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“A political biography of unusual interest.… Blair is one of the great politicians of this generation and that makes his candid moments particularly interesting.”

—The Philadelphia Inquirer




“Well-written and perhaps unintentionally self-revealing.… Blair reveals himself through his thrusting political ambition, his rationales for decisions, his preoccupation with public image and his determination to play a prominent role on the world stage.”

—The Washington Post Book World




“Fluently written.… Engaging.”

—Michiko Kakutani, The New York Times




“Absorbing.… Surprisingly candid.… A political argument about how to win elections and make social progress.”

—The Independent (London)




“That Blair was a formidable politician can be seen in the glimpses we get of how his mind works.… You are left thinking two things: that it would be a blessing if some of today’s politicians took note … and that, whatever your view of Blair, you still wouldn’t want to take him on in an election.”

—The New Yorker
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“Compelling.… Candid and comprehensive.”

—Tulsa World




“Blair comes across as likable, if manipulative; capable of dissembling while wonderfully fluent; in short, a brilliant modern politician.”
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It’s almost a year since the hardcover edition of this book was published. So much has happened, not least in the region where I spend so much time—the Middle East. Following the financial crisis, there have also been developments in Europe and the U.S. that merit comment.

This introduction plainly connects to the last chapter of the book, but here I develop an argument only touched on there: the traditional left/right divide of Western politics still dominates much of our political discourse, yet it is an essentially twentieth-century construct that is now not only increasingly redundant, it is an obstruction to new ideas and sound policy.

This is not to say that ideals or values no longer matter—they matter hugely, and the progressive/conservative divide (a more modern version of left/right) still has relevance. What is more, that divide offers a big opportunity for progressive politics since the spirit of the times is meritocratic and modernising. Yet such labels have to be treated with caution. I remain unequivocally on the progressive side of politics, but I am fiscally more conservative, and on markets, liberal. Many conservatives are today socially liberal, in favour of gay rights and passionate advocates of women’s equality. A foreign policy of liberal interventionism has its detractors and supporters in both camps.

When it comes to policy, the challenge today is efficacy, not ideology. People want government that works, that is above all effective in making change. To achieve this, governments have to liberate themselves from ideology based on left/right and embrace new ways of thinking that cross the traditional party lines. In pursuit of this objective, I argue that a more relevant political divide for the twenty-first century is “open vs. closed”. It defines attitudes to globalisation; to culture and identity; and to change. The open-minded see globalisation as an opportunity; the closed-minded as a threat, a process driven by greed and big business, in which we are helpless pawns. The open-minded are accepting of those of different faiths and cultures; the closed-minded regard them as alien and corrupting. Above all, the open-minded embrace new ideas and change, seeing the potential for advancement; the closed-minded tend to defend the status quo. This divide zigzags across traditional politics. You find those who call themselves progressives and conservatives on both sides of the debates about immigration, free trade and energy, for example.

The twenty-first century will belong to those who by instinct and education are open to the world as it changes, and are prepared to modernise and think anew. This open-minded attitude is not just about the way we view the world; it is intrinsic to whether the West regains its sense of self-confidence and self-belief. There is, at present, and for reasons that are completely comprehensible, an acute pessimism in the West. Any young graduate seeking work can tell you how tough it is. For those without qualifications, jobs are often low paid or highly insecure. Add to this alarm over extremism, anger at what appears to be uncontrolled immigration, and the gathering sense that new powers, notably China, are emerging to take our place, and it is easy to see why this pessimism is so rampant.

It is, however, misguided and unnecessary. We have been through tough times before—actually much tougher—and survived and prospered. It’s true new powers are emerging. But ask the immigrants why they prefer our way of life. If these new powers succeed, it will be at least as much by emulation as by difference.

For example, I believe that this century will see Africans seize their destiny in their own hands and triumph over their adversities. The world needs what they have to offer in raw materials, commodities and agriculture. There is a new generation of smart, capable leaders coming to the fore, but whether and how fast they succeed will depend to a significant extent on the degree to which they take the best lessons of governance from us and apply them. They still look to us, and rightly so. And the Middle East? It turns out they do want democracy.

Above all, we are the birthplace of the open-minded. We were the leaders in ideas; and to a large extent we still are. We were the creative ones, the innovators, the radical reformers of the status quo, not just in economics, governance, social progress but in thought, and other disciplines whose ideas define the future. Our problem is not our situation but ourselves. Do we still want to lead the world? Do we still want to be led by leaders capable of harnessing that innate power of creativity?

The world needs our leadership for a very simple reason: while our values may have been nurtured in the West, their appeal and their ownership is vested in humanity. Liberty, justice, the people above the government not the government above the people: these are the values we forged over centuries and they represent the steadfast evolution of human progress.

At present we have this curious jumble of paradoxes and contradictions: the world needs our leadership but we are fearful of leading; our politics is organised according to distinctions of left vs. right that, in their most crude form, the people have long since moved on from; and though the future belongs to the optimistic and open-minded, we are in danger of being defeatist and closed-minded.

What should leaders do? When people ask me about leadership, I can talk about character, temperament and attitude, about “doing the right thing” and having “the right stuff”, all of which is important. But sometimes I think that the hardest thing is getting the right answer. This is harder still in an era of uniquely low predictability.

The oddest yet most interesting thing about being an ex-leader is how much I did not know when I was a leader, how much there is to learn about the world and how endlessly fascinating are the processes of change going on within it. I’ve been to the Middle East twelve times in the last few months and over sixty times since leaving office. I travel regularly to China and of course to the U.S. I have seen for myself that the U.S. is more than New York and Washington, as China is more than Beijing and Shanghai. I’ve learned about Indonesia and Malaysia, and started to know Mexico, Brazil and Colombia, countries I had barely visited before. I also spend time in Africa.

The relief from the day-to-day pressure of office has given me space to analyse. The memory of what it was really like to lead means that I retain real respect for those who assume the mantle of leadership. I know it is a lot easier to give the advice than to take the decision.

Occasionally I even wonder if I became a leader too young. Of course, nowadays we tend to like our leaders younger. They look better, seem more dynamic, have a positive energy that stimulates in the electorate a positive glow; but in my case judgement and experience have deepened with age. In a curious way, as a younger leader I was better able to articulate the bright, new horizon; but as a more mature leader I was better able to get there. (Though being now two years off sixty as I write this, I suppose I would say that.)

I now feel a huge pulse of urgency about our situation. This is not simply the onset of age or the musings of a global wanderer—indeed I have never felt more adrenalin or energy—it is that the key to our success today is to analyse, understand, and then be part of the way the world is changing. When times are hard, the inclination is to be introspective. But it is in the nature of these times that in order to advance, we have to be global.

The chief characteristic of today’s world is the speed of change, driven by technology. When I was growing up, technological advance was often to do with how we made things. It was about how we travelled—by car or plane—and then about how we got the news. In the 1960s and 1970s, we had very standard ways of getting information. There were major news channels that everyone shared. The choices we could make were limited by the technology, and we depended on government for a range of decisions only they could make.

The Internet has changed that world. We have the power in our own hands to communicate, interact and obtain information. The result is transformative. We don’t just work differently, we live and think differently. There is the instantaneous transmission not only of news, but of thoughts, moods, opinions and sentiment.

The world is ever more interdependent. OK, that’s a cliché now, but what isn’t grasped are the consequences of it. Take the financial crisis—significant for many reasons, but perhaps most importantly as the most dramatic demonstration of what it means to live in a truly interdependent global financial market. Those countries most deeply wired into that global market suffered for it. Those who avoided it—very few—could do so both because their banks were far more tightly controlled but also because they lagged behind the rest of the world in financial innovation (characteristics which themselves bring a separate raft of problems associated with them). And crisis did not spread simply as a result of rational analysis, by market participants, of failing financial products; rather, market sentiment gathered pace and rolled into tidal waves of panic, shifting perceptions of both the financial system as well as individual nations’ economic stability.

This linkage isn’t only financial. Political, cultural and social ideas are also communicated in real time and have global reach and power. The uprisings in the Middle East are partly the product of the new social media’s ability to pass information within a country; but also the global reaction to events bouncing back into the national political debate, fuelling and shaping it. All of this is accelerating the pace of change. Leaders are taking decisions against a background of uncertainty and change that both constantly alter that background and constrain enormously what any one country on its own can do to manage the consequences.

Added to all this is the rise of China, and India, and others not far behind. The most elusive thing in any discussion of China is to get your head round its size. We know it’s big, has 1.3 billion people, and is now a power; but none of that conveys adequately the immensity of its impact on us. If you shut down the whole of the UK—the fifth largest economy in the world—so that it emitted no greenhouse gas emissions whatsoever, the rise in emissions from the Chinese economy would make up the difference in under two years. We debate, rightly, the third runway at Heathrow, on environmental grounds; China will build seventy new international airports in the next decade. By 2030 there will be 300 commercial airports. The USA has nine, maybe ten cities with a population of over a million, while the EU has around twenty; China has over 160. Think how different Finland is from Greece, or even Germany and Italy, the British and the Spanish. In Western Europe there are great differences of culture, ethnicity and habits. Now think of that multiplied by three. Think of sixty different Chinese ethnic groupings. Think of hundreds of millions of Chinese industrialised in the last twenty years which has produced China’s transformation economically and politically. Then think of the same again in the next twenty. You start to get some idea of the scale, complexity and depth of change that China’s development is going to bring. Not a single aspect of our lives will be untouched by it. From the environment, to the production of cheap consumer goods we take for granted, to the way the world’s commodities are mined and used, China’s rise will transform our lives.

India’s population is 1.2 billion and rising. Indonesia has three times the number of people as Germany. Brazil and Russia are going to be giants of the world economy. All these nations face serious challenges, of course, but the trend is unmistakable and irreversible: the geopolitics of the twenty-first century will be unlike anything the modern world has seen. Our children in the West will be a generation growing up in a situation where virtually every fixed point of reference that my and my parents’ generation knew has changed or is changing. Included in these fixed points of reference is traditional politics—and that is why leadership is so tough.

Of course there are voters who remain absolutely committed to traditional left/right politics—often they make most noise—but there is a swelling crowd of people who don’t conform to such politics and who can determine elections. One group are those who focus as much on “cultural” questions as normal left/right politics. The Tea Party in the U.S. is a reaction to what they perceive as the dominance of a liberal elite. In Europe, you have the far right parties like that of Le Pen in France, or the new parties that have popped up in countries such as Sweden, Holland and Finland that we used to think of as having very predictable politics. But the other group are a large, somewhat disenfranchised group of centrist voters who just distrust the simplicity of the left/right labels.

Let us try for a moment to disentangle this. At one level, given the debates in the U.S. such as the programme of cuts in Wisconsin, or in the UK about tuition fees for students, you might think it bizarre to claim left/right battles a thing of the past. Surely these are just that: left vs. right and very much with us. But that is an illusion. That is to focus on the surface noise. Look deeper and actually what has happened in this past half-century is that the left/right distinctions have become blurred. It would be too simplistic to say the left has won the battle over values and the right has won the battle over policy direction, but it is a little like that.

When I was growing up, social justice was a value of the left. Today, conservatives as well as progressives will lay claim to fairness. The argument is over who has the best policy to achieve it. Both groups say they represent “regular” people or “hard-working” families; both identify with enhanced opportunity and social mobility; both are against “elites”. The patrician Republican or Tory is in short supply and even shorter demand. Where the right are more traditionally “right” on values—abortion, gay rights, etc.—this tends to be at the base, not amongst voters.

However, on policy, we are in the course of a long steady march to a rebalancing of individual responsibility and choice with the power of the state—on taxes, welfare and public services. At first this was driven by the costs of the state, the widening of the tax base and the sense of the state taking up too much ground. Now there is a fresh driver: a desire to exercise much greater choice and individual preference—the norm in private-sector transactions—in the public sector. And all of it, of course, enhanced by the potential of technology.

What is interesting is how little this march has been arrested by the financial crisis. In 2008, it was commonly believed that the left would gain from a mess thought not just to be “of the market” but begotten by unrestricted market practices. The state was said to be back in fashion. If it was, the fashion quickly passed. European elections and the U.S. midterms saw, if anything, a move rightwards. Even the conservative leaders in Europe today tend to be under threat from parties more to the right or on non-traditional platforms rather than from the conventional left.

Here is the point of fascination: many people voting this way don’t regard themselves as going “right” on these issues. They don’t view it in partisan terms. They view it practically.

This is not to say that because ideology is discredited, politics has become a game of realpolitik, everything traded and bartered and bargained in a never-ending street haggle. There’s an enormous appetite for ideas and ideals. Neither does it mean that people don’t want big change. They do. They know they need it and they will vote for it. It’s just that they won’t buy it from someone who they regard as ideologically motivated. They will pick and choose policy options. They will not conform to neat twentieth-century distinctions because experience has taught them to be wary of such things. None of this means they think small—indeed their irritation with much of what passes for political campaigning is precisely because they believe the thinking is not big enough or broad enough to change lives. They are radical, not ideological. You can call this the radical centre, though that doesn’t properly describe it. Such a radicalism is not positioned between traditional left/right but above it.

And here is a strange paradox. The real challenge for leaders is how to change their countries, yet first they have to persuade their own party base, since party organisations have the ability to determine the contenders for leadership; and though the people distrust ideologically driven politics, party activists are even more wedded to them. The party battle then turns into a series of set-piece staged fights, a bit like reenactments of English or American civil wars. What comes out of it is a form of transactional politics in which the risk is that even if you start with the right answer, it’s slowly whittled away into mush. Meanwhile, in the real world, this unstoppable force of change is beating down upon us, demanding something transformative in order to cope with it.

Democracy is supported for two reasons (and by the way supported the world over—no nation that is a democracy has ever chosen willingly to surrender it, and no two democracies have ever gone to war): the first is justice—it is the fairest way to choose a government; the second has been efficiency. Dictatorships, at least over time, tend to inefficiency, corruption and repression.

The challenge of modern democracy is efficacy. Not accountability, transparency or whether it is honest or not, but whether it works to deliver effective change in times that need that radical change. It is here that our traditions weigh us down. We have inherited very binary, polar two-party politics or, even where there are more than two parties, very stratified veins of left and right. What’s more, our systems were designed when politics was a “later in life” mission; it is now a career that often starts shortly after university and progresses through a series of political posts until the summit is reached. Checks and balances are there for very good reasons in most constitutional democracies; but in the modern world they often lead not to consensus for change but to sclerosis or minimal change. Above all, over a period of years since the war as the state has grown and public services and welfare systems have developed, there is a vast network of special interests that have every incentive to defend the status quo vigorously, and virtually none to alter it or even adjust it.

Some of these state systems are extraordinarily complex. Reforming them is intellectually, as well as politically, profoundly challenging. To get that right requires great effort and space—political space in which things can be thoroughly explored, iterated and reiterated. The answers matter. They have effects that don’t just run into billions of pounds or dollars or euros but affect lives. But without care, even the act of intellectual inquiry is itself demonised.

Politicians—especially when trying to reform complicated systems built up over decades that employ thousands and impact upon millions—require the brains of the best talents. It should be a national enterprise driven by a shared sense of purpose. Creating the means of achieving this is near to impossible the way we do politics right now. Outsiders come in usually from a genuine sense of patriotic endeavour. Their motives are rubbished, their backgrounds scrutinised to the point of obloquy and pretty soon they wonder why on earth they ever got mixed up in it all.

