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PREFACE





This book arises from a collaboration between the University of East Anglia and Queen Mary University of London, designed to focus upon issues in political leadership. The project has been supported by the political leadership sub-group of the Political Studies Association.


It began with a seminar at UEA on 17 January 2014, entitled ‘Political Leadership and Statecraft in Challenging Times’. This was then followed by a seminar on Labour leaders on 28 June 2014 at UEA London, and then one on Conservative leaders on 5 December 2014 at Queen Mary University of London.


The purpose of all these was to think about how we can assess party leaders and what it takes to be a successful leader, and then to evaluate who has been more, or less, successful. The seminars were an essential part of the background to this book and we are grateful to Hussein Kassim, Lee Marsden, Josh Gray, Catrina Laskey and Natalie Mitchell for helping to make them a success.


We would particularly like to thank the biographers of the political leaders, who contributed to the seminars and who have written the chapters in this book. Their commitment has made the whole project possible and the standard of their contribution has been outstanding. Equally, the thoughts, reflections and time of Neil Kinnock and Tony Blair were greatly appreciated. Bringing the transcripts of their interviews together would not have been possible without the research assistance of Josh Gray.


This book, British Labour Leaders, has a companion, British Conservative Leaders, which we also edited, together with Professor Tim Bale and Patrick Diamond from Queen Mary University of London, with whom we very much enjoyed working. A further volume, British Liberal Leaders, to which we have both contributed chapters, has been edited by Duncan Brack and colleagues from the Liberal History Group. We believe that the three books together make an important contribution to the study of political leadership in Britain.


We would like to thank Iain Dale and Olivia Beattie at Biteback, who have been a pleasure to work with as we have brought this book towards publication.


Finally, we would like to thank our families, who have supported us throughout.


 


Charles Clarke and Toby S. James


Norwich, June 2015
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FOREWORD


CHARLES CLARKE





The quality of political leadership matters.


Our political leaders are under greater pressure than ever before as their decisions and actions are scrutinised and challenged – instantly and comprehensively. And failure, as with both Ed Miliband and Nick Clegg in 2015, is punished immediately by departure.


The decisions themselves, whether about overall stance, orientation, strategy or policy, are increasingly complex, with long-term implications. Personal behaviour can easily generate public controversy.


And our global interdependence, notably in relation to the economy, means that British political leaders are increasingly constrained in their freedom to act, even when they wish to do so.


It is our political leaders whose overall stance, strategies, decisions and actions, or lack thereof, determine how our society and economy deal with the problems they face in a world that is changing increasingly rapidly.


Of course, leadership is not only about the leaders of political parties and governments; it is also about a wide range of dispersed leadership, both in national and local politics and throughout the country – in business, public services and our communities.


However, the role of national political leadership is central – and has never been more so.


The purpose of this book is to assess the nature of Labour’s political leadership over the period from the party’s foundation until the present day.


We have done that through the lens of the ‘statecraft’ framework, which Toby S. James and Jim Buller set out in Chapter 2, and through my comparison of general election performances, described in Chapter 3. This is brilliantly illuminated by biographies of all Labour’s leaders from Keir Hardie to Ed Miliband. We have erred on the side of inviting authors who were likely to be defenders of their subject, rather than critics, as leadership is a tough role, and we think the leaders deserve the respect of being assessed by authors who have sympathy for their many dilemmas.


Over the period, the challenges and objectives of Labour political leadership have changed dramatically.


Though the Houses of Parliament and the panoply of politics all seem untouched over the decades, the whole context within which politics has been conducted has been utterly transformed. The franchise has been enormously widened, the values of our society are completely different, there have been revolutionary changes in the media, and the world has been globalised. Consequently, the techniques and skills of political leadership have changed, almost beyond recognition.


At the same time, the goals of Labour leadership have been transformed, too. The challenge for the early leaders was simply to get the largest possible voice in Parliament for working people. But since MacDonald, Labour’s first Prime Minister, it has been about leading, or seeking to lead, government and the whole country, not simply advancing the interests of a particular class or section of the population.


The ways in which these goals were pursued, as well as the techniques used, varied dramatically from leader to leader. At every change, the Labour Party had to choose a new political leader who combined both his/her own individual, personal leadership attributes with the general political direction (s)he was likely to follow.


After their elections, the chosen leaders, like the Labour Party itself, had to face profound choices as to the way in which they responded to particular events, as well as the best objective to target, the best strategic course to follow, and the most effective organisation and techniques to use. They were often challenged in their choices and their conduct, from both within and without the party they led. They all had to deal with alternative approaches, and sometimes alternative people, throughout the course of their leadership.


These tests, all in their different circumstances, are vividly described for each leader in the chapters of this book.


The quality of political leadership is insufficiently considered. What the accounts in this book demonstrate is that the overall leadership quality of each leader does matter, together with their personality and vision. Things could have been done differently – perhaps better, perhaps worse – and the outcomes could have been different (though in what precise way perhaps goes too far into the counter-factual).


