Discarding principles: how to govern well?
‘I ask you to accept one thing. Hand on heart I did what I thought was right. I may have been wrong. That is your call.’

So said our last Prime Minister but one, Tony Blair, as he announced his resignation. From the time when I heard this in 2007 I have found it an intriguing statement.  Were I in a position to discuss his legacy with him there would be several things a lot higher up my list than whether Mr Blair thought he was right: his relative disregard for established formal processes of decision making; his enthusiasm for using military force; and of course his binding us into George Bush’s invasion of Iraq, a decision for which our country has paid a heavy financial and diplomatic price, and which has cost many British lives and a vastly greater number of Iraqi lives, and with whose consequences we will probably live for decades to come. 
I care a lot about the consequences of arbitrary decisions and hurried eye-catching legislation; I care a lot about the extensive human misery which has spread from the invasion of Iraq; and I care a lot about having played into the hands of those who wish to portray the western world as the enemy of Muslims. Weighed in a scale with things of this moment, I really didn’t care whether Tony Blair thought he was right. But it obviously mattered to him that he be thought of as moral and not cynical. My argument in this paper is that maybe we should see this as both his, and our, problem: that a concern for personal morality in public life may actually be bad for us.
I’m going to support my case by looking at some historical examples and some biblical examples, and I’ll conclude with some assertions about where this leaves us people of faith as we consider the public life of our own interesting times.
Edward the Confessor may seem a remote figure, born as he was over a thousand years ago. But we live with him in two quite different ways: as a member of our calendar of saints (he was canonised within a century after his death (in 1161), he was retained in the Prayer Book, and the Church of England still keeps his day) and indeed he was formerly patron saint of England; 
and as the founder of Westminster Abbey, which grew in importance as his cult grew, and rather obviously Westminster is very much still the active focus of our nation’s life. But besides his benign legacy as a byword for sanctity (he’s mentioned in Macbeth as ‘most pious Edward’), he must bear some responsibility for the Norman invasion which followed his death. And whereas previous waves of Viking invasion had been traumatic enough, but had ultimately resulted in assimilation between invaders and the invaded, the Norman conquest brought great violence and oppression, and resulted for example in a language whose words for farm animals are Anglo-Saxon and whose words for meat are French; one could argue that our famous English class system derives from that invasion of 1066 and its consequent verbal and economic apartheid.
Another monarch of the last millennium who makes it into our calendar is Charles I, the martyr canonised by the restored Church of England in 1660. As Archbishop Laud put it, he was ‘a mild a gracious prince who knew not how to be, or to be made, great’; he was simply out of his depth in the complicated and dangerous world of 17th century religion and politics, and it may seem somewhat harsh to blame him (as his opponents did) for the violence and blood of civil war. He was a worthy enough man, who took his religion seriously and died well; but he was a catastrophic politician, and it’s hard to doubt that a more politically astute king, such as his own son Charles II, could have avoided those disasters. In passing I should point out that Charles II, besides avoiding the civil wars which marked the reigns before and after his own, was, at least in sexual terms, a notoriously immoral man.
My final British monarch is George III. So far as I’m aware no one has ever tried canonising poor mad George. But, unlike even Edward the Confessor (the difficulty of whose domestic circumstances is indicated by the fact that besides being patron saint of kings, he is also patron of difficult marriages and separated spouses), George led a happy and blameless marital life – and again, this was in stark contrast with the conduct of his many sons. But he presided over, and substantially contributed to, the loss of Britain’s most important overseas possessions, the American colonies, and has the misfortune to be (in America at least) one of the most vilified of English monarchs.
I could also have mentioned Henry VI, who presided over the Wars of the Roses, if only to emphasise my point that perceived sanctity among rulers is often an indicator of political disaster around them, and that a high degree of morality in personal life is no qualification for high office. What makes martyrs of monarchs tends to be their being out of their depth and incompetent; and, though it’s perhaps a little uncharitable to lay the loss of Old England and of the American colonies at respectively the doors of Edward the Confessor and George III, there is no doubt that they played a full part in these disasters.