The gene pool going into politics is now frighteningly limited. This is not because there is a reduced desire for public service. It is that too many smart people no longer see it as public service—they’re wrong in that, by the way, but that’s how a lot of people who otherwise might well be tempted, resist the temptation.

The way modern parliaments work has also changed. I don’t mean in terms of procedures and so on—they are all too familiar—but in terms of how they function in practical ways. Very few listen to parliamentary debates any more. Press releases matter more than considered speeches. Getting re-elected, fund-raising, building networks of supporters, can be almost a full-time occupation today. In other words, the time for the real job—which, just to recall, is participating as an elected national political leader in national debates—comes a poor second to the business of staying there.

The way our democracies work in the early twenty-first century is virtually a conspiracy against rational decision-making. In times when the political system needs to roll along because we’re doing fine and, frankly, the less done the better—and there are such times—these flaws of modern democratic politics do not matter so much. Today they do.

Now, in saying all this, I’ve not gone soft. I spent twenty-five years in politics. I know the game; it’s competitive and occasionally brutal. It’s always been like that. But here’s the difference today: these are times in which we need to effect radical change. In this regard Europe and America face the same challenges. In Europe it is absolutely plain that the crisis in the eurozone has merely exposed, not originated, the need for reform. The truth is that welfare and public service systems over the years have grown up to become wholly different from the original conception. To have debates over whether to raise the retirement age by one or two years with generous pension provisions is next to absurd. Life expectancy has dramatically altered, while the birth rate is lower. You simply can’t, therefore, have smaller numbers of working-age people supporting larger numbers of the retired. Public services that, when first created, were basic services, which were a momentous advance for a generation that had nothing, are never going to satisfy a generation that in the rest of its life has a vast array of choices, preferences, individualised service and custom, and will expect and demand the same from state services for which they pay their taxes.

I follow the debate about the U.S. deficit with a degree of bewilderment, as befits the foreigner. Some say: isn’t it a trifle weird to have such a fierce debate about $30 billion vs. $60 billion vs. $100 billion of cuts to discretionary spending, when the issue is a trillion-dollar budget deficit?

This concern has increased with the ratings agencies now suggesting that the AAA rating of U.S. debt is at risk of downgrade. The European Stability Framework has now been announced, reannounced and again reannounced. On each occasion, the time lag between initial relief and then later disappointment is getting shorter. That is because people know—and in this case, at least, the markets are not behaving irrationally—that the social and economic systems in Europe need fundamental reform and the euro needs an alignment of fiscal and monetary policy.

So I believe there is a systemic political challenge that is about how we mature and modernise our democracies to include not just the form of democracy—voting for the governments—but the substance underpinning it. In a world that is transforming, we cannot govern ourselves with transactional politics, otherwise we will find our Western leadership position not merely assailed—as in a sense it is bound to be—but corroded to the point where the twenty-first century happens on someone else’s terms.

This is where we need to rise above partisan politics—which is not as quixotic as it may sound. Look at certain currents in politics right now and you can see a genuine new politics straining at the leash: New Labour, the new Democrats of President Clinton’s time and the movement that brought President Obama to power, all consciously reached out beyond their traditional base; there is the coalition government in the UK, and perhaps more interesting the involvement of former Labour ministers in making long-term government policy; President Sarkozy’s inclusion of Socialist Party members in his government; the bipartisan efforts of Simpson—Bowles and the six senators on the U.S. deficit. Where political leaders deliberately go outside their own political base, they almost always win public approval. The very fact of overtly embracing bipartisanship would itself create confidence economically as well as politically. It would give people the sense that politics was rising to the challenge.

This is not about enforced coalition through electoral arithmetic. It has, of course, to be a genuine coalition of ideas and open-minded people. The problem with the coalition government in the UK, is the coalition. It is, when you really analyse it, a coalition of people and party organisations born of necessity, not a coalescence of ideas. The most imaginative policy from non-Tory sources has not come from the Liberal Democrats, but from the former Labour (usually New Labour) ministers I mentioned above.

I am talking about an approach that avows a different way of doing politics by preference. Take the debate over the role of government. There is a perfectly sensible case for reshaping and reinventing government today to make it more effective; to take it out of areas of delivery and execution better done by others; to reduce its cost; to make it an agent of strategic change rather than the type of heavy hierarchical structure of the “one size fits all” state of the past. There are a thousand efficiencies anyone used to dealing with private sector reorganisation could make in any government department or service you care to mention.

Putting this argument in terms of some piece of zealotry that assumes the very notion of government is at best a necessary evil, distracts from the core reason for reform: making government work better for people. This then motivates those on the other side of the spectrum to launch their own ideological “crusade” to prevent any such change happening. So parts of the right end up arguing that the state as a concept is wrong; and on parts of the left that even if it’s not working effectively, the state has to be defended. The casualty is common sense.

Now, personally, I see changing this politics as very much consistent with the finest traditions of progressive politics. I am still, as the book shows, an ardent advocate of third-way politics. I believe in community, in a society that shares purpose and values and is cohesive, rather than simply a collection of individuals and families striving and struggling on their own. A belief in social justice brought me into politics, and it is still what motivates me. In terms of ends, objectives and values, progressive politics should be well placed to lead this new approach to modern democracy, precisely because its roots are in popular movements of change and progress.

However, I am a third-way progressive because I have always thought that these ideals have been diminished by a refusal to distinguish between values as principles and values applied in the practical world. Values as principles are timeless. Their practical application is very much time-bound; and therefore as times change, so should policy. Instead, progressives have often clung to particular concepts of the state, government, and collective institutions like trade unions whose radical reform has been long since demanded by changing times. Failure to appreciate this is why voters in Europe are preferring conservative governments to make the changes, even though they often distrust their values. Face people with a choice between traditional left and traditional right and there is a traditional outcome: the left loses.

I am impatient with much of progressive politics when it fails to see that values are dynamic; that they guide you as to the why and the where, but not as to the how. How you do it is today’s challenge, and that depends on the way the world is now, which is different from how it used to be in a multitude of ways. If we were to apply this approach to the key challenges facing us, what would the correct policies be? I would identify five such challenges:


Reform of Government

Reform of the Economy

Foreign Policy and the Transatlantic Alliance

The Middle East and North Africa

Energy



Reform of Government

This is in two parts: altering the way government works internally; and changing its services, some of which, of course, are delivered at a state or regional level. As for government itself, it should be smaller, more strategic and more focused on policy. I found in office there was a real dearth not of conventional policy advice—we excelled in that—but of new thinking, radical policy ideas. Take the way a large company works today and compare it to a government department. In the company there would be a continuous reassessment, from first principles, of what the company is trying to do and how it is doing it. In particular there would be a relentless focus on system improvement through use of technology; perpetual analysis of the customer base and how its habits and wishes were changing; and a comparative study of what the competition is up to.

Government doesn’t much function like that. For example, there is very little work by government—as opposed to think tank—on how other governments have created change, on what the empirical evidence is for certain policies. In Downing Street, I formed a Delivery Unit, Policy Unit and Strategy Unit, staffed largely by outsiders and charged specifically with trying to learn the lessons of change: how others had tried to effect it; to think new thoughts about systemic change; and to distinguish between day-to-day policy management and radical long-term policy. In departments, such an infrastructure was largely absent, yet there were hordes of people dedicated to monitoring and managing and issuing guidelines. Where there were research capabilities, they worked in very conventional ways and rarely did they come up with practical methods of delivering effective results as opposed to sociological essays that had limited value.

What should happen, therefore, is an attempt to create a genuine consensus around long-term reform of the way government works in order, radically, to realign government with the modern world.

In public services and welfare, the changes are much harder to make, since they touch not just entrenched interests but people’s lives. Change will therefore necessarily only happen over time. But, again, round the world certain lessons are obvious. Any welfare system that encourages people to be welfare recipients is constructed contrary to purpose. It is better to spend money on equipping people to retrain and find work, than on benefits. The retirement age has to be raised in line with the age to which people are living. Over time, we have to rebalance what the general taxpayer, through the state, contributes to pension provision and how people provide for themselves; and the regulation of the latter has to be sensible and not so burdensome that the costs make it prohibitive for middle-class people.

In social exclusion and help targeted at those at the very bottom of society, we have to be prepared to intervene radically and early. One of the greatest mistakes of social policy is to treat “the poor” or “the disadvantaged” as one homogeneous grouping. They are not. There is all the difference in the world between a family that is poor but functioning as a family, where the child and the parents with the right education and opportunities (to which I shall come) can succeed; and the family that is dysfunctional, where the parent/s has/have drug, alcohol or behavioural problems. No amount of opportunity will offer them a way out until the dysfunction is tackled head-on. Even in the worst neighbourhoods, my experience was that the majority were law-abiding and decent. They were, however, regularly overwhelmed by a small number of totally dysfunctional families operating outside of society’s mainstream. They are a special case. They need treating as one. Conventional social work or social policy is utterly hopeless in dealing with them. We can spend billions as a result with little progress.

So, towards the end of my time in government, we began to utilise methods for dealing with severely dysfunctional families that meant a considerable degree of contact and intervention at an early stage. Again, conventional policy will tell you little can be done, except by way of traditional social work, until a crime is committed or abuse is discovered, for example. Yet we know very early which families are at risk. It is very early that intervention is necessary. Or take the inefficiency of adoption laws where there is a long, drawn-out process, full of rules and restrictions, not all of which make sense, while we leave children in the care of parents who will not look after them. The point is we have to conduct the policy inquiry from first principles, not within a system that is itself at fault.

Which brings me to an obsession I had before government and during my time as prime minister: law and order. I remain militant on the subject. This is far more than the usual debate about whether prison “works”—of course it does at one level, since it gets the offenders off the streets—but at another, as rehabilitation figures show, it isn’t the answer. I introduced a series of measures as prime minister on organised crime, seizure of assets and antisocial behaviour. All of them altered the normal rules of the criminal justice system, but we needed to go much further. I still think we fail completely to understand the link between crime, especially organised crime, social deprivation and opportunity. Give people a law-abiding environment and a good education, and a large part of the benefit system would become irrelevant.

Again, the point is that the criminal justice and welfare systems have grown up unchanged in a world light years away from the social setting in which they were originally conceived. The question is therefore less a right vs. left one. It is rather: given how society has changed, how do we reorder the systems so that they accomplish their original goals of creating law-abiding communities and providing opportunity to those without it?

Health care would need its own book. Having studied different systems and different attempts to reform them, I have to say one thing at the outset: no system provides the answer and all systems are under strain. However, I would say two things stand out.

First, the benefit of a universal, taxpayer-funded system is access; the benefit of a privately funded system is quality of service and adaptability to the patient’s wishes. The question is: can you devise a system that combines the two? In any universal system, the key to change is to introduce centres of competition, to give patient choice and to have measures of accountability that are transparent, with information freely available. Whatever process of commissioning is used, it will only work effectively if patients have power and providers are diverse. This is the only way also to encourage the system to self-reform, which is vital in circumstances where medical technology is routinely changing the nature and extent of treatment and care and also changing the best place to get care which, increasingly, will be in a primary health-care setting. Indeed, I would say the same of mainly privately funded systems: the more competition the better. You need to deal with soaring legal costs. And where, for reasons of access and equity, the state subsidises the health care of the needy, try in so far as is possible not to push their health care into a different system. Rather, help them to be part of the private system everyone else uses.

The other point is to recognise that no country can afford its health-care system without the active participation of its citizens. People know more today, learn about their conditions, self-diagnose, can manage their own conditions and want to do so. We all need to look after ourselves better: eat well, exercise, drink responsibly, don’t smoke. There has to be a huge move towards prevention, which needs to become part of how we live. In the book I examine these policy issues in detail by reference to my own travails as prime minister, so necessarily here I am just making general health policy points; but the one large point is: the right answer does not begin with conventional left/right politics, whether in regard to health care or anything else.

Actually, it often starts in school.

Reform of the Economy

Which is also where a sensible long-term economic policy begins. But before that, let me turn to a more immediate economic discussion. I develop this in detail in the last chapter. In summary, the danger, as I see it, is as follows.

The financial crisis is bound to change economic policy. The danger is it regresses it. At the moment, Western policymakers are in this bind. The deficit is bad because it saps confidence in the economy, but cutting the deficit too fast may risk cutting growth, thereby making the deficit worse (since, as government swiftly educates you, the biggest swings in the surplus or deficit of government spending come from levels of growth). Higher interest rates also limit growth since they raise the cost of borrowing, yet rates that are too low may cause inflation. So the macro picture is confused. The key starting point here, though, is to make these judgements those of right vs. wrong, not right vs. left. Debating whether Keynesian economics should be revived or not is simply distracting. It is clear that we need credible plans for deficit reduction. It is obvious these will only happen over time. Given the propensity of government to spend, a judgement can be made and adjusted over the course of the plan, as can the management of interest rates.

The decisions that will contribute hugely to the success of the macro strategy, however, will be on the micro side, i.e. on tax, spending, regulation, the general business environment, and, above all, jobs. Here the policymakers are in a different sort of bind. The conventional wisdom, at least, of today’s politics is that the people are anti-bankers, big business, everyone who “got us into this mess”. There is also a genuine and burgeoning reaction against those who earn “too much”, against elites, and to put it more fairly and rationally, against inequality, a lack of social mobility and a fear that this generation may be the first in the modern era whose children don’t expect to do better than their parents.

At an emotional level I have a huge sympathy for those arguments; but, as ever, the question for the decision-maker, as opposed to the columnist, is what would make the difference, i.e. what works to change this situation? Here, unfortunately, there is a clash between the correct short-term politics and the correct long-term policy. A sensible policy would be: to be cautious on regulation since we need business, including the financial sector, to be vibrant and confident (though as I say later, we should have major reforms on global supervision and coordination); tax reform to reward work and help create jobs; and use the necessary changes in public services and welfare spending to shape the platform for future growth. Above all, education—both investment in it and reform of it—would move centre stage; and education not simply at school or university, but pre-school and in adult life.

In other words, we would use the crisis and the reinforced urgency to change as a result of it, in order to make reforms that, if we analyse our economies from first principles, we should be doing anyway. Instead, the overwhelming urge of politicians, for reasons that are completely understandable, will be to address business under the mantra “this must never happen again” (one of the most commonly used, often futile, and occasionally counterproductive slogans in politics); have more regulation; raise taxes on the wealthy; and try to protect the vulnerable by retaining as much of the existing system of support as possible in straitened times, and cutting back on capital investment in the future.

Let me single out two of these items. Both show how hard it is to make such changes; but also why they are so necessary. “Tax reform” is an easy phrase to utter because stated like that it is essentially anodyne; and as I learned in office, everyone is in favour of reform in general, just not in particular. However, the way our tax systems have evolved—with all sorts of tax breaks, loopholes, assorted special reliefs—means that we have tax systems today that we would never design this way were we able to start from scratch. This is not just a matter of logic but of experience. We have learned what is effective and what isn’t. Taxes on jobs reduce jobs. High taxes on income reduce the incentive to work. Indirect taxes on consumption need to be on a rational basis. Complexity employs accountants; it doesn’t produce efficiency or growth.

Most people would agree with this. The problem is that each tax break and each special relief has its own interest group. Taking away any one of them causes a mini political storm that can become a major one; but the consequence of not reforming is that we end up with taxes on business—which create the jobs—and on direct income, which limits incentives and, by the way, invariably means the very wealthy can find ways to dodge, while the comfortably off get hit. That is why the only way of doing it is to take it out of a partisan fight between right and left, construct a platform of shared national purpose, and make our system competitive in the new global economy.

