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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, from Keir Hardie to Gordon Brown, on 28 June 2014 at UEA London, and then by a symposium on Conservative leaders, from Stanley Baldwin to David Cameron, on 5 December 2014 at Queen Mary’s east London campus.


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, Nansata Yakubu, Catrina Laskey and Natalie Mitchell for helping to make them a success. The assistance of Marlon Gomes and Mark Byrne at Queen Mary is greatly appreciated, along with all who came along and contributed to what was a stimulating event on Conservative leadership in December. Alan Wager acted as the principal researcher on the project, demonstrating diligence and commitment throughout. His contribution to the book has simply been enormous.


We would particularly like to thank the biographers and chroniclers 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 William Hague and Lord Howard were greatly appreciated. Bringing the transcripts of their interviews together would not have been possible without the help of Josh Gray and Sophie Moxon.


This book, British Conservative Leaders, has a companion, British Labour Leaders, which has been edited by Charles Clarke and Toby James. Duncan Brack and colleagues from the Liberal History Group have edited a further volume, British Liberal Leaders, with contributions from Charles and Toby that set out a similar path towards understanding statecraft. 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.




 





Charles Clarke, Toby S. James, Tim Bale and Patrick Diamond


London and Norwich, June 2015
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CHAPTER 1


INTRODUCTION: PURPOSE AND SCOPE OF THE BOOK


TIM BALE, PATRICK DIAMOND AND ALAN WAGER





The exact formula for leadership success in British politics is inherently elusive. Even if it could be bottled, it is far from certain the leaders of political parties would, or could, follow the rational path to glory, rather than any number of other choices. Party leaders are among those who most desire immediate electoral reward and a high ranking in the league tables of effective leadership that shape perceptions of their historical legacy. Yet it is these same politicians, with most at stake, who often find it difficult, if not impossible, to stick to a rational strategy in the light of changing circumstances and unanticipated events. These have the potential to throw a government or party off course if effective political leadership is absent.


For those who take an active interest in probing the performance of political leaders in Britain, there is some agreement about what constitutes the most effective path to elected office and how to stay there. Pragmatic appeasement of your own party tribe must be matched by electoral dynamism that transcends conventional partisan alignment and excites popular appeal. This book examines the question of both what defines leadership success, and what attributes are required to achieve it. What separates leaders who battle and succumb to the political elements from those who harness and adapt them to their advantage to successfully ‘make the weather’ in British politics? And which leaders of the Conservative Party have a strong record of achievement when it comes to dragging the party to electability, and keeping it there?


For much of the twentieth century, the story of the Conservative Party was one of extraordinary success. The span of this volume encompasses almost 100 years in which the Conservative Party held elected office. The book begins in 1834, with the leadership of Robert Peel and the birth of the modern Conservative Party. It concludes with the five years of coalition government headed by David Cameron.


During that long period, the party has reacted with surprising dexterity to political challenges as diverse as mass enfranchisement and the rise of universal suffrage, alongside the demands of negotiating coalition government. The Conservatives have been dominant in a parliamentary system that has evolved from one largely sheltered from the electoral judgements of the population, through periods of fracture and fragmentation, to the situation in 2015 where one-party government at Westminster has been reasserted through a show of the party’s electoral strength that defied almost all predictions.


Nonetheless, anyone with a passing interest in the history of the Conservative Party will know that it has been far from plain sailing. Notably in the recent past, but also during periods in the nineteenth and the start of the twentieth century, the Conservative Party has often seemed uninterested, or profoundly incapable of, positioning itself as a prospective party of government. This is because what motivates parties is not only winning elections. A leader’s job is to channel and harness the myriad factors that determine political success, shaping an over-arching strategy that enables the party to hold on to the levers of governmental office for as long as possible. These factors can be as distinct as: the personal ambition and appetite for power of leaders and their contemporaries; the ownership of governing competence and the appeasement of ideological factions over issues such as Europe; and the political institutions and constitutional rules of the game, which dictate, at least partially, the route to power.


STRUCTURE OF THE BOOK


The assessment of political leadership in this volume is based on the distinctive criteria of electoral success, strategic skill and governing competence. Of course, political figures can operate successfully outside the arena of electoral and party politics and still be historically significant. The broad consensus about each leader discussed in this book is often attached to a wider historical debate in British politics – one that can be traced to success or failure during periods of national crisis or warfare. But whether a leader is capable of garnering and sustaining support and enhancing their party’s cause is certainly an important and valuable test of political vision, skill and communication. It is on these grounds that Toby James and Jim Buller, in Chapter 2, set out the framework for assessing leadership and statecraft in the Conservative Party. In Chapter 3, Charles Clarke undertakes an historical assessment of Conservative leaders, applying one of the most important criteria – their relative performances in general elections.


However, Charles Clarke, along with admirers of Conservative leaders past and present, is right to acknowledge that balanced judgement requires an analysis of the strategic context in which leaders operate. According to the historian Peter Clarke, ‘If leadership is partly a question of vision about the direction in which policy ought to be developed, it is also a matter of projecting electoral appeal and putting together a winning coalition of effective support.’ Each leader is inevitably faced with a different set of electoral, political and economic circumstances. Each has a personal story and a political personality that help explain their potential flaws as well as the unique characteristics that led them to secure the leadership of their party. Some figures have led the Conservatives for a generation; others never faced the electorate as leader. At times, leadership strategies were built, above all else, on the pursuit of consensus and a conciliatory approach to party management. Other leaders were unable to take fellow Conservatives with them, or lost them along the way. Certain leaders of the party have been more doctrinaire, having defined significant economic and political developments and creeds such as Thatcherism. Other politicians who appeared to display little direction or over-arching purpose have also led the Conservative Party at regular intervals. By drawing together the foremost experts on Conservative leadership – biographers, academics, journalists and practitioners – we aim to assess which Tory leaders have been most successful, and which leaders have failed to live up to the expectations of their supporters and parliamentary colleagues.


THE PARTY LEADERS — A BRIEF OVERVIEW


1832–1902


The burning questions for Conservative leaders of the nineteenth century were economic and constitutional – principally, whether to pursue protectionism over trade and how to manage the steady movement towards mass democracy. The re-christening of the Tory Party as the ‘Conservatives’ occurred almost simultaneously with the Great Reform Act of 1832. Robert Peel’s response, outlined in Richard Gaunt’s chapter, straddled the demands of the ‘ultras’, who resisted all attempts at democratic reform, and the ‘radicals’, who were impatient for more reform. Ultimately, divisions in the party over the repeal of the Corn Laws led to Peel’s downfall. This, along with the repeal of the laws themselves, largely set the tone for the cautious piecemeal change pursued by Lord Derby – a period of leadership Angus Hawkins paints as conservative in strategy and outlook, but one that, despite a weak electoral record, consolidated a divided party and brought about gradual change that made for a united front.


