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PREFACE





This book is the sixth in the series of Liberal history source books produced by the Liberal Democrat History Group; the others are Dictionary of Liberal Biography (1998), Dictionary of Liberal Quotations (1999, revised edition 2013), Great Liberal Speeches (2001), Dictionary of Liberal Thought (2007) and Peace, Reform and Liberation: A History of Liberal Politics in Britain 1679–2011 (2011).


Given the critical importance of party leadership in British politics, for some time we had thought that an analysis of Liberal leaders and their strengths and weaknesses would provide a valuable addition to this range; we developed a set of criteria against which to measure their effectiveness (summarised in Chapter 1) and commissioned authors to write chapters on individual leaders. Completely separately, Charles Clarke, Toby James and colleagues began their studies of Conservative and Labour leaders, and in due course Biteback Publishing decided to publish all three books as a set.


Leaders in the other two books were assessed by slightly different criteria, so the first three chapters in this book present three contrasting ways of judging Liberal leaders. There is of course no single way of doing this, and we hope that this book will contribute to a debate about the characteristics of effective political party leadership in general, and Liberal leadership in particular.


After the three introductory chapters, the next twenty-four cover every leader of the Liberal Party, SDP and Liberal Democrats from Lord Grey in 1828 to Nick Clegg’s resignation in 2015. Lord Hartington and Lord Granville, who led the Liberals in the Commons and Lords during Gladstone’s first retirement in 1875–80, are given a joint chapter. As in the other two books, the authors we approached are, in general, admirers of the leaders they have written about, but we asked them to assess their subjects objectively against the criteria we provided. For readers interested in learning more about particular individuals, we have included a list of further reading. (The book does not include the leaders of the various Liberal breakaway factions – the Liberal Unionists of 1886–1912 and the Liberal Nationals of 1931–47.)


The final three chapters are transcripts of interviews with three Liberal and Liberal Democrat leaders – David Steel, Paddy Ashdown and Nick Clegg – on the general topic of Liberal leadership and their particular experiences of it.




• • •





The support and encouragement of the History Group’s executive has been vital to the successful completion of this book, and we place on record our thanks to them. We have enjoyed cooperating with Charles Clarke and Toby James in aligning our book with theirs, and thank them for their chapters. We thank David Steel, Paddy Ashdown and Nick Clegg for their interviews, and Sophie Moxon and Esperanza Galera Suarez, at the University of East Anglia, for excellent transcriptions of the recordings. Melissa Bond, Olivia Beattie and Iain Dale at Biteback Publishing have been consistently encouraging and patient. Above all, the authors of the chapters on the leaders have written, and in many cases rewritten, their chapters to a high quality and to tight deadlines. Our warmest thanks go to them all.




 





Duncan Brack, Robert Ingham and Tony Little


July 2015

















AUTHOR BIOGRAPHIES





PETER BARBERIS is emeritus professor at Manchester Metropolitan University. He has written extensively on British government and politics and is the author of Liberal Lion – Jo Grimond: A Political Life (2005). He is a fellow of the Royal Historical Society and of the Joint University Council.




 





CHRIS BOWERS is a freelance writer and broadcaster on sport and current affairs. His Nick Clegg: The Biography was published by Biteback Publishing in 2011 (paperback update 2012), and among his other books is The Sporting Statesman (2014), about how the tennis champion Novak Djokovic is rehabilitating the reputation of Serbia.




 





DUNCAN BRACK is the editor of the Journal of Liberal History, and has co-edited and contributed to all the Liberal Democrat History Group’s previous books. He has been director of policy for the Liberal Democrats, chair of the party’s conference committee, and special advisor to Chris Huhne MP, Secretary of State for Energy and Climate Change. He is currently vice-chair of the party’s Federal Policy Committee.




 





DAVID BROWN is professor of modern history at the University of Southampton. He has published widely on nineteenth-century British history, and his books include Palmerston: A Biography (2010) and Palmerston and the Politics of Foreign Policy, 1846–55 (2002).




 





JIM BULLER is a senior lecturer in politics at the University of York. He has a PhD from the University of Sheffield and has previously worked in the department of political science and international studies at the University of Birmingham. He has written widely on the subject of British politics and public policy, including recent articles in the New Political Economy, British Journal of Politics and International Relations, West European Politics, Contemporary European Politics and British Politics. He has recently co-edited a special issue of Parliamentary Affairs on ‘Assessing Political Leadership in Context – British Party Leadership During Austerity’. He is also chair of the PSA Anti-Politics and Depoliticisation Specialist Group.




 





JOHN CAMPBELL is a freelance political biographer. His books have included Lloyd George: The Goat in the Wilderness (1977), Nye Bevan and the Mirage of British Socialism (1986), Edward Heath (1993, NCR Prize 1994), Margaret Thatcher: The Grocer’s Daughter (2000), The Iron Lady (2003), and, most recently, Roy Jenkins: A Well-Rounded Life (2014), which was shortlisted for the Samuel Johnson and Costa book prizes and won the Paddy Power Political Biography award for 2015.




 





CHARLES CLARKE was Member of Parliament for Norwich South from 1997 to 2010. He served as Education Minister from 1998 and then in the Home Office from 1999 to 2001. He then joined the Cabinet as Minister without Portfolio and Labour Party chair. From 2002 to 2004, he was Secretary of State for Education and Skills, and then Home Secretary until 2006. Charles was previously chief of staff to Leader of the Opposition Neil Kinnock. He now holds visiting professorships at the University of East Anglia, Lancaster University and King’s College London, and works with educational organisations internationally. He edited The ‘Too Difficult’ Box and co-edited British Labour Leaders and British Conservative Leaders.




 





MATT COLE is a teaching fellow in history at the University of Birmingham. He is the author of Richard Wainwright, the Liberals and Liberal Democrats: Unfinished Business (2011) and worked in the SDP’s general election unit in 1987.




 





DAVID DUTTON taught at the University of Liverpool for thirty-five years before retiring in 2010 as Ramsay Muir professor of modern history. His books include A History of the Liberal Party since 1900 (2013) and Liberals in Schism: A History of the National Liberal Party (2008).




 





DR RICHARD A. GAUNT is associate professor in British history at the University of Nottingham. He is the author of Sir Robert Peel: The Life and Legacy (2010) and the editor of Peel in Caricature: The ‘Political Sketches’ of John Doyle (‘HB’) (2014).




 





DAVID HOWARTH is professor of law and public policy at the University of Cambridge, where he also directs the MPhil in public policy. From 2005–10, he was the Member of Parliament for Cambridge, serving in the Liberal Democrat shadow Cabinet as shadow Secretary of State for Justice. Before that he was leader of Cambridge city council. His research mainly concerns the relationship between law and politics and the design of legal institutions, but he also writes occasionally on Liberal and Liberal Democrat history.




 





GREG HURST spent fifteen years as a political journalist at Westminster, first with Southern Newspapers, and, from 2000–07, with The Times. He is the author of Charles Kennedy: A Tragic Flaw (2006, updated edition 2015). He was editor of The Times Guide to the House of Commons 2010 and, since 2009, has been the newspaper’s education editor.




 





ROBERT INGHAM is a historical writer who has contributed to many of the Liberal Democrat History Group’s publications as well as the Journal of Liberal History.




 





TOBY S. JAMES is a senior lecturer in British and comparative politics at the University of East Anglia. He has a PhD from the University of York and has previously worked at Swansea University and the Library of Congress, Washington DC. He is the co-convenor of the Political Studies Association’s Political Leadership Group and has published on statecraft theory/political leadership in journals such as British Journal of Politics and International Relations, Electoral Studies and Government and Opposition. He has co-edited a special issue of Parliamentary Affairs on ‘Assessing Political Leadership in Context – British Party Leadership During Austerity’, is the author of Elite Statecraft and Election Administration, and co-edited British Labour Leaders and British Conservative Leaders.




 





DR TUDOR JONES is honorary research fellow in history of political thought at Coventry University. His publications include Remaking the Labour Party: From Gaitskell to Blair (1996), Modern Political Thinkers and Ideas: An Historical Introduction (2002), and The Revival of British Liberalism: From Grimond to Clegg (2011).




 





TONY LITTLE is chairman of the Liberal Democrat History Group and a former Liberal Democrat council group leader. Before retiring, he was head of corporate governance with a fund management company. He jointly edited the Liberal Democrat History Group’s Great Liberal Speeches (2001), and contributed to the Dictionary of Liberal Thought (2007) and Peace Reform and Liberation (2011).




 





DR HENRY MILLER is lecturer in nineteenth-century British history at the University of Manchester. He previously worked on the history of Parliament’s House of Commons 1832–68 project. He has published widely on nineteenth-century politics, including Politics Personified: Portraiture, Caricature and Visual Culture in Britain, c. 1830–1880 (2015).




 





KENNETH O. MORGAN was fellow and tutor at Queen’s College, Oxford, 1966–89; vice-chancellor at the University of Wales, 1989–95, and visiting professor at King’s College London, since 2011. He was made a fellow of the British Academy in 1983 and a life peer (Labour) in 2000. An honorary fellow of Queen’s and Oriel colleges, Oxford, he received a parliamentary award for lifetime achievement in 2014. His thirty-four books on modern British history include The Age of Lloyd George (1971), Consensus and Disunity: The Lloyd George Coalition Government 1918–1922 (1980), Ages of Reform: Dawns and Downfalls of the British Left (2010), and The Oxford Illustrated History of Britain (1983).




 





TONY MORRIS is emeritus professor at the University of Ulster. His books include C. P. Trevelyan: Portrait of a Radical (1977) and The Scaremongers: The Advocacy of War and Rearmament 1896–1914 (1984).




 





DR JAIME REYNOLDS has written extensively on Liberal history. He studied politics at the LSE and was awarded a PhD for research on east European history. He has worked for many years in international environmental policy, first in the UK public administration, and, for the past decade, as an official of the European Union.




