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It is a great pleasure and a true honour to deliver the Sir John Cass Foundation 

Lecture for 2013. The Foundation has been a good and generous friend to the Mile 

End Group at my home institution, Queen Mary, and Kevin and the team are always 

fine and stimulating company on every occasion we meet at the Foundation or down 

the Mile End Road.  

 

Political education. The indispensability of it is something to which we all subscribe 

in its non-propagandist form. It is a concept, however, that can carry dark and sinister 

undertones. For example, just add two letters and you get ‘political re-education’ with 

all its whiffs of tyranny, ideological excess and even show trials – a version of what 

that great Labour leader, Hugh Gaitskell, once described as ‘the subtle terrorism of 

words’.  

 

But free flowing political education and self-education is part of a necessary and 

accumulating concept that enriches an open society through soft and tough and 

normal times alike. It embraces – or should embrace – not just political philosophies, 

party organisations and their penumbra of think tanks and the great institutions of 

state but also their hidden wiring; what at first glance can seem boring and often 

impenetrable processes. Because full political education must impart a sense of 

system. It must also carry a sense of improvement; of healthy possibility. 

 

All these elements, I’m sure, are very largely self-evident. But I would add another 

that should be but isn’t always at the front of our collective minds – the quality and 

clarity of political language. Like others I have a stern but much needed patron saint 

here called George Orwell. 
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Orwell ended his short but classic 1946 essay on ‘Politics and the English Language’ 

with six rules which, if applied, he argued, would mightily improve the resistance of 

political language to contagion, jargon, staleness and cliché and, indeed, tyranny. 

They are: 

 

1: Never use a metaphor, simile or other figure of speech which 
you are not used to seeing in print. 
 
2: Never use a long word where a short one will do. 
 
3: If it is possible to cut a word out, always cut it out. 
 
4: Never use the passive where you can use the active. 
 
5: Never use a foreign phrase, a scientific word or a jargon word 
if you can think of an everyday English equivalent. 
 
6: Break any of these rules sooner than say anything outright 
barbarous.  
 
 

Like everyone else, I transgress the ‘Orwell Rules’ frequently; daily, probably. But, 

for me, they are the gold standard; the aspiration. How we need a dose of care applied 

to great swathes of our political exchanges in 2013 and in our political education too. 

 

For me, there is another indispensable ingredient that must fizz away constantly 

within the swirl of political education and that is a sense of history – how we got to 

where we are today. And here my deceased patron is John Buchan, statesman and 

novelist of The Thirty-Nine Steps fame. In his memoir, over 70 years ago now, 

Buchan wrote: 

 

 ‘In the cycle in which we live we can only see a fraction of the curve’. 
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The job of the historian and the political educator is to describe that curve as best as 

he or she can from its beginning to the point it has reached so far. Forecasting and 

horizon scanning are perilous crafts whether you are a practitioner of politics or an 

observer of it. The practitioner can take comfort from the words of the great French 

scientists, Louis Pasteur: 

 

‘Chance favours the prepared mind’. 
 

 
As a historian, I am not a ‘history-repeats-itself’ man. But I am with Mark Twain 

when he wrote 

 

 ‘History may not repeat itself, but sometimes it rhymes’. 
 
 
But it’s not just those embraced by my theme this evening – politicians, political 

educators, political observers and political historians – to whom such thoughts and 

possibilities and uses of the past matter; it’s all of us as individuals 

 

Penelope Lively captures this marvellously in her new book, AMMONITES AND 

LEAPING FISH which carries the subtitle A LIFE IN TIME. She writes about 

 

 ‘the compelling matter of memory – the vapour trail without which 
we are undone’. 
 
 

As for my case study this evening – the wider understanding of the UK premiership – 

the past is a potent shaper of it. Harold Wilson once described the job of Prime 

Minister as ‘organised by history’. However radical a new arrival in No.10 Downing 

Street may be, however determined to transform it from ‘a monastery into a 
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powerhouse’, as that same Harold Wilson put it in 1964, there are certain functions 

that fall to a Prime Minister – things that only he or she can do; jobs that have been 

acquired in the past and are handed down to each rookie premier. For the more 

historically minded, the very walls of the building talk – especially in the Cabinet 

Room.  