The other issue is education. I came to power on a programme of “education, education, education” so I know first hand how hard it is to do it. I believe people will look back, in time, at the state of our education system and be truly appalled that a situation had been allowed to develop whereby, in a world where education defines your life chances, a good 40 to 50 per cent of our children, possibly more, had an inadequate start in life. By the end of ten years in office, we had made the first really important reforms to secondary schools in Academy and self-governing Trust schools; to universities through the introduction of tuition fees; and to early years learning through Sure Start and the “No Child Left Behind” programme. But each step was fraught with opposition and obstruction and we still have a long, long way to go. However, from the UK experience, and that of the U.S., Scandinavia and elsewhere, one thing stands out: the bigger the reforms, the better the results.

Of course we need the investment, which is why when we look at spending on benefits and spending on education, the disparity is so crushing. But it is now clear which reforms work. Schools run by bureaucracies don’t; schools with an independent ethos, run by teachers in the interests of parents and pupils, do. Teachers’ unions can’t have a veto over policy. Where schools know parents have a choice, they improve. Discipline, respect, an environment that encourages application and hard work: these are the obvious things we want for our own children. As I always used to say when beginning an education policy debate in Downing Street: let’s start as parents, not policymakers.

The lessons of reform from around the world are now definable. (I set many of them out in later parts of this book.) So we should do them.

The reason for urgency in all this is how the rest of the world will develop. This is something I see so much more clearly now since leaving office. It is fascinating to see those countries at an earlier stage of development. They begin to shape their rudimentary systems of education, health and welfare. I always say to them: learn from what we got wrong; don’t assume we would do it this way if we had our time again. By and large that is how they’re approaching it. As they grow, they will provide markets for us. They will also be our competitors. But one thing is for sure: we will have to be better, smarter, move up the value chain just to stay afloat, never mind ahead. That is why education is so crucial. Take manufacturing. Those who say we need modern manufacturing, that we need to make things as well as having service companies, are right; and the way to do it is through a focus on education, technology, on higher attainment in engineering, chemistry and science. It is to encourage young people to see a future in manufacturing that is not about assembly lines and blue overalls, but about creativity, ingenuity and innovation. If I had my time over again, I wouldn’t be a lawyer, I would go into industry.

The point is that the way the world around us is changing means we just can’t afford to stay still. We have to stride out; and our method of politics is holding us back.

Foreign Policy and the Transatlantic Alliance

If we lack confidence about our future at home, we are unlikely to project confidence about our future abroad. If I had any simple message for America and Europe right now, it would be: show strength. I understand completely why it jars to say something that sounds, in a sense, rather primitive and of course can lead to the accusation of arrogance. We have to liberate ourselves from the posture of apology. To be strong is not the same as being arrogant. Being humble is not the same as being passive.

Both America and Europe have got a certain psychological challenge right now. For the U.S. it is partly a desire to retire in order to reflect upon and deal with what appear to be significant internal issues that preoccupy the country. That is why there was no rush to be involved in Libya. Also, the years after 9/11 have taken their toll on the lives of brave and committed servicemen and women, in emotional wear and tear, and also financially. These have been tough years, made tougher by a feeling that despite acting for what America perceived to be the best of motives, American action was disputed, even scorned, and America’s reputation was said to have suffered. It is dispiriting to fight the good fight and yet be excoriated for fighting it. This is why the action President Obama authorised, which resulted in the death of Osama bin Laden, is so hugely significant. It shows that, no matter how long it takes, those who kill the innocent in deliberate acts of terrorism will eventually face justice. It showed strength. It showed staying power. It was assertively but not arrogantly executed. This could be a turning point.

I go into all the different policy details and conundrums of America’s position in the book. I want to debate here the psychology. One thing I learned in politics is that although it would be great if the crises came sequentially, unfortunately they don’t. It would be good if we could deal with the financial crisis in an otherwise calm world; and then having dealt with that, turn our attention to foreign affairs as those waters become choppy, but that’s not what happens. They come on their own timetable with their own agenda. And at this moment, the world is a very dangerous place.

Secondly, there is a real risk that a perceived conventional wisdom amongst a certain intellectual elite becomes a policy. Here’s the surprising thing: much of the world wants America to be strong, and those that don’t, want it weak for bad reasons. An assertive America causes people all sorts of problems, makes them uncomfortable, forces them to do things they would rather not, and can even make them fearful; so does an unassertive America. Take that strong hand off the tiller and, sure, the risk of getting seasick as the vessel carves through the water is reduced; but the risk of drift arrives very quickly and is infinitely more alarming. That is why the action against bin Laden was celebrated even in many parts of the Middle East.

The important thing to realise is that this is not just about the assertion of power but of values. At its best, the U.S. doesn’t just stand for liberty, but also for justice, for a world in which people are not only free but equal. How the world develops, with new centres of global power arising and huge challenges of cultural as well as political ideology confronting us, will depend dramatically and fundamentally on how willing America is to stand up for those values.

For Europe, the challenge is strength. This challenge is simple, unadorned, obvious, and desperately insistent. As a result of its economic woes, Europe finds it hard at this moment to act with coherence and strength. Yet the most frustrating thing is not the size of the challenge, but the size of the opportunity. America needs Europe as its partner. The transatlantic alliance is more relevant today, not less. The rise of new powers with different traditions and, more important, different systems of government, means that Europe and America should stand strong together in order to shape the world’s development. For that to happen, Europe has to act in unison.

The trouble is that—quite apart from the immediate economic crises—Europe is a collection of proud, independent nations, each with its own views, culture and traditions. So, for example, Germany will approach certain issues very differently from France, however close the ties between the two nations are. What is necessary is to look at Europe in the early twenty-first century in a quite different way from the Europe of the immediate post-war years. Back then, the issue was peace; how to prevent Europe going back to the wars that periodically had defined European history. Since that was the rationale, the cause of European integration was born and it was very straightforward. Europe would be bound together by a set of institutions that over time would acquire more power. The Council would be the place of the leaders of the individual nations, but over time its power would reduce; the Commission would be the powerhouse of integration; the Parliament would be the nascent forum of European democracy. The more integration, the more peace, because the less scope there would be for individual nations to break out and restart old enmities. It is a measure of how fast the world changes today that in the span of less than one lifetime, the very thought of hostility between European nations is now fatuous.

The danger for Europe today is not war; it is weakness. The rationale for Europe is not how to keep the peace between European nations, it is how, together, they project power, influence and strength in a world in which any of them, even the largest, is going to be small in comparison with the new, emergent powers of the East. The purpose of this, of course, is not power or influence per se; it is because the world can be better through Europe having power and influence. Europe has many faults, but it has progressive values, a decent basic adherence to the Judeo-Christian heritage that precisely because of its tumultuous and often terrible history has achieved a considerable measure of humane civilisation today. The world needs Europe to be strong. And for Europe and the U.S. to be together.

Once this new rationale for European unity is understood, it changes profoundly not just the way Europe looks at itself, but the way it needs to work. At present, the debate in Europe is poised precariously between the federalists and the phobes, those who believe in “ever closer integration”; and those who see such a plan as an assault on the nation state. Both positions exclude the majority of European people. People recognise the need for Europe to act coherently but are anxious about a Europe that takes away power from parliaments to which people feel close and gives it to institutions to which they feel little affinity or loyalty.

This polarised debate is the product of the old rationale for Europe. Integration in these terms is seen as institutional integration since the nation state is seen as a symbol of independence that is contrary to the European ideal. It then becomes an objective in itself. The constitutional changes eventually embodied in the Lisbon Treaty were less about what Europe wanted to do, in specific policy terms, than about the mechanisms by which it was governed, and what that symbolised in terms of “European integration”. The result is an obsession about institutional integration in itself rather than a debate about what we want to do as Europe, where the institutions should be at the service of the policy, rather than the policy at the service of institutions.

If the debate becomes one about how to project European power, then a quite different agenda arises. This would mean, in certain areas, more integration but for a defined purpose. Europe needs a common defence policy. Why? To increase its leverage and power so that if the U.S. decides not to act, Europe can; or if the U.S. is acting in concert with Europe, the partnership can be on more equal terms. A common energy policy makes sense to reduce cost, improve efficiency and cut energy consumption. The single market will require greater integration but rightly so, for economic growth and to produce jobs. Hence the importance of the single EU patent recently approved by the mechanism of reinforced co-operation, where some countries can act together and others are allowed to opt out. Fighting organised crime and illegal immigration across borders makes sense, so integrate where necessary to do so—but don’t fixate on every aspect of immigration law being identical across all countries. It isn’t necessary. Most immediately for the health of the single currency, there will need to be greater integration and co-ordination of fiscal policy. If done in order to improve stability and therefore growth, it will be accepted; but not if it’s seen as an end in itself to give Europe more power over individual countries.

Focusing on European power, then, gives a different complexion to the discussion of Europe’s institutions. The Council needs to work more effectively with strong leadership. The Commission is allowed to do its job as the engine of effective decision-making. The Parliament can be a forum of revision, debate and initiative. But one thing would be abundantly clear. Ask UK voters to name an MEP and I would be surprised if above 10 per cent could do so. The result in other European countries won’t be wildly different except where the MEP was at one time a national figure. So the notion of a steady evolution towards a reduced Council and an enhanced Parliament is based on a fundamental diversion from democratic accountability. It won’t work. If pushed it will feed scepticism about Europe, if not outright opposition. It is a twentieth-century agenda.

If, instead, Europe concentrates on projecting power—possibly even eventually with a European president directly elected by European people, but presiding still over an alliance of nation states, it can do what the citizens and countries of Europe urgently need, namely ensure that Europe’s voice, its interests and its values play their proper part in fashioning the new geopolitical era.

A crucial test of both U.S. and EU strength will come over how events in the Middle East are handled.

The Middle East and North Africa

I said earlier that sometimes the hardest thing in politics is just getting the right answer. Leadership in politics is about answers, i.e. you have to come down on one side or another. There’s another thing: inaction is also a decision, with consequences. Indecision simply becomes a different, more passive form of decision-making.

People often say to political leaders: listen! Get advice! Seek views! By and large leaders do so. But here is the problem: when you listen, you hear different voices. Advisers disagree. The views cover a range of disparate options. Then you have to decide.

As these uprisings change the face of the Middle East and North Africa—and as I write, this revolution is nowhere near being over—a leader seeking counsel will get two opposing views, both within his country and outside it. The first view is, in effect: stay out; this is their struggle, they have to do it; learn from Iraq and Afghanistan and realise that to interfere is to make things worse. Besides, we have plenty back here to think about. Let’s look after ourselves first, for a change.

It’s a beguiling argument. What’s more, it may be where the people are. I don’t notice much appetite in the U.S. or Europe for activism.

The alternative view is that we have major interests engaged in the region. We have no real option but to be active. The question is: what’s the right action?

It won’t surprise you to know I favour the second argument. Libya is an interesting test case. Suppose we had done nothing. Gaddafi would have retaken the country and suppressed the revolt with extraordinary vehemence. Many would have died. But the more far-reaching consequence is that within a period of months, we would have supported the removal of a key ally, President Mubarak of Egypt (and you can’t rewrite history, he was our ally); and then stood by as Gaddafi (who despite his change on WMD and terrorism could not be considered in the same way) kept power. The damage to the West’s reputation, credibility and stature would have been not just massive but potentially irreparable. That’s what I mean by saying inaction is also a decision.

But it doesn’t stop there. What do we do when Bahrain is in the grip of a Shia/Sunni power struggle? What do we say when Saudi Arabia believes its core interests are threatened and intervenes? Where are we on the removal of the Assad regime in Syria? What do we do if Iran decides to suppress internal dissent and continue to pursue its nuclear weapons ambitions? Do we regard stability in Jordan as a vital interest? And if the peace process between Israel and Palestine is in disarray, do we take the view that the vacuum matters when a short time ago it was in our strategic interest to resolve it? To this list you could add another ten questions, not the least of which is what is happening postrevolution in Egypt particularly, but also in Tunisia.

The point is: we need a Plan. None of these questions is easy to answer. All involve an immensely tricky interplay between interests, values, practical activity and political judgement. Nothing we do will be free from criticism or opposition, our motives in any action will be suspected, and it will be impossible to predict accurately the outcome of any action decided upon. But Europe and America came together over Libya and, though it is difficult and though the way things will turn out is uncertain, it showed leadership; and amongst the criticism, there was also—in the region—relief that leadership was shown. So what is the Plan to guide us through what is happening? I think it consists of the following.

Evolution is better than revolution; but the status quo is not an option. The truth is, it would have been better in Egypt if the regime had laid out a plan for change and steady evolution towards proper democracy some years back. It didn’t, and the lesson for all autocratic regimes the world over is: change, or be changed. But where there is the possibility of evolutionary change, we should encourage and support it. This is the case in the Gulf States. Instability there would be damaging not just to our interests but to those countries and their people. Many are already embarking on a path of steady change. We should help them keep to it and support it. None of this means we do not criticise strongly the use of violence against unarmed civilians. Or that if that violence continues, we do not reserve the right then to move to outright opposition to the status quo, as has happened in Libya. But it is more sensible to do so in circumstances where the regime has excluded a path to evolutionary change. Then it is clear: the people have no choice. But if there is a process that can lead to change with stability, we should back that policy. My point is simple: we need to have an active policy, be players and not spectators sitting in the stands, applauding or condemning as we watch. Like it or not, we have to participate.

In Egypt and Tunisia, we should work closely with the new governments to help them navigate their way to genuine democracy. Only they can decide on their future. It is not for us to try to impose—it wouldn’t work anyway—but there is a space between imposing and just watching events unfold. We should be very clear, especially in relation to Egypt: democracy is not just about the right to vote a government in and out. It only works if a whole array of other freedoms come with freedom to vote: the rule of law, properly and impartially administered; freedom of expression; free markets; and freedom of religion. We should stand ready to help with aid, debt relief and the muscle of the international financial institutions, but we should also be quietly insistent that such help won’t succeed unless proper rules and order are put in place.

Iran should be put under renewed and intense pressure to back off from both its nuclear ambitions and its deliberate attempts to foment instability and terrorism in the region. I am an unashamed advocate of regime change in Tehran. At the least, they should know that we are strong, determined and resolute on pushing back against their influence; and that an Iranian nuclear bomb is a red line for us. The sooner we are explicit about this and expose at every turn what they are doing or trying to do, the better.

We need to lay out a strategy for getting us to Palestinian statehood; and an end to the Israel/Palestine dispute. Of course at one level it is even harder now for Israel. What stability and predictability it had in its neighbours has been replaced by instability and unpredictability. For similar reasons, but with an opposite conclusion, the Palestinian leadership find it hard to go into negotiation with an Israeli partner they don’t trust, to make difficult compromises which will be tough to sell, in circumstances where they don’t know the regional context into which such compromises will be played.

So the Israeli security concerns are even greater than before, and the Palestinian leadership task—to carry their people with them in a unified politics—is even more challenging. Nevertheless, look at it a different way: precisely for reasons of security, now is a sensible time for Israel to make peace, if those concerns can be addressed, while for the Palestinians, and at least for their moderate leadership, now is the moment when they need the prospect of genuine statehood more than ever.

What is necessary therefore is a strategy that a) sets out a framework for peace, guiding the negotiations to a deal that is fair for the Palestinians on territory and realistic for the Israelis on security; and b) creates the momentum on the ground in support of such a strategy by making real changes in the lives of Palestinians in the West Bank, East Jerusalem and Gaza.