Some commentators tend to suggest that the quality of a Labour leader, or potential leader, can be reduced to just physical appearance, particular communication skills or personal history. Others may think it simply to be a matter of ideology, political direction, or even a particular policy seen as symbolic.


But this book seeks to encourage the view that the quality of political leadership is not only important in its own right – more important than people sometimes allow – but that this quality needs to be judged widely and across a number of different attributes.


We seek to offer a means of considering the quality of Labour’s political leaders, to suggest that general election performance is a useful means of comparing them, and to urge that the Labour Party, as well as other parties, gives the highest possible consideration to the overall quality of political leadership when choosing its leaders.
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PART I


FRAMEWORKS FOR ASSESSING LEADERS
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CHAPTER 1


INTRODUCTION: THE BRITISH LABOUR PARTY IN SEARCH OF THE COMPLETE LEADER


TOBY S. JAMES





Party leaders are commonly the focal point for discussion about politics and policy in Britain, as they are in many democracies. Elections, conference seasons, manifesto launches, TV debates, Prime Minister’s questions – in nearly every aspect of practical politics the media zooms its lens on the leader. Among the public, ‘Miliband’, ‘Farage’, ‘Cameron’, ‘Salmond’, ‘Clegg’, ‘Blair’ and ‘Thatcher’ are easy proxies for discussing the policies of the parties about which they often know less. Behind closed doors, leaders play a vital role in shaping the policy platform of their party, agree votes on parliamentary bills, negotiate post-election coalitions and pacts with their opponents, deal with rogue backbenchers, and represent their country in meetings with foreign leaders and international organisations.


Party leaders, therefore, matter. The fortunes of their party, their members and their country depend on them. A party leader without the communication skills to present their vision will never be taken seriously. A leader who fails to end internal divisions could leave their party out of power for a generation. A leader who makes key strategic errors could see the national interest damaged.


The Scottish writer Thomas Carlyle once claimed that ‘the history of the world is the history of great men’.1 This does overemphasise the transformative capacities that all leaders can have. They face constraints. Not all are capable of delivering change, leading an ill-disciplined party to electoral victory or reversing the course of history by themselves. But even in the most challenging of circumstances, they can make a difference, if only to steady a ship. To ignore how a skilled leader can re-shape their times is to misunderstand history, politics and society in Britain.


WHO IS BEST?


It follows that assessing political leaders is an important task in any country. Citizens should do this in a democracy to help hold their elected representatives to account and to ensure that their voices are heard. Parties should do this carefully to make sure that their electoral prospects are maximised. The questions are ever more important at a time when public disillusionment with politics and the political process has increased. But who have been the great leaders? How can we make a claim that they are ‘great’ objectively and impartially? What can parties and future leaders learn from past successes and mistakes?


In this book we address these questions by focusing on British Labour Party leaders from the time the party was founded up to Ed Miliband. Who was the most successful Labour Party leader of all time? And who was the worst?


If we were to just count general election victories, Harold Wilson comes top, with four. But does this tell the whole story? Clement Attlee frequently comes top of polls of the public, academics and even parliamentarians.2 Tony Blair’s record of three consecutive electoral victories must also put him in good stead. But then there are also the many other forgotten leaders. Take, for example, George Lansbury, who was described by the contemporary left-wing Labour MP Jon Cruddas as the ‘greatest ever Labour leader’.3 And what about Keir Hardie?


Drawing conclusions is made harder because even those leaders we may think of as great have their critics. Winston Churchill described Attlee as ‘a modest man with much to be modest about’.4 Wilson was criticised by Denis Healey for having ‘neither political principal’ nor a ‘sense of direction’.5 Blair is considered a ‘warmonger’ by many on the left for his decision to go to war in Iraq, and as a leader who too readily accepted free-market principles. Beatrice Webb, a contemporary of Lansbury, described Lansbury as having ‘no bloody brains to speak of’.6


THE TWO ‘C’S OF LEADERSHIP: CONSCIENCE AND CUNNING


It is suggested here that there are two overarching ways in which we can try to evaluate leaders. Much confusion comes about because spectators confuse the two approaches or are not explicit about the approach they have in mind and the contradictions between them.


The first approach is to evaluate political leaders in terms of whether they have aims, use methods and bring about outcomes that are principled and morally good. This is defined here as leadership driven by conscience.7 It involves an ethical and normative judgement about whether a leader’s imprint on the world is positive. Leaders are ‘better’, for example, if they strive to reduce poverty, increase economic growth or prevent human suffering; less so if they bring about needless war or economic decline, or fail to improve the lives of the impoverished. A leader led by their conscience will resist opportunities to further their own private position – be it the allure of office, prestige and power – if it is at the detriment of the public good.