 





DR IAIN SHARPE completed a University of London PhD thesis in 2011 on ‘Herbert Gladstone and Liberal Party revival, 1899–1905’. He works as an editor for the University of London International Academy and has served as a Liberal Democrat councillor in Watford since 1991.




 





GREG SIMPSON worked for the Liberal Democrats between 1997–2009 in various roles including foreign affairs and defence advisor, deputy head of the press office, speechwriter to Charles Kennedy, and head of policy and research. Since leaving the party, he has worked for the Ministry of Defence and the Department of Energy & Climate Change.




 





DAVID TORRANCE is a freelance writer, broadcaster and journalist. He was educated at Leith Academy, the University of Aberdeen and the Cardiff School of Journalism. He writes a regular column for the Herald newspaper and has written or edited more than a dozen books on Scottish and UK politics, including David Steel: Rising Hope to Elder Statesman (2012).




 





ELLIS WASSON was educated at Johns Hopkins and Cambridge Universities, and teaches at the University of Delaware. He is the author of six books on British and European history, including A History of Modern Britain: 1714 to the Present (2009, 2015).




 





DR ALUN WYBURN-POWELL is the author of Clement Davies – Liberal Leader (2003) and Political Wings, a biography of William Wedgwood Benn, 1st Viscount Stansgate (2015). He received his PhD from the University of Leicester for his research into political defections, which was published as Defectors and the Liberal Party 1910 to 2010 (2012). He is a visiting lecturer in the department of journalism at City University, London.



















[image: ]





PART I


FRAMEWORKS FOR


ASSESSING LEADERS




[image: ]
























CHAPTER 1


INTRODUCTION: LIBERAL LEADERS AND LEADERSHIP


DUNCAN BRACK, ROBERT INGHAM AND TONY LITTLE





The purpose of this book is to analyse the leaders of the British Liberal Party, Social Democratic Party and Liberal Democrats from the era of the Great Reform Act to 2015: were they good leaders, bad leaders or somewhere in the range between adequate and barely adequate? This chapter provides a brief summary of the history of the parties, discusses the criteria used throughout this book in assessing Liberal leaders, and concludes by ranking them against five key criteria.




• • •





Political debate in Britain, as in many other countries, often revolves around the characters of political party leaders. Elections are portrayed as contests between leaders, voters are often asked to say which leader they will be voting for – even though they can’t, unless they happen to live in a leader’s constituency – and the media, during elections, party conferences and day-to-day politics, generally focus on the leader, sometimes, in small parties, to the exclusion of all other figures. Within their parties, even in relatively democratic institutions like the Liberal Democrats, the leader exercises considerable influence over party policy and strategy.


Classical political writers have often highlighted the role of and the need for political leadership. Machiavelli, in The Prince, listed the attributes that a prince needed to possess at some stage in his career to be able to win and hold on to power: above all, he needed to be ‘a most valiant lion and a most cunning fox; he will find him feared and respected by everyone’.1 In the nineteenth century, the Scottish writer Thomas Carlyle claimed that ‘the history of the world is the history of great men’.2 This focus on the leader continued into democratic politics, with the German sociologist Max Weber pointing to the way in which party members ‘expect that the demagogic effect of the leader’s personality during the election fight of the party will increase votes and mandates and thereby power, and, thereby, as far as possible, will extend opportunities to their followers to find the compensation for which they hope’, whether it be office, the achievement of the political programme or ‘the satisfaction of working with loyal personal devotion for a man’.3


More recently, Archie Brown has pointed to the way in which:




Leaders everywhere operate within historically conditioned political cultures. In the way they lead, they cannot rely on reason and argument alone, but must be able to appeal to emotion, sharing in the sense of identity of their party or group. In government, the minority of leaders who come to be revered and who retain the admiration of posterity are those who have also fostered a sense of purpose within their country as a whole, who have provided grounds for trust and have offered a vision that transcends day-to-day decision-making.4





This again suggests the need for strong leadership – but in fact this is an extract from Brown’s The Myth of the Strong Leader, which stressed the shortcomings of dominant leadership. Brown suggested that in parliamentary democracies there is a tendency for the public to believe that the top leader counts for more than they actually do; thanks to the media’s focus on the leader, policy outcomes or  election victories are often attributed to the leader even when there may be many others who should take more of the credit. Brown concluded by pointing to the dangers of leaders bypassing their colleagues, surrounding themselves with personal supporters and ignoring advice with which they disagree, all leading to poor decision-making and, potentially, a loss of trust in the political system itself.


What qualities, then, are required for effective political leadership? Who is a good leader and who a bad? Biographies of the leaders of British political parties are legion. Studies of political leadership, like those cited above, are much fewer in number and are either theoretical in nature or tend to focus on a small number of examples, often drawn from presidential systems like the United States. Studies of British political leadership over time and within the context of a single political party are non-existent. It is this gap which this series of books on leadership in the three main British parties seeks to address. This book considers leaders and leadership in the Liberal Party, the Social Democratic Party (SDP) and the party into which they merged, the Liberal Democrats.


LIBERALS, SDP AND LIBERAL DEMOCRATS


While the SDP and the Liberal Democrats have clear organisational histories, it is impossible to make the same claim for the Liberal Party. It developed in an age when politics was primarily the responsibility of a small aristocratic elite in which family and patronage, as much as policy and ideology, defined political groupings. The term ‘Liberal’, borrowed from the Spanish ‘liberales’ at the time of the Napoleonic Wars, only gradually attached itself to British politicians and, in particular, to those professing the primacy of the people in Parliament over the monarchy, or executive, and to those who promoted free trade in the products of industry in preference to the privileges of the land-owners from whom the elite were drawn. These liberal beliefs allowed the formation of shifting alliances between the Whigs – a collection of aristocratic families, their clients and fellow travellers, who were the foremost in professing the supremacy of Parliament and tolerance of disparate Christian denominations – free-trade Tories, whether followers of Canning in the 1820s or of Peel in the 1840s, and various radical groups committed to widening the franchise as a means of increasing the accountability of the elite to the people. This conglomeration transformed British politics through the passage of the Great Reform Act in 1832 – and this is the starting point for our selection of Liberal leaders, with Charles, Earl Grey the first in the book.


The modestly enhanced electorate produced by the first reform act required the development of constituency organisations to fight elections, and the beginnings of central co-ordination to provide the candidates, funding and policy commitments which modern political activists could recognise as the building blocks of a party. But while the components of the party were being developed, it was not always obvious to the participants what they were building. Leaders saw themselves as primarily directing the monarch’s government, secondly as builders of parliamentary followings, and only gradually as figureheads of national movements.


The Great Reform Act alliance gradually disintegrated over the 1830s, though Lord Melbourne implemented further cautious reforms until 1841. When the Whigs were returned to power in 1846 under Lord John Russell, it was more by courtesy of Tory difficulties over the Corn Laws (import duties on grain) than because of any increased tendency to cooperate among those professing Liberal beliefs. The break-up of the Conservative Party over the Corn Laws, however, was of long-term significance, as it saw the gradual detachment of the Peelites (free-trade followers of the Tory leader Sir Robert Peel), including Gladstone, who were to become important recruits to the Liberal Party. It also helped to align the rising industrial and commercial interests (who preferred free trade for their products and cheap bread for their workers) with the Liberals as against the land-owning and agricultural interests behind the Tories.


Despite Russell’s record as the architect of the Great Reform Act, he struggled to hold his government together. The second attempt to create the fusion of Liberals, the 1852 Aberdeen coalition, was unable to withstand the strains of the Crimean War, and it was not until Palmerston’s government of 1859 that the factions settled enough of their differences to sustain unity. The famous meeting of 6 June 1859 in Willis’s Rooms, St James’s, between Whigs, radicals and Peelites, is generally held to mark the foundation of the Liberal Party.


Palmerston, and after him Gladstone, were the dominant figures in Victorian politics, in competition with the Tories’ Disraeli and Salisbury. If Palmerston created the space in which senior figures learned to work together in extending free trade and Russell forced the pace for the creation of a second reform act, it was Gladstone who exploited the opportunity to present himself as a popular leader with a mission to change the nation. In the 1850s he established his reputation for prudent financial innovation by sweeping away tariffs in the interests of free trade, replacing taxes on goods and customs duties with income tax, and by modernising parliamentary accountability for government spending. He won strong support from Nonconformists for his attitude to religious questions, which at that time deeply affected basic liberties and education. His first government, between 1868 and 1874, represents the pinnacle of Victorian reform, introducing the secret ballot, a national system of primary education, disestablishment of the Church of Ireland and reform of trade unions, the army, civil service and local government. ‘Peace, retrenchment and reform’ became the watchwords of the Victorian Liberal Party.


Yet the pace of reform itself caused strain. In some cases Gladstonian compromises disillusioned the radicals, while for many Whigs Gladstone was too advanced. While disagreements over domestic policies were the most frequent, disputes about Ireland were critical. Gladstone’s solution in 1886 – home rule – resulted in the permanent loss of many of the Whigs and some of the radicals who, as Liberal Unionists, forged an alliance with the Conservatives to defeat Gladstone and end his third government. A second failure to carry home rule through the House of Lords after 1892 ended Gladstone’s career.


Gladstone’s successor, Lord Rosebery, proved to be weak and indecisive. Neither Rosebery nor his short-lived successor Harcourt could provide firm direction, and the party split over the empire and the Boer War. At the same time, the ‘New Liberal’ ideas of state intervention to help the poorer sections of society, which were to provide the agenda for twentieth-century politics, were slowly developing. From 1899, however, Campbell-Bannerman – perhaps one of the most effective party managers in Liberal history – helped heal the rifts in the party, and led it to the spectacular electoral landslide of 1906, exploiting Conservative splits over free trade and education. A further factor, secret at the time, was an electoral pact with the new Labour Party, which ensured that the impact of the progressive vote was maximised.