If there has been any bright spot in the last three years, it has been the state-building programme of Prime Minister Fayyad, under President Abbas’ leadership. The militia have been replaced by proper police and security forces; the courts and prisons have begun to function; social programmes have been introduced; the environment for doing business has been transformed; the economy has grown and, for the first time in years, in 2011 the need for outside aid has been substantially cut. Even Gaza has seen a significant opening up, despite continuing attacks. Whatever happens in respect of relations between Fatah and Hamas, this programme must continue.

What works, therefore, is clear. We just need to do much more of it. I started this part by saying we needed a Plan, with a capital P. Usually I am sceptical about such things. They can end up having grandiose titles and ambitions and very modest impact. In this case, though, I think there is a lot to be said for having something that very clearly denotes that we are taking a “whole region” view; that we are going actively to engage and support evolutionary change; that we will stand up for a platform that delivers greater freedom with stability; that where there have been revolutions, we are ready to assist the new governments if they are moving towards genuine democracy; and that we will not allow those who have a different agenda to gain the upper hand.

In this I also favour being quite specific about our anxieties and concerns. They can be and should be put simply and plainly: that the move to democracy is subverted by Islamist groups whose concept of democracy is alien to what we believe. There is a fear in part of the West that by doing so, we are insensitive. This is an error. Actually many of those within the region want us to be open about this anxiety; because they share it.

What’s more, the anxiety is fully justified. The truth is there is another big struggle going on alongside that for democracy and freedom. It is about the nature and the future of Islam in the twenty-first century. The sooner we engage with this openly, the better. It is absolutely at the heart of our future security and stability. It requires a quite different sort of strategy, policy and engagement from that to which we are accustomed. The foundation I began, the Tony Blair Faith Foundation, is no doubt seen as eccentric by those who ask why a former political leader should concern himself with religion. But how different faiths, and therefore different cultures, relate to each other, learn to work and live with each other, will be quite possibly the determinative issue of the twenty-first century. For the reason I gave earlier, this century is unlikely to see a repetition of the clashes of fundamental political ideology which so marked and scarred the twentieth century, but it could easily be a century shaped by clashes of cultural or religious ideology.

Over four billion people in our world today identify themselves as having religious affiliation. Islam is the world’s fastest growing religion, though in China, for example, the fastest growing faith is Christianity. In surveys asking people how important religion is to them, the number saying religion is important or very important is around 30 per cent in the UK, roughly the same in the rest of Europe, over 60 per cent in the U.S., and in virtually every country in the Middle East over 90 per cent.

We still have much work to do in getting proper data for religious attitudes worldwide, and it is a big and complex task, but just think for a moment about the gap between the West and the Middle East. Take Britain. Imagine if the figure here was also over 90 per cent. Leave aside whether that would be good or bad, just think how different a country we would be—a different society, a different culture, with a different way of thinking about and looking at the world.

Now let us assume for the purpose of argument (and this isn’t a daft assumption) that there are two essential religious types. The first believe their faith is the only true valid faith; that there is no other path to salvation; and that those who don’t share that faith are condemned as unbelievers. This is an exclusivist view of faith. We know that type. Then the second are those who believe strongly in their faith, believe in its claims to exclusive truth, but are, nonetheless, open-minded towards those of other faiths, recognising that different people with different histories have different religious experiences and beliefs, even if they don’t analyse it closely; but seeing in the best of what each faith has to offer, some commonality of values and principles that guide good living. We know this type too. Of course, many fit some way along the spectrum towards either end, but each faith has identifiable and clear elements that conform to those two types.

In a society where over 90 per cent of people identify religion as important or very important in their lives, isn’t it significant to know which type is in the ascendant and what we might do to encourage the group that embraces co-existence? Isn’t it vital in our society as well as theirs that children are educated at a young age about different faiths so that at least they know what “the other” really believes? Shouldn’t we see interaction between faiths not as a nice gesture but as politically, socially and culturally important? Even if we are not in any way religious, religion matters. In the way the predominantly Muslim nations of the Middle East and North Africa develop, it will matter profoundly. This is not even to mention the circumstances of nations like Pakistan, Somalia, Indonesia and the huge Muslim population of India.

We need a Plan that covers all this, from the economic to the cultural, and we need it fast.

Energy

For reasons both of energy security and climate change, I put this challenge up there with those of the global economy and terrorism. There are still many sceptics on climate change. For all I know they may eventually turn out to be right, but if they’re wrong and we have missed the chance to act, or (at least) vastly increased the costs of dealing with it by acting late, a future generation will find it hard to forgive us. As I say, I am no scientist and therefore I feel unqualified to debate whether the changes in weather patterns and the predictions of catastrophe if we allow greenhouse gas emissions to rise without mitigating action are accurate or not; but plenty of those who are qualified say that they are. Even as an unqualified observer, my best guess is that they are right. And this is a judgement we cannot afford to get wrong.

However, today, there is a far more immediate reason to act: energy security. As the cost of oil spirals upwards again, dragging behind it coal and other fossil fuels, and the supplies of energy come often from unstable and uncertain parts of the world, I would rank energy security for many countries as important as defence. Moreover, we are still at a point where a large part of the world, not least hundreds of millions of people in China and India, and almost one billion people in Africa, has yet to industrialise.

Currently China consumes around 10 per cent of worldwide demand for oil. If its GDP per head carries on rising—and follows the path of similar increases in living standards in South Korea and Taiwan, say—the world output will need to double, and China’s share of demand will rise from 10 per cent to 50 per cent. And this is just China. If, as people in poorer parts of the world will want and press for, we go from a world today where a majority are still on low incomes to, say, five billion living the energy-rich lifestyles we take for granted, we would have to increase energy productivity by five to ten times while dropping carbon emissions per unit of energy by a similar factor.

Of course it is true we still have large reserves of oil and oil sands, shale oil, coal and other carbon fuels, but the cost of extraction can be high and the environmental consequences are challenging. To base our future on the assumption that such fossil fuels will satisfy our demand for energy (leaving aside the environment for a moment) would be a dangerous gamble.

Now here is where the challenge deepens. There is no way that we are going to meet the challenge by telling people not to consume; or by raising, heavily, taxes on energy. This argument won’t work in the U.S. or even the UK. It has no chance whatever in the emerging markets. China and India will industrialise, period. They are not going to be told by wealthy nations that have raised living standards, precisely by industrialisation through the burning and consumption of fossil fuels, that in the interests of the global environment, they now have to hold back.

There is only one way to solve this challenge: science and technology. We have to improve radically, not marginally, energy productivity and carbon energy efficiency. These technologies therefore have to be disruptive—i.e. alter the game entirely. Government can help, not by picking winning technologies, but by setting a framework globally and nationally that can incentivise the development of such technologies.

Partly this will be about reordering subsidies away from the current bias in favour of fossil fuel. These industries are subsidised, worldwide, at present to around $312 billion, as opposed to $57 billion for renewables. It will also be to put in place a global framework that gives clear direction to the private sector that governments are united in a desire to reduce carbon emissions and move over time to a low-carbon economy. In this regard, there is a huge danger we make the best the enemy of the good in the negotiations for a successor treaty to Kyoto. Kyoto was a treaty whose purpose was to make a point. Its successor is happening in far more serious times, with governments now anxious to make a policy, not a point. But it has to be realistic and practical, otherwise we’re asking leaders to pay a political price they just can’t. So I would take the commitments already entered into by national governments which cumulatively mean a big shift in policy; not fixate on precise percentages of carbon reduction by precise dates (which is based on data that is actually less precise than many pretend); focus heavily on areas like deforestation and sharing of technology where steps forward are being taken; and get the treaty agreed and under way.

The signal this would send would itself multiply the efforts in the private sector to develop the game-changing technologies of the future. To those who say such technologies may never come, it’s worth analysing the impact of disruptive technologies over the last few decades. In almost every case, people made predictions of the market on assumptions that technology turned on their head. For example, in the 1980s, McKinsey were asked by AT&T to project the market size of mobile phones in the year 2000. The prediction was a market of one million in the U.S. In fact by 2000, there were over 100 million U.S. mobile phones, and of course there are many more today. A whole series of innovations from lithium ion batteries to ultra low-power processors changed a great clunking, heavy box into the pocket-sized phone we use today.

We can do the same in energy. We just need to create a structure that incentivises it. This will mean not only developing entirely new technologies, but also improving existing ones. For example, as a result of Fukushima, many countries will hesitate over nuclear power. In my view, it would be a tragic mistake if we allowed what happened there to close down the potential of nuclear power. Of course, we will have to study the lessons carefully, but we should also be seeing how the technology can be further developed and improved so that risks are minimised and the nuclear waste generated is cut radically. Already there are such technologies in formation. My plea would be not to overreact to what has happened, but to keep the enormous and liberating potential of this technology in being. We will need it.

A number of things stand out from this analysis of issues and challenges. If we compare it with a late twentieth-century analysis, we can see how different it is. Some issues are new—for example the importance of religious and cultural ideology and its link with security. Some are now given hugely accelerated importance—as in energy and its link to the environment. But in a sense this could always be so for every generation.

Notice, however, how little either the agenda or the answers conform to a typical right/left analysis. The values that underpin the solutions are often more identifiably progressive in that they concern the necessity of improving the lives of all citizens not just a few; but the solutions themselves treat individuals as individuals, and recognise that today the freedom not just to elect governments but to choose how to live, is an essential aspiration all people share.

Most challenging of all, though, is the fact that all those solutions require us to change; and to understand that a preparedness to change is an indispensable part of preserving those values and enhancing them in a world so radically different from the world my generation grew up in.

The final message I would convey in this introduction is the possibility, the opportunity, that this change presents to us. I have learned a lot in the different phases of my life. I don’t mean policy and decision-making and all of that, which is gone into in detail in the book. I mean about how as a human being you approach life. Whenever I have the chance and the privilege to talk to groups of students even as young as my son Leo is now (eleven), I try to get them to see that people like me—prime minister for ten years—don’t come ready-made or predestined. I explain to them that once, believe it or not, I was like they are. I was the same jumble of failed dreams, thwarted hopes, and disappointed expectations along with the achievements. I used to look at successful people and think: I’m not sure I could ever be like that. I know what it’s like to lose self-confidence. I know what it’s like to fail, come second, to let people down, to let yourself down. Success is a mixture of natural talent, hard work, judgement and, yes, a bit of luck along the way. Not everyone gets to the top; and even those who do, don’t always find fulfilment there.

But one thing I have learned: nothing ever comes to those with a negative mind. Nobody achieves without an energy that is essentially positive. Start each day by counting your blessings. There will be plenty of time to contemplate and experience the sad, the depressing, the tragic. Those are emotions any life will have its fill of. But understand life is a gift. If you approach it with that frame of mind, you can always perceive, no matter how dark the time appears to be, some shaft of light, and move towards it.

It’s the same for a country. It is the optimistic spirit that gets it going, makes it achieve and shows it that among all the challenges of change, there are fantastic opportunities, and that though change is hard, it can also be exciting and liberating.

I don’t think the West should give up on itself or think the twenty-first century will belong to someone else. We may have to share it, but that too can be exciting. All we need is to recover our self-confidence and the self-belief that, although the challenges will be difficult, we have the ability and application to overcome them.
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INTRODUCTION
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America’s burden is that it wants to be loved, but knows it can’t be. Love is given to nations with which we sympathise; nations that are victims of tragedy, oppression or even poor governance. Powerful nations aren’t loved. They can be admired by their friends, respected by neutrals; they have to be feared by their enemies.

This is especially so of a nation like America that is not only powerful, but aspires to lead. The leadership will be resented, sometimes actively opposed. It will also, however, be expected.

This book, in many ways, is a story about America as well as, evidently, a history of my time as British PM. In it, I describe my relationship with Presidents Bill Clinton and George W. Bush, with whom I worked closely, and also with President Obama, who I never worked with in office but who I work with now in the Middle East.

With Presidents Clinton and Bush, I lived through some turbulent and difficult times. Their consequences resonate today and very often have provided the context for the decisions of the Obama presidency. Though this book covers the period from 1997 to 2007, it has a chapter about 2007–10 and the economic and security challenges that are current. In any event, as the reader will know, events after September 11, 2001, continue to reverberate. It is hard to know how we best navigate where we must go without knowing where we have been and how we got to our present position.

Leadership is personal. People often think of leaders as the repositories of unique knowledge, even thought, who can survey, by reason of their office, things that others cannot. Despite the modern media way, which is to bring leaders down to earth and expose their frailties more rapidly and intrusively than in times gone by, there is still a sense in which the leader, and most particularly the president of the United States, remains on the Olympian heights. Mere mortals are still inspired by a certain awe, at least for the office if not always the human being who occupies it.

Once you know the truth, and as a fellow leader and a British PM you see American presidents close up, you do indeed see the personal side and you no longer look at them as remote office holders but also as human actors in the unfolding dramas of political affairs. This is the best vantage point and a more honest one. But in my case, it has led me to more not less respect for the quality of what America can produce. I will describe each president in a moment—and indeed do in the chapters of this book—but first let me say a word about my own relationship with America.

I came to love America. Frankly, I didn’t start that way! Not that I disliked it; but I hadn’t visited America, and didn’t know many Americans at school or university. My first trip was in 1985, at the age of thirty-two. I was a junior Opposition Treasury spokesman. My view of America had been formed from countless movies and TV shows and the odd interaction with American tourists. I had a touch of that British raised eyebrow at our American cousins. At the time, Britain had an issue over double taxation rules with the U.S. administration. I was in a delegation of Parliamentarians sent to see the then U.S. Treasury Secretary James Baker. I knew nothing much about Jim. Given that glorious ignorance, the senior Conservative members of the delegation—I was the only Labour representative—decided I should be the one who gave the treasury secretary a good tough talking to. “They need to be told,” I was confidently informed, “so go give it to them and him [Baker] in particular.” Like the diligent lawyer I was, I brushed up on the facts, became an overnight expert on double taxation and was duly thrown into the meeting, the flight over on the Concorde having boosted my sense of my own importance.

I came out of the meeting feeling a little like a boxer who had been told that the fight was fixed and the other guy would go down in the second round, finding he was in the ring with Rocky Marciano and no one had told him about the deal.

Jim was focused, on top of the detail, erudite, answered my points one by one, threw in a few of his own, took my warnings of tough action and exposed them as a series of paper tigers, and sent me out of there reeling and seeing stars. Above all, he was smart. It is important to learn from these lessons. And that’s what I learned that day. These Americans can be smart, really, really clever. Homely, folksy, in certain aspects disarmingly simple; but don’t let any of that fool you. Underneath all the pop culture, old-fashioned courtesy, Disney, McDonald’s and the rest of it, there beats a brain.

In the years that followed, I thought I got to know America better. “Yes, I know America well,” I said to someone who asked shortly before I left office in 2007: “I’ve been many times to D.C., N.Y. and now to L.A.” Of course, I didn’t know America at all. I had made a tour for a month in 1986 which the U.S. government provided for up-and-coming foreign politicians. I had even seen the Charleston Regatta, and Jerry Lee Lewis play live!

But the reality was that I was woefully ignorant. Only since leaving office have I truly seen some of what America offers, the variety and richness of its peoples, cultures and landscape. During the course of this journey, I have had countless debates and discussions with Americans of every stripe of politics and position in life.