I’m rather glad, on balance, to say that for the last two or three hundred years this country’s political life has been largely removed from the hands of monarchs. This has of course given the conduct of politics to those who are more or less professional politicians, and one gain of that is that, while to be royal requires no qualification of any kind beyond birth, politicians have to be reasonably skilled at political arts in order to rise and to stay up. Those arts include being sensitive to and responsive to the temper of the age, so it brings no great insight to observe that politicians are more likely to wear their moral probity and religious faith on their sleeves in societies which take these things seriously, than in those which do not. So, for example, British politicians of the Victorian era moralised a great deal more than their predecessors in the days of George II, when the manipulative and corrupt Walpole held the reins, or even in the days of Victoria’s predecessor William IV and Lord Melbourne. And today, politicians seeking support in the southern United States moralise and talk about their faith much more than politicians in western Europe. This characteristic may or may not be a sign of their greater faith and concern for morality; but either way it is almost certainly a sign of their being practising politicians.
Rather wonderfully, British politics of the high Victorian period played out for a while in personal terms a contrast between the moral case and more or less naked political pragmatism. Gladstone and Disraeli were both extraordinarily able and successful politicians. But the difference between them is best illustrated by the time when Gladstone came out of the retirement he had gone into on losing a General Election, and began to range the country on a political campaign. This was to draw the people’s attention to the failure of Disraeli’s government to do anything about the conduct of the Turkish government, who were crushing a Bulgarian revolt. [Blair] Besides his many speeches, the centre piece of this campaign was Gladstone’s pamphlet ‘The Bulgarian Atrocities and the Question of the East’. Belatedly, Disraeli read this - he was himself of course the author of many novels – and noted in the margin: ‘Singularly ill-written, and, of all the Bulgarian atrocities, perhaps the worst’. Neither man would have been remotely capable of writing what the other had written……
Tony Blair was probably at least as successful in his career as either Gladstone or Disraeli. And, as I’ve said, there are occasionally remarkable echoes in his language and priorities of the great 19th century Liberal, although the parallels are of course not exact. His government proclaimed its ‘ethical foreign policy’; it was quick to intervene in Sierra Leone and elsewhere overseas. And he personally has always been public about his life of faith and about this as a political motivator for him – from his Christian socialism to his public concern for Africa, from his Roman Catholic conversion to his work for peace in the Middle East. I don’t for a moment question the genuineness of his faith and of its influence in his decision making; in his terms, that he did ‘what he thought was right’. I’m sure of this not just because Blair would never had said that at when he left office if this hadn’t mattered to him, and because Alistair Campbell was much nearer the general mood of our culture when he said ‘We don’t do God’:  no politician would get to the top in our society simply by playing the religious and moral card, and no one of Tony Blair’s political ability would think he could. 
The skills which got Blair and Gladstone to the top were in fact much the same as those which helped Disraeli climb what he unsentimentally called ‘the greasy pole’ of politics: an ability to calculate advantage and to spot the opportune moment; skills of persuasion and manipulation; of judicious alliance and necessary ruthlessness. It was through his tremendous political abilities and not through his personal idealism or morality that Tony Blair came to lead this country, and his achievements need to be subjected to the same kind of hard-headed judgement: how durable are they?; what have they cost?; what else might have been done?
It was striking that Mr Blair’s high point in the late 90s coincided with the nadir for his contemporary Bill Clinton, when the world was subjected to the depressing spectacle of his impeachment, essentially over a sordid affair with Monica Lewinsky. Now I wouldn’t be sending anyone, least of all a daughter, to Bill Clinton for advice about personal morality – but nor would I argue that this really had much bearing on his presidency. Instead, I would rather know: what did that impeachment process cost, in money terms and through its distraction from more important business, through its paralysis of American politics, and through the loss of respect for all concerned? In the judgements of politics, it’s the effectiveness of results that counts.
Now it may seem strange to segue from Bill Clinton to King David; Clinton’s moralising opponents, keen as they tend to be to find biblical support, probably didn’t start there, and our scriptures of course provide ample other ammunition to fire at such a character as the president. But, for all the wonderful write-ups David gets in the Bible, what I’ve always noticed about the narratives is that his career is remarkably like that of any number of warlords throughout history – and war, as Clausewitz put it, is ‘a mere continuation of politics by other means’. Boil down David’s story and you find that he rebelled against his king, allied himself with his king’s enemies until he was killed, presided over the slaughter of that king’s extended family, built his own palace before building one for his God, and saw his reign break up in dynastic disputes. He also showed Clintonesque tendencies with Bathsheba, and I would also not be looking to David any more than the president for moral example. But his name lives for ever because he was a political success: he unified and expanded the kingdom, he established a dynasty, and he gave its faith its geographic focus by capturing Jerusalem. 
