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Foreword

You don’t need to go far in contemporary democracies before you find people hankering for a ‘strong leader’. Meanwhile, in countries retreating from democracy, ‘strongmen’ are busily consolidating their power. In the few years that have passed since this book was written, major democratic states have faced severe internal strains and big external challenges. At such times, there is a seductive allure to the notion that you just need to find the right leader – a heroic figure – and put that person in charge of everything. One powerful individual at the top will sort out the problems.

In the inter-war period, this was part of the appeal of Adolf Hitler and Benito Mussolini. Yet in those years countries that remained democracies were resistant to the idea of the Führerprinzip, and continued to be sceptical about strong leaders and leader cults in the years following the Second World War. In more recent decades there has been a creeping acceptance that one leader at the top of the hierarchy should settle every political issue of importance. This has become a more widespread assumption even in a parliamentary democracy like Britain, where we have moved from talking about what the government or Cabinet will do, to asking what decision the prime minister will make to determine the country’s policy.

In both the American presidential election of 2016 and the British general election of 2017, the candidates who prevailed stressed how they would be strong leaders. Strength was a central part of their campaigns although, in the British case, it resulted in the prime minister who had called the election in order to increase her dominance emerging greatly weakened. Donald Trump secured almost three million votes fewer than his Democratic opponent, Hillary Clinton, but such are the vagaries of the constitutionally sanctified electoral college that he found himself in the White House.

Being perceived as ‘strong’ was one of the factors that propelled Trump to victory. In November 2016, 36 per cent of Americans said that what they wanted, above all, was a strong leader, whereas only half as many prioritized this attribute four years earlier.1 Trump played up his toughness during the campaign and was widely perceived to embody strong leadership. He has a long history of admiring power maximization and a show of force. His Democratic opponent noted that Trump had spoken positively about the 1989 crushing of unarmed student protesters in Beijing’s Tiananmen Square by the Chinese government, saying that this ‘showed strength’. Clinton added: ‘Strength is what it’s all about. Trump doesn’t think in terms of morality or human rights, he thinks only in terms of power and dominance.’2 In a March 1990 interview, Trump favourably contrasted the ‘power of strength’ the Chinese leadership had shown (even though he accepted they had been ‘vicious’) with Mikhail Gorbachev’s failure to show ‘a firm enough hand’ in the Soviet Union, which he was ‘destroying’ as a result.3

Trump’s support included backing from people in social groups who might have been expected to look to the Democrats for succour rather than to a billionaire property-developer. He emerged as president in spite of a total lack of political experience and an obvious deficiency of relevant knowledge. Following his election, members of his administration have made a virtue of the fact that Trump is a ‘strong leader’, even when this has involved them being an object of his public scorn. Trump was highly critical of Attorney General Jeff Sessions’s decision to stand aside from the FBI’s investigation into Russia’s involvement in the American presidential election campaign – including cyber activity as well as possible Russian links with the Trump team. Sessions was asked by Fox News for his response to the president’s public rebuke. ‘Well, it’s kind of hurtful,’ he replied, ‘but the President of the United States is a strong leader.’ (The italics reflect the stress Sessions placed on those words.)4

A study of perceptions of the American president in thirty-seven countries showed that internationally also, Trump is recognized as a strong leader. The survey – by the respected Pew Research Center, based in Washington, DC – illustrates how tenuous is the link between being a ‘strong’ leader and being an effective leader. Thus, the survey found that a median of 55 per cent across the different nations described Trump as a ‘strong’ leader, but a majority also believed him to be ‘arrogant, intolerant and dangerous’.5 In the earliest months of his incumbency, when a president normally has a much higher public standing than he has later, confidence internationally in Trump was far below the prestige Barack Obama enjoyed even at the end of his second term. Only 22 per cent had confidence in Trump ‘to do the right thing when it comes to international affairs’ compared with 64 per cent who had confidence in Obama. In the thirty-seven countries surveyed, as many as thirty-five of them evaluated Obama more highly than they rated Trump. The two exceptions were Russia and Israel.6

The extremely low opinion internationally of Trump has had an impact also on the reputation of the United States on the world stage. In the closing years of the Obama administration, a median of 64 per cent took a positive view of the USA. By the summer of 2017, with Trump in the White House, that had declined to 49 per cent. The steepest drop in esteem for the United States is in Europe and in the US’s neighbours, Canada and Mexico.7 In Germany, a February 2017 poll ‘found that only 22 per cent of Germans believed that the United States is a trustworthy ally, down from 59 per cent just three months earlier, prior to Trump’s victory’.8 Thus, someone who sees himself as a strong leader, and who is also perceived to be strong, has singularly failed to win friends and influence people in the wider world.

In the US itself, Trump has had a historically low rating for an American president in his first year. At the beginning of his second year, 15 per cent more Americans disapproved of Trump than approved of him.9 In the history of modern polling, he is the first president not to have gained the approval of a majority of Americans at any point since assuming office. That is notwithstanding the fact that he has largely retained his popularity among Republican voters. It is his inability to command the degree of cross-party respect that an American president can normally rely on which is so unusual.

Not only were Trump’s opinion poll ratings both internationally and domestically unprecedentedly low for an American president so early in his incumbency, but the White House has been in turmoil.10 In less than a year, Trump lost his first-choice National Security Advisor, his first-choice White House Chief of Staff, and three communications chiefs, the third of whom, Anthony Scaramucci, lasted a mere ten days in office. In August 2017, Trump lost a much closer ally when his main strategist, Steve Bannon, was removed at the behest of Chief of Staff General John F. Kelly, who had begun the attempt to introduce greater discipline and coherence into Trump’s administration. This has been severely undercut, however, by Trump’s addiction to making policy pronouncements through the medium of Twitter, which has been a poor substitute for evidence-based decision-making.