As a result and in a strangely different but deeper way than when PM I have come to love America and what it stands for. Not that there aren’t a thousand points of criticism or disagreement. But I have a settled belief that was once intellectual and political and is now emotional, that the essential values it embodies are so much more fundamental to our fortune than even Americans themselves may appreciate. I have also seen more closely the parts of the world where those values are not in place; and I perceive more plainly the difference.

The three presidents I have known themselves represent in a curious way the facets of the American character, both in their diversity and their points of similarity. People often ask me: “Tell me, how was it with Bill Clinton, and then George Bush?” I always reply jokingly: “Here’s a real insight: they were very different from each other!”

Bill is an extraordinary mixture of easygoing charm and ferocious intellectual capacity. Probably, in terms of political intuition and certainly in terms of turning such intuition into analysis, he is the most formidable politician I ever met. My theory is that, in a curious way, the blessing of his times is the disadvantage of his legacy. As with any period, the years 1993–2000 were full of events, many of them hugely significant. But the world-changing events—9/11 and the financial crisis—happened in the next presidency.

Bill was actually a brilliant president. He made it at times look easy. He ran a good economy; made big reforms; handled, as I will relate, Kosovo with real leadership. But it is fascinating to speculate how he would have handled later world-changing events. There neither charm nor intellect would have been sufficient. It would have been pure calibre that determined the outcome. I believe he would have had it.

George W. Bush was straightforward and direct. The stupidest misconception was that he was stupid. He also had (has) great intuition. But his intuition was less—as in the case of Bill—about politics and more about what he thought was right or wrong. This wasn’t expressed analytically or intellectually. It was just stated. At times—since I was more from the Clinton school—I would find this puzzling, even alarming. I would be at a press conference with him, in the epicentre of those world-changing events, and I would think “George, explain it; don’t just say it.”

However, over time, and more even in retrospect as events have continued to unfold since I left, I have come to admire the simplicity, the directness, almost the boldness of it, finding in it strength and integrity. Sometimes, in the very process of reasoning, we lose sight of the need for a destination, for finding the way out of the labyrinth to solid ground that stands the test not of a few weeks, months or even a year or two, but of the vastness of the judgement of history.

Into the aftermath of the financial crisis and wars in Iraq and Afghanistan stepped Barack Obama. And as if that weren’t enough, he faces the challenges of avoiding a double dip recession and preventing Iran acquiring nuclear weapons capability. As ever, with a new leader, the political character cannot be fully formed or comprehended immediately but happens over time. The personal character, however, is clear: this is a man with steel in every part of him. The expectation was beyond exaggeration. The criticism is now exaggerated. He has remained the same throughout. And believe me, that is hard to do. I achieved that serenity only at the end.

I think I understand what the new president is trying to do. He is less opposed to some of the aims of the previous president than is supposed, or even politically convenient to admit. He is under no illusions as to the scale of the economic or security challenge; and in his own way, every bit as tough. He is trying to shape a different policy to meet these aims, avoiding market excesses in economics and the alienation of America from its allies, potential or actual, in meeting the security challenge.

Being a progressive myself, not a conservative, I entirely empathise with that objective in policy-making. In many ways, this book describes how in trying in my own way to do the same thing I learned some hard lessons. These form the staging posts of my political character on my journey through the ten years of my premiership.

Clinton, Bush, Obama: I can see the difference, I hear you say; what on earth is the similarity? However, at a certain point and that the highest one, they do meet and that point is not about them but about the character of America itself. Leaders come in all shapes and sizes and I have stumbled across the full range in my time. I recall sitting across the table from some leaders, unable to think of anything other than: My God, the poor people of that country. You get the dumb, the cynical, the tedious, the mildly unsuitable, the weird, the products of systems so mad and dysfunctional you find yourself marvelling that the leader is sentient let alone capable. And frankly some weren’t sentient. I remember asking rather unkindly when told of one leader’s death, “How could they tell?”

Then there are the clever, wise and good ones, the ones you have to admire and like, and here’s the thing: there are more of them than you would think.

But the real test of leadership—amongst all the tests of policy, judgement, politics and ability—is whether, in the final analysis, you put the country first. I don’t mean that you do something people agree with or even what is objectively right, if there is such a thing in politics. I mean that you are, ultimately, prepared to put what you perceive to be the common good of the nation before your own political self. It is the supreme test. Very few leaders pass it. Each of these presidents does and for a reason not connected simply to them.

Americans can be all that the rest of the world sometimes accuses them of: brash, loud, insular, obsessive and heavy-handed. And no other culture delights as much as the American culture, in countless movies, books and TV shows, in exposing that parody of itself.

But America is great for a reason. It is looked up to, despite all the criticism, for a reason. There is a nobility in the American character that has been developed over the centuries, derived in part no doubt from the frontier spirit, from the waves of migration that form the stock, from the circumstances of independence, from the civil war, from a myriad of historical facts and coincidences. But it is there.

That nobility isn’t about being nicer, better or more successful than anyone else. It is a feeling about the country. It is a devotion to the American ideal that at a certain point transcends class, race, religion or upbringing. That ideal is about values: freedom, the rule of law, democracy. It is also about the way you achieve: on merit, by your own efforts and hard work. But it is, most of all, that in striving for and protecting that ideal, you as an individual take second place to the interests of the nation as a whole. It is what makes the country determined to overcome its challenges. It is what makes its soldiers give their lives in sacrifice. It is what brings every variety of American, from the lowest to the highest, to their feet when “The Star-Spangled Banner” is played. Of course the ideal is not always met—that is obvious. But it is always striven for.

The next years will test the American character. America won’t be loved in this presidency any more than in previous ones. But America should have confidence. That ideal, which produces the optimism which generates the achievement, is worth all the striving. It is the most precious gift a nation can have. The world is changing. New powers are emerging. But this does not diminish the need for that American ideal. It re-affirms it, renews it, gives it added relevance. There is always one, more prosaic, test of a nation’s position: “Are people trying to get into it; or to get out of it?” I think we know the answer to that in America’s case; and that ideal is the reason.

A friend of mine whose parents were immigrants, Jews from Europe who came to America in search of safety, told me this story. His parents lived and worked in New York. They were not well off. His father died when he was young. His mother lived on and in time my friend succeeded and became wealthy. He often used to offer his mother the chance to travel outside America. She never did. When eventually she died, they went back to recover the safety box where she kept her jewellery. They found there was another box. There was no key. So they had to drill it open. They wondered what precious jewel was in it. They lifted the lid. There was wrapping and more wrapping and finally an envelope. Intrigued, they opened it. In the envelope were her U.S. citizenship papers. Nothing more. That was the jewel, more precious to her than any other possession. That was what she treasured most. So should America today.

—Tony Blair, July 2010


ONE
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HIGH EXPECTATIONS

On 2 May 1997, I walked into Downing Street as prime minister for the first time. I had never held office, not even as the most junior of junior ministers. It was my first and only job in government.

The election night of 1 May had passed in a riot of celebration, exhilaration and expectation. History was not so much being made as jumping up and down and dancing. Eighteen years of Conservative government had ended. Labour—New Labour—had won by a landslide. It felt as if a fresh era was beginning. As I walked through the iron gates into Downing Street, and as the crowd—carefully assembled, carefully managed—pressed forward in enthusiasm, despite the setting, the managing and the fatigue of being up all night, I could feel the emotion like a charge. It ran not just through the crowd but through the country. It affected everyone, lifting them up, giving them hope, making them believe all things were possible, that by the very act of election and the spirit surrounding it, the world could be changed.

Everyone except for me, that is. My predominant feeling was fear, and of a sort unlike anything I had felt before, deeper even than the fear I had felt the day I knew I was going to take over the leadership of the Labour Party. Until election night, this fear had been kept in check by the routine, rigour and sheer physical and mental exertion of the campaign. Also, campaigning was familiar emotional as well as political territory. I had a strategy for guiding us from Opposition into government; I adhered to it, and I knew if I did so, I wouldn’t fail. I had redefined the Labour Party as New Labour, a changed progressive force in British politics; I had set out an outline programme of sufficient substance to be credible but lacking in the details that would have allowed our opponents to damn it; and I had fashioned a strong but believable attack on the government, and assembled a ferociously effective election-fighting machine.

In order to instil discipline, into the party and even my close team, I was the eternal warrior against complacency. I regularly spoke about how big opinion-poll leads could be lost, how the Tories should never be underestimated, how we had this problem and that challenge. Since we had lost four elections in a row and had never won two consecutive full terms, I was cultivating fairly fertile ground. The party had almost come to believe that it couldn’t win, that for some divine or satanic reason, Labour wasn’t allowed an election victory no matter what it did. For some, it was like the old football adage: a game played with a round ball, two teams of eleven players, forty-five minutes in each half and the Germans always win.

I thought that was complete baloney. We had lost because we were out of touch with the modern voter in the modern world. The first rule in politics is that there are no rules, at least not in the sense of inevitable defeats or inevitable victories. If you have the right policy and the right strategy, you always have a chance of winning. Without them, you can lose no matter how certain the victory seems.

Pretending that it was all really on a knife-edge helped motivate, galvanise and keep us in line. Though underneath I was very confident, you never know. What’s more, I believed the current prime minister John Major was much better than most others thought. He had real appeal as a person. Fortunately, his party had gone off the rails, to a heavy, hard-right position, and over the seemingly interminable time I had spent as Leader of the Opposition—almost three years—I had learned how to play him and his party off against each other.

Major had decided on a long campaign of three months (it’s usually less than a month). It was tough, of course, but it wasn’t an uncharted landscape and it fitted a pattern. The hope was that we would trip up, I would suddenly lose my head, by some trick of fate or fortune the mood of the public would switch. It was never really going to happen.

Instead, and rather more predictably, the Tories fell apart. Every time Major tried to get them on the front foot, someone in his ranks resigned, said something stupid, got caught in a scandal and frequently all three at once and occasionally the same person. It was like watching a slow-motion suicide or an escape artist who ties concrete blocks to his legs, puts on handcuffs, gets in a lead box, has it sealed and jumps into deep water. You think, how’s he going to get out of that?—and then you realise he isn’t. Amazing how a political party can go like that, though it is possible to tempt them to it if their opponents are smart enough; and by occupying the centre ground, make them foolishly go off to the side.

So the election campaign was long, enervating—as they always are—full of phoney ups and downs, shock polls and startling happenings, but in the end the result was obvious. The scale of the victory, however, was not clear. I had an inkling. If I had had to bet on it, I would have bet big. On the night of 1 May it became clear just how big. And that was when the fear started to set in.

The actual day of the election had passed uneventfully, as they do. Campaigning stops. You go to vote. I walked out of our constituency home in Trimdon Colliery, an old mining village near Sedgefield in County Durham where I had been MP serving the local constituency for fourteen years. The mine had been a casualty of the closure policy of the 1960s, which had been set out by the National Coal Board and the government to concentrate coal production at the most highly productive mines. I strode to the polling station with Cherie and the children, the ideal family picture, while a horde of snappers took our photograph. Smile, but not exuberantly. Talk, but not with too much animation. Look natural, as if you would naturally walk hand in hand with your wife, in suit trousers, shirt and tie, with your children in tow, to vote in a makeshift wooden polling booth and claim your place in history.

Then back home. I had waited on election day three times before—in 1983, 1987 and 1992—for the defeat I thought would come. I had wondered what it would mean for me, how I would position myself for the next bout of Opposition, how and whether I would ever get the chance to help steer us from the path of defeat. This time, all eyes were focused on me as I travelled the last steps of the path to victory. Anxiety displaces all other emotions. You can’t settle. I tried to concentrate on choosing a Cabinet, and phoned Gordon Brown, then Shadow Chief Secretary, and Peter Mandelson, who was in charge of strategy. (The Shadow Cabinet is of course made up of a group of senior MPs who are in Opposition and who “shadow” their equivalents in the ruling government.) John Prescott came up from Hull to talk through the Cabinet. I spoke incessantly to Philip Gould, our chief pollster, and party staff about the prospects of the majority, but all really to pass the time. Even then, the enormity of what was about to happen didn’t really sink in.

But it did by the time we got to the count, just after midnight, in the cavernous indoor sports centre at Newton Aycliffe, a town in County Durham in my former constituency of Sedgefield. The exit polls had shown big leads. They might be out a fraction, but there was no way they were going to be that wrong. We were going to win. I was going to be prime minister. During the course of the evening, my psyche shifted as the results came in. Of course the journey’s end had always been changing the country, but in the intense struggle to get to the point where that could be achieved, every waking moment had been bent to eliminating the challenges, making sure the vehicle was fit for the voyage, the engine sparking, the passengers either on board or shouting impatiently from behind us, not barring the way ahead. To be sure, we conducted genuine and in-depth discussions to map out how we would navigate the new terrain of government once past the post; but living in the moment, it was the business of Opposition—which we were adept at and had been practising these long years in the wilderness—that dominated our thinking. Our intellectual and rational attention was drawn to the processes of government as the day came nearer, but our emotional core was still directed at getting there.

It was the only business we knew. One or two of the older hands like Jack Cunningham and Margaret Beckett had been very junior ministers in the Callaghan government of 1976–9, but the rest of us were going to come to power as utter novices. Even those older hands knew only a Labour government in its death throes, and the time, temper and spirit of 1997 were as far removed from that of the 1970s as Mars from Earth.

On our side, we had the mood. We had the momentum to sustain it. We had the self-belief that the start of a new adventure often bestows on the ignorant. We had the confidence that in reaching this stage we had swept all before us, conquered with ease, strode out with abandon. Hadn’t we fought a great campaign? Hadn’t we impaled our enemies on our bayonet, like ripe fruit? Hadn’t our strategies, like something derived from destiny, scattered the proud in the imagination of their hearts? Wasn’t government just another point on the same journey, a new point maybe, further in its distance, uncertain and unpredictable for us here and now; but could it really be that different? Surely by being bold and acting with confidence, by retaining the same spirit of possibility, the team that had done so brilliantly to get to that point wouldn’t forfeit those qualities in the march ahead?

I could see those around me thinking all this. At times I thought the same. On that night, as the probability of being prime minister turned to certainty, I was no longer seeing through the glass darkly, but face to face with the light. And I was scared.

I was afraid because I knew this was not just another stage on the same journey. Now we would enter a new and foreign land. I was afraid because I felt instinctively that its obstacles and challenges were of an altogether different order of complexity and difficulty. I was afraid because, intent as I was on destroying the government, I could see over time that, even when it was in the right, once public opinion had gone sour it didn’t seem to matter whether what it did was right or wrong; and that once the mood had turned from the government and embraced us, the mood was merciless in its pursuit, indifferent to anything other than satisfying itself. I was afraid because, at that instant, suddenly I thought of myself no longer as the up-and-coming, the challenger, the prophet, but the owner of the responsibility, the person not explaining why things were wrong but taking the decisions to put them right. Deep down—but fighting its way to the surface—I realised I knew nothing about how tough it really was, nothing about how government really works, most of all nothing about how I personally would react when the mood turned against me, as I knew it would.

Down in London in the HQ at Millbank (the building from which Labour ran its campaign, and a byword for electoral ruthlessness) the partying had begun. In the hall in my County Durham constituency where the votes were being counted, the air was of almost manic excitement. The Labour people naturally were suffused with it, but even the Tories, Lib Dems and assorted others had a sense of history.