The Liberal government of 1906–15 was one of the great reforming administrations of the twentieth century. Led by towering figures such as Asquith (Prime Minister after Campbell-Bannerman’s death in 1908), Lloyd George and Churchill, it laid the foundations of the modern welfare state, created the national insurance system, introduced old-age pensions and established labour exchanges. This was the realisation of the New Liberal programme – removing the shackles of poverty, unemployment and ill-health to allow individuals to be free to exercise choice and realise opportunity. From the outset the Liberals had difficulty passing legislation through the Tory-dominated House of Lords. The crunch came when the Lords rejected Lloyd George’s 1909 ‘People’s Budget’, which introduced a supertax on high earners to raise revenue for social expenditure and naval rearmament. Two elections were fought in 1910 on the issue of ‘the peers versus the people’. The massive majority of 1906 was destroyed, but the Liberals remained in power with the support of Labour and Irish Nationalist MPs. In 1911, with the King primed to create hundreds of new Liberal peers if necessary, the Lords capitulated and the primacy of the House of Commons was definitively established.


After 1910, however, the government faced increasing difficulties over rising trade union militancy, the campaign for women’s suffrage, a renewed attempt to grant home rule to Ireland, and the international tensions within the European power system which led ultimately to the outbreak of war in 1914. What would have happened in the absence of war has been the subject of extensive speculation, but in reality the once-productive partnership between Asquith and Lloyd George broke down, leaving the party divided and demoralised; Liberal factions led by each of them fought each other in the 1918 and 1922 elections. The party’s grass-roots organisation fell apart, allowing the Labour Party to capture many of the votes of the new working-class and women voters enfranchised in 1918; many of those, who could later be identified as Social Democrats, left the Liberals for the more evidently successful progressive alternative, the Labour Party; others, fearful of the growth of socialism, joined the Conservatives.


The Liberals reunited around the old cause of free trade to fight the 1923 election, which left them holding the balance of power in the Commons. Asquith’s decision to support a minority Labour government, however, placed the party in an awkward position and effectively polarised the political choice between Conservatives and Labour; the disastrous 1924 election relegated the party to a distant third place as the electorate increasingly opted for a straight choice between the other two parties.


Despite a renewed burst of energy under Lloyd George, which saw the party fight the 1929 general election on a radical platform of Keynesian economics, the Liberals were by then too firmly established as the third party to achieve much influence on government. They split again in the 1930s, in the wake of the upheaval brought by the Great Depression, and continued to decline, although the party participated in Churchill’s wartime coalition. Successive leaders – Samuel in 1935, Sinclair in 1945 – lost their own seats on election day. By the time of the 1951 election the party was facing extinction and if its leader, Clement Davies, had accepted Churchill’s invitation to join his Cabinet its independence might have ended. By 1957, there were only five Liberal MPs left, and just 110 constituencies had been fought at the previous general election. Despite the political irrelevance of the party itself, however, the huge impact of the Liberal thinkers Keynes and Beveridge, whose doctrines underpinned government social and economic policy for much of the post-war period, showed that Liberalism as an intellectual force was still alive and well.


Revival came with the election of Jo Grimond as party leader in 1956. His vision and youthful appeal were well suited to the burgeoning television coverage of politics, and he was able to capitalise on growing dissatisfaction with the Conservatives, in power since 1951. The party learned how to concentrate its resources on by-elections, culminating in the sensational by-election victory at Orpington in 1962. Although the upswing receded under Wilson’s Labour government in the 1960s, a second revival came in the 1970s under Jeremy Thorpe, peaking in the two general elections of 1974, with 19 and 18 per cent of the vote (though only fourteen and thirteen seats, respectively, in Parliament). The breakdown of class-based voting and disillusionment with the inability of the other two parties to halt Britain’s seemingly inexorable economic decline were major factors behind the Liberal revival, but a further reason was the development of community politics, in which Liberal activists campaigned intensively to empower local communities. This strategy – which was a grass-roots rather than leadership initiative – was formally adopted by the party in 1970, and contributed to a steady growth in local authority representation, and a number of parliamentary by-election victories.


Following Labour’s defeat in the 1979 election, the growing success of the left within the party alienated many MPs and members. Moderate Labour leaders had worked with the Liberal Party during the 1975 referendum on membership of the European Community, and during the Lib–Lab pact which kept Labour in power in 1977–78. In 1981, a number of them broke away from Labour to found the SDP under former Labour deputy leader Roy Jenkins. The new party attracted members from both the Labour and Conservative parties and also brought many people into politics for the first time. It agreed with the Liberal Party, now led by David Steel, to fight elections on a common platform with joint candidates; some argued that this represented the revival of the pre-1914 progressive tradition, where liberals and social democrats were to be found together in the Liberal Party, before the break-up of the party forced its more progressive members out towards Labour.


The Liberal–SDP Alliance won 25 per cent of the vote in the 1983 general election, the best third-party performance since 1929, only just behind Labour, but only twenty-three seats. In the 1983–87 parliament, however, tensions between the leaders of the two parties became apparent. David Owen, SDP leader from 1983, was personally less sympathetic towards the Liberals than his predecessor, and was also more determined to maintain a separate (and in practice more right-wing) identity for his party; differences emerged, most notably on defence. After the Alliance’s share of the vote fell in the 1987 election, the two parties agreed to merge – though the decision was opposed by Owen, who left to form his own short-lived ‘continuing SDP’, leaving Robert Maclennan to lead the SDP into merger.


After a difficult birth, the Liberal Democrats suffered a troubled infancy. Membership, morale and finances all suffered from the in-fighting over merger; but under its first leader, Paddy Ashdown, slowly the party recovered; by-election wins and local authority gains followed, and ruthless targeting of resources on winnable constituencies enabled the party to double its number of MPs in the 1997 election despite a fall in its vote. Ashdown saved the party from oblivion; but the more controversial part of his legacy was ‘the project’, his attempt to work with Labour to defeat the Conservatives’ seemingly endless political hegemony. The scale of Labour’s triumph in 1997 made any coalition impossible, but a pre-election agreement on constitutional reform helped ensure that the Blair government introduced major changes to the governance of Britain.


Ashdown and his two successors, Charles Kennedy and Menzies Campbell, positioned the Liberal Democrats as a centre-left party, benefiting from New Labour’s shift to the right, especially after the Iraq War of 2003. The 2005 election saw the party win sixty-two seats, the highest number of Liberal MPs since 1923, and 22 per cent of the vote. Yet, as in previous post-war revivals, much of this support in reality came from unaligned protest voters and was vulnerable once the party lost its appeal. The election of Nick Clegg in 2007 was followed by a deliberate attempt to shift the party’s image to the right. Disillusionment with the Labour government and the Conservative opposition left the Liberal Democrats holding the balance of power after the 2010 election, and on 11 May 2010 the first peacetime coalition government since the 1930s was formed, between the Liberal Democrats and the Conservatives. The following five years was to show just how perilous coalition can be for the junior partner. Despite a number of Liberal Democrat achievements, the party’s support crashed in the 2015 election: it lost two-thirds of its vote and 85 per cent of its MPs. Probably the fact of entry into coalition with the party’s historic enemy caused most of the damage, but this was not helped by a number of crucial errors in government and a poor centrist-focused election campaign.


The story of the Liberal Party, the SDP and the Liberal Democrats over the 180 years covered by this book is a remarkable one – from the dominant political force in the mid- and late nineteenth century to division, decline and near disappearance by the mid-twentieth, to successive waves of recovery leading ultimately to entry into government once more – followed by the most catastrophic election result in the party’s history. This book is the story of the leaders of those parties, what they did and how they performed, from 1828 to 2015.


SELECTING THE LEADER


In 1976, the Liberal Party became the first major British party to open its leadership election to its entire membership, and a ‘one member, one vote’ (OMOV) system has always been an accepted feature of Liberal Democrat leadership elections. Before 1976, however, there was no formal system for appointing the leader, and the practice changed and evolved over time.


From the earliest days of political parties, the choice of leader when the party was in power was effectively in the hands of the monarch who, after consulting trusted advisors, would send for a senior member of the party and ask him to form a government. The monarch’s choice then generally became both Prime Minister and party leader; Grey, Melbourne, Russell and Asquith all assumed the leadership in this fashion. The monarch, however, had no duty to consult the party; in 1894, for example, Queen Victoria chose Rosebery as Gladstone’s successor without asking Gladstone, who would have preferred Lord Spencer. But the monarch did not enjoy complete freedom of choice. In 1859, in an attempt to avoid both Russell and Palmerston, those ‘two terrible old men’, Victoria invited Lord Granville to form a government; he failed, and Palmerston proved that he enjoyed the confidence of his party. In 1880, very much against her wishes, Victoria was obliged to accept Gladstone; she would have preferred Hartington, but Gladstone’s contribution to the unexpectedly decisive Liberal election victory was so clear as to make him the only plausible choice.


The position was more confused when the Liberals were out of power. The party in the House of Commons and the party in the House of Lords each had a leader (sometimes formally appointed as ‘chairman’) with no obvious mechanism suggesting that one enjoyed any preference over the other. With the steady widening of the franchise throughout the nineteenth century, however, the expectation grew that the leader of the Liberals in the Commons would be the leader in the country overall as, increasingly, he would bear the weight of campaigning at election time. Rosebery was the last Liberal peer to lead the party, but he had been appointed Prime Minister for the previous year before election defeat in 1895.


Sometimes the leader in the Commons was obvious without any identifiable process of nomination. After the defeat of Melbourne, Russell assumed the post, as did Harcourt after the fall of Rosebery; in neither case was this disputed. Russell did not formally retire from leading the party after his government was defeated in 1866, but Gladstone was leader in the Commons and headed the 1868 election campaign, and the Queen appointed him Prime Minister when the election result became clear. Between 1852 and 1859 the leadership was disputed between Russell and Palmerston and, while Palmerston became Prime Minister in 1855, Russell did not concede defeat until 1859, conspiring to bring his rival down in 1858. After Gladstone’s temporary resignation in 1875, it was not clear who should succeed him in the Commons: Lord Hartington and W. E. Forster were both plausible candidates, and the choice was resolved in Hartington’s favour by soundings among MPs; Granville continued as leader in the Lords. When Harcourt abandoned the leadership in 1898, no one was prepared to stand against Campbell-Bannerman, although Asquith and Grey were potential candidates; a formal meeting of the party’s MPs at the Reform Club confirmed ‘CB’ in the post.