Benjamin Disraeli, who Robert Saunders describes as a skilful parliamentary operator, succeeded Derby as leader, and heralded the arrival of, for many, the modern Conservatism of the twentieth century. Disraeli was able, following electoral defeat and a spell out of office, to divide the opposition and rebrand the Conservatives as a popular and natural party of government. Thomas Otte examines Lord Salisbury’s tenure as the longest-serving Tory Party leader at the turn of the century, and concludes that his period as leader was underpinned by electoral and tactical flexibility, combined with a long-held belief in much of the essential tenets of conservatism – a railing against reform and a distrust of democracy – and the successful use of Irish home rule as a dividing line against Gladstone’s Liberals.


1902–40


Salisbury’s successor, his nephew Arthur Balfour, was symptomatic of the challenges of reorientation and transition the Conservatives faced in the new century. Nigel Keohane points to a detached, aloof style that damaged party relations and led to three successive defeats to a rejuvenated Liberal Party (and a fractious, frustrating spell in opposition). Bonar Law was a more astute manager of his party, and Andrew Taylor’s chapter describes his role in the movement towards class-based, anti-socialist politics, later pursued to considerable effect. Bonar Law’s junior position in electoral alliance with Lloyd George in 1918 (and the 1922 election, which he fought independently), saw the Conservative Party comfortably returned to government. But, in truth, Bonar Law was little more than a safe pair of hands. In contrast, Austen Chamberlain, who took over from Bonar Law for a brief, tumultuous period as leader, was, in the view of David Dutton, a disaster in terms of party management, and is now largely – perhaps best – forgotten.


Anne Perkins’s portrait of the dominance of Stanley Baldwin during the inter-war period tells us he was a particularly effective Conservative leader: Baldwin drove a change in direction towards moderately reforming and interventionist governments, with an explicitly cross-class appeal. This meant Baldwin was able to create a united front between protectionists and tariff-reformers, alongside a new alliance between working-class and middle-class supporters. Neville Chamberlain’s period as leader looked set to be similarly fruitful, before he lost the support of a significant section of his parliamentary party. Stuart Ball argues that our assessment of Neville Chamberlain ought to be revised: his strengths as a party leader have been too easily lost given his infamously disastrous pursuit of appeasement preceding the Second World War.


1940–65


The same cannot be said of Winston Churchill, one of the most conventionally successful Conservative leaders. John Charmley believes that Churchill’s period as party leader was not altogether convincing – electorally or organisationally. A ‘light-touch’ approach to party management directly impacted on Churchill’s far-from-convincing electoral record, with his final (narrow) success in 1951 being the result of external forces, over which he had little control – notably, the exhaustion of the ageing Attlee government. Indeed, one of the key figures credited with revitalising the post-war Tory Party image was Anthony Eden, whose long, tortuous wait to take over the reins, David Dutton argues, directly impeded his leadership performance – notably, but not exclusively, during the lead-up to the Suez Crisis. Another key figure in reversing Labour’s 1945 landslide was Harold Macmillan, who took over the leadership at a time of deep crisis for the party. His electoral success was seen, in large part, as a personal triumph, and D. R. Thorpe portrays Macmillan’s time as leader as one of electoral dominance buoyed by economic prosperity. While Macmillan’s leadership is acknowledged as among the most significant and impressive in modern political history, Alec Douglas-Home’s period as leader is rarely considered to be of much historical importance. Andrew Holt shows why this broadly remains the case, with some caveats: the political winds Douglas-Home faced were highly constraining; organisationally, at least, he left the party in better shape than it was when he arrived; and, after all, Douglas-Home was only narrowly defeated by Harold Wilson in 1964.


1965–97


While attempting to overcome Wilson’s ascendency in the 1960s, Edward Heath was the first Tory leader to be elected by a secret ballot of his parliamentary contemporaries. Previously, leaders had ‘emerged’ through a patrician system, which was successfully abolished by Douglas-Home, whose own leadership had been damaged by a perception of impenetrable elitism reinforced by his path to the job. Heath’s securing of the backing of his MPs indicated he had a keen eye for forging internal alliances within the party, as a former Chief Whip. Mark Garnett infers that, although Heath lost touch with his parliamentary party, it was his failure to shape a winning electoral strategy that ultimately undermined his leadership during a period of economic and political crisis. Of this, Margaret Thatcher could hardly be accused. She epitomised the newly dominant creed of market liberalism and limited government. But Thatcher’s translation of this ideological commitment into winning political strategy meant her leadership rapidly became iconic. As is so often the case, however, the strengths that carry leaders to the top can work against them. John Campbell demonstrates that, as Thatcher’s leadership evolved, her momentum and political antennae weakened, leaving her vulnerable to being deposed once electoral success could no longer be guaranteed.


The party and country Thatcher bequeathed to her successor John Major were both characterised by stark divisions, which meant his subsequent victory in the 1992 election was a significant achievement. Major’s period as leader ought to be seen in this context. Anthony Seldon and Mark Davies argue that any assessment of Major’s leadership must account for the fact that, ultimately, the Conservative Party had become impossible to lead, and it would have been an extraordinary feat to remain in power in the face of the confident and assertive New Labour opposition under Tony Blair.


1997–2015


While the scale of Blair’s landslide in 1997 meant the process of recuperation in opposition would always be arduous, the quality of party leadership in this period partly explains why electoral success remained so elusive. The first to make the attempt was William Hague, and, while he was never likely to overturn the dominance of New Labour in one term, his leadership was evidently a failure on its own conditions. Jo-Anne Nadler’s chapter describes a worthy effort that ultimately failed due to an inability to enforce long-term, strategic thinking, alongside a lack of successful attempts to re-brand the Conservative Party’s ‘toxic’ image and electoral appeal. These same failures, somewhat remarkably, were also endemic to Iain Duncan Smith’s leadership of the Conservative Party. Tim Heppell describes an approach that showed Duncan Smith as unwilling, or unable, to substantially reform the party, while losing support from his parliamentary colleagues – twin failures that ultimately made his removal inevitable. That the Conservative Party had learned at least some lessons from those previous six years was clear when Michael Howard was chosen as leader, given the unanimous nature of his selection. Yet, as Tim Bale shows, it did not transpire to be the cathartic renewal required, and was instead a period that underlined the importance and limitations of managing your party and shoring up core support. That this must be supplemented by winning the political argument and broadening electoral support was something David Cameron understood, and he ran on that ticket as prospective leader. Cameron’s objective was to enhance the electoral appeal of the party, while retaining the support of party members and parliamentarians. However, the process of appeasement coupled with modernisation was an uneasy marriage. It ultimately meant that the renewal of the party was a job half-finished – a theme Matthew d’Ancona addresses in the final biographical chapter.




• • •





The book concludes with interviews undertaken with former Conservative leaders, namely William Hague and Michael Howard. The maverick former Conservative politician Enoch Powell’s infamous maxim was: ‘All political lives, unless they are cut off in midstream at a happy juncture, end in failure, because that is the nature of politics and of human affairs.’ However, any measured assessment of Conservative leaders past and present should not take Powell’s judgement for granted. To be sure, some leaders never managed to build momentum, and quickly lost legitimacy and support. Others combined early success with subsequent failure. It must be said that few leaders ended their careers on an upward trajectory. Nonetheless, we need to understand political leadership in the round, as this book seeks to do, in order to appreciate what makes for successful leaders in British politics.

