 

I have never aspired to the job of British Prime Minister, you will be relieved to hear. 

If I had and I made it, what shards of the past would cling to the Velcro of my 

memory as I walked through that world famous door after delivering my well-

rehearsed spontaneity on the front step of No.10? 

 

● Of a huge, territorial British Empire acquired and disposed of 
 
● Of Asquith’s Cabinet on the evening of 4 AUGUST 1914 waiting 
for Big Ben to strike 11:00 at which instant Britain’s ultimatum to the 
Kaiser would expire and we would be at war with Germany. 
 
● Of 28 May 1940 (though this meeting took place in the PM’s Room 
in the House of Commons) when the Labour members of the new  
Coalition War Cabinet (Clem Attlee and Arthur Greenwood) sided 
with Winston Churchill against Halifax and Chamberlain who wished 
to explore what terms the UK might get from Hitler. 
 
● The list of crisis meetings is endless – Suez 1956; The Cuban Missile 
Crisis 1962; The Falklands 1982; Black Wednesday 1992. 
 
● And it’s not just war or near war discussions that those walls have 
absorbed – it’s the great transformers of society: the decisions of 
1945-46 that shaped the National Health Service when it started  
operating in July 1948; the great privatisations of the Eighties and 
Nineties. 
 
● And the poignant resignation Cabinets, most famously Lady 
Thatcher’s in 1990. 
 
 

I’ve long been intrigued, too, by the outsider version of what the awful fictional 

Professor Welch in Kingsley Amis’s LUCKY JIM, described as ‘History speaking’, 
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each time he picked up the phone. How do we – Queen’s subjects, electors, students, 

teachers – pick up our idea of what the Prime Minister is for; what the job is all 

about?  

 

I’m a historian. I don’t do theories. I leave that to the social scientists. I belong to the 

Max Bygraves school of ‘I wanna tell you a story’. By the way on matters theoretical, 

a senior military friend of mine recently told me of one of his French counterparts 

saying 

 

 ‘It may be working in practice. But does it work in theory?’ 
 
 
I digress. 

 

On this question, how we absorb and shape our ideas of what functions PMs are there 

to perform and the style in which they should conduct themselves, I do have a theory. 

It’s this. That we acquire our expectations from the first Prime Minister with whom 

we were familiar. In my case, it’s Harold Macmillan. And ever since, somewhere in 

my subconscious mind, I’ve harboured the irrational expectation that all subsequent 

prime ministers, like Uncle Harold, will be languid, stylish, witty, stepped in the 

classics and history, dripping with self-irony and prone to ham acting. Naturally I’ve 

been disappointed for one reason or another. When I began teaching my ‘Cabinet and 

Premiership’ course at Queen Mary in 1992 this was a bit of a problem for my 

students as the bulk of their images of premiership were drawn from the 11 ½ years 

Mrs Thatcher occupied Downing Street and however one looks at her premierships 

there were more than a few elements of the unusual and the dramatic about them.  
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Lady Thatcher has been much on our minds this year. I was helping David Dimbleby 

with the BBC commentary on her funeral from a special studio constructed close to 

the steps of St. Paul’s. I remember two particular thoughts that morning: 

 

● How she changed the jet stream of British politics and political 
economy. 
 
● How she was now passing into the hands of the historians who 
she will mesmerise and fascinate as long as anyone takes an interest 
in the British premiership, our politics and our government. In 
other words, she has and will hold a prime position in political 
education. Everyone who lived through the Thatcher years has a 
certain idea of her and her ‘ism’ and very few were neutral about 
her. 
 