Lloyd George became the last Liberal to hold the office of Prime Minister, effectively through a parliamentary coup against Asquith organised with the help of leading Conservatives, but Asquith retained the leadership of the party, and the two leaders fought each other at the head of separate factions in the 1918 and 1922 elections. After reunion in 1923, Asquith remained leader, retaining the post even after he lost his seat in the 1924 election debacle; he only resigned after suffering a stroke in 1926. Lloyd George took over as the only plausible successor, though this was not welcomed by those still loyal to Asquith, and prompted calls for Liberal activists to have a say in the selection of their party’s chief. Ramsay Muir, appointed chairman of the National Liberal Federation in 1931, was particularly critical of the parliamentary party’s role in appointing the leader, arguing that the much reduced number of Liberal MPs no longer represented the views of the rank and file.5


Despite this pressure from the grass roots, in practice there was generally little real choice of personnel. In 1931, Lloyd George’s sudden illness thrust his deputy Samuel into the leadership; on his defeat in 1935, no one opposed the succession of the Chief Whip, Sinclair. In 1945, the twelve surviving Liberal MPs adopted the procedure of asking each possible candidate to leave the room while they discussed their merits; in the end Clement Davies was chosen. On his standing down in 1956, again there was only one plausible contender, Jo Grimond; the four other MPs, excluding Davies, either owed their seats to arrangements with the Conservative Party, or were heavily committed to non-parliamentary work, or both.


Grimond’s appointment, which was popular, dampened the grass-roots demands for change, but the question remained of whether a small group of MPs could legitimately select a leader on behalf of the party as a whole. The furore surrounding the hasty election of Jeremy Thorpe in 1967, who was supported by just six out of twelve Liberal MPs, only days after Grimond’s retirement, ensured that the old system could not continue (the other two candidates each received three votes, and stood down in favour of Thorpe).6 Thus, in July 1976, David Steel became the first leader of the Liberal Party to be elected by a vote of its entire membership – a groundbreaking move for a major political party in the UK. Reflecting the concerns of the activists that the votes of the armchair members would swamp their own – supposedly more politically aware – voices, the system was not a simple OMOV arrangement. An electoral college was effectively created, in which ten votes were allocated to each Liberal association, with a further ten votes if the association had existed for more than a year, and an additional vote for each 500 votes won by the Liberal candidate for the constituency at the last general election. Thus, campaigning activity and hard work were rewarded with a greater say over the leadership. It was left to local associations to decide how to ballot their membership; some did so by a postal vote of  the entire membership, others by allocating votes to members who turned up to the association meeting held to conduct the vote.


In 1981, the founders of the SDP were determined to create a structure which would avoid the kind of left-wing militant takeover which had helped to drive many of them out of the Labour Party. The principle of one member, one vote was enshrined throughout the party; members had the right to vote for the party leader, president and other leading positions. Despite this democratic principle, the SDP faced the same problem as the Liberals, a shortage of plausible candidates. Although the party’s first leader, Roy Jenkins, was elected in a straight fight with David Owen in 1982, after Jenkins stood down in 1983 Owen was the only candidate to succeed him. Similarly, in 1987, after Owen resigned after losing the ballot on entering negotiations for merger, Bob Maclennan was the only possible successor after the only other pro-merger SDP MP, Charles Kennedy, ruled himself out.


Of all the many issues that occupied the time of the Liberal and SDP negotiators for merger in 1987–88, the question of the leadership was not one of them: one member, one vote was accepted without disagreement and has applied to the five Liberal Democrat leadership elections held to date (Steel and Maclennan acted as interim leaders of the merged party until its first leadership election was concluded). The party has so far avoided the old problem of a lack of plausible candidates, with two MPs contesting the first leadership election, in 1988, five in 1999, three in 2006, two in 2007 and – even at the party’s lowest ebb, with just eight MPs remaining after the 2015 election – two in 2015.


ASSESSING THE LEADERS


How does one assess the effectiveness of a party leader? Max Weber, in arguing that the development of campaigning among a large electorate required a political machine in which power, at first in the hands of the elite, became concentrated in the hands of the leader, chose the example of Gladstone: ‘What brought this machine to such swift triumph over the notables was the fascination of Gladstone’s “grand” demagogy, the firm belief of the masses in the ethical substance of his policy, and, above all, their belief in the ethical character of his personality.’ Gladstone, he argued, had ‘mastered the technique of apparently “letting sober facts speak for themselves”.’7 The other key characteristics emphasised by Weber also related to the charisma of the leader, possessed in abundance by Gladstone. ‘If he is more than a narrow and vain upstart of the moment, the leader lives for his cause and “strives for his work.” The devotion of his disciples, his followers, his personal party friends is oriented to his person and to its qualities … Men do not obey him by virtue of tradition or statute, but because they believe in him.’8


Personal charisma can be vital in communicating the party’s message, winning elections and driving through reform in government, but it can also create tensions and divisions within the party. Charismatic leaders – Gladstone and Lloyd George are obvious Liberal examples; in other parties, Margaret Thatcher and Tony Blair both qualify too – can damage their own parties, leaving them in much worse shape than they found them. Furthermore, charisma by itself may help to win elections, but if the leader has no underlying vision or agenda to follow, electoral victory may mean little in terms of advancing the cause of Liberalism.


Accordingly, this book attempts to assess the quality of each Liberal, SDP and Liberal Democrat leader against a roughly common template. The chapters on each leader that form the main part of the book are not simply biographical; we asked our authors to write about the following:




	The individual’s background: a short biography; their record before becoming leader; the strengths and weaknesses of the party at the time; their ideological position in it; how they became leader; why they stopped. 


	An assessment of their record in power and/or opposition: personal abilities (drive, energy, stamina, charisma, integrity etc.) and flaws; communication ability; achievements in projecting the party and themselves; development of a vision and a party position in ideological  or strategic terms; parliamentary ability and record; record in party management, Parliament and among the party in the country, both in government and in opposition; achievements, both legislative and non-legislative; the distinctiveness of their record and message. 


	In conclusion, an overall assessment: main strengths and weaknesses; achievements for the country, for Liberalism and the party; given where they started from, how did they leave the party – better or worse?





Based on the assessments of the twenty-four leaders that follow (seventeen Liberal, three SDP and four Liberal Democrat), we consider that there are five key criteria against which the performance of Liberal leaders can be judged. Clearly, the way in which these factors are expressed and operate varies significantly over the period covered by this book, from the fluid parliamentary politics of the Great Reform Act to the disciplined mass parties of the mid-twentieth century to today’s fractured party system. The expression of leadership also differs markedly between those leaders who were or who could hope to be Prime Minister (Liberal leaders up until Lloyd George) and those who, following the disintegration of the party in the 1920s and 1930s, could at best hope to influence the political debate on specific issues or perhaps participate in coalition government.


The first key criterion is communication and campaigning skills, including the ability to win, or at least perform well in, elections. This is clearly essential to any leader at any time, though the context in which it is expressed has changed markedly throughout the period covered by this book. In the early nineteenth century, Parliament was the key arena in which this skill was expressed, as the leader needed to attract and retain a stable following of MPs and peers. As the century wore on and the electorate expanded under successive reform acts, the ability to appeal to mass audiences became of increasing importance. One factor underlying Gladstone’s impressive political achievements was his propensity for placing his great political causes before large gatherings of ordinary people, often in speeches lasting three or four hours; among other rewards, this earned him the sobriquet of ‘the People’s William’. During the twentieth century the ability to perform well on radio and television, and coin memorable soundbites, became steadily more important, as exemplified most strikingly by ‘Cleggmania’, the Liberal Democrat surge in the opinion polls following Nick Clegg’s performance in the first televised debate of the 2010 election campaign.


The second, and closely related, criterion is the leader’s ability to develop and articulate a vision of what their party stands for. To a certain extent, this was easier in the nineteenth century, when the Liberal Party was the main (usually the only) anti-Conservative Party and also clearly the party most likely to represent the interests of the rising manufacturing and commercial classes, and to a certain extent the working class, against the landed elite. The Liberal Party was never, however, class-based, and tended to express its appeal more in terms of principles, such as ‘peace, retrenchment and reform’, and specific policies. This posed more of a problem as the electorate expanded and government took on responsibility for the management of the economy and the welfare state; in the political contest of working class versus middle class it was not obvious which side the Liberals were on.


In turn the breakdown of class-based politics in the late twentieth century offered new opportunities to the party. With the Liberals, SDP and Liberal Democrats by then firmly established as the third party, the party leader had to offer something distinctive that would attract voters and inspire members. For party activists this could be a coherent ideological approach, appealing, for example, to ‘freedom’ or ‘liberty’; for ordinary voters it was more likely to focus on specific policies, like Campbell-Bannerman’s opposition to tariff reform and ‘Chinese slavery’, Asquith’s appeal to the people versus the peers or Paddy Ashdown’s support for a penny on income tax for education. The leader can also attempt to put forward a vision of the party not through specific policies but through general positioning, as in David Steel’s presentation of the Liberal–SDP Alliance as a moderating force on the extremes of left and right in the 1983 election. This can be, however, a difficult path to follow, risking a loss of any clear positive reason to vote for the party – as Nick Clegg discovered to the party’s cost in 2015.