Evaluations of Labour leaders in terms of conscience are ever present in discussions of Labour leaders, because of the history of the party. It grew out of the trade union movement and socialist political parties of the nineteenth century to represent the interests of the urban proletariat, some of whom had been newly enfranchised for the first time. The 1900 Labour Party manifesto therefore pledged maintenance for the aged poor, public provision of homes, work for the unemployed, graduated income taxes and more,8 as the party sought to, in Keir Hardie’s later words, bring ‘progress in this country … break down sex barriers and class barriers … [and] lead to the great women’s movement as well as to the great working-class movement’.9 Evaluations of whether leaders aimed to achieve conscience-orientated goals are found in this volume. For example, Kenneth O. Morgan praises Keir Hardie for setting out policy platforms on unemployment, poverty, women’s and racial equality and more. Phil Woolas praises John Robert Clynes for his ‘selfless political ego’ and commitment to improve the lives of millions of impoverished Britons. Brian Brivati heralds Hugh Gaitskell for not treating the Labour Party as ‘a vote-maximising machine’ and considers him to be ‘the last great democratic socialist leader of the Labour Party’.


Many leaders have faced criticism for supposedly deviating from conscience-orientated goals. The Labour Party’s history has been full of accusations of those ‘guilty of betrayal’ to the roots of the party – the workers, unions and voters. These criticisms accumulated as the twentieth century progressed, as the party moved to the centre ground and as leaders accepted economic orthodoxy. During the Second World War, in contempt of the stock and strategy of British politicians on the left, George Orwell blasted that the ‘Labour Party stood for a timid reformism … Labour leaders wanted to go on and on, drawing their salaries and periodically swapping jobs with the Conservatives’.10 These evaluations are well documented in this book. David Howell describes how the decision of Ramsay MacDonald, as Labour Prime Minister, to accept unemployment benefit cuts led to him being demonised for careerism, class betrayal and treachery. Neil Kinnock, as he himself describes in Chapter 20, was roundly criticised for having ‘electionitis’. For the Bennite left, Kinnock was ‘the great betrayer’.11 Even Ed Miliband, who, as Tim Bale suggests, was criticised for being ‘too left-wing’, was condemned for severing the link between the unions and Labour Party. Left Unity accused him of betraying the roots of the party.12 Of course, conscience-orientated criticism has also come from the right. The pursuit of socialist goals might stifle economic opportunity, insist liberals, conservatives and even some social democrats.


A second approach involves assessing leadership in terms of political cunning. This requires us to appraise leaders in terms of whether they are successful in winning power, office and influence. It forces us to introduce a degree of political realism into our evaluations. Leaders operate in a tough, cut-throat environment, where the cost of electoral defeat is usually their job and their party’s prospect of power. To survive, leaders’ goals can never be solely altruistic. They need to win elections and bolster their own position within their party and government if they are to achieve the grander aims they may have first set out in the field of politics to achieve. In trying to achieve policy objectives, they do so in an environment that can be hugely challenging. Some policy goals might have to be dropped as part of horse-trading within Parliament so that other legislation can be passed. ‘Accommodating’ the electorate by dropping policies that are an ‘electoral liability’ might not be heroic in the sense of conscientious leadership, but can be astute leadership in the cunning sense.


There is also a conscience/cunning contradiction at play when we consider the means leaders use to achieve their goals. Those concerned with conscience leadership might not want leaders to be underhand, break promises to the electorate or be disloyal to their parliamentary party or (shadow) Cabinet. But thinking about cunning leadership, we might, at least on occasion, recognise that these are necessary means to other ends if they secure the longer-term goals that we want: that piece of legislation passed to improve social welfare, or establish party discipline so that the party can fight an election on a stronger, united front or compromise with another party to secure a coalition.13 Harriet Harman recounted advice that she was given by Barbara Castle, who explained how she got the Equal Pay Act passed. Wilson’s government, Castle explained, was trying to get a Prices and Incomes Law with the narrowest of parliamentary majorities. Sitting on the front bench when the Speaker was making the roll call, Castle held a gun to her party and told them that ‘unless I get the Equal Pay Act, I am not voting for this’. ‘That is not very teamly, Barbara,’ replied Harman, but she subsequently reflected ‘that sometimes you need to play a little bit rough’.14 Those concerned with conscience leadership might warn us that ‘whoever fights monsters should see to it that in the process he does not become a monster’.15 But those concerned with cunning leadership warn that politics forces leaders to fight dirty sometimes.


Lastly, there is a conscience/cunning distinction at play when we think about the consequences of political leaders’ periods in office, in terms of whose interests leaders pursue. Those concerned with conscience leadership would demand that leaders should further the interests of the whole polity. They should not put any private interest, such as those of the individual, Cabinet or party, above those of the country.


Those concerned with cunning leadership, however, would champion the importance of furthering the interests of a particular group or section of society. The Labour Party, we should remember – like similar parties forged from the flames of industrialisation across western Europe and much of the rest of world – did not form to promote the general welfare of a nation. It began as a trade union movement to promote the welfare and interests of its own members. These were members of a particular class, based predominantly in manufacturing industries, and invariably those who were exposed to the harshest living and working conditions and absolute poverty. They defined their aims and interests in open opposition to those of employers and landowners. The policies they promoted may have benefited the national interest, but that was not how labour politics was framed.16 Leaders might be successful in maintaining their own position in power – this too would be cunning leadership.