 

Prime ministers have long been the cynosure – the centre of attention – in British 

political and public life. But, with the coming of electronic news-gathering and the 

24-hour media cycle during her years in No.10, she became the most intensely 

covered of all our PMs up to that time and the pressures of the spotlight on her 

successors has not eased. 

 

 And yet how much do we know about them – their inner selves; what Lytton 

Strachey in his great biography of Queen Victoria called ‘the secret chambers of 

consciousness’? How much even do we know about what being Prime Minister 

entails? 

 

Earlier this month, I asked David Cameron what it was that outsiders failed to 

appreciate about the job of Prime Minister. This is what he said: 

 

 ‘I think they are pretty understanding. I think the public have a  
pretty understanding view that it is a high pressure job. In the end 



8 
 

you’re responsible for everything. What would they be surprised 
about? I suppose if 10 members of the public came in and followed  
you around for a week, what would surprise them? I suppose the 
quantity of foreign policy meetings. I mean the amount of telephone 
calls, one-to-one meetings…Sometimes we analyse my diary. And 
we go “Right, how much time is he spending talking to Presidents 
and Prime Ministers?” And it is a very large quantity. I think that 
would probably surprise people’. 
 
 

Later in the conversation Mr Cameron came back to this theme when we were talking 

about national security, intelligence and terrorism. 

 

 ‘I knew that the national security, terrorism, intelligence services 
role of the job was very big. But it still surprises you how big it is’. 
 
 

Even though the Foreign, Home and Northern Ireland secretaries carry a good deal of 

the load, he continued: ‘Nonetheless, even though they are doing the day-to-day, it 

still comes back on to the Prime Minister’. 

 

In my view, possessing a pretty good idea of the job of Prime Minister is an essential 

ingredient in political knowledge and education. Over the years I’ve had a stab at 

undertaking a functional analysis and the most recent taxonomy – a copy of which 

you have that also contains earlier cartography – I compiled in partnership with my 

friend and colleague, Dr Andrew Blick. Don’t read through it all now. But may I take 

you through the themes that emerge? 

 

First, the genesis of the first taxonomy of functions in 1947. 

 

     [elaborate] 
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The mid-1990s cunning plan of Baldrickian proportions. 

 

     [elaborate] 

 

The current, Coalition-influence cartography. 

 

     [elaborate] 

 

What do these taxonomies tell us? 

● The expansion of the PM’s range and remit. 
● The accretion of functions is markedly one way. 
● The defence of the realm is a constant – as David Cameron 
emphasised in the conversation from which I quoted earlier. 
Could this be coupled, too, with what Douglas Hurd calls 
‘our instinct to intervene’? 
● The very special nuclear functions. 
● The evermore relentless media and communications demands. 
● The PM as keeper of the Government’s strategy. 
● The ever lurking debate on individual prime ministerial power 
versus collective Cabinet government.  
 
 

On this last theme, the Press, to my surprise, has not picked up on a really interesting 

section of Jack Straw’s memoirs, LAST MAN STANDING, published last year. In it, 

Jack criticises himself and Tony Blair for the style of decision-taking on much – 

though not all – of the road to war in Iraq. ‘Tony’s reputation’, Jack writes, 

 

 ‘has suffered because he used informal “sofa government” methods 
of decision-making, rather than ensuring that Cabinet (and its 
committees) were proper, formal bodies where collective decisions 
were made. The criticism is justified. Look at Iraq’. 
 
 

‘I was fully involved’, Jack continues 
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‘in the decisions over Iraq, made informally and formally. Because 
Tony had agreed that any decision to take military action would 
have to go through the Commons, there had to be a high degree of 
involvement by Cabinet (and the Parliamentary Labour Party) in 
the final decision. The end point of this discussion chain was very 
formal indeed – a resolution of the House of Commons. But it would 
have been far better – for Tony and his reputation, as well as for 
good government – if he, and I [Jack was Foreign Secretary at the  
time], and the Defence Secretary, had had to discuss progress with, 
and seek decisions from, a National Security Council, in turn 
reporting to Cabinet – and on paper, not by way of oral briefing’.  
 