CHAPTER 2


STATECRAFT: A FRAMEWORK FOR ASSESSING CONSERVATIVE 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 Conservative Party has seen many electoral highs and lows during its long history.


The landslide general election victory in 1931, based on the pure electoral mathematics, may stand out as one of its greatest moments. Nearly 44 per cent of the registered electorate voted Conservative, which won the party nearly 85 per cent of the seats in the House of Commons under the leadership of Stanley Baldwin.1 The Times described it as an ‘unprecedented verdict’ that gave an ‘enormous and astounding majority for the National Government’, headed by Ramsay MacDonald.2 MacDonald, who had left the Labour Party, flew from his constituency in Seaham, County Durham, to be met by a crowd celebrating outside Downing Street, as many of his former Labour ministerial colleagues (including William Adamson, William Wedgwood Benn, William Graham and Christopher Addison) had lost their seats entirely.3 Stanley Baldwin, it was announced the following week, would become Lord President of the Council in a new Cabinet that included four Labour, eleven Unionist and five Liberal members in total. This was a major switch in the composition of power from the previous government, which had only four Unionist Cabinet members.4 Baldwin later became Prime Minister in June 1935 as Mac-Donald’s health failed, and he won another general election in the autumn of that year.


And the worst moment? William Hague attracted the lowest number of Conservative voters in modern times in 2001, with less than 19 per cent of registered citizens voting blue.5 The Tories would make up only a quarter of the House of Commons. True, Hague brought about an increase in the number of MPs. But this increase of just one was widely seen as a poor result, given 1997 was often described as a failure for the Conservatives. The party actually lost more than a million voters compared with the 1997 general election. The final defeat was no surprise. In 1997, Hague, elected as leader at the relatively young age of thirty-six, staged a publicity stunt on a visit to an amusement park, where he wore a baseball cap emblazoned with his name across it. Rather than looking like prime ministerial material, Simon Heffer described the Tory leader as looking ‘like a child molester on a day-release scheme’.6 By February 2001, 66 per cent of the public agreed that he came across as being ‘a bit of a wally’.7 More substantively, Hague made strategic campaign errors. As one political scientist noted, the Conservatives ‘banged on about the euro, asylum seekers, tax cuts and crime in a dialogue of the deaf, while the public remained more concerned about schools and hospitals’.8 Hague resigned on the morning of New Labour’s second electoral landslide.


As Figure 2.1 shows, there have been many other moments of euphoria and despair; peaks and troughs; victories and defeats. It shows a gradual decline in the Conservative vote since 1931, with a sharper drop after 1992, but a slight reversal of the trend towards the end of the New Labour governments, when David Cameron became leader.




FIGURE 2.1: THE CONSERVATIVE PARTY’S VOTE SHARE AND SEAT SHARE IN THE HOUSE OF COMMONS AT GENERAL ELECTIONS, 1832–2015.
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This shows the Conservative Party’s vote share (votes cast for the party as a proportion of registered voters) and seat share in the House of Commons at general elections 1832–2015. Data is author’s calculation based on information in Rallings and Thrasher, British Electoral Facts, London, Total Politics, 2009, Conservative vote (pp. 61–2), electorate (pp. .85–92), Conservative MPs (p. 59), total MPs (p. 3–58). Information for the 2010 and 2015 general elections is calculated from data provided by the BBC: http://news.bbc.co.uk/1/shared/election2010/results/ and http:// www.bbc.co.uk/news/election/2015/results. Includes Liberal Conservatives, 1847-59; Liberal Unionists, 1886-1910(D); National, National Liberal and National Labour 1931-45.








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. Whether 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 Conservative 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. They will seek out and receive crucial guidance from their advisors, and the contribution of the latter needs to be taken into account when evaluating political leadership. 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.9 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 the 1931 general election victory requires us to re-assess Stanley Baldwin, at least a little. The general election followed shortly after the collapse of the second Labour government. In August 1931, Ramsay MacDonald resigned and became leader of the all-party National Government, which included the Conservative leader Baldwin and the acting Liberal leader Sir Herbert Samuel. This was a response to the economic crisis that emerged following the Wall Street Crash and Great Depression. The aim was to balance the budget and restore confidence in the economy. Labour, however, fought against the National Government and expelled MacDonald from the party. When the 1931 election approached, which it was agreed would be fought on party lines, Labour crumbled. The Conservatives have been popularly portrayed by historians as being the beneficiaries of these circumstances.10


Closer analysis of the circumstances of Hague’s 2001 general election defeat requires us to re-assess him as well. Hague did not lose because of the theme park stunt with the hat. Arguably, more important was the fact that the Conservatives had long lost their reputation for competence on the economy, while Labour had established an image of credibility on this issue during the first Blair administration. The perceptions citizens had of the expertise of the parties for improving economic conditions in Britain was a key influence on party support in the 1997 parliament, and played a vitally important role in shaping the 2001 election defeat for Hague.11 Hague’s focus on other issues was therefore understandable. And while he could have challenged Blair on the issue of the economy, such a strategy would have probably had the effect simply of drawing attention to Labour’s strong record in this area. There was evidence that the electorate had swung to the left by 2001, compared with the Thatcherite ethos of the late 1970s and ’80s, and although Hague’s party may have misread that, it now needs to be carefully read and responded to.12 Hague faced a highly skilled public communicator in Tony Blair. Despite this, Hague was often praised for landing punches across the despatch box: his heavyweight criticisms of policy were famously laced with wisecracks. For example, of the Deputy Prime Minister John Prescott, who had been mocked in the press for owning two Jaguars, Hague quipped: ‘Motorists don’t want to be told they cannot drive their car by a Deputy Prime Minister, whose idea of a park-and-ride scheme is to park one Jaguar so that he can ride away with the other.’13


A STATECRAFT APPROACH


A clear framework is necessary to assess leaders. One way of providing an assessment is to evaluate Conservative leaders on whether or not they were successful in achieving statecraft, which is the art of winning elections and maintaining power.14


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 Conservative 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 Thatcher’s circumstances were easier than Lord Derby’s? Or Hague’s twice as hard as Baldwin’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. In-depth historical studies are therefore needed to understand the circumstances under which leaders lead their office, and that is why this volume rightly invites individual biographers to provide detailed studies of each leader.15 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.














	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









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











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 Conservative 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 disadvantage a leader. The extensions of the franchise in the Great Reform Acts, for example, fundamentally altered the structure of the electorate. This had the potential to turn electoral politics upside down against the Conservative Party, in favour of the Liberal and 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. Many of the nineteenth-century parties in European parliaments were therefore forced to respond to the development of mass parties such as the British Labour Party by broadening their appeal.16 As the twentieth century progressed, it is often argued that working-class identity subsided, leaving party leaders needing to review their electoral strategy once again.