CONSCIENTIOUS VERSUS CUNNING LEADERSHIP


Which is more important? Conscience or cunning leadership?


Our instincts are perhaps that conscience leadership is more important. A perception that leaders endlessly pursue the interest of their party above the country arguably has contributed towards public distrust of politicians, political leaders and politics. Yet the reality of politics is that it does involve compromise and strategy. Evaluating leaders in terms of conscientious leadership alone is therefore obviously problematic.


The case for evaluating leaders in terms of cunning leadership is three-fold.


Firstly, such evaluations are easier to conduct in objective terms. Discussions about what constitutes conscience leadership are inevitably normative and these debates can be conveniently set aside. After all, is the conscience economic policy one that limits environmental degradation or one that promotes economic growth to alleviate poverty? Does it promote state provision of health care or private enterprise? Each of these requires difficult judgements that should be considered in detail elsewhere, and they require the tools of the economist, philosopher and more.


Secondly, nothing can be achieved without power and office. The Labour Party took twenty-four years to be in government after it was founded. It was out of office for eighteen years following James Callaghan’s defeat in 1979. At the time of writing, the party is set to be out of power until at least 2020. During these times of political wilderness, leaders are typically incapable of bringing about progressive social change because of the winner-takes-all nature of British government. It is therefore necessary for political parties who are trying to choose their party leaders and decide upon a future political strategy to think about political leadership in terms of political cunning.


Thirdly, there are also advantages for the citizen of evaluating leaders in this way. If all parties are sufficiently politically competent, then democratic politics should be a more competitive process, giving the voter better choice. As Neil Kinnock remarks in Chapter 20, leaders of the opposition play a vital role in servicing democracy by providing an alternative government.


Moreover, if civil society better understands the challenges leaders face, why they were (un)successful in winning office and how any imperfections and injustices in democratic politics bring about this outcome, then it will be better positioned to prescribe democratic change and support more conscience leaders. Civil society is not always equipped with knowledge about the inner workings of government in the way that elite politicians and parties are. Evaluating leaders in statecraft terms can therefore encourage us to think about the health of democratic politics and to redress any shortcomings. Of the poor leader who still won elections, it makes us think: how did they get away with it? Of the good leader who overcame numerous challenges, it makes us think: how did they manage that?


THE THIRD ‘C’ OF LEADERSHIP: COMPLETE LEADERSHIP


Conscience and cunning leadership are, of course, not mutually exclusive. theoretically, leaders can achieve their conscience goals, means and consequences with political cunning. this is no small feat. to manage a political party, develop policies, pass legislation, outmanoeuvre the opposition and form electoral coalitions when necessary – without compromising conscience goals, using unscrupulous methods or putting personal/party interests above the interests of the nation – might be unfeasible. But, theoretically, it is possible, and we can think of leaders who achieve this as being complete leaders.




FIGURE 1.1: CONSCIENCE, CUNNING AND COMPLETE LEADERSHIP.
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There is reason to think that, since the time when the Labour Party was first founded, leaders have been under increased pressure to achieve both conscience and cunning leadership. in 1900, the franchise was limited to men with wealth, and levels of education were comparatively low. A winning electoral strategy could, therefore, be wilfully neglectful of much of the country. Today, Britain is a democracy in which all citizens can vote, and the widespread availability of the press allows ideas to be exchanged and debated. In a democracy, being a conscience-focused leader should therefore deliver you electoral dividends. As Charles Clarke argues in Chapter 3, a general election is, in many ways, a fair test of the leader.


But there are still flaws in British democracy: the media is often thought to have undue influence; electoral laws can give advantage to political parties; corporate power gives uneven political influence; citizens have limited knowledge of and interest in politics and policy; and incumbency gives a government the opportunity to use the state for political purposes. An unscrupulous leader might win office because of these injustices. Convinced that Thatcher was of this ilk, many on the left and in the centre of British politics in the 1980s argued for radical constitutional reform under the rubric of Charter 88.17


THE BOOK AHEAD


Having now introduced the puzzle, in the next chapter of this book, Jim Buller and I introduce a framework for evaluating leaders. This suggests that we should assess leaders by statecraft – the art of winning elections and achieving a semblance of governing competence in office. Not all Labour leaders were prime ministers – some did not stay in power long enough to fight a general election, and, for others, winning office was never likely. But we can still assess them in terms of whether they moved their party in a winning direction. The statecraft approach also defines the key tasks leaders need to achieve in order to win elections. This is helpful because it allows us to consider where they might have gone wrong. The approach focuses firmly on cunning leadership.


After the statecraft framework is outlined in Chapter 2, Charles Clarke then evaluates the success (or otherwise) of Labour Party leaders at election time in Chapter 3. Using data on the seats and votes that they have won or lost, he compiles league tables to identify those who have been successful and those who have not. This chapter therefore gives us an important overview of the electoral fortunes of Labour leaders since the party was founded.