The third key criterion is the leader’s ability to manage their party. By conviction independently-minded and inherently suspicious of authority, Liberals have never been an easy party to lead; as Paddy Ashdown put it in June 1999: 




Our beloved Lib Dems, who are, bless them, inveterately sceptical of authority, often exasperating to the point of dementia, as difficult to lead where they don’t want to go as a mule, and as curmudgeonly about success as one of those football supporters who regards his team’s promotion to the premier league as insufficient because they haven’t also won the FA Cup!9





Before democratic politics, the key task was to manage the leader’s supporters in Parliament; as the experience of leaders such as Grey, Russell and Palmerston show, this was never an easy task in the era of shifting political allegiances. As mass party memberships emerged, management of party members became more important; Gladstone and Campbell-Bannerman proved adept at this, at times proving more popular with the party in the country than with their parliamentary colleagues. Yet relations with the parliamentary party remained important, as in the breakdown of Liberal Democrat MPs’ belief in Charles Kennedy as an effective leader, for example. The historic propensity of the party to split into competing factions – as with the Liberal Unionists of 1886, Coalition Liberals in 1918 or Liberal Nationals in 1931 – underlines the difficulty of managing Liberal politicians, though it is to Nick Clegg’s credit that, despite the evident strains of coalition in 2010–15, the Liberal Democrats never split or became seriously factionalised. Leaders do not always have to manage their party directly; they can choose able subordinates to do it for them – but of course the choice of those subordinates is itself an aspect of party management. The fourth key criterion is the extent to which the leader achieved the objectives of Liberalism. This is most obviously measured by achievements in government – legislation passed, crises contained, wars avoided or won. As their individual chapters show, many of the Liberal prime ministers included here – Grey, Melbourne, Russell, Palmerston, Gladstone, Asquith, Lloyd George – have solid records of achievement to their credit, though some of them, particularly Lloyd George, had perhaps more lasting successes in earlier ministerial positions before they became Prime Minister. In other cases – Campbell-Bannerman, and most clearly, Rosebery – the record is less impressive.


 Most of the leaders included in this book never became Prime Minister; but this is not to say that they achieved nothing for Liberal aims. Jo Grimond revived the party after its long mid-century decline; he gave it a profile and self-confidence it had lacked for decades. Roy Jenkins managed at least to crack, if not to break, the mould of British politics in founding the SDP. Through the Cook– Maclennan agreement with the Labour Party, Paddy Ashdown helped to provide an agenda for constitutional reform implemented by Tony Blair’s government.


Our final criterion is simpler than the first four. Did the leader leave the party in better or worse shape than they found it? The extent to which leaders could pass or influence legislation, win elections or gain seats is of course critically affected by the political context within which they operated, including the electoral system. No Liberal leader since Lloyd George, for example, could possibly hope to win a general election (in the sense of gaining a majority in the House of Commons), but any of them could aim to win more seats, to expand the party’s representation in local government or to strengthen the party’s organisation, finances and policy agenda. It is notable that several of the Liberal leaders with the most glittering record of achievement, including Gladstone, Asquith and Lloyd George, in the process created serious stresses within their parties and in each case left them in worse shape than they found them.


ALTERNATIVE APPROACHES


Our approach to assessing Liberal leaders is only one of several that could possibly be taken, and is rather different to those adopted in the book’s companion volumes on the Conservative and Labour parties, reflecting the different genesis of the books. Consequently, Chapters 2 and 3 apply the systems of assessments presented in these two books to Liberal leaders.


Chapter 2, by Toby S. James from the University of East Anglia and Jim Buller from the University of York, redevelops the ‘statecraft’ approach to assess Liberal leaders in terms of whether they take their party towards power, which includes five criteria: electoral strategy; governing competence, especially in economic policy; party management; winning the battle of ideas; and managing the constitution, or ‘bending the rules of the game’. There is obviously considerable overlap between these criteria and those we describe above, though in our view the statecraft approach applies most satisfactorily to prime ministers or potential prime ministers. Leaders of third parties generally have no opportunity either to demonstrate achievements in government or to change the rules of political combat through modifying the electoral system, and can only hope to win the battle of ideas on a few specific issues, at best. The ability simply to get the party noticed – as Paddy Ashdown did, for example, over his support for passports for Hong Kong citizens – was often a key aim for Liberal leaders, and is not wholly reflected in the statecraft approach.


Chapter 3, by Charles Clarke, adopts a somewhat blunter approach to assessing party leaders, purely in terms of their ability to win votes and seats at election time. This is obviously a key characteristic, even for third parties, though the first-past-the-post system means that there may be little relationship between votes won and seats gained. The chapter also summarises the assessments of prime ministers that have been produced from time to time by academics and journalists.


CONCLUSIONS


The following tables rank all of the twenty-four leaders included in this book by the five criteria we have outlined above, in each case judged as ‘good’, ‘poor’ or ‘mixed’. The final table aggregates these rankings into an overall assessment. Within each table cell, the leaders are listed in chronological order.


A few points are worth bearing in mind when reading the tables. First, we assess the leaders on their period in the leadership; some of them, perhaps most notably Lloyd George, had far more impressive records in politics before they became leader. Second, the external environment is crucial. In Table 1.5, for example, note the long list of leaders who left the party in worse shape than they found it; although in some cases this was a direct effect of their actions (Gladstone, Lloyd George), in others there was little they could realistically have done to stem the party’s decline, however hard they struggled (Samuel, Sinclair, Davies). Third, leaders’ ability to achieve objectives depends crucially on their starting point – Ashdown’s main achievement, for example, was to save his party from extinction, a very real possibility in 1989; his successors as Liberal Democrat leaders started from a higher base and had different opportunities. Finally, some leaders were in post for too short a time to have been able to make much of a difference (Harcourt, Campbell), and although this marks them down in our assessment, it does not mean that they were devoid of accomplishment in the rest of their careers. Finally, of course, this is the opposite of an exact science; these ratings are almost entirely subjective and you may well disagree with them!
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TABLE 1.1: COMMUNICATION AND CAMPAIGNING SKILLS.
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TABLE 1.2: ABILITY TO DEVELOP AND ARTICULATE A VISION.


















	Good

	Mixed

	Poor










	Melbourne

	Russell

	Grey






	Palmerston

	Gladstone

	Rosebery






	Granville / Hartington

	Sinclair

	Harcourt






	Campbell-Bannerman

	Grimond

	Asquith






	Ashdown

	Jenkins

	Lloyd George






	 

	Maclennan

	Samuel






	 

	Campbell

	Davies






	 

	Clegg

	Thorpe






	 

	 

	Steel






	 

	 

	Owen






	 

	 

	Kennedy









TABLE 1.3: PARTY MANAGEMENT.
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TABLE 1.4: ACHIEVED THE OBJECTIVES OF LIBERALISM.
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TABLE 1.5: LEFT THE PARTY IN BETTER OR WORSE SHAPE THAN FOUND IT.
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TABLE 1.6: OVERALL ASSESSMENT.








 


Over nearly two centuries, Liberals have provided examples of success and failure and of different styles of leadership. The achievements and disasters of party leaders may often be dictated by circumstances, trends and events outside their control, by the actions of their competitors and by the desires of the electorate, yet those successes and failures are personalised in the leader as both figurehead and ultimate decision-maker within the party. Some are renowned and others damned. It is impossible to avoid making comparisons – and also impossible to believe that the conclusions we make will be accepted by all of our readers, or even by all of our contributors, who have made their own conclusions independently of us and of each other. Through this book we seek to promote debate on the significance of leadership – and, in particular, of Liberal leadership – and to provide evidence that will improve future comparisons.
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CHAPTER 2


TOWARDS POWER: A FRAMEWORK FOR ASSESSING LIBERAL LEADERS?


TOBY S. JAMES AND JIM BULLER





Assessing party leaders is not an easy task. In this chapter Toby S. James and Jim Buller10 discuss the challenges that we face in trying to do so and some of the alternative approaches that can be taken. They consider the case for evaluating Liberal leaders in terms of whether they win office for their party, or move their party in that direction, and evaluate the tasks that leaders need to achieve in order to move towards winning power.




• • •





The British Liberal Party has a long history. It is so long that it is often difficult to trace a beginning.


For many, the party began in 1859 as a loose collection of free-trade Peelite, radical and Whig Members of Parliament who sought to overthrow Benjamin Disraeli and Lord Derby.11 Others go further and claim a continuity dating back to the Whigs of 1679.12 It is no surprise that this history therefore includes many highs and lows.


William Gladstone’s general election victory of 1880 over incumbent Prime Minister Benjamin Disraeli is undoubtedly one of the greatest of moments. Gladstone gave rallying speeches across Britain, criticising what he termed ‘Beaconsfieldism’ – the foreign and colonial policies of Disraeli (Lord Beaconsfield). Nearly 87,000 people were said to have witnessed one of his eighteen major speeches, which were surrounded by triumphant processions and were roundly reported on in the press. The Times alone printed 250,000 of his words.13


The Liberal Party won over 1,800,000 votes, a surge of over half a million since the previous election in 1874, ending up with 352 seats in the House of Commons.14 As a proportion of the electorate (albeit not universal suffrage), this was the greatest that a Liberal leader has yet achieved, although Henry Campbell-Bannerman won more seats in 1906 (see Figure 2.1).15 It was a 52-seat majority, and the result was a great surprise to many contemporaries. One Conservative minister described it as like ‘thunder … from a clear sky’.16


And the lowest of moments? Within minutes of the closing of the polling stations for the general election on 7 May 2015, exit polls forecast that the Liberal Democrats would lose the vast majority of the seats they had been gradually accumulating since 1988. The former Liberal Democrat leader Paddy Ashdown suggested that the forecast was so unnecessarily gloomy for his party that he would eat his hat if they proved correct. They weren’t quite correct, but the actual final outcome was worse. The party lost forty-nine of the fifty-seven seats it won in 2010, and received votes from 5.2 per cent of the  registered electorate. Not since October 1959 had the Liberal Party received a lower vote share – an era when the party had only just survived extinction. Nick Clegg resigned the next day saying that the results were ‘immeasurably more crushing’ than he had feared.


Ashdown did eat his own hat, a chocolate one anyway, when presented with it on the BBC’s Question Time the day after the election.17


As Figure 2.1 shows, the electoral history in long-term perspective has an undulating, but markedly downward trend. The Liberals sank from periods of hegemony in British politics in the second half of the nineteenth century to near extinction by the middle of the twentieth century. There was a significant revival from the 1970s, as the two-party system seemed to be coming to an end, which culminated in a position in coalition government in 2010. But significant political uncertainty followed after the 2015 result.