It is not just a matter of getting more votes than the opposition, however, because the distribution of votes is just as important. The February 1974 general election saw Edward Heath win more votes than his opponent, but fewer seats, and he therefore lost office. Conversely, Winston Churchill’s single electoral victory came in 1951 – an election in which Labour won nearly a quarter of a million more votes. 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. The first-past-the-post electoral system has often advantaged the Conservative Party. It has reduced the chances of new parties entering the political system and has given the Tories 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 favoured the Labour Party until 2015.17


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. 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.18


During the long life of the Conservative 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.19 In more recent times, the press has often been argued to have had a pro-Conservative bias. But the emergence of the printing press in the nineteenth century was originally thought to be a voice for liberal politics, and therefore posed challenges to Tory leaders. 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. Parties in government become increasingly tired, worn down by the daily grind of public administration. The option of escaping responsibility by blaming a previous party in government will become, as a strategy, more tenuous and increasingly difficult to work.


When the incumbent leader can decide the time 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.20 The act of timing an election has therefore been called ‘the most important single decision taken by a British Prime Minister’.21 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.22 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.’ 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 was lost following ‘Black Wednesday’ on 16 September 1992, when sterling suffered a serious crisis, interest rates soured 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.23


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. As Robert Saunders notes in this volume, during the mid-nineteenth century, governments won and lost power more through their management of the floor of the House of Commons than through the ballot box.24 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.25


Party dissent can undermine the authority of a leader and result in 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.


Although the degree of party discipline among the main political parties today is often overstated, the Conservative Party is typical of many other long-standing European parties in that they centralised their control over the parliamentary party from a time in the nineteenth century, when the party was a looser collection of men with shared interests.


The emergence of new issues can threaten to split a party. For example: the Corn Laws divided the Tories in the nineteenth century, after Robert Peel’s 1846 repeal; tariff reform split the Conservatives at the start of the twentieth century; and Europe has been a continual source of friction and tension ever since Britain’s entry in 1973. These divisions offer challenges but also opportunities. They can provide the opportunity for new leaders to emerge or they can split the opposition, as home rule did for the Liberals at the end of the nineteenth century, opening up an opportunity for Conservative hegemony in party politics.


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,26 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.27


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 Conservative Party. For example, 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 often thought to be no longer applicable.28 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.29 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 Conservative Party in terms of the seats they got from the popular vote. A similar point can be made about their attitude to other electoral laws. Plural voting, for example, was important in Balfour’s day, as Nigel Keohane argues in Chapter 8, as it was thought to have won the Conservatives thirty seats and 500,000 votes. 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. They might also promise reforms to other parties, in order to entice them into forming coalitions over legislation or government formation. David Cameron’s promise to Nick Clegg to hold a referendum on electoral system reform was probably good, albeit risky, statecraft. Even though a reformed electoral system might have disadvantaged the Conservatives at future elections, refusing it would have been 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 could therefore be understood as an attempt to recast his party as ‘the friends of the people’, but it also divided the opposition.30


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. 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 European Economic Community (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.31 Europe has also been, as Jim Buller argues elsewhere, a key strategic tool for party leaders to shift blame to other tiers of government.32


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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CHAPTER 3


MEASURING THE SUCCESS OR FAILURE OF CONSERVATIVE LEADERS: THE GENERAL ELECTION TEST


CHARLES CLARKE





In this chapter, Charles Clarke examines whether or not the success or failure of leaders can be measured, particularly by their general election results. He provides tables that show the increase or decrease in the number of seats in Parliament, and the increase or decrease in the Conservative share of the vote. On this basis, he develops a ‘league table’ of Conservative leaders since 1834, and demonstrates that, as far as Conservative prime ministers are concerned, there is a reasonable correlation with the more subjective assessments that have been made, but also some surprising results. From this, he draws some conclusions about the reasons for their relative successes and failures.




• • •





The premise of this book is that the quality of political leadership is important. History is not driven only by inevitable forces, important though they are. The decisions and actions of political leaders make a difference and can change outcomes, with big consequences for people’s lives.


That said, the mechanism of leadership is difficult to describe and even more difficult to measure. This chapter offers one means of measuring the success or failure of Conservative leaders over time.


It is important to begin with an understanding of the history of the role of ‘Conservative leader’. Robert Peel, with his ‘Tamworth Manifesto’ at the 1835 general election, is generally regarded as the first Conservative Party leader, though, until 1922, there was no formal ‘leader of the Conservative Party’. The leaders in each House of Parliament were regarded as equal, unless one of them was the Prime Minister or a former Prime Minister, or if a particular crisis had resulted in one clearly asserting authority over the other.


From 1922, the party’s leader was elected by a joint meeting of MPs and peers. Between then and 1965, the leadership did not fall vacant at any time when the party was in opposition, and the meeting actually became a formality to rubber-stamp the individual who had already been asked by the monarch to form a government – usually on the recommendation of the outgoing Prime Minister, and sometimes following a rather cloudy consultation process. After 1963 when, having renounced his peerage, Alec Douglas-Home was appointed via such a process – one that contrasted poorly with the relatively open democracy of a vote by Labour MPs, and attracted bitter criticism from a number of prominent Tories, enraged that the party had turned to the Lords rather than to the Commons for its leader – leadership ballots were introduced. The precise rules for these varied over time through different contests.


Of the twenty Conservative leaders since 1834, only three (Austen Chamberlain, Neville Chamberlain and Duncan Smith) failed to lead their party into a general election, although one of them (Neville Chamberlain) nevertheless became Prime Minister. In almost all cases, it is thus difficult to disentangle their role as Conservative Party leader from that of Prime Minister. Leadership of political parties is not the same as leadership of countries or governments, though both are held to account at a general election.


Those twenty became leaders under very different circumstances, all of which are difficult to compare as political and social environments have shifted over the 180-year period. Of the seventeen Tory leaders who did contest general elections, all but two became Prime Minister. In contrast only six of Labour’s fifteen leaders went on to become Prime Minister.


Only five of the Conservatives (Salisbury, Bonar Law, Heath, Thatcher and Cameron) became leader while in opposition and then won a general election to become Prime Minister. Two (Hague and Howard) led the opposition, but failed to win a general election. One (Austen Chamberlain) led the Conservatives within a coalition government, and another (Duncan Smith) led the opposition, but both were dismissed before polling day.


Ten (Peel, Derby, Disraeli, Balfour, Baldwin, Churchill,33 Eden, Macmillan, Douglas-Home and Major) succeeded to the leadership of their party and the premiership – in very varied circumstances – and then contested a subsequent general election. One (Neville Chamberlain) also succeeded to the leadership and the premiership, but he was thrown out before polling day.34


In passing, it is interesting to note that few, if any, Conservative leaders have left that office at a moment of their own choosing – the biggest factor in that being the erosion of confidence and support in the parliamentary party. Indeed, this factor led directly to the departures of Peel, Austen Chamberlain, Neville Chamberlain, Heath, Thatcher and Duncan Smith, and indirectly to those of Balfour and Douglas-Home. It also contributed very significantly to the resignations of Eden and Macmillan, even if ill health was presented as the main reason in both cases. In more recent times, it has become customary for a leader to resign directly after a general election defeat, which happened with Major, Hague and Howard. Age and illness accounted for the remaining leaders – Disraeli, Salisbury, Bonar Law, Baldwin and Churchill. Derby left office voluntarily, but died soon after.