Bannon has been vocal about internal feuding in the White House, and as a consequence has fallen out of favour with the president. He was a major source for Michael Wolff’s bestselling exposé, Fire and Fury, where Trump is variously described as a ‘self-styled strongman’ and as ‘a clown-prince version of Jimmy Stewart in Mr Smith Goes to Washington’.11 More recently, the president has been moved to describe himself as ‘a very stable genius’.12 Warnings have been issued even in such a comparatively staid American periodical as Foreign Affairs, the journal of the Council on Foreign Relations, of a growing authoritarian tendency in US politics, of which President Trump is both a beneficiary and a promoter. Remarking on the facts that Trump rose to political prominence ‘by questioning President Barack Obama’s citizenship’ and that he repeatedly referred to his Democratic presidential opponent, Hillary Clinton, as a criminal, three prominent American political scientists note that leaders and parties who ‘view their rivals as illegitimate are more likely to resort to extreme measures to weaken them’.13 As they observe, ‘Trump has framed the independent judiciary and the independent press as security threats, accusing the judge who struck down his initial travel ban of putting the country in “peril” and describing the mainstream media as “enemies”’.14 The scholars conclude that Trump’s presidency has ‘punctured many Americans’ beliefs about their country’s exceptionalism’, leading to a realization that their democracy is ‘not immune to backsliding’.15

If an authoritarian tendency, linked to a belief in a strong leader, has made surprising headway in the United States, the prevalence of a myth of the strong leader in Russia is less of a shock. As I note later in this book, one of Mikhail Gorbachev’s closest advisers, Georgiy Shakhnazarov, remarked that in Russia ‘from time immemorial people have admired and even loved severe rulers’.16 A recent illustration is that in 2017, and not for the first time, Josif Stalin came top when Russian respondents were asked by the Levada Center to name the ten most outstanding personalities ‘of all times and all nations’. Stalin was named by 38 per cent, while Vladimir Putin occupied second place in a tie with Russia’s greatest poet, Alexander Pushkin, both named by 34 per cent of respondents.17 The Levada team have been asking this same open-ended question every year since the late perestroika period. In 1990, Vladimir Lenin came top with 68 per cent. Karl Marx was second, Peter the Great third and in fourth place, but with the highest support of any living person, came Mikhail Gorbachev. Stalin in 1990 was placed in the top ten by a relatively modest 15 per cent.18 Marx was the main exception at that time to the heavily Russocentric character of the answers, which have become still more Russocentric over the years. During perestroika, many of the crimes of Stalin were brought into the open, whereas in post-Soviet Russia the mass media contain much more criticism of Gorbachev than of Stalin, one reason why support for the former has declined as radically as Stalin’s standing has risen.

The cult of Vladimir Putin in contemporary Russia is nothing compared to the Stalin cult, but it is pervasive. Criticism of Putin on television has become taboo, although it is still to be found in some of the printed media. Russia has moved in an authoritarian direction, but contains elements of pluralism – much less vigorous political competition and less diversity in the mass media than in the last years of the Gorbachev era or in the 1990s, but far more than was to be found in the pre-perestroika Soviet Union. The myth of the strong leader gets a lot of traction in contemporary Russia, although its salience varies from one social group to another. As the authors of a recent study noted, ‘the idea that it takes a leader with a strong hand, unencumbered by the trappings of democratic procedures, to solve the problems of a country’ does not necessarily imply a preference for an authoritarian regime, but it is dangerously conducive to movement in that direction.19 Survey research has found an absolute majority of Russians ‘in favour of a leader with a strong hand’, although with some variations according to age and education. It is overwhelmingly high among those aged over sixty who have had at most secondary-school education.20

Positive experience of a political system where power is dispersed can weaken citizens’ attachment to the strong hand of an over-mighty leader. Russia has had all too short an exposure to such democratic validation. The system at its most pluralistic is now viewed negatively, since it was accompanied by the break-up of the Soviet Union and subsequently by the disproportionate power wielded by unaccountable financial tycoons (otherwise known as ‘the oligarchs’) during the presidency of Boris Yeltsin. Support for the strong leader correlates especially closely in Russia with nationalist sentiments. Research suggests that ‘an adversarial relationship with the United States weakens the appeal of democratic decision-making to the advantage of a leader with a strong hand’.21 Western demonization of Putin – still more, the making an ogre of Russia – is, accordingly, helping to consolidate rather than ameliorate authoritarian trends in Russia.

There are fewer fully-fledged authoritarian regimes in the world today than there were half a century ago, but the twenty-first century has seen several liberal democracies becoming increasingly illiberal during a period of growth of hybrid regimes, which combine both authoritarian and democratic components. Within the European Union, Hungary and Poland have both become more stridently nationalist and less tolerant. The Hungarian prime minister Viktor Orbán embraces illiberal democracy as a conscious political choice and makes a virtue of it, while at the same time projecting an image of the strong leader. Orbán has tightened his grip on the Hungarian mass media and conducted a campaign against the Hungarian-born financier and philanthropist George Soros who, both in the Communist period and subsequently, gave tangible support to the development of pluralist democracy in East-Central Europe (and, incidentally, funded Orbán’s studies in Oxford at the end of the 1980s). One of Soros’s most notable creations, the Central European University in Budapest, has also incurred the wrath of Orbán’s government. Some of those who co-founded the pro-democratic, anti-Communist political party Fidesz, along with Orbán in 1988, complain that collective leadership has been replaced by the personal rule of Orbán. In the words of István Hegedus, one of the co-founders of Fidesz, ‘We live in a sort of grey zone between democracy and dictatorship.’22

If there has been a partial retreat from democracy in Hungary, things are much worse in Turkey. Recep Tayyip Erdoğan, who at one time was regarded as a fine example of an Islamic leader who was also a committed democrat, has largely lost his democratic credentials. He used a coup attempt in July 2016 as an excuse to crack down on a wide variety of critics and political opponents who were unconnected with the attempt to overthrow him. Secularists, despite their opposition to the ruling party, disapproved of the coup, all the more so because they believed (as did Erdoğan) that it had been orchestrated by followers of the messianic Islamist Fethullah Gülen.23 Following mass arrests and dismissals of suspected opponents, Erdoğan moved to consolidate his power further with a referendum on constitutional changes in April 2017; people could vote ‘yes’ or ‘no’ for suspending the separation of powers and granting the president still greater control over the state and society. Even though the ‘yes’ campaigners had vastly more opportunities to dominate the media, they won the vote by only a ‘razor-thin margin’.24 This was, therefore, far from a resounding victory for Erdoğan and, though his powers had become ever more extensive, an indication that the success of dictatorial rule in Turkey should not be taken for granted.

In the chapter of this book on revolutions and revolutionary leadership, I suggest that liberals who cheered the arrest of Egyptian President Mohammed Morsi in 2013 and the banning of the country’s largest social movement, the Muslim Brotherhood, might come to rue their support for military crackdown. Since those lines were written Egypt has become at least as authoritarian as it was under President Hosni Mubarak. Human rights activists and pro-democracy civil society leaders have been accused of constituting a ‘fifth column’ and laws have been passed that ‘expand the executive branch’s ability to hunt down, torture and exact revenge on opponents and those with different views, employing imprisonment to do so’.25 Hopes for an out-break of democracy in the Arab world at the time of the revolutionary upheaval which began in Tunisia in December 2010 have been largely dashed. What has followed has been a return to authoritarian rule or to anarchy, civil war or proxy wars conducted by foreign powers.