There is a strange consequence of the parliamentary system whereby the prime minister is an MP with a constituency in which they stand for election like any other candidate. It is at one level very humbling, for at that moment you are just the constituency candidate, you stand on a platform along with the other candidates as the returning officer reads out the result. Odd, but very democratic and rather good. But of course, since there is so much coverage given to high-profile battles, the constituencies of the prime minister and Leader of the Opposition do not have only the mainstream parties standing, but also countless other candidates seeking publicity for causes (or sometimes just seeking publicity). They had such weird and wonderful names, such as Screwy Driver (Rock ’n’ Roll Party), Boney Maronie Steniforth (Monster Raving Loony Party), Jonathan Cockburn (Blair Must Go Party) and Cherri Blairout-Gilham (the Pensioners’ Party)! Each party has the right to send some of its people to the count, and there in the hall they were all mingling as I watched the national race on TV upstairs.

Pretty soon, the scale of the victory became clear. This was not a win. It was a landslide. After about two hours, for a time I actually became worried. The moving line at the bottom of the TV screen was showing over a hundred Labour seats. The Tories had just six. I began to think I had done something unconstitutional. I had meant to defeat the Tories and do so handsomely; but what if we had wiped them out? Fortunately, a little later their tally began to mount, but the majority was clearly still going to be historic. People started to relax and have a drink. I remained completely sober. I had work to do. There would be speeches to make; messages to give; tones to get right; comportment to maintain that needed to be consistent with the magnitude of the win.

It was at this point that my emotions began to diverge from those of virtually everyone else around me. As they became more and more buoyed up with the vastness of the victory, I became more and more weighed down by the burden of responsibility that was about to fall on me. I know this sounds completely bizarre but I even became slightly irritated with it all. Couldn’t they see what a great big job it was? Did they really think a manifesto written essentially to capture a mood, and whose details were deliberately and necessarily limited, was going to be enough to govern a country?

Someone lurched up to me—the first of many that night—and said, “Isn’t it incredible? You are going to be a great prime minister, Tony, you really are,” to which I’m afraid I said, “Oh, bugger off.” How could he know? How could I know?

Around midnight we called David Hill, a very sane and solid individual who was the party press officer down at Millbank, and started to bark at him that the party staff were going over the top in their celebrations, that it looked complacent and they should all calm down. “We are about to win the biggest victory in our history and end eighteen consecutive years of Tory government,” he said. “I think it’s going to be a little hard to tell them all to look sombre.”

I turned my attention to what I was going to say. There would be three speeches: at the count when confirmed as an MP; at the local party meeting in the Labour Club in Trimdon Village, just up the road from my constituency home; and at the Royal Festival Hall in London at around 5 or 6 a.m., where a big event had been planned for the party faithful and the media.

I discussed the content with Alastair Campbell, in charge of communications. He had been like a rock throughout the previous three years. In my experience there are two types of crazy people: those who are just crazy, and who are therefore dangerous; and those whose craziness lends them creativity, strength, ingenuity and verve. Alastair was of the latter sort. The problem with them is that they can be mercurial, difficult and on occasions erupt with damaging consequences. Above all, you must realise you can’t tame them; you can reason with them, but the thing that makes them different and brilliant is the same thing that means they don’t conform to normal, predictable modes of behaviour. And they are always on the edge. In the later stages, before he left at the end of 2003, Alastair had probably gone over the edge. Like all creative people, he can snap, but for most of the time—especially in those years of Opposition and the first part of government—he was indispensable, irreplaceable, almost an alter ego. Along with Gordon and Peter Mandelson, he carried out with near genius the political concepts of New Labour and was able to give them media expression in a media age. Funnily enough, on policy he was really much more Old Labour. In mood, that night, he reflected mine: he too felt flat, almost anticlimactic. We went over what I would say, and as I withdrew from the euphoria around me we focused on what each of the speeches needed to emphasise: first speech, family; second, party; third, country.

My only real emotion came when I spoke about my dad. As I gave my speech at the count, I saw him there with tears of pride in his eyes. I thought back on his life: a foster-child in Glasgow; his foster-father a rigger in Govan shipyard; his foster-mother a strange mixture of fanatical parent—she refused to give him back to his real mother—and militant socialist; in his youth, secretary of the Glasgow Young Communists; then to the war as a private, ending it as an acting major and Tory, when virtually everyone else made the opposite political journey.

He became an academic, a practising barrister and then an active Conservative. The one safe Tory seat in the north of England was Hexham and for the 1964 election he was a racing certainty to be the candidate. He even had his own slot on local TV. He was bright, charming and ambitious to an unnatural degree. He fitted the mould the Tories were looking for in a changing world: no one could argue class with him. He knew it, had lived it and had learned to escape it.

Then one night that year, after his usual round of meetings, social events and hard work, he suffered a serious stroke and was near to death. He survived, but for three painful years he had to learn to speak again. I remember how my mother helped him, day after day, word after word, agonising sentence after agonising sentence. I remember, too, how our income dropped overnight, some of his friends fell away, and the crushing recognition came that since his speech would never return to normal, his political career was over.

My dad had been formative in my politics. Not because he taught me a vast amount about politics in the sense of instruction in its business (and him being on the opposite side of the political fence to me had given rise to some fairly heated debate, though much less frequently than might have been the case), but as a child I used to listen to his discussions with friends and absorb some of the arguments, hear the passion in their voices, and I obtained a little understanding of politics’ intricacies.

I recall the very first time I met any politicians. Bizarrely, they weren’t Labour; I think they were Michael Spicer, later a Tory MP, and even—but my memory may play me false—Patrick Jenkin, who went on to serve in Mrs. Thatcher’s Cabinet. They came to dinner at our house in High Shincliffe in Durham, the reason, I dimly recall, because Michael—a young Tory prospect at the time—wanted to fight a hopeless seat to cut his teeth, and Dad had influence in the Durham seats.

But none of that defined the principal impact on my political development. What Dad taught me above all else, and did so utterly unconsciously, was why people like him became Tories. He had been poor. He was working class. He aspired to be middle class. He worked hard, made it on his merits, and wanted his children to do even better than him. He thought—as did many others of his generation—that the logical outcome of this striving, born of this attitude, was to be a Tory. Indeed, it was part of the package. You made it; you were a Tory: two sides of the same coin. It became my political ambition to break that connection, and replace it with a different set of options. In Britain you can vote Labour if you are compassionate; you care about those less fortunate than yourself; you believe in society as well as the individual. You can be successful and care; ambitious and compassionate; a meritocrat and a progressive. Moreover, these are not alien sentiments in uneasy coexistence. They are entirely compatible ways of making sure progress happens; and they answer the realistic, not utopian, claims of human nature.

So he affected me deeply, as in another way did my mum. She was as different from my dad as it is possible for two people living together to be. Dad was more like me: motivated, determined, with a hard-focused ambition that, I fear, translates fairly easily into selfishness for both of us. Mum, by contrast, was a decent, lovely, almost saintly woman. She was shy, even a little withdrawn in company. She supported Dad politically as his wife and companion, but, as she used to confide in me occasionally, she was not really a Tory. For some reason—maybe to do with her Irish background—she felt somehow excluded; and she thought that some of the more Tory friends had fallen away when Dad took ill.

She died when I had just turned twenty-two. She had been ill with cancer of the thyroid. Looking back, it was clear she couldn’t survive, clear indeed that it was a minor miracle that she survived for the five years after she was first diagnosed.

But the shock of it. There is nothing like losing a parent. I don’t mean it’s worse than losing a child. It isn’t. I don’t think anything can be. I mean that it affects you in a unique way, at least if it happens when you’re young. Mum’s death was shocking because I couldn’t contemplate it. As she deteriorated and I was in my last months at Oxford, working hard for the final exams, Dad and my brother Bill kept from me the truth of her condition. I came home at the end of June and Dad picked me up from the station. “Your mother’s really very ill,” he said.

“I know, but she’s not dying, is she?” I said, stating the worst so that he would reassure me, as I stupidly expected.

“Yes, I am afraid she is,” he replied. My world turned upside down. I could not imagine it. The person who had brought me up, looked after me, was always there to help and cherish me; the person who loved me without a consideration of my entitlement, without an assessment of my character, without wanting anything from me; the person who simply loved me: she would be gone.

Life was never the same after that. That was when the urgency took hold, the ambition hardened, the recognition grasped that life was finite and had to be lived in that knowledge. I miss her each day of my life.

With all the euphoria and celebration of election night rolling around me like a tidal wave, even with all I had to think of and to do at that momentous time, which was the fulfilment of my ambition, I thought of her and knew that though she would have been unutterably proud, it would not have altered one fraction of her love for me. It was already complete, entire unto itself. And, of course, more real than the transient adulation of 1 May 1997.

Now I saw my dad there in Trimdon, looking at me, realising that all his hopes could be fulfilled in me. As our eyes met, I knew also that we were thinking the same thought: Mum should have been there to see it.

I wrenched my mind away and got back to the business in hand. There were crowds everywhere. The Labour Club in Trimdon was ecstatic. We got a plane down from Teesside airport, and the results were paged in to Alastair as we flew. Big Tory Cabinet members were losing their seats, such as the Defence Secretary Michael Portillo and the Foreign Secretary Malcolm Rifkind. It was a political earthquake. I sat with Cherie, collecting my thoughts for the Festival Hall. She knew what I was thinking and, as ever at times like these, could speak to me in a way no one else could. She told me that she knew it would be very hard, that bad times as well as good lay ahead, that politics begins like this but never ends the same way, that it was a privilege to do it, we had something genuine to offer and we would do it together.

In one of these ridiculous mishaps that happen, we lost our way to the Festival Hall and kept being announced by our campaign theme song “Things Can Only Get Better” to the waiting crowd but, like the von Trapps, never actually appeared onstage. Finally we got there. My mental discipline was total. It was going to be a huge victory, therefore be even more aware of the responsibility. Don’t for a moment look as if the whole thing has gone to the party’s head. Look like a prime minister, not the guy who’s just scored the winning goal at Wembley.

It was not easy. I have come to the conclusion that one of life’s more annoying experiences is to be the only sober person at a party. Nothing can alter the fact that you are without drink and they are full of it. They are shouting, weeping and laughing, and you say, “Yes, thank you, it is a very special moment.” There are cameras trained on you all the time; snappers snapping; scribblers scribbling. You smile, but you must not enter into the spirit; you embrace, but with a pat on the back; you thank, but with your effusion measured. There were familiar faces from the campaign, friends I knew from years back, people I had never seen before. For them, each greeting was a moment to savour; for me, a moment that had to be treated as a duty before passing on.

I saw Neil Kinnock, the Labour leader who had taught me so much, and the greeting was genuine, the warmth natural and irrepressible. But even with him, I was aware of the nervous gaze of Alastair directing me to the podium, aware that while others could relax, we were still onstage and the audience had to be pleased.

As Opposition leader, you carry great responsibility; to campaign for the top job in any country is onerous. You are the standard-bearer for your politics, your party and the beliefs both hold dear. Anyone who has ever run a campaign to win an election knows how big a task it is. There are a million decisions of organisation, communication, personnel and policy which have to be taken quickly and effectively. If you can do it well, it is good preparation and a real indication of leadership, but it isn’t the same in its impact on you as a person. From the moment the mantle is on your shoulders as prime minister, you understand that the scale, importance and complexity are completely different. They are not at the end of the same spectrum of leadership. You inhabit a new dimension altogether. There is something more: running for the job, you have a team and it feels like a team. Yes, you’re the leader, but your collaboration is so close, your intimacy so refined by experience, your interaction so governed by familiarity of an almost telepathic nature, that you feel like a family or a cabal of like-minded conspirators.

As I took the steps up to the podium and tried to push my mind and energy reserves on to the words I was going to say, I finally defined the root of the fear that had been growing all day: I was alone. There would be no more team, no more friendly clique, no more shared emotions among a band of intimates. There would be them; and there would be me. At a certain profound point, they would not be able to touch my life, or me theirs.

I stood on the podium and scanned the crowd. People were stacked up on Waterloo Bridge, massed not just outside the Festival Hall but around the Embankment by the River Thames, cheering, gesturing, waves of emotion reverberating through them. I felt the same impatience that I had felt all day, anxious to get the damn celebrating over with and get down to work; most of all, to see what it was really like to govern. But I put on my best face.

Just as I began to speak, the sun made its first appearance and the dawn started to come through with that rather beautiful orange, blue-grey light that heralds a good day. I couldn’t resist saying it, though as soon as I did I regretted it: “A new dawn has broken, has it not?” This gave those already stratospheric expectations another and higher orbit. I swiftly tried to take them back to earth, emphasising that we were elected as New Labour and would govern as New Labour. Probably it wouldn’t have mattered what I said, but I was already obsessed with the notion that the country might take fright at the mandate it had given us, and believe that we may revert to the Labour Party of old, not the New Labour that we had promised to deliver. I sought to soothe and to settle, conscious that anything that smacked of hubris or arrogance, however faintly, would quickly return to haunt us.

Eventually at about 7 a.m. I went back with Cherie to our home in Islington in north London, now surrounded by people, to grab an hour’s sleep before going to the Palace to see the Queen and take the reins of government. It was strange to be back home with everything just as we had left it, knowing that we would sleep here for one or perhaps two nights more, and then leave forever.

The hour’s sleep revived me more than I expected. The results were now all in. Our majority of 179 over all the other parties combined was seismic, the largest in British history. Seats we had never won before, like Hove (which we kept even in 2005), had fallen to us. Some had returned to us for the first time since Attlee’s landslide of 1945. Places we assumed were true blue and unchangeable were now red: Hastings, Crawley, Worcester, Basildon and Harrow. And by the way, all stayed red through the following two elections.

Shortly after the polls had closed the night before and the exit polls had shown victory, John Major had called me to concede. He had been gracious, but it can’t have been easy. He had many strengths, but his weakness was he took personally the fact that I tried so hard to dislodge him.

It’s a strange thing about politics, but leaders and parties can be absolutely and genuinely outraged at what they perceive to be unfair attacks made on them (I dare say I suffer from this too, though I always fought the feeling), and yet seem completely oblivious to the fairness or otherwise of attacks they make on their opponents. When I look back on how we conducted ourselves as an Opposition, I admire enormously the professionalism but some of the tactics were too opportunistic and too facile. More than that, they sowed seeds that sprouted in ways we did not foresee and with consequences that imperilled us.

My attack on Major had always been political—weak leader, divided party—whereas the Tory attack on me was then, and continued to be, highly personal—liar, cheat, fraud, etc. So it was hard for Major to make the call, but he did and I paid fulsome tribute to him the next day (though I’m not sure that didn’t rub salt in the wound).

The other call I had taken was from Bill Clinton. That was great—he was really warm, plainly delighted to have a fellow third-way progressive in power—though I could tell that, as ever, he knew what I was thinking, knew the pitfalls ahead and was gently but clearly getting me ready for the change about to come.

The journey from Richmond Crescent in Islington to Buckingham Palace was extraordinary. People came out of their houses, thronging the route, waving, cheering. There were helicopters whirring overhead filming it live, and as they did so, people knew where we were and came out to greet us. It seemed as if the country had taken the day off. There is a strange unification at moments of great political change. People vote for many reasons. Some people vote for the same party regardless. (I voted Labour in 1983. I didn’t really think a Labour victory was the best thing for the country, and I was a Labour candidate!) Hordes of people vote from allegiance or tradition, and when the result is in and it really is the best thing for a nation that needs change, even those who vote against you join in the celebration. It is as if they had two votes: one they cast in the booth, the other they cast in their mind.