One more example plucked from the vast range of scripture. Like David, this ruler is given laudatory treatment: (Isaiah 44.28) ‘He is my shepherd, and he shall carry out all my purpose’. But there’s not even the slightest suggestion that this ruler is a moral or even religious example – for this is Cyrus, the Persian king. ‘I arm you, though you do not know me’ says God. What distinguish Cyrus and qualify him for this high status in Isaiah, are the consequences of his military and political astuteness; by crushing Babylon and sending back the exiled gods of the peoples previously subject to it, he restored to the Jews their dignity and the practise of their religion. I suspect a different assessment would have been made by a historian from Babylon or from the Greek states with which Cyrus fought. But I don’t think either they or Isaiah would have been asking whether, hand on heart, Cyrus did what he thought was right.
It seems to me therefore quite possible to argue, counter-intuitively, that the hard calculations and judgements of Realpolitik are often embedded in our scriptures, though maybe under the surface and glossed by a focus on religious meaning. How do you think we would be remembering King David today if he had been less successful, or if his favourite Absolom had succeeded in his rebellion? Ultimately it is the results of our politics that count, not necessarily either the intentions with which they were conducted nor the personal morality of the practitioners.
William Temple, as Archbishop of Canterbury and the son of an Archbishop of Canterbury, was a creature at the heart of the Church’s Establishment, and in the manner of the 1940s and the Beveridge era was profoundly concerned with the moral impact of state action in society.  Politics had to do with morality because it could affect the common good. 
But in our own day, heirs as we are to Mrs Thatcher’s outlook that ‘there is no such thing as society’, the understanding of what constitutes morality in politics is far less collective and top-down; it tends instead to focus on the individual and their behaviours. 
I think this is a potentially dangerous approach, partly because it isn’t true to the breadth our Christian understanding of the individual and society under God, but also because it makes for a confusion about what politicians are for.  It’s the vocation of the politician to oil the wheels of society, negotiating and effecting change amid the infinite competing demands and interests which bear upon it. It’s a peculiar vocation, and requires certain talents – in particular highly developed social skills and antennae. (Given their respective gifts in these dimensions, it is no surprise that Tony Blair was ultimately a more successful politician than Ted Heath.) It does not require high levels of personal morality – such as in constant truthfulness, integrity, sexual fidelity – except insofar as the absence of such characteristics affects the social and political function: In other words, a politician such as Lloyd George, who was serially unfaithful to his wife, may have been a sinner and a rogue, but this didn’t have much effect on his political performance. Had he been having an affair with the wife of a colleague, things might have been very different.
Tony Blair owed a lot to Mrs Thatcher, but he was not entirely a Thatcherite individualist. I do not entirely agree with the harsh judgement implicit in Earl Russell’s description of him as ‘distinguished by his unctuous dedication to moral principles, and by his readiness to use compulsion in support of them’; he sought to use the organs of government for much more than moral enforcement. But I do believe that Tony Blair sometimes, and seriously, was led to stray from the proper vocation of a politician under God, by the distraction of his concern for morality. How about his own words following the defeat in Parliament in 2005 of the move for 90 days’ detention without trial?: ‘Sometimes it is better to lose and do the right thing, than to win and do the wrong thing’.
Is this a manifesto for political astuteness and cynicism instead of morality? Yes - it is. I would rather have been ruled by Charles II than by Charles I, by an effective and clear-thinking scoundrel rather than a well-meaning incompetent. It’s not a manifesto for corruption, but for realism as against blind idealism. And that is because ultimately the harm done by those who are blinded to the consequences of their morality, or the self-assurance that can go with it, can be far more damaging than the crafty calculations of the amoral. The moralising tendency in politics is not only irrelevant; it’s also dangerous.

I wish to be spared the parades of personal integrity:  I wish to be spared invitations to vote for people because they are Christians. Cyrus shows us that this is neither here nor there. 

One last point: Realism can itself be morally good. The following quotations from Jesus might serve as texts for politicians: ‘See, I am sending you out like sheep into the midst of wolves; so be wise as serpents and innocent as doves’ .
‘What king, going out to wage war, will not sit down first and consider whether he is able with ten thousand to oppose the one who comes against him with twenty thousand. If he cannot, then, while the other is still far away, he sends a delegation and asks for the terms of peace.’
I trust that with such wise and morally good judgement the political parties are applying themselves at this very moment.
Edward Probert
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