The one ‘Arab Spring’ country where democratization has survived, however tenuously, is Tunisia, where the movement started. As the late Alfred Stepan pointed out, in Tunisia three political parties, two of them secular and one religious, provided ‘multiple but complementary leaderships’ and ‘became the ruling troika during the constitution-writing period’, helping to build a consensual political society which was in sharp contrast with what happened in Egypt following the overthrow of Mubarak.26 Yet, the United States gave $1.3 billion ‘to the military of authoritarian Egypt’ and ‘allocated only $166 million to democratic Tunisia in 2015’.27 Very limited socio-economic progress since the fall of authoritarian president Ben Ali in 2011 has led to a dangerous gap between raised expectations and continuing grinding poverty. The International Monetary Fund has made a bad situation worse with its ‘narrowly technocratic’ demands on a country with vast unemployment and extreme inequality.28 With ‘many Tunisians feeling cruelly let down’, the country has become a recruitment target for ISIS and other violent jihadist groups.29

A characteristic of those who see themselves and wish to be seen as strongmen is the espousal of populist policies which disrespect and even threaten minorities. India is frequently described as the world’s most populous democracy and a country of growing economic importance. It is also a multinational, multicultural and multilingual state which, if it is to continue to develop and flourish, must be based on a unity that recognizes diversity. As the ‘father’ of Indian independence, Mahatma Gandhi, wrote: ‘If the Hindus believe that India should be peopled only by Hindus, they are living in a dream-land. The Hindus, Mohammedans, the Parsis and the Christians, who have made India their country, are fellow countrymen and they will have to live in unity, if only for their own interest.’30 A worry about Narendra Modi, who has been prime minister of India since May 2014, was whether he shared that outlook. He was chief minister of his native province of Gujarat when a pogrom of Muslims occurred there in 2002 and Modi was accused of being at best complacent about, or at worst complicit with, the anti-Muslim violence.31 In office as prime minister, his rhetoric has been inclusionary, but this has not been matched by practical action to combat discrimination against Muslims.32

The worst contemporary case of persecution of Muslims is, however, not in India but in Burma/Myanmar and perpetrated by Buddhists. This may be a case not of an excessively strong leader but of one who is insufficiently strong. Although denied the title of president, Aung San Suu Kyi has attained more political power than anyone else in the country and is the de facto head of government. But it is questionable how long she could retain that position if she were to openly oppose the military who are the power behind the throne and who have perpetrated and condoned acts of ethnic cleansing. Many Rohingya Muslims have been killed, thousands more have had their homes burned to the ground, and well over half a million have been forced to flee to neighbouring Bangladesh. There they are living in squalid conditions, and ‘Bangladesh has a long history of ignorance of the plight of the Rohingyas and of forcing refugees back into Myanmar’.33

Since there is little sympathy for Myanmar’s Muslim minority within the overwhelmingly Buddhist population, Aung San Suu Kyi would be putting at risk her main advantage over the military – her popularity with the broad public – if she came to the defence of the Rohingya. But by failing to acknowledge the overwhelming evidence of gross abuses of the human rights of this minority group, many of whose families have lived for centuries in her country, Aung San Suu Kyi has, in the eyes of the outside world, lost much of the immense moral authority she acquired as the leader of the opposition to Burmese military dictatorship.34 As Zoltan Barany has put it, ‘Suu Kyi has clearly been unwilling to pay the political price of doing the right thing by putting her voice – and her enormous global prestige – into the effort to defend a persecuted people who are facing ethnic cleansing and perhaps even genocide.’35 She has also not encouraged much diversity of view within her own team, surrounding herself with people whose main qualification is personal loyalty to her rather than ‘share center stage with long-suffering but less famous democracy activists’.36

Myanmar is, at best, a very fragile democracy with immense problems. India remains a vigorous pluralist democracy unlike Asia’s other great power, China. Within China’s authoritarian political system, not to speak of its vibrant economy, power is not as concentrated in the hands of one person as it was during the years of Mao Zedong’s ascendancy. As I note later in this book, the reduction of political violence, the transformation of the Chinese economic system and the rapid (albeit extremely uneven) rise in living standards have coincided with the period of more collective leadership that followed Mao’s death. The recent moves towards elevating Xi Jinping, the Chinese president and Communist Party leader, still further above his colleagues are, in contrast, a worrying development. The unanimous vote of the Communist Party Congress in October 2017 to include the less than catchy slogan of ‘Xi Jinping Thought on Socialism with Chinese Characteristics for a New Era’ in the country’s Constitution is an attempt to promote the current leader’s importance in modern Chinese history to the level attained by Mao and Deng Xiaoping.37 Whereas Deng (unlike Mao) never encouraged a cult either of his personality or of his ideas – it was only after his death that his name was introduced into the Constitution – Chinese higher educational institutions have accompanied the constitutional decision with plans to study ‘Xi Jinping thought’ in specially created research institutes.38

China does not, however, have a personal dictatorship of the kind to be found in North Korea where Kim Jong Un has alarmed not only his neighbours but the United States with belligerent rhetoric and the testing of short-range, medium-range and now intercontinental missiles. His reckless expansion of missile tests has included firing rock-ets that passed over Japan. The aggressive language from Pyongyang has been met by equally belligerent words from Donald Trump (who announced that the then Secretary of State Rex Tillerson was wasting his time seeking dialogue with the North Korean regime) and alarm in South Korea, which would suffer devastating consequences should the war of words escalate into actual war. The volatility of Trump led to inter-Korean diplomatic overtures during the Winter Olympics of February 2018 as North and South attempted to lower the tension. In its domestic politics, South Korea, in contrast with its northern neighbour, provided one of the most encouraging examples in 2017 of an overbearing leader receiving his or, in this case, her comeuppance. The corrupt and arbitrary rule of Park Geun-hye (daughter of ‘strongman’ ruler Park Chung-hee) ended with her impeachment when both the legislature and the judiciary, following massive but peaceful public protests against the president, demonstrated their independence from the chief executive.

One of the most outstanding success stories of democratization in the last three decades of the twentieth century was that of Spain, but the country became embroiled in a constitutional crisis in the second half of 2017. The crucial figure in the Spanish transition to democracy, Adolfo Suárez, to whom particular attention is devoted in the chapter of this book on transformational leaders, was patient, inclusionary and collegial in his political style. Notwithstanding his own conservative background, he succeeded brilliantly in bringing Socialists and Communists into the political and constitutional process and, what is of particular relevance to Spain’s current problems, the restive regions of Catalonia and the Basque country. In the crisis that erupted in 2017, that kind of leadership was missing in both Madrid and Barcelona. The Spanish prime minister, Mariano Rajoy, had the Constitution in his favour when declaring that Carles Puigdemont, Catalonia’s president, was acting illegally in holding a referendum on Catalonia’s independence. However, had Rajoy followed the example of Suárez, and engaged in dialogue and negotiation, a way would surely have been found to grant still greater devolution of powers to Catalonia and dilute support for outright independence. For reconciliation within Catalonia and between Madrid and Barcelona, what has been needed was not a ‘strong leader’, but adroit and flexible leadership on both sides of the kind displayed forty years earlier.