As we drove through the gates of Buckingham Palace there were more crowds, frantic to get a sight of the new prime minister. I could tell Cherie was very excited. As ever, I just wanted to get on with it. By now, I was straining at the leash of the convention, tradition and ceremony that delayed the doing.

I was shown into a little antechamber, outside the room where the Queen was. I suddenly became nervous. I knew the basic protocol, but only very vaguely. It is called “kissing hands,” the laying on of the Queen’s authority to govern. She was head of state. I was her prime minister. A tall official with a stick stood by me. “I should tell you one thing, Mr. Blair,” he began (note “Mr. Blair” until I had been appointed), “you don’t actually kiss the Queen’s hands in the ceremony of kissing hands. You brush them gently with your lips.”

I confess that floored me. What on earth did he mean? Brush them as in a pair of shoes, or touch them lightly? Still temporarily disconcerted, the door opened and I was ushered in, unfortunately tripping a little on a piece of carpet so that I practically fell upon the Queen’s hands, not so much brushing as enveloping them. I recovered sufficiently to find myself sitting opposite her. I had met her before, of course, but this was different. It was my first audience. There is much to say about the Queen. At this encounter, I noticed two things: she was quite shy, strangely so for someone of her experience and position; and at the same time, direct. I don’t mean rude or insensitive, just direct. “You are my tenth prime minister. The first was Winston. That was before you were born.” We talked for a time, not exactly small talk but general guff about the government programme, the conversation somewhat stilted. Then Cherie was brought in to pay her respects, and the Queen relaxed more as they chatted. (Contrary to popular belief, Cherie always got on well with her.) Cherie was explaining very practical things we would need to do with the children and how strange it would be for them to live in Downing Street, and the Queen was generally clucking sympathetically. I fear I sat there looking a trifle manic, unsure how or when to end the conversation, focusing on what I would say on the steps of Downing Street and feeling, through lack of sleep, more than a little spaced out. The Queen understood it all, of course, and kept the conversation going for just the right length of time; then, by an ever so slight gesture, she ended it and saw us out.

“This way, Prime Minister,” said the tall chap with the stick as he ushered us down the stairs to the waiting car.

And so to Downing Street. After working the crowd, I got to the stand-alone pedestal that would serve me on so many occasions over the coming years. What I said reflected my incessant, gnawing desire to get away from the congratulatory euphoria—which I knew would mean little in terms of how we governed—and get down to business. I spoke of plans and programmes and policies—not a long speech, but clearly focused on what we would do when I stepped inside that door for the first time.

But, in truth, it no longer mattered what I said. The mood was the mood, and I might as well try to thwart it as try to stop an oncoming truck. The pent-up expectations of a generation were vested in me. They wanted things to be different, to look, feel, have the attributes of a new era, and I was the leader of this sentiment. We were like a movement, connected by a single converging interest: to chuck out the old and usher in the new. They weren’t troubled by the dilemmas of policy-making or the savage nature of decision-making. They were raised up on stilts far above the ugly street on which the real, live business of politics is conducted, and from that height could only see the possibility, the opportunity, the distant but surely attainable horizon of future dreams.

When Barack Obama fought and won his extraordinary campaign for the presidency in 2008, I could tell exactly what he would have been thinking. At one level, the excitement and energy created by such hope vested in the candidate has the effect of buoying you up, driving you on, giving all that you touch something akin to magic. The country is on a high and you are up there with them.

At another, deeper level, however, you quickly realise that though you are the repository of that hope and have in part been the author of it, it now has a life of its own, a spirit of its own and that spirit is soaring far beyond your control. You want to capture it, tame it and harness it, because its very independence is, you know, leading the public to an impossible sense of expectation.

Expectations of this nature cannot be met. That’s what you want to tell people. Often you do tell them. But the spirit can’t be too constrained. And when finally it departs, leaving your followers with reality—a reality you have never denied and which you have even sought to bring to their attention—the danger is of disillusion, more painful because of what preceded it.

Anyway, so I felt.

It seemed unreal because it was unreal. It was understandable the people should feel like that; understandable that I should want to lead it; understandable that together we became an unstoppable force. But it was, in a profound way, a deception on both our parts—not a deception knowingly organised or originating from bad faith or bad motives, but one born of the hope that achievement and hard choices could somehow be decoupled. A delusion perhaps describes it better; but as the policeman stood aside and the door of 10 Downing Street opened, my election as prime minister felt like a release, the birth of something better than what had been before.

For the poor old staff of Number 10, it was something of a shock, however. As per convention, John Major had walked out only moments before I had come in. There is a tradition that when the new prime minister enters, the staff line up in the corridor that leads to the Cabinet Room and applaud. A couple of the staff vaguely remembered the last Labour government, but they had been young things back then. The vast majority had now just said goodbye to eighteen years of one-party rule.

As I walked down the row of faces, all unfamiliar to me—people who would be companions in the events to come, and many of them friends—some were a little upset at the departure of the old guard, and a few of the women were sniffling or weeping. By the time I reached the end of the line, I was beginning to feel a right heel about the whole thing, coming in and creating all this distress. Needless to say, I got over it.

Then I entered the Cabinet Room. I had never seen it before. It is immediately impressive, both in itself and because of the history made within it. I stopped for a moment and looked around, suddenly struck by the sanctity of it, a thousand images fluttering through my mind, like one of those moving picture-card displays, of Gladstone, Disraeli, Asquith, Lloyd George, Churchill, Attlee, of historic occasions of war and peace, of the Irish and Michael Collins, of representatives of numerous colonies coming through its doors and negotiating independence. This room had seen one of the greatest empires of all time developed, sustained and let go. I thought of the crises and catastrophes, decisions and deliberations, the meetings to discuss the mundane and the fundamental business of governing a nation. All of it had run through this smallish room looking out over the Downing Street garden, with two false pillars marking the end of the table. The table itself is the product of a decision by Macmillan to have it shaped oval so that the prime minister sitting in the centre could see the faces and body language of all the Cabinet, and in particular any little signal of loyalty or dissent. There was the prime minister’s chair, the only one with arms to it, either because it should be more grand, or perhaps because the prime minister, above all others, needs more support.

Sitting in the chair next to it, in the otherwise empty room, was the Cabinet Secretary Sir Robin Butler, famous in his own right and immensely experienced, who had worked closely with both Margaret Thatcher and John Major. He indicated to me the prime minister’s chair, which I sat down in, relieved to get the weight off my feet after the tumult of the last twenty-four hours.

“So,” he said, “now what?” It was a good question. “We have studied the manifesto,” he went on, something which rather irrationally disturbed me, “and we are ready to get to work on it for you.” (The manifesto is a public document that sets a political party’s programme of key legislation.)

In the light of what later became quite a vigorous disagreement about the nature of decision-making in my government and the so-called “sofa” style of it—a phrase the media used to describe our government meetings that took place in addition to Cabinet meetings—I should say that right at the outset I found Robin thoroughly professional, courteous and supportive. He didn’t like some of the innovations, but he did his level best to make them work. He was impartial in the best traditions of the British Civil Service, intelligent and deeply committed to the country.

But he was a traditionalist with all the strengths and weaknesses that reverence for tradition implies; and in this, he was thoroughly representative of a large part of the senior Civil Service. Very early on, I could tell that he didn’t really approve of the positions of Jonathan Powell as chief of staff, Alastair and, though less so, my old friend and general factotum Anji Hunter. Even though Jonathan had been in the Civil Service, they were all “special advisers,” political appointments brought in by the new government. The British system is essentially run by the career Civil Service right up to the most senior levels. Special advisers are few and far between, unlike in the American system, for example, which has thousands. When after a few years in government I accumulated seventy of them, it was considered by some to be a bit of a constitutional outrage.

They are, however, a vital part of modern government. They bring political commitment, which is not necessarily a bad thing (I always used to think such commitment was more frowned upon when originating from the left, but maybe that’s paranoia!); they can bring expertise; and properly deployed they interact with and are strengthened by the professional career civil servants, who likewise are improved by interaction with them. In the light of what I am going to say, I should emphasise that many of the civil servants not merely worked well with the special advisers, but enjoyed doing so and genuine friendships were often made.

There was a discussion between Robin and Jonathan about whether Alastair or Jonathan could give instructions to civil servants, which eventually we compromised over. (And incidentally, neither ever had a single complaint made against them from civil servants all the time they were in Downing Street.) I could not believe, and still don’t, that my predecessors did not have a de facto chief of staff, but Jonathan was the first openly acknowledged and nominated one. Robin didn’t much like all this, and in his mind it became conflated with another issue: how decisions were taken. Here, he had a more solid point. Truthfully, for the first year or so, as we found our feet and grappled with the challenges of governing, we did tend to operate as a pretty tight unit, from which some of the senior civil servants felt excluded.

From our perspective, we were working flat out to deliver an enormous series of commitments to change. We were very quickly appreciating the daunting revelation of the gap between saying and doing. In Opposition, the gap is nothing because “saying” is all you can do; in government, where “doing” is what it’s all about, the gap is suddenly revealed as a chasm of bureaucracy, frustration and disappointment. So we tended to work in the first months of government rather as we had when campaigning for office and changing the Labour Party.

However, Robin was only with us for eight months. In time, we broadened out, we learned, we adjusted. Ministers, sympathetic to the changes we were making, came to the fore. The modus operandi shifted. Cabinet and Cabinet committees flourished, and there was a better balance between special advisers and civil servant input.

The allegations of “sofa government” were always, therefore, ludicrously overblown. For a start, leaders have always had inner circles of advisers. What’s more, although Robin used to make much of the fact that my predecessors had been sticklers for Cabinet government, keeping to the traditional way of holding all government business within the Cabinet, I found this a trifle inconsistent with my recollection, admittedly from the outside, of Mrs. Thatcher and her Cabinet relations.

There was a more serious point, at the root of which was a disagreement which touches on the way modern government functions. As I shall come to later, the skill set required for making the modern state work effectively is different from that needed in the mid-twentieth century: it is far less to do with conventional policy advice, and far more to do with delivery and project management. The skills are actually quite analogous to those of the private sector. This is true of civil servants. It is also true of politicians. The skills that bring you to the top of the greasy pole in Parliament are not necessarily those that equip you to run a department with a workforce numbered in thousands and a budget numbered in billions.

Moreover, the pace of modern politics and the intrusion of media scrutiny—rightly or wrongly of an entirely different order today than even fifteen or twenty years ago—mean that decisions have to be made, positions taken, strategies worked out and communicated with a speed that is the speed of light compared to the speed of sound.

Of course, none of the above means that decisions should be taken without proper analysis, but it does mean that the old infrastructure of policy papers submitted by civil servants to Cabinet, who then debate and decide with the prime minister as benevolent chairman, is not suitable in responding to the demands of a fast-changing world or an even faster-changing political landscape. Into this infrastructure, the import of special advisers is not a breach in the walls of propriety; it is a perfectly sensible way of enlarging the scope of advice and making government move. As I discovered early on, the problem with the traditional Civil Service was not obstruction, but inertia.

However, all of that was in the future as I sat and contemplated giving this famed British system its instructions. The first command was in conjunction with the Treasury to work on Bank of England independence, to allow the bank to set interest rates, not the government. The day passed in a bit of a daze, principally preoccupied with appointing Cabinet members and ministers. This was a moment of joy for some and anguish for others. The key positions were already allocated, but the Shadow Cabinet was larger than the Cabinet could be. I had to tell three members that though they could be ministers, I could not put them in the Cabinet. Two agreed to take the ministerial positions, one preferred to go on the back benches, where the majority Members of Parliament who are not ministers sit in the House of Commons. Hmm, welcome to the hot seat, I thought, knowing that in the years to come, the members of the ejected, dejected and rejected would only grow.

But in those first hours, days and weeks, the government led a charmed life, as you might expect. The first evening as prime minister I went back to Richmond Crescent to spend my last night there. A couple of days later we ate a Chinese takeaway in Downing Street and my dad came down to be with me, which was lovely for him and made me feel very proud.

I got my first red box—the official briefcase given to all members of the government, where they keep their papers—my first recommendations, my first letters to sign. The team were all finding their feet, making the transition from Opposition assault unit, scaling the walls of the citadel, to sitting in the ruler’s palace in charge of all we surveyed. My core staff were an extraordinary group of people, very different in character and outlook, but knitted together like a regiment, imbued with a common purpose and with a camaraderie that had a spirit of steel running through it. I have a few rules about people I work with really closely. Work comes first. No blame culture. Fun, in its proper place, is good. Disloyalty has no place. Look out for each other. Stick together. Respect each other. It helps if you also like each other.

By and large, they did. Jonathan had had initial difficulty settling in to the role of chief of staff in the Leader of the Opposition’s office, finding the change from career diplomat to politico tricky. Once settled in, though, he was brilliant. I describe his contribution to the Northern Ireland peace process later, but his main contributions to the office were a knowledge of the Civil Service system, an extraordinary work rate (he has a lightning ability to absorb information), and a politics that was completely and naturally New Labour. He and Anji were the non-party political side of New Labour. They empathised with business, were indelibly middle class in outlook and could have worked in any apolitical outfit with ease; strong supporters of Labour, but not Labour people.

Sally Morgan, the political secretary and later director of political and government relations, was very much a Labour person and could reach the parts of the political firmament others couldn’t; but for all that was totally in favour of aspiration and high standards, and, though a formidable organiser, had no truck with Old Labour organisational politics. But she and Alastair, along with Bruce Grocott, my parliamentary private secretary since 1994, could always understand the party point of view. They didn’t necessarily agree with it, but they always got it, and therefore were invaluable in advising how to change it.

Right from the beginning I discovered one thing about Alastair: he had a great ability to instil loyalty. His communications team were a mixture of civil servants and special advisers, and within weeks they were welded together into an immensely effective operation. They adored him and he stood by them and inspired them with that odd combination of humour, forthrightness and bravado.

Kate Garvey was the gatekeeper, the custodian of the diary. There is a whole PhD thesis to be written by some smart political student about the importance of scheduling to a modern prime minister or president. To call it being “in charge of the diary” is like calling Lennon and McCartney people who “wrote songs”: it is true, but it fails to convey the seminal importance of the product. How time is used is of the essence, and later I describe how it was done for me. Kate was charming and fun, which concealed a very tough streak. She ran the diary with a grip of iron and was quite prepared to squeeze the balls very hard indeed of anyone who interfered, but with a winning smile, of course.

There was Liz Lloyd, who had come to me fresh out of university as a researcher and who then worked her way up until she was deputy chief of staff. She looked like an English rose, was very intellectually able, could be blue stocking or red stocking according to the occasion, but most of all was so transparently honest and fair to everyone that she exerted a calming influence on the madhouse.

There was James Purnell, incredibly bright, invaluable on policy issues and all the time learning the trade of politics for the future career I was anxious for him to have.

There was David Miliband as head of policy, who did look about twelve at the time. David did a masterful job of putting the government programme together, keeping ministers happy even while guiding them, sometimes fairly forcefully, towards a direction other than the one they intended. He was perfect for the first term: really clever, plainly, and with good party politics. More in the same camp as Sally and Alastair, but New Labour nonetheless.

Pat McFadden did party organising, but it was obvious at a very early stage that he had outstanding political gifts and also the intellect to be a first-class minister.

There was Peter Hyman, who had a roving policy and communications brief, always bright, bubbling with new ideas, utterly unafraid to speak his mind and take issue with me or anyone else, but a lovely character who went off to be a teacher (and a very good one).