Subsequent chapters then provide individual assessments of each of the Labour leaders. The authors of each chapter are all leading biographers of their subject. Biographers were deliberately invited to contribute towards the volume as they can paint a picture of the context of the times and the political circumstances in which their subject was Labour leader. The biographers were not asked to directly apply the statecraft approach, but to describe their leader’s background on the path towards the top position, as well as the challenges the leader faced and how successful they were in electoral terms. Many assessments go beyond examining the political cunning of leadership and also include judgements in conscience terms. They therefore, collectively, provide a rich set of evaluations from leading scholars and commentators.


Table 1.1 provides a summary of the authors’ (though not necessarily the editors’) assessments in statecraft terms. Many of the early leaders were deemed to be a success. Keir Hardie is praised for being a pragmatic strategist who concentrated political efforts on increasing Labour representation in Parliament, which in turn laid the road to power. John Robert Clynes was at the helm for the great breakthrough in 1922; Ramsay MacDonald was the first to win office. Of the modern leaders, Harold Wilson, argues Thomas Hennessey, has an almost unrivalled electoral record, while Tony Blair, asserts John Rentoul, had an intuitive feel for public opinion, possessed natural communication skills and devised a successful winning electoral strategy.


Gaitskell, Callaghan, Foot, Brown and Miliband, the biographers generally accept, were failures in statecraft terms. Claims for success, if there are any, instead lie largely in conscience terms (in the case of Gaitskell and Foot), or in their contribution before they were leader (in the case of Callaghan and Brown).


Clement Attlee is perhaps a surprise inclusion in those leaders who are given a more mixed assessment. Nicklaus Thomas-Symonds provides a robust argument in favour of Attlee in conscience terms – it was under Attlee that the modern welfare state and the National Health Service were created – but argues that Attlee failed to provide leadership on issues such as the devaluation crisis of 1949, and that he had a naive approach to the electoral boundaries, which undermined his statecraft.







TABLE 1.1: LABOUR LEADERS’ STATECRAFT SUCCESS AND FAILURES, 1900–2015.








	Great

	Mixed

	Poor






	Keir Hardie


John Robert Clynes


Ramsay MacDonald


Harold Wilson


Tony Blair

	George Nicoll Barnes


William Adamson


Arthur Henderson


George Lansbury


Clement Attlee


Neil Kinnock


John Smith

	Hugh Gaitskell


James Callaghan


Michael Foot


Gordon Brown


Ed Miliband















In the final chapters, we take an original approach by asking the leaders for their own perspectives on leading the Labour Party. The book therefore includes two exclusive original interviews: Neil Kinnock, who led the Labour Party 1983–92; and Tony Blair, leader 1994–2007. In the interviews, we ask them about their path towards the office of leader, the challenges they faced, whether they think the statecraft framework is a ‘fair’ test of a leader, and how they would rate themselves using that model. These interviews are of important historical value for those wanting to understand past leaders’ tenures. They also provide lessons for future leaders. Moreover, they allow practitioners of politics to join in the conversation with academics, whose ideas might otherwise be left in ‘ivory towers’. This type of conversation can only improve our understanding of the quality of leadership and leaders’ understanding of the scholarship on it.
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CHAPTER 2


STATECRAFT: A FRAMEWORK FOR ASSESSING LABOUR PARTY LEADERS


TOBY S. JAMES AND JIM BULLER





Assessing party leaders is not an easy task. In this chapter, Toby S. James and Jim Buller discuss the challenges that we face in trying to do so, and suggest a framework that can be used. Leaders can be assessed in terms of how well they practise statecraft – the art of winning elections and demonstrating a semblance of governing competence to the electorate. Practising statecraft involves delivering on five core tasks. They need to: 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. This chapter outlines what these tasks involve and considers some of the contextual factors that might make them more or less difficult to achieve.




• • •





The British Labour Party has seen many electoral highs and lows during its long history.


Clement Attlee’s 1945 landslide general election victory will rank, for many at least, as the greatest moments. The result came as a great shock because of Winston Churchill’s heroic status, but Attlee led the party to a 146-seat majority and the greatest Labour vote ever recorded at that moment in time. James Chuter Ede, who later became Attlee’s Home Secretary, said that he ‘began to wonder if I should wake up to find it all a dream’ when he heard the results coming in over the radio.18 The King, when asking Attlee to form a government, was struck that Attlee himself was ‘very surprised that his party had won’.19 Meanwhile, the Daily Herald and Daily Worker proclaimed the result as the ‘People’s Victory’ that would ‘stand out for all time as a great act of leadership in the building of the peace’.20 Subsequent historians considered the election to be ‘one of the most important turning points in modern British political history, comparable with the events of 1832 and 1906’.21


And the worst moment? That might be well epitomised by the moment on the afternoon of Wednesday 28 April 2010 when Gordon Brown hid his face with one hand in a live interview on BBC radio. He was listening to a clip in which he described a former Labour voter whom he had met that day, Gillian Duffy, as a ‘bigoted woman’, unaware that he was being recorded. Gordon Brown described himself as mortified. The effect of this particular incident on the polls was probably negligible, but the media took it as symbolic of a complete divorce between the leader and the grass-roots Labour voter. Arguably, one of Labour’s greatest electoral defeats followed. Only 18.9 per cent of the registered electorate voted Labour – the lowest recorded percentage since 1918, when the party was only becoming established as a major force in British politics.22