Elections in France and Germany in 2017 saw government strengthened in the former and weakened in the latter. The incumbent French president, François Hollande, realized that he was too unpopular to win a second term and stood aside, enabling Emmanuel Macron to occupy the political space that had been vacated. Given that Macron founded his En Marche! movement as recently as April 2016, his presidential victory was truly remarkable, the more so since, aged thirty-nine at the time of his election, he became France’s youngest leader since Napoleon. He benefited from the weakness of the alternative candidates, and he promised a style of rule which had echoes of Charles de Gaulle’s. Like the first President of the Fifth French Republic, Macron did not appear to conceive the leader’s role as requiring him to make policy in every area, remarking that ‘I want a president who presides, and a government which governs’.39

Macron has, however, already been accused by a retired general, Vincent Desportes, of ‘juvenile authoritarianism’ and General Pierre de Villiers became the first chief of defence staff in sixty years to resign his office in protest against a French president’s policy – in this case to sharp cuts in defence spending imposed by Macron.40 How workable will be his attempt to reinstate a lofty Gaullian or ‘monarchical’ grandeur for the presidency must also remain doubtful. Macron’s pre-presidential career scarcely endows him with a mystique and prestige comparable to that already enjoyed by de Gaulle when he returned to power in 1958. Nevertheless, he aspires to make the most of the powers of the presidency and to attain the degree of authority if not of a de Gaulle, then of another formidable predecessor, François Mitterrand.41

Macron has been able to lead boldly in a way denied Angela Merkel after her Christian Democratic Party and its ally, the Christian Social Union, emerged with only 33 per cent of the vote in the German election held in September 2017, an 8 per cent drop from the previous election. The Social Democrats (SPD) fared much worse, getting their most dismal result of the post-war era. Since, with good reason, SPD members felt that their standing had suffered by being the junior partner in a grand coalition with Merkel’s Christian Democrats, they were reluctant to enter another government coalition. It took until February 2018 to patch together a new agreement which in March was approved by the 464,000-strong party membership. In the interim, Europe’s most experienced leader – arguably also the shrewdest – was much weakened. Since Merkel has now entered her fourth term as chancellor, it is hardly surprising that her popularity should have passed its peak, especially in the light of her generous response to the Syrian refugee crisis and widespread concern in Germany over the following rise in the level of immigration. A major beneficiary of the discontent was the far-right Alternative for Germany (AfD) which entered the Bundestag in 2017 as the third largest party, having fared especially well in East Germany. Yet Merkel remained a respected leader in Europe as a whole. Eschewing self-aggrandizement, she has acquired a reputation for caution and calm, for being a good listener, a team player and a pragmatist who is open to persuasion by reasoned argument. As befits a politician with a doctorate in the natural sciences, she has displayed an attachment to evidence-based policy.42

When a prime minister is faced by what appears to be a weak and divided opposition, there is a temptation to hold an early election. It worked well for Shinzo Abe in Japan.43 The British prime minister, Theresa May, had a far less happy experience. She inadvertently turned a small but workable majority of twelve, achieved in the 2015 general election, into a minority government. May had been thrust into the premiership at short notice after her predecessor David Cameron called a referendum on Britain’s membership of the European Union in an attempt to put an end to the toxicity of the issue within the Conservative Party. Having gambled with his own and the country’s future, Cameron promptly resigned as prime minister when the referendum resulted in a narrow majority in favour of leaving the EU.44 May, having been a very low-key Remainer, was more broadly acceptable within her party than were either ardent Europhiles or the most militant foes of the EU. Her lead over her only remaining rival for the leadership within the parliamentary party, Andrea Leadsom (a Leave campaigner), was such that Leadsom withdrew from the contest. May became party leader on 11 July 2016 and subsequently prime minister without the necessity of a ballot of party members in the country.

Having from the outset of her premiership said that she intended the government she led to serve out its full term, the prime minister suddenly announced in early May 2017 that a general election would be held the following month, three years earlier than was required by law. The mass media shared her belief that it was likely to result in a greatly increased Conservative majority. In the event, the Conservative share of the vote did go up by more than 5 per cent, but the Labour vote rose by almost 10 per cent. The Conservatives finished up with thirteen fewer seats than they had won in 2015 and Labour with thirty more. The biggest losers, apart from the prime minister and her divided and undermined government, were the other parties. Following the Conservative loss of seats, only an agreement with the Democratic Unionist Party (DUP) from Northern Ireland sustains the government in office.

When the election was announced, the Conservatives had a huge opinion poll lead over the Labour Party. The gulf between the prime minister and Labour leader Jeremy Corbyn was approximately twice as great again in favour of Theresa May. Corbyn had succeeded Ed Miliband in 2015 with the support of almost 60 per cent of Labour Party members in the country but the backing of only a small minority of his colleagues in the House of Commons. The prime minister needed little persuading that the path to overwhelming victory lay in emphasizing her strength and reliability and contrasting this with the weakness of the Labour leader. She also believed that by couching the election as a vote for her rather than primarily for the Conservative Party, she would be able to claim a personal mandate from a large increase in the Conservative majority. This would strengthen her power vis-à-vis her government colleagues and increase her dominance over her parliamentary party.

The entire Conservative campaign was accordingly built around the prime minister, highlighting the supreme importance of giving her a mandate for ‘strong and stable leadership’ which would supposedly enable her successfully to negotiate Britain’s exit from the European Union. Her party was relegated in significance. More often than not, they were referred to simply as ‘Theresa May’s team’. When the Conservative Party election manifesto was launched, Mrs May called it ‘my manifesto’, rather than the ‘Conservative manifesto’, making it all the more embarrassing when only four days after launching the document, May succumbed to pressure to make an important change to an ill-thought-out social policy proposal. That hasty retreat would have been unnecessary had the manifesto been produced more collegially, and with wider consultation, in the first place. The unpopular measure affecting the cost of residential and domiciliary care had rapidly become known as the ‘dementia tax’. The Communities Secretary Sajid Javid and Health Secretary Jeremy Hunt, rather than being party to discussion of the policy, were merely informed of its inclusion in the manifesto less than twenty-four hours before the launch.45

