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Hopi Sen

This journal’s style guide includes, among handy hints on font sizes and hyphenation,

advice on whether it is permitted for reviewers to mention books other than the text to be

reviewed. Such references are ‘discouraged but not prohibited’. Thus admonished, I

confess I find it impossible to approach Steve Richards’s study of Gordon Brown without

at least a nod to other works which also take the story of our last Prime Minister as their

central theme. 

The expanding universe of New Labour literature has seen books used to set out a

manifesto, for catharsis and for revenge. Read Robert Peston’s Brown’s Britain, Tom

Bower’s Gordon Brown – Prime Minister, Paul Routledge’s Gordon Brown or certain

sections of Jonathan Powell’s New Machiavelli and you are confronted by perspectives as

reliable as witness statements in a Kurosawa film. Appropriately enough, we also have a

TV drama, The Deal, whose own version of reality was a contested political weapon (Brown

was allegedly delighted by The Deal’s version of events). The bare facts are clear, but the

interpretations, motivations, and consequences are entirely different. Whose account can

we trust?

Steve Richards brings two important attributes to the task of defining Gordon Brown’s

role in our recent past. First, he is willing to listen sympathetically to anyone, and so

extracts insights from the greyest of politicians and advisers. We find Stephen Byers

dreaming of a shoot-out in a multi-story car park, David Miliband cavorting on a dance

floor, and a Brown adviser slipping out of the campaign to re-elect a Labour government to

brief that the defenestration of the Prime Minister will begin immediately the votes are

counted. These insights illustrate an all too rare understanding of why politicians act the

way they do, and of the forces they find themselves operating under.

Perhaps because of this natural empathy, the second tool Richards brings to the

subject of high politics under New Labour (advice from the style guide: capitalise where

the organisation capitalises itself – New Labour was nothing if not emphatic) is belief in the

importance of sorting policy wheat from gossip chaff. Richards’s contention is that

although the personal dramas of Labour’s leaders are significant, too often they are used

to conceal the underlying political debate which drives the conflicts. So, while Whatever It

Takes follows Andrew Rawnsley in being a treasure trove of anecdotes about the attitudes

and behaviours of leading politicians, it aspires to something more. Richards wants to

advance a thesis.
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Briefly put, the case is this: Gordon Brown represented a subtly different political

philosophy to Tony Blair, a step to the left of Blair’s rootless analysis of society. In opposi-

tion and as Chancellor, Brown’s philosophical differentiation and personal ambition

combined to drive the poisonous atmosphere which existed at the top of the Blair govern-

ment, but it also drove the core redistributive agenda of the government. Richards does

not gloss over Brown’s behaviour, but places it in the context of a man attempting to

achieve something politically significant: social democracy by stealth. 

However, when he became Prime Minister, Brown was trapped by his own inability to

assert a social democratic philosophy openly. This leads to an appropriate paradox.

Richards seeks to set out the centrality of political philosophy to Gordon Brown’s career. In

the first, pre-prime ministerial section of the book, the constant theme is Brown’s attempts

to limit the market-friendly instincts of Blair, while seeking to operate a market-friendly

policy and to succeed Blair. But in the second half of the book, covering Brown at the

centre of power, such battles are almost entirely absent. Instead of the defining purpose

triumphant and central, we find a fascinating account of the struggle of the Brown camp

with encroaching crisis. The grand philosophical agenda shrinks to almost nothing,

replaced by who briefed about who, who hated who, and who got the blame for what.

Only when hit by a global financial crisis was Brown free to do ‘whatever it takes’.

On this reading, Whatever It Takes is a multi-layered title, referring to Brown’s personal

ambition, his overwhelming desire to see Labour in government, and his attempt to quietly

implement a radical agenda – and also a critique of his failure to consistently do the same

as Prime Minister. 

Richards’s book is insightful about how Brown came to this impasse, and about how

Brown’s insecurities played out in office. Only indirectly do Richards’s own views impose

themselves. At one point the authorial voice breaks in to declare that we, the voters, are at

fault for New Labour’s failures and insecurities, because in foolishly allowing the

Conservatives to win the 1992 general election, we created a fearful, nervous disposition at

the top of the Labour Party. Another authorial tic is adjectival. Blair and the Blairites are

first ‘rootless’ and ‘shallow’, then ‘messianic’ (four times in as many pages) and ‘evangeli-

cal’, yet always ‘graceful’. Brown is ‘insecure’ and ‘childish’, ‘ambiguous’ and ‘evasive’,

but consistently ‘purposeful’.