As Figure 2.1 shows, however, there have been many other moments of euphoria and despair. An observer, writing in the early 1980s, neatly summarised the party’s electoral history as ‘fifty years forward, thirty years back’. At about that time, the great historian Eric Hobsbawm was writing of ‘the forward march of Labour halted’.23 The Labour Party’s electoral fortunes improved though during the 1990s, peaking in 1997, only to then decline again – although not before the party had governed the UK for thirteen consecutive years as New Labour, dominating party politics.




FIGURE 2.1: THE LABOUR PARTY’S VOTE SHARE AND SEAT SHARE IN THE HOUSE OF COMMONS AT GENERAL ELECTIONS, 1900–2015.
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Source: Authors, based on information in Rallings and Thrasher, British Electoral Facts (London, Total Politics, 2006), pp. 3–58, 59, 61–2, 85–92; ‘Election 2010: National Results’, BBC News, accessed 3 December 2014 (http://news.bbc.co.uk/1/shared/election2010/results/); ‘Election 2015: Results’, BBC News, accessed 1 June 2015 (http://www.bbc.co.uk/news/election/2015/results).


Note: ‘Vote share’ is calculated in this figure as the number of votes received as a percentage of total registered citizens (not all votes cast).


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. Both as Prime Minister or Leader of the Opposition, 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 and 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 DIFFICULTIES 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, could a left-leaning observer ever recognise Margaret Thatcher’s leadership qualities, or a right-leaning one acknowledge the achievements of Clement Attlee? 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 Labour leader in question anyway? During the early years of the Labour Party, for example, there was no formal position of leader – leadership came more from the chairman. So who should be the focus of our analysis then? There is a bigger problem, too. Assessing the party leader implies that the focus should be on assessing one single person. Leadership is often, however, a task discharged by more than one individual. A single individual will not have the time and resources to manage a party alone, therefore they will always rely on key advisors or allies. This is not to suggest that a party leader will make all decisions entirely collegially with their (shadow) Cabinet, but there is a case for evaluating the leadership of a small group of two or three individuals who act in a united way, rather than just one person.


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.24 But is this always possible during times of economic crisis, party division or war? Do leaders really steer events or are they casualties of them? Are they like ships being crashed around on the waves during a storm? Or is the test of a leader their ability to successfully navigate through such waters? No two leaders are in power at the same time, so direct comparison is impossible. Context is important, however.


Certainly, closer analysis of the circumstances of Attlee’s 1945 general election victory requires us to re-assess him. Many historians have argued that 1945 was a moment at which the popular mood changed. Ralph Miliband argued that the war ‘caused the emergence of a new popular radicalism, more widespread than at any time in the previous hundred years’, which was ‘eager for major, even fundamental change in British society after the war’.25 The public found itself decisively pro-Soviet because of the wartime media coverage.26 The Labour Party, argued the historian Henry Pelling, benefited from securing credit for the Beveridge Report, but this was somewhat accidental.27 Meanwhile, the Conservative Party was said to be tired and disorganised, with Churchill making many presentational mistakes.28 The historian Robert Pearce has gone so far as to suggest that victory, therefore, ‘owed little to Attlee’.29


Closer analysis of the circumstances of Brown’s 2010 general election defeat requires us to re-assess him as well. Brown inherited an unpopular party after it had been in government for ten years, and he himself had only been in power for a few months before the global financial crisis of 2007/08 – considered by many economists to have been the worst crisis since at least the Great Depression hit Britain.30 The economy was sent into recession, and Brown, who had worked to establish a reputation as the ‘Iron Chancellor’, was faced with very difficult waters from which to rescue the party’s reputation for economic management.31


We could go on. Michael Foot is commonly derided by contemporaries for his electoral strategy in the 1983 general election. His manifesto was immortalised as ‘the longest suicide note in history’ by Labour MP Gerald Kaufman. But could any Labour leader have defeated Thatcher in 1983 on the back of the Falklands War and an upswing in the economy? Factoring in such circumstances is clearly important when we make judgements about Labour leaders.


A STATECRAFT APPROACH


A clear framework is necessary to assess leaders. One way of providing an assessment is to evaluate Labour leaders on whether or not they were successful in achieving statecraft, which is the art of winning elections and maintaining power.32


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. However, none of the latter is possible without first having office. Without office, they may not remain as party leader for long, due to the cut-throat nature of politics. General election defeats inevitably come with leadership challenges and expectations of resignation.


So how can we assess Labour leaders’ success in winning office? The simplest approach would be to count the number of elections that they fought, the number they won and the number they lost. This is indicative, but only takes us so far. A more detailed approach involves looking at what things political leaders need to achieve in order to accomplish the goal, and then evaluating them by each of these functions. The statecraft approach argues that leaders need to achieve five tasks; each of them is outlined below.