Despite the undoubted fact that the contexts and circumstances of these twenty leaders were all very different, it is worth considering how well each performed given the hands which they were dealt. It is certainly the case that the personality, style and leadership quality of each individual contributed – whether positively or negatively – to the fortunes of the Conservative Party and the success, or otherwise, of its governments.


It is more than just a parlour game to wonder how Conservative fortunes would have differed had Lord Curzon emerged as leader instead of Stanley Baldwin (1923); Rab Butler instead of either Anthony Eden (1955) or Alec Douglas-Home (1963); Michael Heseltine instead of John Major (1990); Ken Clarke instead of William Hague (1997); Clarke again or Michael Portillo instead of Iain Duncan Smith in 2001; or David Davis instead of David Cameron in 2005.


There are a number of possible numerical measures of success in leadership. These include: changes in the number of party members; opinion-poll ratings; and performances in other votes, for example, in local government or European Parliament elections. A number of more subjective assessments of performance (KPIs in modern management jargon) could be developed. Occasional comparisons of prime ministers have been generated in this way, though so far not of party leaders.


However, in a parliamentary democracy, the most authoritative measure must surely be performance in general elections. This is, in truth, what drives both political parties and their leaders. It is not always the absolutely definitive determinant of behaviour – political leaders, particularly in government, will sometimes take actions that they believe to be in the national interest, even if such actions don’t favour their party support – however, no political leader will ever forget their party interest. They will always take into account the impact of their actions upon their party’s performance at the forthcoming general election. Many quite genuinely believe that the interests of their party are the same as the interests of the nation.


So, this chapter consists principally of a simple statistical measurement of the general election performances of leaders since Robert Peel, in the form of an overall ‘league table’ of those leaders who have contested general elections.


For these, there are reasonably objective measures of success: the number of parliamentary seats won or lost in a general election, and the increase or decrease in the share of the vote. The latter is a rather more useful and consistent indicator than the change in the number of votes gained, though that is of some interest, too.


Other general election performance measures – such as the change in the proportion of the electorate, or the swings between the Conservatives and other main parties – could also have been chosen, but the simplest measures seem most appropriate.


This measure does mean, however, that three Conservative leaders – Austen Chamberlain, his younger half-brother Neville, and Iain Duncan Smith – do not appear, since they didn’t lead in general elections.


Austen Chamberlain might well have succeeded Balfour in November 1911, but withdrew to permit a compromise candidate (Bonar Law) to become leader. Chamberlain was a senior figure in the coalition governments of the First World War and its immediate aftermath. When Bonar Law retired in March 1921, Chamberlain took over and lasted until October 1922, when his Conservative parliamentary colleagues forced him to stand down as they believed he was too committed to the Lloyd Georgeled coalition rather than the purely Conservative interest.


Neville Chamberlain’s premiership was cut short because he seemed simply inadequate to meet the momentous challenge of war with Germany and the Axis powers. Following the famous parliamentary vote of 8 May 1940 – in which he lost the support of some of his Conservative colleagues – Chamberlain felt he could not continue without the backing of the Labour opposition. That was not forthcoming and so he resigned as Prime Minister. He continued as Conservative Party leader until October, though increasingly suffered from ill health until he died of bowel cancer on 9 November 1940, aged seventy-one.


Iain Duncan Smith – the second of three successive Conservative leaders who failed to beat Tony Blair, and themselves the only Conservative leaders never to become Prime Minister – was elected, inexplicably to some, because of his vitriolic anti-EU views (which supported those of the ‘bastards’,35 whose disloyalty to John Major had fatally weakened the Conservative Party). It is less surprising that his colleagues came to the decision he had to be removed than that he was ever elected in the first place. He went on to serve in the Cameron governments.


Despite these absences, and some weaknesses in this form of measurement, general election performance does provide an interesting basis of comparison.


The overall results for the Conservatives are shown in the following tables. Tables 3.1 to 3.6 relate to the changes in parliamentary seats and vote shares from election to election, and rank the leaders accordingly. I have also included Tables 3.7 and 3.8, which show the change in number of votes cast, first for each election and then aggregated for each leader.












	Year

	Leader

	 

	Seats


change

	Vote


percentage


change

	Leader’s


cumulative


seat change

	Leader’s


cumulative vote


percentage change

	Term of


office






	2015

	Cameron

	 

	+25

	+0.8

	+133

	+4.5

	9yr,5m






	2010

	Cameron

	 

	+108

	+3.7

	 

	 

	 






	2005

	Howard

	 

	+32

	+0.7

	+32

	+0.7

	2yr,1m






	2001

	Hague

	 

	+1

	+1.0

	+1

	+1.0

	4y,3m






	1997

	Major

	 

	-171

	-11.2

	-211

	-11.6

	6y,9m






	1992

	Major

	 

	-40

	-0.4

	 

	 

	 






	1987

	Thatcher

	 

	-21

	-0.1

	+99

	+6.5

	15y,10m






	1983

	Thatcher

	 

	+58

	-1.5

	 

	 

	 






	1979

	Thatcher

	 

	+62

	+8.1

	 

	 

	 






	1974 Oct

	Heath

	 

	-20

	-2.1

	-27

	-7.6

	9yr,7m






	1974 Feb

	Heath

	 

	-33

	-8.5

	 

	 

	 






	1970

	Heath

	 

	+77

	+4.5

	 

	 

	 






	1966

	Heath

	 

	-51

	-1.5

	 

	 

	 






	1964

	Douglas-Home

	  

	-61

	-6.0

	-61

	-6.0

	1yr,9m






	1959

	Macmillan

	 

	+20

	-0.3

	+20

	-0.3

	6yr,9m






	1955

	Eden

	 

	+24

	+1.7

	+24

	+1.7

	1yr,9m






	1951

	Churchill

	 

	+23

	+4.6

	-108

	-5.3

	14yr,6m






	1950

	Churchill

	 

	+88

	+3.8

	 

	 

	 






	1945

	Churchill

	 

	-219

	-13.7

	 

	 

	 






	1935

	Baldwin

	 

	-93

	-7.4

	+75

	+15.8

	15yr,0m






	1931

	Baldwin

	 

	+252

	+22.6

	 

	 

	 






	1929

	Baldwin

	 

	-152

	-8.7

	 

	 

	 






	1924

	Baldwin

	 

	+154

	+8.8

	 

	 

	 









TABLE 3.1: CONSERVATIVE PERFORMANCES IN EACH OF THE FORTY-FIVE GENERAL ELECTIONS, 1835–2015.36


















	Year

	Leader

	Seats


change

	Vote


percentage


change

	

Leader’s


cumulative


seat change




	Leader’s


cumulative vote


percentage change

	Term of


office






	1923

	Baldwin

	-86

	+0.5

	 