Ultimately, Richards’s thesis is personal, not philosophical. It is Brown himself,

insecure after surviving two decades of Labour defeats, addicted to the strategic ambiguity

that characterised his politics as Chancellor, acutely nervous of the conservatism of the

English electorate, who is at fault for the failure of the Brown agenda. 

As Prime Minister, Brown’s aides urge him to be bolder, to go further, to push his

social democratic instincts further, but aside from the brief moment of liberation due to

global crisis, he is fatally compromised. Like the fictional George Jones in David Hare’s

play Absence of War, when he most needs to find his voice, Brown discovers that the

years of caution and compromise have stolen it. Hare asked: ‘if a man makes this pact, if

he smothers his real character, the passion of his character, how and when may he ever

break out?’ (Hare, 1994). Gordon Brown provided the answer. Too late, in a speech to

London Citizens a few days before an election he had already lost.

If only New Labour had not been so afraid, if only Labour could have been more confi-

dent in office, if only Brown could have put his social democratic instincts before the
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electorate, then Labour might still prosper in office, or at least have achieved more before

defeat. It’s a beguiling argument, and, counter-intuitively, the examples of Brown’s personal

flaws that litter the text provide support for the thesis. To make the case that a broadly

social democratic strategy could have worked under a different approach, Richards even

tells us that ‘Barack was a Brownite’, which feels like something of a stretch. 

Yet would ‘Brownism without the flaws of Brown’ really have succeeded as a political

strategy? Could it even have existed without Brown’s brilliant, flawed political skills?

Brown, social democratic instincts intact despite the shattering defeats of the Thatcher

era, sought to do whatever it took to win. Shackled, even eclipsed, by a leader whose

agenda was more confidently individualist, he succeeded for his party. Given the spotlight,

he discovered that a political strategy based on a fundamental evasiveness about your

central purpose is ultimately doomed. 

Nor is it perhaps as simple as ‘Brown left and purposeful, Blair right and aimless’.

After all, as Richards points out, when Brown was Chancellor, it was Tony Blair who lightly

pledged to abolish child poverty and increase health spending to the European average,

two commitments bigger and bolder than any Brown ever made in office. Nor did Brown

unpick Blair’s reforms of the public services, or his crime agenda. 

Richards tells us that Brown did have a plan to break with New Labour, but wanted to

win a general election before doing so. That feels suspiciously like an excuse. An election

fought on a centrist manifesto wouldn’t justify a noticeably left-of-centre government. Isn’t

it just as likely that while Brown’s belief in quiet redistribution was heartfelt, Brown was

also correct to believe it did not represent a broad enough political vision to win a general

election and sustain a government? 

Richards’s sympathetic account argues persuasively that Brown adopted a strategy of

social democracy by stealth because he believed it was the only way to deliver his agenda.

The question of whether Brown was right or if, as Richards suggests, it was a tragic failure

of political courage is likely to be the ground over which Labour’s recovery is fought. For

exposing that essential debate, Richards deserves the rewards of a dozen Rawnsleys.

Hopi Sen was a low level Labour apparatchik while the events described by Steve

Richards took place. Despite being a full time political operative, he had only the haziest

outline of what was happening at the top of his party. This may say something about him,

about the real significance of high level politics, or both. Either way, he’s quite glad he

wasn’t involved, as it seems to have been annoying and frustrating for all who were. 

Reference

Hare, D. (1994) ‘Absence of warts’, The Independent 20.1.1994.