Yet, as has already been alluded to, some leaders are gifted more fortunate circumstances than others when trying to win elections for their party. 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 say, for example, that Clynes’s circumstances were twice as easy as Lansbury’s? Or Foot’s twice as hard as Attlee’s? Given that leaders operate in different historical moments, qualitatively different in kind, quantitative measurement is difficult. The circumstances that leaders face are also different for each individual. A Labour leader who has already been Chancellor, like Brown, is always going to have a very different experience of trying to establish governing competence on the economy to one who has not held such a position.33


Nonetheless, 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.







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








	Statecraft 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


Time in office






	Party management

	Presence of credible rival leaders


Rules for dethroning


Levels of party unity


Available mechanisms for party discipline


Time in office






	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


Time in office






	Bending the rules of the game

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















WINNING ELECTORAL STRATEGY


Firstly, leaders need to develop a winning 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. Opinion polls, and, to some extent, local/European 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 Labour leaders, when polling was more infrequent or did not take place at all.


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 in gaining a majority. Leaders may need to respond to transformations in the electoral franchise, demography or class structure of society, and build new constituencies of support when necessary. These changes can often advantage a leader. The extensions of the franchise in the Representation of the People Act 1918, for example, tripled the electorate to include more working-class voters. This had the potential to turn electoral politics upside down in Labour’s favour.


It is not just a matter of getting more votes than the opposition, however, because the distribution of votes is just as important. Labour’s high-water mark of votes came under Attlee in the 1951 general election, but the party ironically lost power to the Conservatives in that election, who had recorded fewer votes. The February 1974 general election saw Harold Wilson win fewer votes than his opponent Edward Heath, but more seats. 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. While Attlee may have felt cheated in 1951, the first-past-the-post electoral system has usually advantaged the Labour Party in the post-war period. It has reduced the chances of new parties entering the political system and has given them and the Conservatives a disproportionately high share of seats in the House of Commons for their proportion of the popular vote, as Figure 2.1 illustrated. The way in which the constituency boundaries are drawn has periodically conferred a systematic advantage on the party, but not always. In modern times, the system benefited the Conservatives from 1950 to 1966, had a net bias close to zero from then until 1987, and has favoured the Labour Party until 2015.34


The laws on party funding and electoral administration will also directly affect a leader’s chances of winning an 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 unions, and the historical relationships between the party and business. These resources can be vital for financing a sophisticated media campaign and building a party machine. Electoral administration can matter, too. The procedures used to compile the electoral register and the process by which citizens vote can also disadvantage some parties and candidates.35


During the life of the Labour Party, the media has become increasingly important, with the rising circulation of newspapers, radio and TV. The media, however, is rarely neutral. Although broadcast television has remained relatively neutral in Britain, newspapers are typically openly hostile towards leaders. Some broadcasters will be particularly influential and this will benefit some leaders and disadvantage others.36 In addition, the longer a government is in office, the harder it might be to achieve a winning electoral strategy. Criticisms may accumulate and governments that appeal to the electorate on platforms of ‘renewal’ or ‘modernisation’, for example, may see the efficacy of their appeal wane over time.


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 has also made this strategic option more complicated for future leaders. It does show, however, that leaders will never try to achieve a winning electoral strategy on a level playing field. Candidates enter with unevenly distributed constraints and opportunities.


GOVERNING COMPETENCE


Secondly, a leader must cultivate a reputation for governing competence, especially in the area of economic policy. Many have argued that leaders can be ‘too far to the left’ or ‘too far to the right’ and that this might adversely affect their chances of being re-elected. Many psephologists think, however, that what matters more is whether a leader is perceived to be competent on a problem that the public consider to be pressing.39 The problem that is usually most pressing is, in the words of Bill Clinton’s campaign strategist, ‘the economy, stupid’. Or, as Harold Wilson put it: ‘All political history shows that the standing of the government and its ability to hold the confidence of the electorate at the general election depends on the success of its economic policy.’40 Being seen as the party that will bring jobs and prosperity is a vote winner. On issues like the economy, there is less disagreement about what a voter wants: jobs, economic growth and prosperity. The paramount question for them is which leader and which party will deliver that.


Understood in this way, the fortunes of many leaders may be the result of their ability to generate a perception of them as competent in managing the economy. It is perception rather than reality that is important, however. John Major was initially successful in statecraft terms, in so far as he won the 1992 general election when the economy had suffered from the greatest recession since the 1930s. Yet, paradoxically, Major lost in 1997 when economic growth was strong and unemployment and inflation were falling. The Conservatives’ long-term lead over the Labour Party on economic management disappeared following ‘Black Wednesday’ on 16 September 1992, when sterling suffered a serious crisis, interest rates were hiked to 15 per cent and Britain exited the European Exchange Rate Mechanism (ERM). An economic recovery followed, but there was no similar recovery of confidence among the electorate in the Conservatives’ ability to manage the economy.41


A leader’s ability to achieve governing competence is hindered or helped by a number of factors. Political leaders take office with a number of historical legacies. Their parties might be associated as being ‘strong’ or ‘weak’ on the economy. Once in office, the ability of a leader to develop a reputation for competence is strongly influenced by the state of the economy. They may inherit an economy with a balance-of-payments deficit, sluggish growth and a high public debt. Responsibility for slow growth can sometimes be shifted to predecessors or other factors. However, as already suggested, this strategy becomes increasingly implausible the longer the party is in office. Sometimes, politically difficult decisions are required, such as making Budget cuts or raising taxes, in order to invest in new industries or infrastructure and establish new growth.


