate’s list of priorities. To cap it all, John Major continued to lag well behind Tony Blair as the nation’s preferred Prime Minister. In the last week of the campaign just 23 per cent of MORI’s respondents thought Major the best person for the job, compared with 40 per cent opting for Blair.

         As the latter prepared to enter Downing Street amidst triumphal scenes orchestrated by his media advisers, Major reportedly took himself off to watch some cricket. One cannot help but think that he must have felt some relief that almost five years of torture at the hands of the British electorate was over at last. A premiership that had started surprisingly well, in terms of electoral performance and standing among the electorate, had ended in ignominy for him and his party.
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         JOHN MAJOR’S GOVERNMENTS OF 1990–97 are not often discussed in terms of their impact on Labour – except insofar as Major’s travails with his party from summer 1992, particularly over Europe, provided the backdrop against which first John Smith and then Tony Blair built commanding opinion poll leads for Labour, culminating in Blair’s general election victory of May 1997.

         Even two decades after that triumph, protagonists, commentators and historians typically assign only a minor role to Major in the making of New Labour. As in the dog days of his administration and in Blair’s first years in office, he is still considered primarily as the inept grey man who happened to be at the helm of the doomed Tory ship as Labour rode a tide of popular enthusiasm to win an inevitable landslide.

         The keepers of the Blairite flame – and there are a few of them yet – insist that the New Labour victory marked a decisive breach in British politics. There are plenty of David Cameron Tories who agree. Left-wing critics of New Labour emphasise the continuities between Blair and Margaret Thatcher, not Blair and Major. And Eurosceptic Tories dismiss the Major years as the time when the Tory leadership sold the pass on Europe and paid dearly for its apostasy.
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