	 

	 






	1922

	Bonar Law

	-38

	-0.2

	+73

	-8.1

	10yr,0m






	1918

	Bonar Law

	+111

	-7.9

	 

	 

	 






	1910 Dec

	Balfour

	-1

	-0.2

	-131

	-3.7

	9yr,4m






	1910 Feb

	Balfour

	+116

	+3.4

	 

	 

	 






	1906

	Balfour

	-246

	-6.9

	 

	 

	 






	1900

	Salisbury

	-9

	+1.2

	+165

	+8.3

	17yr,1m






	1895

	Salisbury

	+98

	+2.1

	 

	 

	 






	1892

	Salisbury

	-80

	-4.4

	 

	 

	 






	1886

	Salisbury

	+144

	+7.9

	 

	 

	 






	1885

	Salisbury

	+12

	+1.5

	 

	 

	 






	1880

	Disraeli

	-113

	-1.9

	-52

	+2.2

	13yr,2m






	1874

	Disraeli

	+79

	+5.5

	 

	 

	 






	1868

	Disraeli

	-18

	-1.4

	 

	 

	 






	1865

	Derby

	-9

	+5.5

	-78

	-11.1

	21yr,8m






	1859

	Derby

	+34

	+1.2

	 

	 

	 






	1857

	Derby

	-66

	-8.3

	 

	 

	 






	1852

	Derby

	+5

	-0.8

	 

	 

	 






	1847

	Derby

	-42

	-8.7

	 

	 

	 






	1841

	Peel

	+53

	+2.6

	+192

	+21.5

	11yr,6m






	1837

	Peel

	+41

	+5.7

	 

	 

	 






	1835

	Peel

	+98

	+13.2

	 

	 

	 






	1832

	Wellington

	-

	 

	 

	 

	 






















 





	Year

	Leader

	Seats change

	Vote percentage change






	1931

	Baldwin

	+252

	+22.6






	1924

	Baldwin

	+154

	+8.8






	1886

	Salisbury

	+144

	+7.9






	1910 Feb

	Balfour

	+116

	+3.4






	1918

	Bonar Law

	+111

	-7.9






	2010

	Cameron

	+108

	+3.7






	1835

	Peel

	+98

	+13.2






	1895

	Salisbury

	+98

	+2.1






	1950

	Churchill

	+88

	+3.8






	1874

	Disraeli

	+79

	+5.5






	1970

	Heath

	+77

	+4.5






	1979

	Thatcher

	+62

	+8.1






	1983

	Thatcher

	+58

	-1.5






	1841

	Peel

	+53

	+2.6






	1837

	Peel

	+41

	+5.7






	1859

	Derby

	+34

	+1.2






	2005

	Howard

	+32

	+0.7






	2015

	Cameron

	+25

	+0.8






	1955

	Eden

	+24

	+1.7






	1951

	Churchill

	+23

	+4.6






	1959

	Macmillan

	+20

	-0.3






	1885

	Salisbury

	+12

	+1.5






	1852

	Derby

	+5

	-0.8






	2001

	Hague

	+1

	+1.0






	1910 Dec

	Balfour

	-1

	-0.2






	1865

	Derby

	-9

	+5.5






	1900

	Salisbury

	-9

	+1.2






	1868

	Disraeli

	-18

	-1.4






	1974 Oct

	Heath

	-20

	-2.1






	1987

	Thatcher

	-21

	-0.1






	1974 Feb

	Heath

	-33

	-8.5






	1922

	Bonar Law

	-38

	-0.2






	1992

	Major

	-40

	-0.4






	1847

	Derby

	-42

	-8.7






	1966

	Heath

	-51

	-1.5






	1964

	Douglas-Home

	-61

	-6.0






	1857

	Derby

	-66

	-8.3






	1892

	Salisbury

	-80

	-4.4






	1923

	Baldwin

	-86

	+0.5






	1935

	Baldwin

	-93

	-7.4






	1880

	Disraeli

	-113

	-1.9






	1929

	Baldwin

	-152

	-8.7






	1997

	Major

	-171

	-11.2






	1945

	Churchill

	-219

	-13.7






	1906

	Balfour

	-246

	-6.9









TABLE 3.2: CONSERVATIVE PERFORMANCES IN EACH OF THE FORTY-FIVE GENERAL ELECTIONS, 1835–2015, RANKED BY SEATS GAINED OR LOST.

















 





	Year

	Leader

	Seats change

	Vote percentage


change






	1931

	Baldwin

	+252

	+22.6






	1835

	Peel

	+98

	+13.2






	1924

	Baldwin

	+154

	+8.8






	1979

	Thatcher

	+62

	+8.1






	1886

	Salisbury

	+144

	+7.9






	1837

	Peel

	+41

	+5.7






	1874

	Disraeli

	+79

	+5.5






	1865

	Derby

	-9

	+5.5






	1951

	Churchill

	+23

	+4.6






	1970

	Heath

	+77

	+4.5






	1950

	Churchill

	+88

	+3.8






	2010

	Cameron

	+108

	+3.7






	1910 Feb

	Balfour

	+116

	+3.4






	1841

	Peel

	+53

	+2.6






	1895

	Salisbury

	+98

	+2.1






	1955

	Eden

	+24

	+1.7






	1885

	Salisbury

	+12

	+1.5






	1859

	Derby

	+34

	+1.2






	1900

	Salisbury

	-9

	+1.2






	2001

	Hague

	+1

	+1.0






	2015

	Cameron

	+25

	+0.8






	2005

	Howard

	+32

	+0.7






	1923

	Baldwin

	-86

	+0.5






	1987

	Thatcher

	-21

	-0.1






	1910 Dec

	Balfour

	-1

	-0.2






	1922

	Bonar Law

	-38

	-0.2






	1959

	Macmillan

	+20

	-0.3






	1992

	Major

	-40

	-0.4






	1852

	Derby

	+5

	-0.8






	1868

	Disraeli

	-18

	-1.4






	1983

	Thatcher

	+58

	-1.5






	1966

	Heath

	-51

	-1.5






	1880

	Disraeli

	-113

	-1.9






	1974 Oct

	Heath

	-20

	-2.1






	1892

	Salisbury

	-80

	-4.4






	1964

	Douglas-Home

	-61

	-6.0






	1906

	Balfour

	-246

	-6.9






	1935

	Baldwin

	-93

	-7.4






	1918

	Bonar Law

	+111

	-7.9






	1857

	Derby

	-66

	-8.3






	1974 Feb

	Heath

	-33

	-8.5






	1847

	Derby

	-42

	-8.7






	1929

	Baldwin

	-152

	-8.7






	1997

	Major

	-171

	-11.2






	1945

	Churchill

	-219

	-13.7









TABLE 3.3: CONSERVATIVE PERFORMANCES IN EACH OF THE FORTY-FIVE GENERAL ELECTIONS, 1835–2015, RANKED BY SHARE OF VOTE GAINED OR LOST.

