In the domain of foreign policy, some leaders may inherit pressing international crises such as an ongoing war 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 European Union (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.


PARTY MANAGEMENT


Thirdly, leaders need to successfully manage their party. Party leaders do not always fall from office at election time. Most famously, Margaret Thatcher was ejected by members of her own Cabinet, rather than the electorate. Leaders therefore have to ensure that the (shadow) Cabinet, parliamentary party, party management and grass-roots members are content enough with their performance to allow them to continue. This does not mean that 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 different. They will, however, need to fend off any potential leadership challenges and ensure sufficient coalescence so as not to threaten their credibility for being able to deliver legislation and competence in office.


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. Rules for dethroning a leader – if they are bureaucratic or place a burden on challengers to gather significant support before challenging their leader – will make managing the party easier for the leader. It is in no one’s interest to undertake a long and protracted internal leadership battle, because that may affect the party’s chances of election. A failed attempt to oust a leader can also have negative consequences for the careers of the instigators. If a rival needs the backing of a significant amount of the parliamentary party to trigger a contest, many will be deterred.42


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 sanctions they have available to 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.43


It is also worth noting that the longer a government is in office, the greater opportunity there is for restlessness among backbenchers to occur and leadership challengers to arise. A honeymoon period of party discipline may appear and disappear.


POLITICAL ARGUMENT 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 to suggest that Thatcher was less successful in achieving political argument hegemony among the public than was widely thought,44 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.45


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 Labour 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.46 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 policies. A leader may be reliant on think tanks or their party to develop a new narrative to win over political support. Time in office, events and the partisan bias of the media are all important for this statecraft task too.


BENDING THE RULES OF THE GAME


Lastly, leaders may need to maintain or change the constitutional rules of the game to make winning elections easier to achieve.47 As noted above, the electoral laws can benefit or disadvantage a party. Defending the first-past-the-post system from reform, whatever the democratic merits, has been good statecraft strategy for the Labour Party in terms of the seats they get from the popular vote. It is not just electoral laws that might matter, however, as other aspects of the constitution can be important, too. For example, a House of Lords that is packed with Conservative peers has, historically, made it difficult for a Labour government to pass legislation. This legislation might be essential for developing 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 might want to adopt other strategies to the constitution, however. They might want to back reforms that are popular with the public to win over voters, even if the direct consequences for their party hinder their statecraft strategy. They might also promise reforms to other parties, in order to entice them into forming coalitions over legislation or government formation. The Labour Party’s flirting support for electoral system reform at Westminster under Tony Blair’s leadership, for example, was probably good, albeit risky, statecraft. Even though a reformed electoral system might have disadvantaged the Labour Party at future elections, it could have been a ‘deal-breaker’ in forming a coalition with the Liberal Democrats, should it have been necessary.


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 highly 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, when the Labour Party was being established. 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.


The constitutional relationship between Europe and the United Kingdom has also had profound implications on the statecraft strategies of British party leaders. The emergence of the EEC and EU has left leaders of the main two parties with party management problems. UKIP – initially little more than a lobby group to promote Euroscepticism among Conservative MPs – became an electoral force in Britain after 2010, as opposition to EU membership increased.48 Europe has also been, as Jim Buller argues elsewhere, a key strategic tool for party leaders to shift blame to other tiers of government.49


Constitutional management is, therefore, a statecraft task 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. This is probably the most overlooked dimension of statecraft.


CONCLUSION


Assessing political leaders is difficult. The statecraft framework, however, offers one way in which we can assess party leaders. It suggests that we ask:




	Did they move their party towards the goal of winning and maintaining office, or not?


	How did they fare in achieving the five tasks needed for statecraft?


	What challenges did they face in trying to achieve statecraft?





We should ‘reward’, in our assessment, those who do well in realising the statecraft functions, and criticise those who do not. But we should also bear in mind that achieving these tasks is much easier for some than for others. This means that we should also ‘reward’ those leaders who did well in difficult circumstances, and ‘punish’ those who did less well in more favourable times.


The statecraft approach does not produce unambiguous answers. Assessing each of the leaders by the five statecraft functions described above requires the analyst to exercise some individual interpretation and judgement. No one context will be the same for all leaders, and there be might be disagreement on whether, for example, a leader has won the battle of ideas (political argument hegemony) or not. However, the statecraft approach does provide a clear framework for structuring the comparison of leaders, and hopefully furthers rather than hinders discussion.
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