Tim Allan was an excellent foil for Alastair as his deputy in the press office, and obviously destined for great things (he should have been in politics, but he decided to start a successful business).

Sarah Hunter, the daughter of a friend of the Lord Chancellor Derry Irvine, and Jonathan Pearse both came with me young, from my time as Leader of the Opposition, to help in the office, and fortunately stayed with me until Sarah went off to have children. Both were hard-working and great people to be around. Hilary Coffman, who had served every Labour leader from Michael Foot onwards, was also part of the team and was incredibly experienced and calm; and since she often had to deal with the (frequent) personal issues in the media, she was the recipient of the most horrendous nonsense from all sides as she sought to sift the slender stalks of wheat from the vast accumulation of chaff.

The two who were in a category sui generis were Anji and Derry. Anji was my best friend. We had known each other since the age of sixteen when I had tried climbing inside her sleeping bag at a party in the north of Scotland (without success!). She had looked after me at university, turned up in my life again when I was an MP and had been with me ever since. She was sexy and exuberant and used both attributes to devastating effect, but you underestimated her at your peril. She had perhaps the most naturally intuitive political instinct of anyone I ever met, was very, very clever, and could be ruthless beyond any of us, if she felt it necessary to protect me or the project.

Derry, as with Peter Mandelson and Philip Gould, was outside the office but inside the core team. In those early days, the essential thing Derry brought was a rigorous analytical ability that was put at the disposal of anyone who had a problem that required it. As I used to say—because occasionally people would query my reverential and deferential tone with Derry—he has a brain the size of a melon. When he dies, they will put it in a museum. It’s the one Dr. Frankenstein should have stolen. He could be politically blind, but intellectually he could see it all and with a clarity and focus that in the ambiguous and often sloppy world of politics was a precious quality, greatly to be prized. If anyone, whether an outsider or from the Civil Service, got intellectually uppity in those early days and became patronising, I would wheel Derry in and watch them quail as he worked on them like some finely tooled industrial moulding machine, stamping and beating down on them till they were bashed into shape and spat out the other end.

Peter Mandelson was my close friend and ally. He was clever, charming and fun, all of those things that make for someone who is wonderful company. He had two attributes that marked him out as an outstanding political consiglieri. He could spot where things were going, not just where they were. As Gordon used to say, Peter could tell you not merely what people were thinking today, but what they would think tomorrow. For political strategy, that is pretty invaluable.

The other attribute was his nerve under fire. Where his own feelings were concerned, like all of us he could be deeply emotional; but put him in the front line, in the heat of the political battle, and he was like a Roman phalanx, calm, disciplined and extraordinarily effective. When the enemy was running amok, he would be imperturbable, rallying the troops and often the generals, looking for the point of counter-attack and all the while seeming rather to enjoy himself. Such a quality is very, very rare. And when you find it, you treasure it.

Philip Gould was the final part of the inner team. He was the one with the divining rod. His job was precisely to tell us what it was like in the instant. In that he was typical of a very good pollster. But over time, I noticed something else: he was actually a great synthesiser of the public mood. He would analyse it, explain it and predict its consequences with an insight that rose above the mundane expression of “they like this” or “they hate that.” It would get to where the public might be brought, as well as to where they presently felt comfortable. In this, he became a strategist not a pollster.

He was also critical to the process of my big, set-piece, annual party Conference speech. Every year, for thirteen years, this process produced agony, consternation, madness and creativity in roughly equal proportions amongst my staff and me. I would immerse myself in it for a week beforehand, and there would frequently be fifteen or twenty drafts. Each year I hoped it would be easier. Each year it was as hard as ever. And 2006—the best speech of all in my opinion—was as hard as any.

In 1995, still in Opposition, I decided on the Monday before the Tuesday speech that it was all hopeless, the draft was useless, my brain had finally become scrambled and I would have to resign on grounds of incapacity. I had also agreed to do a photo-opportunity that morning at a school with Kevin Keegan, then manager of Newcastle United (my team). On arriving, I was in such despair that when Kevin said, Let’s do a heading session in front of the kids (and mass media), to the complete horror of Alastair and my staff I said, Sure, fine, whatever. By then I was beyond caring. It was, of course a monumental risk as it always is when a political leader plays sport in public. No one expects you to be brilliant, but you can’t afford to be absolutely rubbish, otherwise you are plainly not fit to run a nation. This wasn’t kicking the ball—quite difficult to mess up completely—but head to head. That’s a very easy way to make a total idiot of yourself.

However, I was so beyond it all, and of course Kevin was such a professional and could head the ball back to where I could get it, that we did twenty-nine headers on the go, which was impressive (and probably got more publicity than the speech!).

The worst sporting challenge was some years later when I agreed to play a charity game with Ilie Nastase, Pat Cash and the author and comedian Alistair McGowan at the Queen’s Club. Tennis is a game which you can play well, badly or, if too nervous, in a manner in which your arms refuse to obey your brain. I have played in all three styles. I was prime minister, therefore busy. I had never been to Queen’s and had not played on grass since university. I arrived feeling casual, then realised my match was straight after the annual Queen’s final, in which Tim Henman was playing, in front of a crowd of 6,000. Casual gave way to panic. Panic is the worst mindset in which to play tennis, certain to produce collapse. I was only saved from humiliation by the fact that Tim’s final went on longer than expected. Ilie Nastase kindly agreed to knock-up with me. We ended up playing for almost two hours before we got on court. By then I was so warmed up, the panic subsided and I played fine. But I swore not to take the risk again!

Anyway, I digress. Philip’s role in my conference speeches was to help me define my message. So into the competing sounds and chaos of the orchestra tuning up would come a strong, clear note of harmony. I can’t tell you how many times he rescued the speech and gave it lift and power.

You will see from all of the above that I was rather proud of the team. They were an unusually talented group of people. The thing I liked most about them? They defied category. They were one-offs. Very normal; but not very conventional. Very human; but with that touch of the magic potion that distinguishes those who strive from those who merely toil, those who take life as it comes and those who live life like an adventure. I was lucky indeed to have them with me.

The first hundred days of government were in one sense remarkably productive. We were storming through the announcements, which ultimately added up not just to a change of government, but a change of governing culture.

On 2 May, we announced the abolition of state-funded assistance for private schools, independent of the state system, in order to put the money into better state provision for infants.

On 3 May, we created the new Department for International Development, separating aid from the Foreign Office. It was not popular with the Foreign Office, who thereby lost control of the largest slice of their budget, and some of their objections gained my sympathy over time. Clare Short was the Secretary of State for the new department. Under her leadership, it led the way globally in terms of development policy, and people just queued up to work in it. It resembled a nongovernmental organisation (NGO) inside government and this caused significant problems from time to time, but all things considered, I thought it worth it and it gave Britain huge reach into the developing world. Though I can see Alastair’s look of disgust as I write this (he couldn’t stand her), I did think she had real leadership talent; the trouble was she thought people who disagreed with her were wicked rather than wrong—a common failing of politicians—and when she turned sour, she could be very bitter indeed. But we should be proud of our aid record and she of her part in it.

On 6 May, Gordon announced the independence of the Bank of England.

On 9 May, we reformed Prime Minister’s Questions (PMQs), when the prime minister takes questions on current affairs from Members of Parliament in the House of Commons, to make it one weekly half-hour session, not two sessions of fifteen minutes.

On 11 May, we announced compensation for Gulf War veterans.

On 12 May, we announced reforms to the National Lottery to allow the proceeds to go into health and education, and Gordon cut VAT on fuel to 5 per cent to help with heating bills.

On 14 May, we affirmed our commitment to ban tobacco advertising.

On 15 May, we restored trade union rights to Government Communications Headquarters (GCHQ) staff, reversing a Tory decision to deny intelligence workers—even those way down the chain—the right to join a trade union.

On 16 May, bills for referenda on Scottish and Welsh devolution were introduced, giving some central government powers to national administrations in Scotland and Wales, and we announced a seven-point plan to revive the British film industry.

In week four, we banned the production or export of landmines, and moved to a free vote for a ban on handguns, following the massacre in Dunblane in Scotland in which seventeen people were killed. (In a free vote, Members of Parliament are able to vote as they wish and are not directed by their party.)

At the end of May, Defence Secretary George Robertson set up the strategic defence review, and the following week we appointed the head of the Low Pay Commission, which was to be charged with setting Britain’s first ever minimum wage.

By the end of week six, we had started to put in place the literacy and numeracy strategy to raise standards of performance for primary-school children in reading, writing and maths.

On 16 June, we signed up to the European Social Chapter. For over a decade this had been a dividing line with the Tories, who thought it would hinder our competitiveness. We thought it was about basic employment rights like paid holidays and was a necessary feature of a just society. I had actually used our support for the Social Chapter to drop our support for the closed shop (the obligation in certain trades to join a designated union). When we signed it, Robin Cook, the Foreign Secretary, announced triumphantly that we had done so, and it was a cause of much jubilation among party members and unions (who by then had forgotten the closed shop).

On 2 July, Gordon gave his first Budget, including a welfare-to-work package funded by a windfall levy on the privatised utilities. Two days later, Derry announced what became our plans for the Human Rights Act, the enactment into UK law of the European Convention on Human Rights. Tessa Jowell, a new minister in charge of public health, set out proposals to tackle health inequality, when people from different classes and regions have varying degrees of access to the best health care. Tackling health inequality was a top priority for our government, focused on narrowing the health gap between disadvantaged groups and communities and the rest of the country. And so it went on, with actions, announcements and aspirations too many to mention.

These were not just changes in policy; they were radical departures in the way Britain was governed, in the constitution and in attitude.

The hundred days ended with the publication of the plan to give London a mayor for the first time in centuries. And on the hundredth day we rested. Or at least I did, fleeing first to Tuscany and then to the south of France in search of the chance to relax after the helter-skelter of the first months.

What sort of leader was I at that point? I had a philosophy that was clear and clearly different from a traditional Labour politician. I was middle class, and my politics were in many ways middle class. My programme was every bit as much geared by the aspirations of the up-and-coming as the anxieties of the down-and-out. Partly for that very reason, and to emphasise to the party that I had not pulled up its roots, my first major domestic speech outside of the House of Commons was on the Aylesbury Housing Estate in south London on 2 June, a deprived estate forgotten in the Tory years. I set out my basic pitch for the mantle of one-nation politics. Very consciously I was setting out my stall as a unifier. I didn’t want class war. I didn’t like division or discord. I could see how a coalition of the well off and the less well off could establish points of common interest. I had no patience with tribal party politics, with its exaggerated differences, rancorous disputes and irrational prejudices.

The themes underlying the philosophy were also clearly spelt out: welfare as a hand up, not a handout, where welfare is used not just to hand people money but as a first step to encourage them to get back to work where possible; responsibility accompanying opportunity; a desire to reinvent government and get it to work coherently across departments; quality public services available on the basis of need, not wealth; communities free from the pervasive fear of petty crime and antisocial behaviour. Perhaps above all, an emphasis bordering on the religious on what counts to be what works—i.e. free ourselves, left and right, from dogma and get the country moving for the commonweal.

Rereading it now, it’s all good stuff. It echoed many of the sentiments of Bill Clinton. Funnily enough, he visited Britain in May 1997 en route to a NATO summit. I brought him into Cabinet, where they were fairly in awe of him. He gave us a great Bill pep talk, using some of our campaign lines (like a real pro he had studied them all) and interweaving them cleverly with his own experience in office. I always remember him saying, “Don’t forget: communication is fifty per cent of the battle in the information age. Say it once, say it twice and keep on saying it, and when you’ve finished, you’ll know you’ve still not said it enough.”

I had led the Labour Party to victory. I had reshaped it. I had given it a chance to be a true party of government. All of this took a degree of political skill and courage. And I wasn’t such a fool back then to imagine that it wasn’t all going to get tougher, sharper and uglier. I knew I was enjoying a honeymoon and I had no illusions about the marriage, even if my other half did. All of this made me fearful, apprehensive and on edge, even though at that time it seemed as if I could do no wrong and no challenge was beyond me.

What was missing? There was a naivety about my belief that merely by adopting an approach based on reason and the abstinence from ideological dogma, hard problems could be solved, complex issues unravelled, divergent positions reconciled. It is true that such an approach was an advantage, necessary even; but by a large distance, insufficient. In fact, such an attitude only bestows an open mind. It doesn’t obviate the need for analysis, in-depth examination of policy options, going right down into the bowels of a problem and, there in the messy tangle, trying to solve it. Once you get down from the Olympian heights, where you can breathe freely the air of consensus and shared values and common goals, and you descend into that morass where the problem lies, what do you find? You find it’s full of unforeseen difficulties, technical minefields, and above all vested interests that want the solution to remain buried with the problem. These interests—professional, financial, sectoral—do not take kindly to your disturbing them. Very soon, the political opposition that wants you out and themselves in, allies itself to the vested interests. They fight back.

Here’s the thing: they don’t fight cleanly either. There are you, the leader, full of genuine desire to do good; yes, of course, to be top dog and decision-maker, but nonetheless sincere in your wish to improve the world. You think: we have a disagreement; let’s reason it out. I’ll hear you; you’ll hear me. We may even persuade each other, but if we don’t, well, reasonable people can disagree and I know we both accept that ultimately I’m the prime minister and have to decide.

No, it’s not like that; not like that at all, in fact. They get after you. They abuse your argument; they misrepresent your motives; they deride your sincerity and your protestations of good faith and the commonweal. For progressive politicians coming into power, that is always the biggest shock. The right get after you, from the off, with a vigour, venom and vitriol that has you reeling. You’re appalled by it, offended by it, but most of all surprised by it. Criticisms become accusations. Disagreements become rows. Attempts at change become assaults on your opponents’ fundamental liberties. You think you’ve come to a debating society but suddenly find you’re in a cage with a bare-knuckle fighter and a howling mob outside laying bets on how long you’ll last.

I had discovered long ago the first lesson of political courage: to think anew. I had then learned the second: to be prepared to lead and to decide. I was now studying the third: how to take the calculated risk. I was going to alienate some people, like it or not. The moment you decide, you divide. However, I would calculate the upset, calibrate it, understand its dimensions, assess its magnitude, ameliorate its consequences. And so I got over the surprise of the onslaught and became used to the derision, began to develop the carapace of near indifference to dispute that is so dangerous in a leader yet so necessary for survival.

Through it all, I was slowly coming to grips with the other dimension of government for which no amount of political courage is sufficient: the technical details of getting the policy right. I could see I might have to choose between what was right and what was politic, but deciding what was right was itself complex and highly contentious. The more I investigated the facts, the closer came the understanding that changing a nation was a whole lot harder than changing a party. The risks inherent in that, and the courage to take them, were of a different order entirely.

I was going to do my best and I was going to do it carefully; but even in those first months, even as it seemed we were masters of the political scene, I could see where the next lesson lay: what happened when you came to the risk that could not be calculated? What happened when your opponents were not the usual vested interests, and the noise was not the normal clamour aroused by anyone who tries to change anything, but came from the mainstream voices of mainstream people? What happened if the disagreement was not with the party or a limited section of the public, but with the body of the people?

I was aware I was a very popular leader. It was a bit like a love affair with the public, on both our parts. Like newly-weds, we envisaged ourselves growing together, learning together, falling out from time to time as all couples do, but retaining something profound that made our love real and whole, always there to be retrieved. What happened if we grew apart?
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