 





	No. elections

	General elections


for this leader

	Leader

	Leader’s


cumulative


seats change

	Leader’s cumulative


vote percentage


change

	Term of


office as


leader






	3

	1835, 1837, 1841

	Peel

	+192

	+21.5

	11yr, 6m






	5

	1885, 1886, 1892, 1895, 1900

	Salisbury

	+165

	+8.3

	17yr, 1m






	2

	2010, 2015

	Cameron

	+133

	+4.5

	9yr, 5m






	3

	1979, 1983, 1987

	Thatcher

	+99

	+6.5

	15yr, 10m






	5

	1923, 1924, 1929, 1931, 1935

	Baldwin

	+75

	+15.8

	15yr, 0m






	2

	1918, 1922

	Bonar Law

	+73

	-8.1

	10yr, 0m






	1

	2005

	Howard

	+32

	+0.7

	2yr, 1m






	1

	1955

	Eden

	+24

	+1.7

	1yr, 9m






	1

	1959

	Macmillan

	+20

	-0.3

	6yr, 9m






	1

	2001

	Hague

	+1

	+1.0

	4yr, 3m






	4

	1966, 1970, 1974 Feb, 1974 Oct

	Heath

	-27

	-7.6

	9yr, 7m






	3

	1868, 1874, 1880

	Disraeli

	-52

	+2.2

	13r, 2m






	1

	1964

	Douglas-Home

	-61

	-6.0

	1yr, 9m






	5

	1847, 1852, 1857, 1859, 1865

	Derby

	-78

	-11.1

	21yr, 8m






	3

	1945, 1950, 1951

	Churchill

	-108

	-5.3

	14yr, 6m






	3

	1906, 1910 Feb, 1910 Dec

	Balfour

	-131

	-3.7

	9yr, 4m






	2

	1992, 1997

	Major

	-211

	-11.6

	6yr, 9m









TABLE 3.4: OVERALL CUMULATIVE CONSERVATIVE LEADERS’ PERFORMANCES IN THE FORTY-FIVE GENERAL ELECTIONS, 1835–2015, RANKED BY SEATS.








Table 3.4 shows the cumulative performance of each Conservative leader over the total number of general elections for which they were leader (left-hand column). These are then ordered by total number of seats gained or lost over their period of leadership.








 





	No.


elections

	General elections


for this leader

	Leader

	Leader’s


cumulative


seats change

	Leader’s


cumulative vote


percentage change

	Term of


office as


leader






	3

	1835, 1837, 1841

	Peel

	+192

	+21.5

	11yr, 6m






	5

	1923, 1924, 1929, 1931, 1935

	Baldwin

	+75

	+15.8

	15yr, 0m






	5

	1885, 1886, 1892, 1895, 1900

	Salisbury

	+165

	+8.3

	17yr, 1m






	3

	1979, 1983, 1987

	Thatcher

	+99

	+6.5

	15yr, 10m






	2

	2010, 2015

	Cameron

	+133

	+4.5

	9yr, 5m






	3

	1868, 1874, 1880

	Disraeli

	-52

	+2.2

	13r, 2m






	1

	1955

	Eden

	+24

	+1.7

	1yr, 9m






	1

	2001

	Hague

	+1

	+1.0

	4yr, 3m






	1

	2005

	Howard

	+32

	+0.7

	2yr, 1m






	1

	1959

	Macmillan

	+20

	-0.3

	6yr, 9m






	3

	1906, 1910 Feb, 1910 Dec

	Balfour

	-131

	-3.7

	9yr, 4m






	3

	1945, 1950, 1951

	Churchill

	-108

	-5.3

	14yr, 6m






	1

	1964

	Douglas-Home

	-61

	-6.0

	1yr, 9m






	4

	1966, 1970, 1974 Feb, 1974 Oct

	Heath

	-27

	-7.6

	9yr, 7m






	2

	1918, 1922

	Bonar Law

	+73

	-8.1

	10yr, 0m






	5

	1847, 1852, 1857, 1859, 1865

	Derby

	-78

	-11.1

	21yr, 8m






	2

	1992, 1997

	Major

	-211

	-11.6

	6yr, 9m









TABLE 3.5: OVERALL CUMULATIVE CONSERVATIVE LEADERS’ PERFORMANCES IN THE FORTY-FIVE GENERAL ELECTIONS, 1835–2015, RANKED BY SHARE OF VOTE GAINED OR LOST.
















 





	Ranking by seats

	Leader

	Ranking by share of vote

	Prime Minister






	1

	Peel

	1

	Yes






	2

	Salisbury

	3

	Yes






	3

	Cameron

	5

	Yes






	4

	Thatcher

	4

	Yes






	5

	Baldwin

	2

	Yes






	6

	Bonar Law

	15

	Yes






	7

	Howard

	9

	No






	8

	Eden

	7

	Yes






	9

	Macmillan

	10

	Yes






	10

	Hague

	8

	No






	11

	Heath

	14

	Yes






	12

	Disraeli

	6

	Yes






	13

	Douglas-Home

	13

	Yes






	14

	Derby

	16

	Yes






	15

	Churchill

	12

	Yes






	16

	Balfour

	11

	Yes






	17

	Major

	17

	Yes









TABLE 3.6: LEADERS’ ‘LEAGUE TABLE’, RANKED BY SEATS.











Table 3.6 is a reworking of Table 3.4 as a summary ‘league table’. It orders the leaders by the number of seats won or lost. The figure in the third column is their position in the ‘share of vote’ league table. The final column indicates which leaders became Prime Minister.











 





	Year

	Leader

	Votes change

	Leader’s cumulative


vote change






	2015

	Cameron

	+630,922

	+2,549,661






	2010

	Cameron

	+1,918,739

	 






	2005

	Howard

	+427,300

	+427,300






	2001

	Hague

	-1,243,328

	-1,243,328






	1997

	Major

	-4,492,064

	-4,159,640






	1992

	Major

	+332,424

	 






	1987

	Thatcher

	+748,267

	+3,298,018






	1983

	Thatcher

	-685,607

	 






	1979

	Thatcher

	+3,235,358

	 






	1974 Oct

	Heath

	-1,409,615

	-1,540,077






	1974 Feb

	Heath

	-1,272,943

	 






	1970

	Heath

	+1,726,668

	 






	1966

	Heath

	-584,187

	 






	1964

	Douglas-Home

	-1,748,233

	-1,748,233






	1959

	Macmillan

	+439,984

	+439,984






	1955

	Eden

	-407,308

	-407,308






	1951

	Churchill

	+1,225,795

	+1,962,545






	1950

	Churchill

	+2,520,394

	 






	1945

	Churchill

	-1,783,644

	 






	1935

	Baldwin

	-1,401,136

	+6,253,356






	1931

	Baldwin

	+4,500,565

	 






	1929

	Baldwin

	+801,702

	 






	1924

	Baldwin

	+2,339,982

	 






	1923

	Baldwin

	+12,243

	 






	1922

	Bonar Law

	+1,358,106

	+3,082,129






	1918

	Bonar Law

	+1,724,023

	 