This was part and parcel of a style of leadership whereby May concentrated power in her own hands and that of her joint chiefs of staff, Nick Timothy and Fiona Hill. In general, the more decisions are left to the head of government, rather than to departmental ministers or Cabinet and Cabinet committees collectively, the more power resides in the hands of the prime minister’s principal aides. Margaret Thatcher’s private secretary Charles Powell and his brother, Jonathan Powell, who did the same job with a grander title (chief of staff) for Tony Blair, became major political players behind the scenes. Timothy and Hill wielded their power less tactfully than did those predecessors, and aroused the resentment of a good many Cabinet ministers. When the election turned out so badly for the prime minister and her party, one Cabinet minister was quoted as saying, ‘You can’t go on ruling the country with three people.’46 Several senior ministers informed May immediately after the election that they would no longer put up with Timothy and Hill at 10 Downing Street. One member of the government told the political editor of the Sunday Times, ‘The party will not swallow Nick [Timothy] and Fi [Hill] any more’, adding, ‘The problem is that she is nothing without them’.47 The first minister to resign from the government May headed (as early as September 2016), Jim O’Neill, a former Goldman Sachs chief economist, said he was astonished by how much influence was exercised by these ‘two unaccountable people’ and that ‘the whole cabinet was petrified of them’.48

It is part of the conventional wisdom of political science that election campaigns do not change very much and that if one political party is well ahead of others at the start of the campaign, that party will win the election with plenty to spare. But this was absolutely not the case in Britain in May–June 2017. The actual campaign mattered greatly and many opinions were changed in the course of it. Among the big changes that took place was a drop in the popularity of May and a dramatic rise in Corbyn’s popularity. She remained ahead of him in polls which asked who would make the better prime minister, and Corbyn, as leader, polled less well than the party he led. Nevertheless, he had a more convincing campaign than May, benefiting from the equal coverage which electoral law imposed on the broadcast media after the election was announced. In the TV studio he was more relaxed than May and looked thoroughly at home on the campaign trail (he has, after all, spent a lifetime campaigning and not a day as a minister), whereas the prime minister, looking ill at ease, talked in stilted sound-bites. In her speech to the annual conference of the Conservative Party in October 2017, May made fleeting reference to the flaws of the campaign, saying that it had been ‘too scripted’ and ‘too presidential’.49 Following the general election, many commentators noted how the ‘strong and stable’ leader had become ‘weak and wobbly’. Too few, however, asked whether it is desirable to have a strong leader, in the sense of one possessing huge personal power, in the first place. That raises issues which, as I argue in this book, apply to politics and leadership more broadly.

Stable leadership is in general desirable and there is nothing wrong with strong collective leadership – with a government that is capable of getting things done. Such leadership from the executive branch of government is a positive thing, so long as it is fully accountable to (and may be vigorously scrutinized and criticized by) parliament and the people, and provided also that it is subject to a rule of law. Overween-ing individual power is quite another matter. Why should we wish to go along with a process that fosters a president’s or prime minister’s delusions of grandeur, encourages deference and self-censorship on the part of Cabinet colleagues, and promotes groupthink? Why should we yearn for a head of government who utterly dominates his or her Cabinet, or bypasses it at will, so that ministers become not colleagues, but mere followers, liable to be dismissed from office if they challenge the judgements of the top leader?

We need to think again about why in a democracy we should focus our hopes and expectations on just one person and why we should encourage or even allow him or her to take all the big decisions. A strong leader is not the same as a wise leader. When immense power is amassed by an individual leader, this paves the way for important errors at best and disaster and massive bloodshed at worst. Governments collectively are not immune from making foolish and damaging decisions. There is, however, ample evidence that the likelihood of calamitously bad decision-making is substantially greater under unconstrained, or only weakly constrained, individual rule. That applies within a government as well as to the relationship between government and the legislature. Yet a more collegial style of leadership is too often characterized as a weakness and the advantages of a more collective political leadership too commonly overlooked.

Although the pages that follow are concerned also with many other aspects of political leadership, what I call the myth of the strong leader is a central thread which unifies the discussion of democratic, revolutionary, authoritarian and totalitarian leaders. In a democracy the top leader is seldom as powerful as he or she is widely assumed to be. Moreover, in a parliamentary system especially, the leader is rarely as decisively important to the outcome of general elections as is popularly imagined. What is much more troubling than such misunderstandings is the tendency to assume that one person, the head of government, is entitled to have the last and most decisive word on all big issues. Some leaders have been eager to foster this view and to act as if it were true. I argue that this is neither sensible nor desirable in a democracy.

Archie Brown, 2018


Introduction

In democracies there is quite broad agreement that a ‘strong leader’ is a good thing.1 Although the term is open to more than one interpretation, it is generally taken to mean a leader who concentrates a lot of power in his or her hands, dominates both a wide swath of public policy and the political party to which he or she belongs, and takes the big decisions. The idea that the more power one individual leader wields, the more we should be impressed by that leader is, I shall argue, an illusion, whether we are talking about democracies, authoritarian regimes or the hybrid regimes which fall in between. Effective government is necessary everywhere. But process matters. When corners are cut because one leader is sure he knows best, problems follow, and they can be on a disastrous scale. Due process means involving all the senior politicians with relevant departmental responsibilities in the decision-making process. It also naturally means that the government’s actions should be in conformity with the rule of law, and the government democratically accountable to parliament and the people.

No one ever says, ‘What we need is a weak leader.’ Strength is to be admired, weakness to be deplored or pitied. Yet the facile weak– strong dichotomy is a very limited and unhelpful way of assessing individual leaders. There are many qualities desirable in a political leader that should matter more than the criterion of strength, one better suited to judging weightlifters or long-distance runners. These include integrity, intelligence, articulateness, collegiality, shrewd judgement, a questioning mind, willingness to seek disparate views, ability to absorb information, flexibility, good memory, courage, vision, empathy and boundless energy. Although incomplete, that is already a formidable list. We should hardly expect most leaders to embody all of those qualities. They are not supermen or superwomen – and they should never forget it, even though it would be a requirement too far to add modesty to this inventory of leadership desiderata.

Yet, for all its limitations, the strong–weak theme has become a constant in discussions of leadership in democracies, not least in Great Britain. When he was Leader of the Opposition, Tony Blair liked to portray the British prime minister, John Major, who had inherited a divided parliamentary party, as ‘weak’. Contrasting himself with Major, Blair said: ‘I lead my party. He follows his.’2 David Cameron, as prime minister, adopted similar tactics with Ed Miliband from the outset of his Labour leadership, hoping to make the ‘weak’ epithet stick.3 Miliband was able to retaliate when a large rebellion of Conservative backbenchers in July 2012 blocked an attempt to make the House of Lords a mainly elected, rather than appointed, legislative chamber. He said that Cameron had ‘lost control of his party’ and that the backbenchers’ defiance of the party whips showed that the prime minister was ‘weak’.4 Since then efforts of the one leader to depict the other as weak and himself as strong have resurfaced with boring regularity. Such attempts to portray the person who heads a rival party as a ‘weak leader’ have become common in a number of countries. In Canada, for example, shortly after Stéphane Dion was elected Leader of the Liberal Party in 2006, the Conservatives launched a sustained campaign to define him as weak.5 (Among Commonwealth countries which have adopted the ‘Westminster model’, including Great Britain where it originated, it is Canadian prime ministers who appear to be the most dominant over their parties, even though they tend to be ‘pragmatic, non-charismatic and even dull’.6) It is evident that politicians believe that if they can pin the ‘weak’ label on their principal opponent, this will work to their advantage with voters. How leaders are perceived is, indeed, of some electoral significance, but it is a great exaggeration to suggest that this is the basis on which ‘elections are now won and lost’.7