 




FIGURE 2.1: THE LIBERAL PARTY’S VOTE SHARE AND SEAT SHARE IN THE HOUSE OF COMMONS AT GENERAL ELECTIONS, 1832–2015.



[image: ]

Data is authors’ calculations based on information in Rallings and Thrasher, British Electoral Facts (London, Total Politics, 2009) – Liberal vote (pp. 61–2); electorate (pp. 85–92); Liberal MPs (p. 59); total MPs (pp. 3–58) – and information for the 2010 and 2015 general elections is calculated from information provided by the BBC: (http://news.bbc.co.uk/1/shared/election2010/results/ and http://www.bbc.co.uk/news/election/ 2015/results).


*The data therefore provided by Rallings and Thrasher includes: the Liberals and National Liberals, 1922; Independent Liberals, 1931; Liberal–SDP Alliance, 1983–87; Liberal Democrats 1992 onwards.








PARTY LEADERS MATTER


It is natural for observers to blame or credit the party leader of the time for changing fortunes. Britain has a parliamentary system of government in which citizens vote for a local parliamentary candidate to represent their constituency in the House of Commons. They do not directly vote for a president. Knowing little about their local candidates, however, voters commonly use the party leaders as cues for whom to vote for. Moreover, as time has passed, the powers of party leaders have grown. As Prime Minister, Leader of the Opposition or leader of any other party, leaders have played an increasing role in shaping the direction of the party. They have become more important in shaping policy, making appointments within the party or articulating the party’s key message.


Assessing party leaders is therefore important. A party leader without the communication skills necessary to present their vision could mean vital public policies are never implemented. A leader who fails to end party divisions could leave their party out of power for a generation. A leader who makes key strategic errors could see national interest hindered or damaged.


THE DIFFIC ULTIES OF ASSESSING POLITICAL LEADERS


Assessing political leaders, however, is not easy. There are at least three problems that must be faced.


Firstly, it is just a subjective process, in which we will all have our favourites. Can even the most detached observer really claim to make objective, scientific judgements about who was ‘best’, or will our own political views and values prevent us making a fair assessment? For example, would contemporary members of the Liberal Democrats have the same views as those who are active in another political party about who the best Liberal leader was? Does it depend entirely on our own particular interests, affiliations and values? The benchmarks for success and failure are not clear unless we nail down some criteria; ideological disagreement will always get in the way.


Secondly, who is the leader in question anyway? Thinking about leaders implies that the focus should be on assessing one single person. British party leaders rarely make substantive decisions on their own, even if they don’t consult their entire Cabinet/shadow Cabinet team on every matter. As a general election approaches, they will devise a broader team to steer on strategy. Leaders will also seek out and receive crucial guidance from their advisors, and this contribution needs to be taken into account when evaluating political leadership. As noted in Chapter 1, there has not always been a formal post of ‘leader’ in the Liberal Party. A further complication is that, over time, the Liberal Party has taken many organisational forms. In the 1980s, the Liberal Party fought elections as part of the Liberal–SDP Alliance and then merged with the SDP to form the Liberal Democrats in 1988. At times, various factions have also split away from the official party – the Liberal Unionists in the late nineteenth century, Lloyd George’s Coalition Liberals after the First World War, and the Liberal Nationals in the 1930s. So who should be the focus of our analysis?


Thirdly, aren’t leaders’ fortunes influenced by whether they have to govern in difficult or favourable times? The political scientist James MacGregor Burns claimed that some US presidents were capable of transformative leadership: a great President could redesign perceptions, values and aspirations within American politics.18 But is this always possible during times of economic crisis, party division or war? Leaders who are establishing new political parties may have their fortunes shaped by the popularity of their competitors. What impact can we really expect leaders of small opposition parties to have on society? Do leaders really steer events or are they casualties of them? No two leaders are in power at the same time, so direct comparison is impossible.


Certainly, closer analysis of Gladstone’s victory forces us to re-assess him, at least a little. His return to politics and Midlothian campaign was situated in fortuitous circumstances for his leadership prospects. As David Brooks  has noted, the murder of a British envoy in Afghanistan revived concerns about Disraeli’s foreign policy. Britain was also in an economic depression in the 1870s, which worsened close to the election. The harvest of September 1879, the worst since 1816, threatened the livelihoods of many farmers. Rising prices also threatened consumption, increased pauperism and reduced governing revenue.19


Closer analysis of the 2015 general election result also requires a different assessment of Nick Clegg. It was Clegg, after all, who had brought the Liberal Democrats into power for the first time, and the 2015 result was widely seen as being the price of being in government. Clegg also had at his disposal a party with a much lighter institutional machine and experience of being in power than his senior partners, the Conservatives, who had been particularly astute at creating a narrative of the economic crisis that suited them.20


POTENTIAL APPROACHES TO ASSESSING LIBERAL LEADERS


A clear framework is necessary to assess leaders. There are a few alternative approaches that can be taken. One approach is to assess the leader in terms of their personal characteristics. A keen interest in the attributes of the leader is a common starting place for public discussion about leaders, especially in an age where the media is increasingly focused on them, and many scholars talk of the personalisation of politics.21 Such a line of thought has a rich tradition in academic scholarship on political leadership. The characteristics that are often thought to make a great American President are: communication skills; organisational capacity; political aptitude; public policy vision;  cognitive style; and emotional intelligence.22 In Britain, the distinctiveness of Margaret Thatcher’s personal approach to government led many to reflect on the significance of her personality as a cause for her electoral success, but also her demise as leader of the Conservatives. Some have suggested that the criteria deemed important to be a good American President could be useful benchmarks for British prime ministers too.23 Duncan Brack, elsewhere, has argued that communication skills and personal ability are among the characteristics that Liberal Democrat leaders need.24


There are risks on focusing on personality, however. Different personal traits might be needed in differing contexts, times and places. It is unclear whether the traits needed to be a good US President are the same as those required to be a good British leader. And there might be differences again between being a Prime Minister and being the leader of a smaller party. Are the characteristics required in 2015 the same as in 1915? Or 1815? A more substantial problem when evaluating leaders in terms of the pre-made characteristics that have made a leader successful in another time is that we might relegate a focus on the leader’s imprint on their own contemporary society. Defects in leaders’ personalities, after all, can also be ‘fixed’ by complementing them with other members of their team, if leadership is a collective process.


A second approach would be to evaluate political leaders in terms of whether they have aims, use methods and bring about outcomes that are principled and morally good. In one of the sister volumes to this book, British Labour Leaders, this is defined as conscience leadership.25 This involves an ethical and normative judgement about whether a leader’s imprint on the world is positive, and whether they achieved their ends via means that were not unethical.  There are a variety of ends that Liberal leaders have achieved, or sought to achieve, which might fall under this category. These include: the passage, while in government, of laws with ethically good ends (such as the land reform in Ireland, which ended oppression by landlords); blocking legislation that is ‘morally wrong’ or ‘true liberal’; or acting as a party of principled opposition during times when the party has had little chance of outright power itself.


There are many reasons for adopting this approach, and it is naturally the more attractive one, but it is difficult, because agreement about what constitutes ‘morally right’ policy or law is, in many circumstances, often disagreed upon, even among Liberals.


A third approach is to appraise leaders in terms of whether they are successful in winning power, office and influence. This forces us to introduce a degree of political realism into our evaluations. Leaders operate in a tough, cut-throat environment, where the costs of electoral defeat are usually their job and their party’s prospects of power. This can be considered cunning leadership.26


No doubt, many leaders will want to achieve more than this. They may be concerned about their legacy – how they are viewed by future generations – or driven by a desire to implement policies that they think will improve the good of their party and people. Most leaders will lay claim to be motivated to enter politics for reasons of conscience, not just cunning.27 However, nothing is possible without office, power and influence first. Moreover, without electoral progress, they may not remain as party leader for long, due to the cut-throat nature of politics. General election results where the leader has underperformed against expectations have, increasingly during the course of British history, brought about leadership challenges and expectations of resignation.28


For many more recent Liberal leaders, the prospects of winning an election  have not been realistic, of course. David Steel told his party members in the autumn of 1981 that they should ‘go back to [their] constituencies and prepare for government’.29 But, apart from that moment of optimism, Liberal leaders have not recently been thought of as likely majority (or even minority) partners in government. Yet, we can still evaluate Liberal leaders in terms of whether they move their party in that direction. While political parties come in different forms, with different origins and initially divergent objectives,30 they all require seats, power and influence to obtain their objectives. The exception to this might be single-issue parties. But the Liberal Party has never seen itself as a single-issue party, and single-issue parties soon broaden their appeal as they gain electoral success.


So how can we assess Liberal leaders’ success in winning office, or moving in that direction? The approach offered here is that we identify the tasks that leaders, to a greater or lesser extent, need to achieve in order to win office.31 Each of these, we suggest, can be used as criteria to evaluate leaders. Below, we set out the five main tasks leaders need to accomplish: devise a winning electoral strategy; establish a reputation for governing competence; govern their party effectively; win the battle of ideas over key policy issues; and manage the constitution so that their electoral prospects remain intact.


Before they are introduced, two important points need to be made. First, the nature and viability of different strategies for achieving these tasks, and the relative importance of each task, will vary according to the stage of a party’s historical development. Figure 2.2 outlines five basic stages of electoral development that a party may have in a parliamentary majoritarian democracy. Each of these could be considered a progressive step towards office. A party might take each step in turn, as the Labour Party did in the twentieth  and early twenty-first century. Parties might also miss out steps, however, through a sudden rush of electoral progress. The Liberals’ post-war history saw them missing Stage 2 to become a partner in coalition government with the Conservatives in 2010, before moving back to Stage 1 in the aftermath of the 2015 general election.