RENEWAL Vol 19 No. 2

90

Renewal 19.2  17/06/2011  16:34  Page 90



<<
  /ASCII85EncodePages false
  /AllowTransparency false
  /AutoPositionEPSFiles true
  /AutoRotatePages /None
  /Binding /Left
  /CalGrayProfile (Dot Gain 20%)
  /CalRGBProfile (sRGB IEC61966-2.1)
  /CalCMYKProfile (U.S. Web Coated \050SWOP\051 v2)
  /sRGBProfile (sRGB IEC61966-2.1)
  /CannotEmbedFontPolicy /Error
  /CompatibilityLevel 1.4
  /CompressObjects /Tags
  /CompressPages true
  /ConvertImagesToIndexed true
  /PassThroughJPEGImages true
  /CreateJobTicket false
  /DefaultRenderingIntent /Default
  /DetectBlends true
  /DetectCurves 0.0000
  /ColorConversionStrategy /CMYK
  /DoThumbnails false
  /EmbedAllFonts true
  /EmbedOpenType false
  /ParseICCProfilesInComments true
  /EmbedJobOptions true
  /DSCReportingLevel 0
  /EmitDSCWarnings false
  /EndPage -1
  /ImageMemory 1048576
  /LockDistillerParams false
  /MaxSubsetPct 100
  /Optimize true
  /OPM 1
  /ParseDSCComments true
  /ParseDSCCommentsForDocInfo true
  /PreserveCopyPage true
  /PreserveDICMYKValues true
  /PreserveEPSInfo true
  /PreserveFlatness true
  /PreserveHalftoneInfo false
  /PreserveOPIComments true
  /PreserveOverprintSettings true
  /StartPage 1
  /SubsetFonts true
  /TransferFunctionInfo /Apply
  /UCRandBGInfo /Preserve
  /UsePrologue false
  /ColorSettingsFile ()
  /AlwaysEmbed [ true
  ]
  /NeverEmbed [ true
  ]
  /AntiAliasColorImages false
  /CropColorImages true
  /ColorImageMinResolution 300
  /ColorImageMinResolutionPolicy /OK
  /DownsampleColorImages true
  /ColorImageDownsampleType /Bicubic
  /ColorImageResolution 300
  /ColorImageDepth -1
  /ColorImageMinDownsampleDepth 1
  /ColorImageDownsampleThreshold 1.50000
  /EncodeColorImages true
  /ColorImageFilter /DCTEncode
  /AutoFilterColorImages true
  /ColorImageAutoFilterStrategy /JPEG
  /ColorACSImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /ColorImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /JPEG2000ColorACSImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /JPEG2000ColorImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /AntiAliasGrayImages false
  /CropGrayImages true
  /GrayImageMinResolution 300
  /GrayImageMinResolutionPolicy /OK
  /DownsampleGrayImages true
  /GrayImageDownsampleType /Bicubic
  /GrayImageResolution 300
  /GrayImageDepth -1
  /GrayImageMinDownsampleDepth 2
  /GrayImageDownsampleThreshold 1.50000
  /EncodeGrayImages true
  /GrayImageFilter /DCTEncode
  /AutoFilterGrayImages true
  /GrayImageAutoFilterStrategy /JPEG
  /GrayACSImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /GrayImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /JPEG2000GrayACSImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /JPEG2000GrayImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /AntiAliasMonoImages false
  /CropMonoImages true
  /MonoImageMinResolution 1200
  /MonoImageMinResolutionPolicy /OK
  /DownsampleMonoImages true
  /MonoImageDownsampleType /Bicubic
  /MonoImageResolution 1200
  /MonoImageDepth -1
  /MonoImageDownsampleThreshold 1.50000
  /EncodeMonoImages true
  /MonoImageFilter /CCITTFaxEncode
  /MonoImageDict <<
    /K -1
  >>
  /AllowPSXObjects false
  /CheckCompliance [
    /None
  ]
  /PDFX1aCheck false
  /PDFX3Check false
  /PDFXCompliantPDFOnly false
  /PDFXNoTrimBoxError true
  /PDFXTrimBoxToMediaBoxOffset [
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
  ]
  /PDFXSetBleedBoxToMediaBox true
  /PDFXBleedBoxToTrimBoxOffset [
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
  ]
  /PDFXOutputIntentProfile ()
  /PDFXOutputConditionIdentifier ()
  /PDFXOutputCondition ()
  /PDFXRegistryName ()
  /PDFXTrapped /False

  /CreateJDFFile false
  /Description <<

    /BGR <>
    /CHS <FEFF4f7f75288fd94e9b8bbe5b9a521b5efa7684002000410064006f006200650020005000440046002065876863900275284e8e9ad88d2891cf76845370524d53705237300260a853ef4ee54f7f75280020004100630072006f0062006100740020548c002000410064006f00620065002000520065006100640065007200200035002e003000204ee553ca66f49ad87248672c676562535f00521b5efa768400200050004400460020658768633002>
    /CHT <FEFF4f7f752890194e9b8a2d7f6e5efa7acb7684002000410064006f006200650020005000440046002065874ef69069752865bc9ad854c18cea76845370524d5370523786557406300260a853ef4ee54f7f75280020004100630072006f0062006100740020548c002000410064006f00620065002000520065006100640065007200200035002e003000204ee553ca66f49ad87248672c4f86958b555f5df25efa7acb76840020005000440046002065874ef63002>
    /CZE <>
    /DAN <>
    /DEU <>
    /ESP <>
    /ETI <>
    /FRA <>
    /GRE <>