Far more desirable than the model of political leader as master is collective leadership. Placing great power in the hands of one person is inappropriate in a democracy, and it would be an unusually lacklustre government in which just one individual was best qualified, as distinct from sometimes feeling entitled, to have the last word on everything. In the case of authoritarian regimes, oligarchic leadership is usually a lesser evil when compared with the dictatorship of one man. Moreover, strong individual leadership means different things in different contexts. It is not only less appropriate than is widely believed, it is often very different from what it claims to be. Leaders are also followers, and while they may take pride in standing up to one group, even (in some cases especially) their own political party, they may be kowtowing to another. In other words, there can be a wide gulf between the image of the strong leader which many politicians have liked to project and the more complex reality. If one element of the myth of the strong leader is the use of strength as the criterion of desirable leadership, another is that – in a democracy – the leader’s advertised strength is often an artifice or illusion.

In countries making a transition from highly authoritarian rule either to democracy or to a variety of intermediate hybrid regimes, the idea of the strong leader can take a still more dangerous form than in a fully fledged democracy. A survey conducted in thirteen countries of post-Communist Europe in 2007 investigated reactions to the statement that ‘it would be worthwhile to support a leader who could solve the problems facing [that particular country] today even if he overthrew democracy’.8 In eight of the countries more than a third of respondents supported these ‘strong leader’ and anti-democratic sentiments. Agreement with the statement was above 40 per cent in Hungary, Russia and Latvia and reached over 50 per cent in Bulgaria and Ukraine. Acceptance of the proposition was lowest – in other words, support for democracy was highest and scepticism about the strong leader as saviour most widespread – in the Czech Republic (16 per cent) and Slovakia (15.3 per cent). It is probably not accidental that, as Czechoslovakia, these countries had rather more experience of genuine democracy in the twentieth century, especially between the two World Wars, than any of the other countries surveyed. However, one of the few other states in which less than a quarter of the population preferred the strong leader to democracy was Belarus (24.6 per cent), which, as part of the Soviet Union, had scarcely any experience of democracy. Moreover, in its post-Soviet existence, it has been the most authoritarian country in Europe. In this particular case, it may be the actual, continuing and unpleasant experience of autocracy – that of Alexander Lukashenka who has ruled the country increasingly dictatorially since 1994 – which has inoculated citizens against the idea that the answer to their problems was a strong leader.fn1

There are occasions – in war and crises – when inspirational leadership is needed. It is sometimes pined for even in periods when a more prosaic leader would suffice. More often than not, inspirational leadership is described, loosely, as charismatic. Originally, charisma meant a god-given talent. As the concept was developed by Max Weber, the charismatic was a ‘natural leader’, one with special, even supernatural, gifts whose leadership did not depend in any way on institutions or on holding office. The charismatic leader was seen as a prophet and hero and he was followed as an act of faith. For Weber the concept of charisma was ‘value-neutral’.9 Charismatic leaders may, indeed, do either appalling harm or great good. If we take two examples from later in the twentieth century than Weber’s lifetime (the great German social theorist died in 1920), they can be an Adolf Hitler or a Martin Luther King. While a wariness of charismatic leadership is justified, for followers should not suspend their critical faculties, how such leaders are ultimately assessed depends, in large part, on how we judge the causes that their inspirational speeches and example serve.

Moreover, the idea that charisma is a special quality a leader is born with needs to be severely qualified. To a large extent, it is followers who bestow charisma on leaders, when that person seems to embody the qualities they are looking for.10 During a good deal of his political career Winston Churchill was as much derided as he was admired. In the 1930s he was widely considered to be a failure who had not lived up to early promise. His inspirational presence and memorable speeches during the Second World War would appear to qualify him for the status of charismatic leader. More important than whether or not he fitted the hazy criteria of ‘charismatic’, though, was the fact that he was the right leader in the right place at the right time. Yet his success between 1940 and 1945 was heavily dependent on the specific political context – a grim and global war in which Churchill embodied the spirit of resistance to which a majority of British citizens aspired. No sooner was the war over than the party which Churchill led was comprehensively defeated in the 1945 general election. That illustrates the important point that democratic parliamentary elections are not primarily contests between leaders. We do not have survey data on the comparative popularity of Churchill and the Labour Party leader Clement Attlee at that time, but it is likely that in the immediate aftermath of the war Churchill would have been ahead in such a personality contest. Nevertheless, his ‘charisma’ was insecure. From being supremely ‘one of us’ during the war, Churchill was becoming again, in the eyes of at least half the nation, ‘one of them’.

Charismatic leadership can be won and lost, and is not generally a lifetime endowment. It is often dangerous, and frequently overrated. More useful categories of leadership, I suggest, are the redefining and the transformational. Each of them is the subject of a chapter in this book. Redefining leadership, as I use the term, means stretching the limits of the possible in politics and radically altering the political agenda. It can be exercised by the leadership of political parties, collectively as well as individually. Parties which aspire to win elections generally feel a need to seek the ‘centre ground’. However, redefining leaders, whether as individuals or collectively, seek to move the centre in their direction. They aim to alter people’s thinking on what is feasible and desirable. They redefine what is the political centre, rather than simply accept the conventional view of the middle ground at any particular time, then placing themselves squarely within it. Franklin D. Roosevelt, with the New Deal, and Lyndon B. Johnson with his ‘Great Society’ reforms and civil rights legislation, provided twentieth-century American examples of redefining administrations. In Britain Margaret Thatcher ranks as a redefining leader. She cited her mentor, Sir Keith Joseph, complaining that ‘post-war politics had become a “socialist ratchet”’, with successive Labour governments ‘moving the country a little further left’. Even if ‘the Tories stood pat’, their ‘accommoda-tionist politics’ meant that they had connived in moving the centre of political gravity leftwards.11 The Labour governments headed by Tony Blair from 1997 to 2007 and Gordon Brown from 2007 to 2010 occupied the new centre (as redefined by Thatcher) in a comparable way to that in which the Conservative governments of Harold Macmillan and Edward Heath (so Thatcher complained) had occupied the previous middle ground which had been shifted leftwards by the redefining Labour government of 1945–1951, headed by Clement Attlee.