 




FIGURE 2.2: A LINEAR PATHWAY TO POWER FOR PARTIES IN PARLIAMENTARY DEMOCRACIES.
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Secondly, some leaders are gifted more fortunate circumstances than others when trying to achieve these tasks. We have argued elsewhere that the context in which leaders find themselves must be factored into our assessments of them. This is not an easy task either, however. Can we realistically, for example, compare William Gladstone’s context to, say, Nick Clegg’s? Can we realistically quantify our judgements and say that Sir Archibald Sinclair’s circumstances were twice as hard as David Steel’s? Given that leaders operate in different historical moments, which are qualitatively different in kind, quantitative measurement is difficult. The circumstances that leaders face are also different for each individual.32


In-depth historical studies are therefore needed to understand the circumstances in which leaders lead their office, and this is why this volume rightly invites individual biographers to provide detailed portraits of each leader. Nonetheless, some form of comparison is possible. To aid discussion, Table 2.1 lists some of the contextual factors that might be important and these will be unpacked under each statecraft task considered next.








 





	Leadership task

	Contextual factors






	Winning electoral strategy

	Party resources and campaign infrastructure


Unfavourable electoral laws (constituencies, election administration, electoral system, party finance)


Partisan alignment of the press


Ability to call election when polls are favourable






	Governing competence

	Party reputation


Conditions for successful economic growth


Foreign policy disputes






	Party management

	Presence of credible rival leaders


Rules for dethroning


Levels of party unity


Available mechanisms for party discipline






	Political argument hegemony

	Ideological developments at the international level


Alignment of the press


Available off-the-shelf strategies in the ‘garbage can’


Developments in the party system






	Bending the rules of the game

	Presence of policy triggers or favourable conditions to enact (or prevent) change









TABLE 2.1: CONTEXTUAL FACTORS TO BE CONSIDERED WHEN ASSESSING LEADERS.








‘WINNING’ ELECTORAL STRATEGY


Firstly, leaders need to develop an electoral strategy by crafting an image and policy package that will help the party achieve the crucial impetus in the lead-up to the polls. When the Liberals have a chance of winning office, it delivers them sufficient votes and seats. When the party is a smaller opposition party in a two-party system, the challenge for the Liberals is often to establish their distinctiveness in the eyes of the public.


Opinion polls, and, to some extent, local/European election and by-election results, give a very good indication of how a party is faring in the development of a winning strategy and allow a party leader’s fortunes to be charted over time, although this information is not always as readily available for the earlier Liberal leaders, when polling was more infrequent or did not take place at all. It is also notable that, in most post-1945 elections, the Liberal standing in the polls has been prone to rise in the immediate heat of the election campaign, as the party receives greater exposure.


In developing a winning strategy, the leader will need to pay close attention to the interests of key segments of the population, whose votes might be important for electoral progress. This may involve differentiating their party from the others on key issues on which they think they can win support. Leaders may need to respond to transformations in the electoral franchise, demography or the class structure of society, and build new constituencies of support when necessary. These changes can often disadvantage a leader. The extensions of the franchise in the Great Reform Acts, for example, fundamentally altered the structure of the electorate and had the potential to turn electoral politics upside down in favour of the Liberal Party. However, they also created the conditions for new political competition in the form of the emergent Labour Party. From 1832 onwards, Britain experienced a growth in the urban working class, from which trade unions emerged. The founding of organisations like the Fabians developed the intellectual basis of social democracy in Britain, while the Labour Party gave parliamentary representation to the movement. This created new competition for the Liberal Party.33


A winning electoral strategy is not just a matter of getting votes, but getting votes in the right places: the geographical distribution of support matters. Modern times have twice (1951, February 1974) delivered election results where the party with the most votes did not win the most seats. Vote efficiency is also a critical problem for ‘smaller’ parties in the UK where an even spread of support across the country, in a first-past-the-post system, will deliver very few seats. As Figure 2.1 illustrates, the Liberal seat share has been lower than their vote share in every general election since 1923. The 1983 result was particularly disproportionate:    18.4 per of registered votes brought the party only 3.5 per cent of seats in the Commons. There is, therefore, a need to strategically concentrate resources to build support in specific areas. Winning seats in local government first can help to alleviate ‘the credibility gap’ – a perception among the public that the Liberals are unlikely to win and that a vote for them in parliamentary elections is therefore a wasted vote.34 Developing a winning electoral strategy therefore takes this into consideration.


This point highlights how electoral laws can make it easier or more difficult for leaders to win power. Since 1945, the first-past-the-post electoral system has significantly advantaged the main two parties and shut out competitors. This has, therefore, made it difficult for contemporary Liberal leaders to win seats. The laws on party funding and electoral administration will also directly affect a leader’s chances of a winning election. Having money to spend does not guarantee success, but it helps. To some extent, leaders can build electoral resources by developing electoral momentum and credibility, and courting appropriate prospective funders. However, party resources and electoral war chests will also depend on other factors, such as the historical relationships between parties and business, and the unions. These resources can be vital in financing a sophisticated media campaign and building a party machine. Although it is not just money that matters: internal organisation is crucial, and it undermined the Liberal– SDP Alliance campaign in 1983.35 Electoral administration can matter, too. The procedures used to compile the electoral register and the methods by which citizens are allowed to vote can also disadvantage some parties and candidates.36


When the incumbent leader can decide the timing of an election, in the absence of fixed parliamentary terms, (s)he may have some advantage. Leaders do not always get this right, though. Harold Wilson’s Labour Party overtook the Conservative opposition in the opinion polls for the ﬁrst time in three years in May  1970 and he called a snap election. However, support for Labour quickly collapsed again and the Conservatives won the election.37 The act of timing an election has therefore been called ‘the most important single decision taken by a British Prime Minister.’38 The Fixed-Term Parliaments Act 2011 made this strategic option obsolete for future leaders. Liberal leaders, of course, have not had the opportunity to set the date of an election since Lloyd George, but they have often faced the risk of being at a disadvantage from this. It does show, however, how leaders will not try to achieve a winning electoral strategy on a level playing field. They have unevenly distributed constraints and opportunities.


During the long life of the Liberal Party, the media has become increasingly important, with the rising circulations of newspapers and the increased prevalence of TV and then, of course, of the internet. The media, however, is rarely neutral. Although broadcast television has remained relatively unbiased in Britain, newspapers will openly support or show hostility to individual parties and their leaders. Some outlets will be particularly influential and this will benefit some leaders and disadvantage others.39 In more recent times, the press has often been argued to have a pro-Conservative bias.40 The last wholly pro-Liberal paper, the News Chronicle, ceased publication in 1960. But the emergence of the printing press in the nineteenth century was originally thought to be a voice for liberal politics and therefore an advantage for Liberal leaders.


GOVERNING COMPETENCE


Secondly, a leader seeking office outright must cultivate a reputation for governing competence. Achieving this requires careful thought about the policies the leader chooses to support and the viability of their implementation.  Leaders in office and motivated to promote and protect an image of governing competence would not normally be wise to introduce policies that are likely to face substantial opposition or significant obstacles, which may lead to their failure or reversal. Considerations of governing competence normally dictate that leaders will not try to introduce risky policies in the first place. However, if they can change the structural context within which they are operating to make it easier to implement their policies, then they might succeed. Governing competence is therefore a broad concept that applies to nearly any policy area, across the whole period of Liberal history.41


The importance of governing competence is illustrated by contemporary theories of voter behaviour. Political parties can often collect a considerable number of votes by being the party closest to the electorate on a particular issue – what psephologists often call ‘positional issues’. Many psephologists also think, however, that the public does not see many issues on left/right terms. Instead, it simply votes for the party and leader it thinks is the most competent on a problem that it considers to be pressing. There is a broad agreement about the ends that voters want: the paramount question for them is which leader and party will deliver it.42 In modern elections, the problem that is usually most pressing is, in the words of Bill Clinton’s campaign strategist, the ‘economy, stupid’. However, during the course of the nineteenth century, when Liberal prime ministers were common, other issues may have been of more importance. The economy could impact on their fortunes, nonetheless. Understood in this way, the fortunes of many leaders, those seeking office at least, will be the result of their ability to generate a perception of being competent in managing the economy.


A leaders’ ability to achieve governing competence is hindered or helped by a number of factors. Political leaders take charge of a party with a reputation  for being ‘strong’ or ‘weak’ on the economy or defence, for example. Once in office the ability of a leader to develop a reputation for competence is strongly influenced by the state of the economy. A new Prime Minister may inherit an economy with a balance-of-payments deficit, sluggish growth and a high public deficit. Responsibility for slow growth can sometimes be shifted to predecessors or other factors. However, this strategy becomes increasingly implausible the longer the party is in office. A leader of an opposition party may find developing a reputation for competence difficult when a strong economy boosts perceptions of competence for the incumbent government.


Importantly for the Liberal Democrats, a third-placed party in opposition may struggle to develop a reputation for competence, especially on the economy. First, they will not have the media exposure that the leaders of the largest two parties will have. Second, without a recent experience of governing themselves, demonstrating such a reputation is difficult. Third, they will be reliant on the party of government losing their reputation, as the Conservatives did in the early 1990s and Labour did after the 2007/08 financial crisis. It is therefore perhaps no surprise that the party has failed to break through in this area. Polling data exists for most of the Liberal Democrat’s history as to whether they were considered to be the best party in managing the economy. As Figure 2.2 illustrates, the party had between 3 and 12 per cent of respondents name them first – the figure was higher during the 1992 recession and 2007/08 financial crisis, but relatively low (6 per cent) going into the 2015 general election. It might therefore be more astute for a party at Stages 1, 2 and 3 in its development (Figure 2.2) to focus on pursuing popular ‘protest’ policies that enable it to appear radical and distinctive. A leader will need to consider valence issues, however, if the party is to progress beyond these stages.43 Whatever approach is taken, a key task of a Leader of the Opposition is to attack and dismantle the reputation of the occupants of Nos 10 and 11 Downing Street if they are to be unseated.