    /HRV (Za stvaranje Adobe PDF dokumenata najpogodnijih za visokokvalitetni ispis prije tiskanja koristite ove postavke.  Stvoreni PDF dokumenti mogu se otvoriti Acrobat i Adobe Reader 5.0 i kasnijim verzijama.)
    /HUN <>
    /ITA <>
    /JPN <FEFF9ad854c18cea306a30d730ea30d730ec30b951fa529b7528002000410064006f0062006500200050004400460020658766f8306e4f5c6210306b4f7f75283057307e305930023053306e8a2d5b9a30674f5c62103055308c305f0020005000440046002030d530a130a430eb306f3001004100630072006f0062006100740020304a30883073002000410064006f00620065002000520065006100640065007200200035002e003000204ee5964d3067958b304f30533068304c3067304d307e305930023053306e8a2d5b9a306b306f30d530a930f330c8306e57cb30818fbc307f304c5fc59808306730593002>
    /KOR <FEFFc7740020c124c815c7440020c0acc6a9d558c5ec0020ace0d488c9c80020c2dcd5d80020c778c1c4c5d00020ac00c7a50020c801d569d55c002000410064006f0062006500200050004400460020bb38c11cb97c0020c791c131d569b2c8b2e4002e0020c774b807ac8c0020c791c131b41c00200050004400460020bb38c11cb2940020004100630072006f0062006100740020bc0f002000410064006f00620065002000520065006100640065007200200035002e00300020c774c0c1c5d0c11c0020c5f40020c2180020c788c2b5b2c8b2e4002e>
    /LTH <>
    /LVI <>
    /NLD (Gebruik deze instellingen om Adobe PDF-documenten te maken die zijn geoptimaliseerd voor prepress-afdrukken van hoge kwaliteit. De gemaakte PDF-documenten kunnen worden geopend met Acrobat en Adobe Reader 5.0 en hoger.)
    /NOR <>
    /POL <>
    /PTB <>
    /RUM <>
    /RUS <>
    /SKY <>
    /SLV <>
    /SUO <>
    /SVE <>
    /TUR <>
    /UKR <>
    /ENU (Use these settings to create Adobe PDF documents best suited for high-quality prepress printing.  Created PDF documents can be opened with Acrobat and Adobe Reader 5.0 and later.)
  >>
  /Namespace [
    (Adobe)
    (Common)
    (1.0)
  ]
  /OtherNamespaces [
    <<
      /AsReaderSpreads false
      /CropImagesToFrames true
      /ErrorControl /WarnAndContinue
      /FlattenerIgnoreSpreadOverrides false
      /IncludeGuidesGrids false
      /IncludeNonPrinting false
      /IncludeSlug false
      /Namespace [
        (Adobe)
        (InDesign)
        (4.0)
      ]
      /OmitPlacedBitmaps false
      /OmitPlacedEPS false
      /OmitPlacedPDF false
      /SimulateOverprint /Legacy
    >>
    <<
      /AddBleedMarks false
      /AddColorBars false
      /AddCropMarks false
      /AddPageInfo false
      /AddRegMarks false
      /ConvertColors /ConvertToCMYK
      /DestinationProfileName ()
      /DestinationProfileSelector /DocumentCMYK
      /Downsample16BitImages true
      /FlattenerPreset <<
        /PresetSelector /MediumResolution
      >>
      /FormElements false
      /GenerateStructure false
      /IncludeBookmarks false
      /IncludeHyperlinks false
      /IncludeInteractive false
      /IncludeLayers false
      /IncludeProfiles false
      /MultimediaHandling /UseObjectSettings
      /Namespace [
        (Adobe)
        (CreativeSuite)
        (2.0)
      ]
      /PDFXOutputIntentProfileSelector /DocumentCMYK
      /PreserveEditing true
      /UntaggedCMYKHandling /LeaveUntagged
      /UntaggedRGBHandling /UseDocumentProfile
      /UseDocumentBleed false
    >>
  ]
>> setdistillerparams
<<
  /HWResolution [2400 2400]
  /PageSize [612.000 792.000]
>> setpagedevice