Transformational leaders are the rare people who make a still bigger difference. By a transformational leader I mean one who plays a decisive role in changing the economic system or political system of his or her country or who, even more remarkably, plays a crucial part in changing the international system. That is setting the bar high, but it enables us to make a distinction between even seriously reforming and redefining leaders, on the one hand, and those who play an indispensable role in effecting systemic transformation, on the other. The political context is all important. A transformational leader is extremely rare in a democracy for the simple reason that democracies do not normally undergo sudden transformations. Change tends to be sufficiently gradual that no one leader can be seen to have played a defin-itive part in systemic change. Fundamental change – for better or worse – tends to occur more rapidly within authoritarian regimes. It can be seen most clearly in the course of transition to or from authoritarian rule. When, however, we speak of transformational leaders, the focus is on systemic change that is for the better.

There is, then, a normative element in the use of the term. Transformational leaders are distinguished in this book from revolutionary leaders (the subject of Chapter 5), even though they, too, change the system after attaining power. They do so, however, relying on duress. Vladimir Lenin in Russia, Josef Broz Tito in Yugoslavia, Mao Zedong in China, Fidel Castro in Cuba, and Ho Chi Minh in Vietnam played decisive roles in the achievement of fundamental change of both the economic and the political systems of their countries. So, in that sense, they were also transformational leaders, but revolution, as commonly understood, involves the violent overthrow of state structures and more often than not inaugurates new forms of authoritarian rule. Revolutionary leaders are, therefore, to be distinguished from those who play a decisive role in transforming the political or economic system of their country without resort either to violent seizure of power or to the physical coercion of their opponents.

The notion that there is, or should be, one leader who stands head and shoulders above his or her colleagues and dominates the political process is common enough in democracies. As a description of the reality of the leader’s power, it is often misleading, and as an aspiration it is misguided. As British prime minister from 1997 to 2007, Tony Blair aspired to dominance of the policy process and undoubtedly set the tone of the government. However, his lasting impact is easy to exaggerate. A number of the major policy decisions taken by the government had little to do with the prime minister. Its most significant legacy was constitutional reform, much of which resulted from policies Blair inherited and for which he lacked enthusiasm. This package included Scottish and Welsh devolution, power-sharing in Northern Ireland, House of Lords reform, Human Rights legislation and a Freedom of Information Act.12 In his memoirs, Blair describes the last-named legislation as ‘imbecility’, adding: ‘Where was Sir Humphrey when I needed him?’13 Of the constitutional change, only the negotiated sharing of power in Northern Ireland was an area in which Blair played a leading role – although others, too, were decisively important there – and the Northern Ireland settlement may be regarded as his most signal achievement.

That Blair’s dominance as prime minister was less than he wished was borne out by the nature of his uneasy – and often far from peaceful – co-existence with an authoritative and assertive Chancellor of the Exchequer. It was that minister, Gordon Brown, who was the dominant figure in the crucially important area of economic policy. Blair and those closest to him were eager to promote British membership of the common European currency, but Brown prevented this by insisting upon five tests which had to be successfully met before Britain could sign up to the euro. They were deliberately designed either not to be met or, at least, to give the chancellor the sole right to determine whether they had been.14 Alistair Darling, a Cabinet minister throughout the years of Labour government between 1997 and 2010 (and Chancellor of the Exchequer in the government headed by Gordon Brown during the last three of those years) has confirmed that economic policy during the Blair premiership was largely in the hands of Brown, and that the one economic issue on which Blair ‘expended a great deal of energy, including exceptional Cabinet consultation’ was that of the single currency, ‘trying to get us to join’.15 In this endeavour, of course, Blair failed. Darling is not alone in expressing relief that the Chancellor prevailed in that contest with the Prime Minister.

Relations between Blair and Brown deteriorated to the point at which the prime minister and his closest advisers had great difficulty in finding out what the chancellor was going to put in the annual Budget. Blair’s principal aide, Jonathan Powell, notes that Brown ‘saw off’ two 10 Downing Street economic advisers ‘by starving them of information and forbidding Treasury officials to meet them’.16 In key areas of economic policy Blair, ever eager to project the image of the strong leader, actually had less influence than had many of his predecessors in their time. Foreign policy was another matter. Here Blair was much more dominant, especially on relations with the United States and on Middle Eastern policy. Time and again in his memoirs, Blair emphasizes that the decision to take Britain into war in Iraq in 2003 was his, that as prime minister he was entitled to take it, and that, even if people disagreed with the military intervention, they ‘sympathised with the fact that the leader had to take the decision’ (italics added).17

The push for one leader as ultimate decision-maker is still more prevalent, and more frequently pernicious in its consequences, within authoritarian and totalitarian regimes. They, of course, place far more power in the hands of leaders than is politically possible in a democracy. There may be some checks from within the executive on what the authoritarian leader can do, but legislatures provide, at best, a façade, judges are subservient to the political leadership, and the mass media are controlled and censored with varying degrees of severity. It goes without saying that there is no accountability of the top leadership of an authoritarian or totalitarian regime to the citizenry as a whole. Even in these cases, though, it makes a difference (as will be argued in Chapter 6) whether authoritarian power is wielded individually or collectively. In a totalitarian system, one man (and all such systems have been male-dominated) holds preponderant, and frequently overwhelming, power. Authoritarian regimes, in contrast, can be either autocracies or oligarchies. Some, in other words, are ruled by a single dictator and others have a more collective leadership. The more collective it is, the more points of access there are for privileged groups to lobby members of the top leadership team. The freer the deliberation and argument in a collective leadership, the less likely are the worst extremes of policy. Even in an authoritarian regime with a collective leadership, such as the Soviet Union in the second half of the 1980s, the personality and values of the top leader can make a vast difference, as Mikhail Gorbachev did in the Soviet case. The potential impact of the leader is greater than that of his counterpart in a democracy, in light of the more numerous constraints on the ability of a democratic leader to impose his or her will.

INDIVIDUAL AND COLLECTIVE LEADERSHIP

‘Strong’ leadership is, then, generally taken to signify an individual concentrating power in his or her own hands and wielding it decisively. Yet the more power and authority is accumulated in just one leader’s hands, the more that leader comes to believe in his or her unrivalled judgement and indispensability. The more decisions are taken by one individual leader, the less time that person has for thinking about the policy and weighing up the evidence in each case. Since there are only twenty-four hours in the day of even the strongest leader, that person’s aides find themselves (often to their great satisfaction) taking decisions in the name of the leader. That is just one reason why the allure of ‘strong leadership’ being exercised by a single person at the top of the political hierarchy should be resisted.