Gaining support on valence issues, however, is not impossible. Since the  financial crash of 2007/08, a very strong proportion of voters have thought that neither of the main two political parties, who both adopted strong neo-liberal economic outlooks, will manage the economy well.44 Smaller opposition parties can therefore be given space to articulate arguments for alternative ways of managing the economy. It is noticeable in Figure 2.2 that the Liberals’ peaks were higher when the incumbent government lost its own reputation. During the 2007/08 crisis, Vince Cable was widely praised for ‘predicting’ the economic crisis, and enhanced his personal reputation. Yet, opposition parties are often left waiting for such critical moments to make their own breakthrough – and they need to use such moments opportunistically.


 




FIGURE 2.3: PERCEPTIONS OF THE BEST PARTY TO MANAGE THE ECONOMY, 1990–2015.
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Source: Ipsos MORI, ‘Best Party on Key Issues: Managing the Economy’, updated 20 April 2015, accessed 18 June 2015 (https://www.ipsos-mori.com/researchpublications/researcharchive/22/Best-Party-On-Key-Issues-Managing-the-Economy.aspx).








As mentioned above, the economy is not the only issue of importance. Foreign policy, among others, matters too. Here, some incumbent governments may inherit pressing international crises, such as an ongoing war, terrorist attack or a diplomatic conflict with a potential aggressor. The international political system is also increasingly interlinked with the divide between ‘domestic’ and ‘foreign’ policy disappearing, especially for members of the EU.  This integration of the internal and external realms may in itself present opportunities and constraints. There may even be times when political leaders utilise international institutions to help them manage or solve national problems, or use them as scapegoats for their own mistakes. For opposition leaders, they can present opportunities to criticise the incumbent, as Charles Kennedy did of Tony Blair on Iraq, to create political momentum.


PARTY MANAGEMENT


Thirdly, leaders need to successfully manage their party. Party leaders do not always fall from office at election time. For example, pressure from MPs pushed Charles Kennedy from office. Leaders therefore have to ensure that members of the (shadow) Cabinet, parliamentary party and grass roots are content enough with their performance to allow them to continue. This does not mean the relationship between leaders and their party need always be harmonious. Leaders might deliberately harbour an antagonistic relationship in order to prove to the wider public that they are above party and to establish a broad appeal. They will, however, need to fend off any potential leadership challenges and ensure sufficient unity: images of divisions will have a deleterious impact on a party’s ability to deliver its legislative programme, and its reputation for competence in office. The importance of party management was accentuated during the nineteenth century. As Robert Saunders notes in a sister volume to this book, British Conservative Leaders, during this time, governments won and lost power more through the management of the floor of the House of Commons than the ballot box.45


Party management will be more difficult when ties to a party are looser, as parliamentarians need to be carefully managed so that they do not form splinter groups like the Liberal Nationals or Liberal Unionists. A leader will also be able to bring  about substantial growth in their party’s fortunes if they take an astute position on merging with other parties, or agree cross-party agreements. In effect, a leader might be able to skip some of the early steps identified above. The party could quickly become part of a coalition, as the Ashdown–Blair project might have and the Clegg–Cameron deal did, or provide rapid growth in support, as the SDP– Liberal collaboration did. These strategies will have consequences for future winning electoral strategies, however, as the Liberal Democrats experienced in 2015.


Party management will also be more difficult for some leaders than others. Some leaders will face credible rivals equipped with the political skill and courage to challenge them; some will not. In some circumstances, the rules for dethroning a leader will make a challenge from a rival relatively cost-free, in others, less so. It is in no party’s interests to undertake long and protracted internal leadership battles because they may affect the party’s political standing. A failed attempt to oust a leader can also have negative consequences for the careers of the instigators. If a rival needs a significant amount of the parliamentary party to trigger a contest, many will be deterred.


Party dissent can undermine the authority of a leader and lead to such leadership challenges. The ability of leaders to resolve dissent can be influenced by the rewards or sanctions they have available to appeal to or discipline errant party members, the degree to which there is greater homogeneity of preferences within the party, whether there are strong traditions of party loyalty and whether there are specialist committee systems and established spokesmen on particular issues.46


The emergence of new issues can threaten to split a party. For example, the question of home rule at the end of the nineteenth century and the prospect and conduct of the Great War at the start of the twentieth century split the Liberal Party decisively. These divisions offer challenges but also opportunities. They can provide the opportunity for new leaders to emerge (as they did for Lord Hartington and Joseph Chamberlain) or they can split the opposition, as the Corn Laws, tariff reform and Europe have done for the Tories.


POLITICAL ARG UMENT HEGEMONY


Fourthly, leaders will need to win ‘the battle of ideas’ so that the party’s arguments about policy solutions and the general stance of government become generally accepted among the elite, and perhaps even the general public. In more grand terms, this has been coined ‘political argument hegemony’. A party leader who is successful in these terms might find that political opponents adopt their policies as manifesto commitments in the run-up to an election, or their ideas become the hallmark of government policy in future years.


Winning the ‘battle of ideas’ might involve victories over particular policy issues, such as health care, nuclear disarmament, home rule or immigration. It might also, however, involve victories over more deep-rooted questions, such as the role of government in society. It is often thought, for example, that Margaret Thatcher was successful in generating a new discourse during the 1980s that moved the electorate towards the right and helped her win three consecutive elections. There is some evidence that Thatcher was less successful in achieving political argument hegemony among the public than was widely thought,47 but subsequent Labour Party politicians certainly came to accept many of her Conservative government’s policies during the 1990s, suggesting some success at the elite level.48


Some factors may make winning the battle of ideas more or less difficult for leaders. There have been major ideological changes across all western democracies since the formation of the Liberal Party. Industrial societies have undergone a ‘cultural shift’ since the 1970s, as new post-material issues like the environment and human rights have arisen, and old left/right politics are no longer applicable.49 The rise of these issues and the changing nature of British society – of course, in part – owes much to the actions of past leaders themselves. They also have profound implications for a party seeking to develop a winning electoral strategy.


 Leaders will be better able to win the battle for political argument hegemony if they are given a credible set of policy ideas. Leaders may be reliant on think tanks or their party to develop a new narrative to win over political support. The partisan bias of the media is important for this task too.


BENDING THE R ULES OF THE GAME


Lastly, leaders may need to maintain or change the constitutional rules of the game to make winning elections easier to achieve.50 Those leaders who only serve in opposition need to place constitutional reforms that will help their party onto the political agenda and, if they become a coalition partner, negotiate and implement such reforms. The importance of constitutional rules has already been noted above. Achieving a more proportional electoral system for elections to Westminster would therefore be a considerable achievement for Liberal Democrat leaders – one yet to be realised. But nineteenth-century Liberal leaders would have been wise to defend electoral rules that gave them a disproportionate number of seats for their votes (see Figure 2.1). It is not just electoral laws that might matter, however; other aspects of the constitution can be important too. For example, a House of Lords that is packed with opposition peers can make it difficult for a leader to pass legislation. This legislation might be essential for developing a winning electoral strategy or achieving governing competence. Maintaining any constitutional rules that advantage the party, and reforming those that do not, therefore equates to good statecraft.


Leaders will have other reasons to take a strategic approach to the constitution. They might want to back reforms that are popular with the public to win over voters, even if the direct consequences of this for their party hinder their statecraft strategy. They might also promise reforms to other parties in order to entice them to form coalitions over legislation or government formation. David  Cameron’s promise to Nick Clegg to hold a referendum on electoral system reform in 2011 was probably good, albeit risky, statecraft for him. Even though a reformed electoral system might have disadvantaged the Conservatives at future elections, it was a ‘deal-breaker’ in forming the coalition and bringing Cameron to power. The 1832 Great Reform Act inspired a political narrative that the Whigs and Liberals were the progressive parties and the Tories were opposed to popular politics. Disraeli’s pursuit of a Conservative Reform Bill in the 1860s could therefore be understood to be an attempt to recast his party as ‘the friends of the people’, but it also divided the opposition.51


Changing the rules of the game will be easier to achieve when there are few checks on executive power, as there traditionally have been in Britain’s Westminster system. It is also easier when there are high levels of public support for change. Since universal suffrage was established, these moments have tended to be uncommon, as constitutional reform rarely features highly on the public’s radar. An incident or scandal can, however, quickly put constitutional reform on the agenda. Pressures for electoral reform, for example, often follow unusual election results – when the party with the most votes did not win – or a scandal, like the parliamentary expenses incident of 2009. Exploiting these opportunities is important. For leaders seeking to maintain the status quo, the public’s indifference is an advantage.


In other aspects of the constitution, the public have been more animated, however. The most obvious exception to public indifference has been the Union. The issue of home rule dominated politics at the end of the nineteenth century and the early twentieth century. Welsh, but more notably Scottish, nationalism re-emerged in the 1960s, accelerated in the 1990s, and brought forward demands for devolution and independence that continue with new force. Consecutive waves of devolution left ‘the English question’ behind for subsequent leaders to contemplate. The approach leaders take to this issue will have significant consequences for their electoral strategy and party management.


 Constitutional management is, therefore, a task that all party leaders must confront. Even those leaders who only serve in opposition, knowingly or otherwise, will be developing policy positions that might help to consolidate the status quo in their party’s (dis)advantage, and woo potential coalition partners and voters. It will have important consequences for their prospects of achieving a winning electoral strategy, party management and even governing competence.


CONCLUSION


This chapter has considered the difficulties involved in evaluating political leaders and has outlined some of the available approaches that can be used. These have included a focus on the personal characteristics of a leader and a judgement in terms of whether they were led by conscience leadership or cunning leadership – the latter involving an assessment as to whether they have successfully won power and influence for themselves and their party. The main part of the chapter has unpacked what successful leadership might look like, in terms of political cunning, by discussing the tasks that Liberal leaders must achieve in order to obtain the ultimate goal of office. This means that we should praise in our assessment those who do well in achieving the tasks, and criticise those who do not. But we should also bear in mind that achieving these tasks is much easier for some than it is for others. This means that we should also ‘reward’ those leaders who did well in difficult circumstances, and ‘punish’ those who did not in more favourable times.
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