 

Jack has reached the conclusion that: ‘The days of self-regulation of Cabinet 

Government should be over’. And he’s drafting a Bill for that purpose (and I must 

declare an interest – I’m helping him a bit with this). This is how Jack describes its 

prospective ingredients in his memoirs: 

 

 ‘I believe, therefore, that there must be a Cabinet Government Act. 
This would prescribe the duties of the prime minister and the 
Chancellor, and the role of Cabinet; provide for a National Security 
Council, whose approval would be needed for national security and 
Budget and public spending decisions respectively; and require the  
Cabinet Secretary to report to Parliament each year as to whether  
Cabinet Government was operating effectively’. 
 
 

Jack Straw’s thinking is both intrinsically interesting on the functional aspects of 

government at the very centre but it’s also revealing about the potency of human 

factors and temperaments in such matters. This is why political education if it is to be 

both mature and fully-embracing of reality must include both a rich slice of political 

history and political biography. Temperament, purpose and circumstances all matter. 

Fortunate are the Prime Ministers, as Douglas Hurd observed of Robert Peel, and the 

Corn Laws, who want to do what most needs to be done. 

 



11 
 

Some want to be transformers and prove to be so. Others wish to be but a combination 

of their own failings and unfavourable circumstances prevent them. That is the subject 

for another lecture, but in my book on THE PRIME MINISTER over 10 years ago 

now, I drew up certain criteria of assessment which I think hold good today and 

which, I think, are necessary – returning to our theme of political education – when 

we as individual observer-electors come to rate the performance of those the 

electorate has set in authority over us. I placed them in five categories. 

 

Here they are: 

 

1: BACKDROP TO THE PREMIERSHIP 

● Condition of the economy and society. 
● The Parliamentary arithmetic in terms of seats in 
the House of Commons 
●Internal condition of the premier’s party. 
● Now I would have to add to my original list – condition 
of the Coalition. 
● Disposition of the media towards the premier, his/her  
government/coalition and his/her party. 
 
 

2: MANAGEMENT CAPACITY 
 

● Premier’s skills at managing the status quo (i.e. the prosaic 
but necessary on-going functions of central government). 
● Handling crises (including the media aspects of crisis 
management). 
 
 

3: INSIGHT AND PERCEPTION 
 

● Personal (including self-awareness). 
● Political (sensitivity towards colleagues, officials and party). 
● Policy (a capacity to see beyond the shibboleths of 
established or manifesto positions). 
 
 

4: CHANGES AND INNOVATION 
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● Planned. 
● Improvised. 
● Contingent upon unforeseen events. 
 
 

5: CONSTITUTIONAL AND PROCEDURAL 
 

● The running of No.10 Downing Street and the balance 
within it between the political and the administrative. 
● The handling of Cabinet and the apparatus of collegiality 
(and now, the emotional geography of coalition). 
● Managing Whitehall and the career Civil Service. 
● The personal handling of the House of Commons; the care 
and attention paid to the institution of Parliament and the 
management of his/her party in both Commons and Lords. 
● The probity and decency of the system (i.e. the Prime 
Minister as manager of the Ministerial and Civil Service 
codes and now the statutes which underpin several of  
their elements). 
 
 

What a desperately stretching and difficult business the job of being British Prime 

Minister is. It’s terribly, if not uniquely vulnerable, to Enoch Powell’s famous dictum 

that: 

 

 ‘All political lives, unless they are cut off in midstream at a happy 
juncture, end in failure, because that is the nature of politics and of 
human affairs’. 
 
 

In terms of the British premiership, the purpose of political education is to add to our 

individual tendencies to bring praise but more often to heap blame, a capacity to 

understand and explain the astonishing range of ingredients and factors which shape 

the job and its holders – and to alert those who might wish to be Prime Minister one 

day to what they will be letting themselves in for. 

 

Thank you so much for having me with you this evening.   

 