	1910 Dec

	Balfour

	-684,238

	+652,211






	1910 Feb

	Balfour

	+682,336

	 






	1906

	Balfour

	+654,113

	 






	1900

	Salisbury

	-126,814

	+341,607






	1895

	Salisbury

	-264,378

	 






	1892

	Salisbury

	+638,264

	 






	1886

	Salisbury

	-500,041

	 






	1885

	Salisbury

	+594,576

	 






	1880

	Disraeli

	+334,729

	+1,080,316






	1874

	Disraeli

	+187,914

	 






	1868

	Disraeli

	+557,673

	 






	1865

	Derby

	+152,803

	+39,721






	1859

	Derby

	-46,480

	 






	1857

	Derby

	-71,769

	 






	1852

	Derby

	+106,000

	 






	1847

	Derby

	-100,833

	 






	1841

	Peel

	-73,380

	+65,030






	1837

	Peel

	+118,425

	 






	1835

	Peel

	+19,985

	 









TABLE 3.7: CONSERVATIVE PERFORMANCES IN VOTES GAINED OR LOST IN THE FORTY-FIVE GENERAL ELECTIONS, 1835–2015.37














 





	Leader

	Leader’s cumulative vote change






	Baldwin

	+6,253,356






	Thatcher

	+3,298,018






	Bonar Law

	+3,082,129






	Cameron

	+2,549,661






	Churchill

	+1,962,545






	Disraeli

	+1,080,316






	Balfour

	+652,211






	Macmillan

	+439,984






	Howard

	+427,300






	Salisbury

	+341,607






	Peel

	+65,030






	Derby

	+39,721






	Eden

	-407,308






	Hague

	-1,243,328






	Heath

	-1,540,077






	Douglas-Home

	-1,748,233






	Major

	-4,159,640









TABLE 3.8: OVERALL CUMULATIVE CONSERVATIVE LEADERS’ PERFORMANCES IN THE FORTY-FIVE GENERAL ELECTIONS, 1835–2015, RANKED BY VOTES GAINED OR LOST.








A number of observations can be made about these tables, particularly 3.4 and 3.5:




	First, they do demonstrate the importance of major contextual issues. Peel undoubtedly scores so well because of his brilliance in understanding, after the Great Reform Act of 1832, the need to re-establish the concept of Conservatism in the light of the new, more democratic franchise. Salisbury was a beneficiary of the conflicts and divisions around Irish nationalism; Bonar Law’s good result in terms of seats gained owes a good deal to the circumstances of the wartime coalition. Churchill’s – in many ways, shocking and surprising – poor performance is almost entirely due to the massive worldwide leftward shift at the end of the Second World War, and cannot really be seen as a comment on his war leadership (though it is a comment on his purely party leadership). Cameron benefited strongly from the sense of national economic emergency following the 2008 financial crisis.


	Second, the performances of Arthur Balfour, Alec Douglas-Home, John Major and, to an extent, Anthony Eden, following, as they did, successful predecessors, show the difficulties of succeeding to political leadership late in the term of a governing political party. Similarly, Callaghan and Brown fared badly following Wilson and Blair, respectively. The tables judge Major a little unfairly, since he did well enough in 1992 to win an unexpected victory, but he then reaped the whirlwind in 1997 – as shown by the massive number of votes he lost overall – more than eliminating the votes gained by Margaret Thatcher. Derby’s relatively unimpressive performance, despite a lengthy period of leadership, suffers by comparison with Peel’s.


	Third, it helps if your opposition is weak. For example, Salisbury had to fight a disunited Liberal opposition, divided by Ireland. Baldwin was dominant at the time when Labour was gradually taking over from the weakening Liberals as the Conservatives’ main opposition, but was then hopelessly divided itself by its response to the stock market crash. Thatcher in 1983 faced a Labour Party led by Michael Foot, and divided by the defection of the Social Democratic Party. Cameron faced very weak opposition in Gordon Brown, at the end of thirteen years of Labour government, and then Ed Miliband. That said, the successful leader still has to make the most of weak opposition and ideally to foment it. 



	Fourth, these tables serve to suggest that those who did better were more successful at a particular one of Toby James and Jim Buller’s criteria: ‘devising a winning electoral strategy’.38 Peel, Salisbury, Macmillan, Thatcher, Baldwin, Disraeli and Cameron (certainly in 2015) were all significantly more effective at doing this than the other leaders.


	Fifth, another of Toby James and Jim Buller’s criteria – ‘party management’ – was better handled by Disraeli, Salisbury, Baldwin, Churchill (after 1945) and Cameron, and they performed better as a result.


	Sixth, James and Buller’s ‘government competence’ criterion, which is particularly relevant for Conservative leaders who have been Prime Minister, notably benefits Peel, Disraeli, Salisbury, Baldwin, Macmillan and Thatcher. Possibly, in 1945, Attlee and Labour, rather than Churchill, were the beneficiaries of perceived ‘government competence’, as, before 1945, they were seen within the government coalition to have taken responsibility for many aspects of the Home Front.


	Seventh, there are some striking divergences between the change in share of vote and the change in the number of seats. For example, the Conservative results in the general elections of 1918 (Bonar Law), 1959 (Macmillan) and 1983 (Thatcher) showed significant increases in the number of Conservative parliamentary seats, despite decreases in their share of the vote. And, in both 1847 (Derby) and February 1974 (Heath), the Conservative share of the vote decreased substantially, but the reduction in parliamentary seats was much smaller. In contrast, in 1865 (Derby) and 1923 (Baldwin), the Conservatives lost seats despite an increased share of the vote, and, in 1880 (Disraeli) and 1906 (Balfour), the loss of Conservative seats was much greater than might have been expected from the relatively low reduction in share of the vote. In the same way, the cumulative results for Disraeli and Bonar Law show a significant divergence between their performances in winning seats and in increasing vote share. Disraeli did significantly worse on seats than vote share, while Bonar Law was much more successful at winning seats than increasing the Conservative share of the vote – mainly as a result of the ‘coupon’ understanding at the 1918 election. The main reason for these divergences is, of course, either the performance of third parties, or the existence of inner-party divisions. The impact of either of these is exaggerated by the vagaries of the British voting system.





On this basis, five Conservative leaders do better than all of the others in relation to both vote share and increases in parliamentary seats. These are: Peel and Salisbury in the nineteenth century; and then Cameron, Thatcher and Baldwin in more modern times. The most surprising member of this elite group is David Cameron. He was widely criticised within his own party for his failure to win an overall majority in 2010, and, in his first term, he did not have a good reputation as a high-quality leader. But, whatever the reason, the number of seats gained in 2010 was the best Conservative result at any individual general election since 1931. His unexpected success in securing further gains in 2015 puts him firmly at the top level of Conservative leaders, at least in terms of electoral performance. The two twentieth-century Conservative success stories were Margaret Thatcher and Stanley Baldwin. Both benefited greatly from divisions in their opposition, and – perhaps it is no coincidence – both defeated miners’ strikes that divided and distracted Labour. These two contested eight general elections between them, six successfully.
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