In democracies collective leadership is exercised by political parties. Although parties often get a bad name, and their membership has greatly declined in most countries over the past half-century, they remain indispensable to the working of democracy, offering some policy coherence, significant political choice and a measure of accountability.18 If, as is widely believed, electorates vote primarily for a particular leader rather than for a political party or policies, then there may be nothing so very wrong with the top leader’s aides exercising greater influence than senior members of the governing party. However, as has already been touched upon and will be demonstrated in Chapter 2, it is at best a huge oversimplification and usually misleading to see votes in a democratic general election as being mainly for or against an individual leader.

When a leader of a democratic party, knowing full well that it will be politically embarrassing to remove him or her, says, in effect, ‘either back me or sack me’, that leader is normally asserting a claim to superior judgement.19 Yet, the idea that one and the same person should be best equipped to adjudicate in all areas of policy is an odd belief to hold in a democracy. The former British prime minister Tony Blair has written that ‘a strong leader needs loyal supporters’ and added: ‘If you think the leadership is wrong or fundamentally misguided, then change leaders, but don’t have a leader and not support their leadership.’20 Blair’s chief of staff Jonathan Powell has devoted an entire book to elaborating the ways in which a political leader can and should maximize his power in relation to his colleagues and his political party.21 The more the leader is set apart from other elected politicians, the greater the independent influence of his or her non-elected advisers – such as Powell. Indeed, the latter’s personal role in the making of ministerial appointments emerges from his memoir-cum-handbook as remarkably extensive, although he is committed to the idea of the ‘strong leader’ and at pains to portray Blair in that light. Viewing Machiavelli’s maxims for a prince operating within an authoritarian political system as no less applicable, with suitable updating, to a democracy, Powell writes: ‘Each time weak prime ministers succeed strong ones they invariably announce they are reintroducing Cabinet government, but all they really mean is that they do not have the power to lead their government effectively by themselves.’22

Few people today would admit to agreeing with Thomas Carlyle that ‘the history of what man has accomplished in this world’ is ‘at bottom the History of the Great Men who have worked here’.23 And that is not only because Carlyle forgot about the great women. Yet, the eagerness of politicians and journalists to focus their hopes and expectations on just one person within a government has echoes of Carlyle’s deeply flawed conception of history. The extent to which both the ‘political class’ and broader public opinion in many countries accept the idea of the elevation of one leader far above others within a democratic government is puzzling. The expectations they generate thereby mean that heads of government may acquire still greater political authority than that already granted by the powers of the office they hold. Changing perceptions of what is acceptable behaviour by a president or prime minister can redefine the powers of the office in the absence of any overt constitutional change.

This has occurred even in the United States where the Constitution is venerated to a unique degree. Article 1 of that Constitution gives the American Congress the power to declare war. The president, as commander-in-chief, can respond with force if and when the United States is invaded, but otherwise, if the Constitution is strictly adhered to, he has the power to conduct war only after it has been authorized by Congress.24 Louis Fisher, who worked for Congress for four decades as a senior specialist on the separation of powers, has been the most notable and consistent critic of the drift of war-waging powers from Congress to the presidency.fn2 He sees Harry Truman, Lyndon Johnson, Ronald Reagan and George W. Bush as presidents who exceeded their constitutional powers by waging war before they had congressional approval. The Vietnam War, from 1964 to 1975, and the twenty-first-century wars in Afghanistan and Iraq are among the cases in point. Congress, Fisher contends, has been far too supine in ceding an extra-constitutional power to the president, in failing to assert its own prerogatives, and in critical scrutiny of operations involving the US military. He argues that both Republicans and Democrats ‘need to rethink the merits of presidential wars’ and that legislators ‘must be prepared, and willing, to use the ample powers at their disposal’.25

However, foreign policy, including major issues of war and peace, is an area in which heads of government generally – not only in the United States – have played an enhanced role from the middle decades of the twentieth century onwards. One development which greatly contributed to this, and had a big impact on political leadership, has been the unprece-dented increase in the speed of communications. Of huge importance was the establishment of international telephone links. The first trans-atlantic telephone conversation did not take place until 1915 and it was the late 1920s before a regular intercontinental service was established. Air transport has impinged even more strongly on the conduct of foreign policy. When British prime minister Neville Chamberlain flew to Munich for his ill-fated meeting with Adolf Hitler in 1938, such travel for the specific purpose of one head of government meeting another was still a fairly unusual undertaking. Chamberlain’s predecessor, Stanley Baldwin, never once boarded a plane. Baldwin was, though, the last UK prime minister to eschew air transport. During the Second World War there were important meetings of the leaders of the Allied opposition to Hitler in Casablanca, Tehran and Yalta, and just after victory over Nazi Germany had been secured, at Potsdam. In the post-war era ‘summit talks’ between potential adversaries and face-to-face meetings with foreign allies have become commonplace. Once it was technically easier for heads of government to meet more often in person, an increase in diplomacy conducted at the highest political level meant that not only parliaments but also ambassadors and even foreign ministers found their own international policy roles somewhat downgraded.

Technological developments that made possible instant communication between top leaders have, then, profoundly affected the way business is conducted between governments internationally. The internet has added a vast new dimension to the stream of instant information being thrust at national politicians, and especially their leaders. Cumulatively, these developments have tended to reduce the role of legislatures in war-related policy and have also meant that even a head of government who might wish to leave diplomacy almost entirely to the foreign ministry is not able to do so. Nevertheless, the increase in the speed of communication is an inadequate reason for focusing diplomacy and especially decisions involving war or peace in the person of the head of government, whether the president of the United States or the premier in a European country. It takes time to assemble a military force and there is a strong element of special pleading on the part of chief executives when the argument is made that the peculiar dangers of the contemporary world, together with the need for speedy action, mean that they are uniquely entitled to decide on military action. In the American context, Fisher has argued, too much emphasis has been placed on speed and too much trust in the judgement of the president. If, he has written, ‘the current risk to national security is great, so is the risk of presidential miscalculation and aggrandizement – all the more reason for insisting that military decisions be thoroughly examined and approved by Congress. Contemporary presidential judgements need more, not less, scrutiny’.26

Most unusually, President Barack Obama sought congressional approval in September 2013 for an attack on selected Syrian targets following the Assad regime’s use of chemical weapons in its civil war. This had little, however, to do with interpretations of the American constitution and more with a concern to seek domestic legitimacy and shared responsibility for a military intervention about which there was widespread public scepticism, following the embroilments in Iraq and Afghanistan. The precedent of seeking the legislature’s approval had already been set by British Prime Minister David Cameron. The House of Commons, in an almost unheard-of rebuff of the government on a major foreign policy issue, refused to back military action, thus ruling out British participation in any military strike against Syrian targets. The referral of the decision to Congress stimulated wider debate on the issue in the United States and it became far from clear that the White
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