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‘I felt increasingly exhausted and ashamed’: Rory Stewart in London, June 2019.

Former Tory minister Rory Stewart exposes the ‘shameful state’ of recent
Conservative rule in this brilliant and blisteringly frank account of dysfunctional
government.

Soon after he was elected as a Conservative MP, Rory Stewart tried to sit down
next to a party colleague. “This seat is reserved,” the MP growled at him. Stewart
pointed out there was no “prayer card” in the brass holder at the back of the
seat, meaning it was free. The unnamed Tory glowered. “Why don’t you just fuck
off,” he told Stewart. Subsequently, piqued by Stewart’s election to the foreign
affairs select committee, the same MP threatened to punch him on the nose.
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Stewart’s memoir of his nine years in British politics is filled with similarly grim
and darkly amusing episodes. It is an excoriating account of a dysfunctional
governing system. At every level — backbench MP, senior minister, permanent
secretary — Stewart finds shallowness where there should be depth, vapidity
instead of seriousness. His book is a brilliant insider portrait of a nation in
decline, penned by an exasperated modern Boswell.

Educated at Eton, and the son of a British spook, Stewart governed an Iraqi
province after the US-UK led invasion. He set up a charity in Kabul and took up a
chair at Harvard. In 2009, filled with the idea of public service, he decided to
stand for parliament. He was selected for the rural constituency of Penrith and
the Border. The following year he was elected, a newbie politician with a closeup
view of David Cameron’s coalition government.

Disillusionment was swift. MPs were uninterested in policy, he discovered.
Instead, they were obsessed with scandal. He found “impotence, suspicion,
envy, resentment, claustrophobia and Schadenfreude”. Cameron made
speeches about diversity. But he filled his private office with white shirted old
Etonians, drawn “from an unimaginably narrow social group”. In one vote
Stewart rebelled over an amendment on mountain rescue by hiding in the loo.
No one noticed.

Stewart sympathised with some of the leadership’s causes, such as gay marriage
and international development. In other respects, Cameron turned out to be a
disappointment. Cabinet discussion was cursory. The prime minister was
uninterested in Afghan strategy, and oblivious to looming populism. Stewart
likens then chancellor George Osborne to an “18th-century cardinal”, “capable
of breathtaking cynicism”, but also bright, engaged and self-mocking.

In an author’s note, Stewart acknowledges that his former top colleagues will be
angry with him for revealing their private conversations. He justifies this betrayal
by citing the “shameful state” to which parliament has fallen — a “horrifying
decline”, as he puts it, which can only be fixed by transparency. He omits the
names of junior civil servants and a few backbenchers. Most are easily guessable,
with the reader invited to play a game of spot the bastard.
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All of which makes for a superbly readable book. After his unexpected 2015
election victory, Cameron made Stewart a junior environment minister, serving
under Liz Truss. Truss prized “exaggerated simplicity” above “critical thinking”,
“power and manipulation” over “truth and reason”. Stewart observes that this
“new politics” offered “untethered hope” and “vagueness” instead of accuracy.
Truss was allergic to “caution and detail”, he adds.

Stewart is the author of three previous nonfiction works, including a bestselling
travelogue, The Places in Between, about his 6,000-mile solo walk across Asia.
Here, he deploys his literary skills in the manner of a superior assassin. Truss is
weird, Michael Gove silkily duplicitous, and Boris Johnson an “egotistical
chancer”. Stewart recalls visiting Johnson in his foreign secretary’s lair — a red-
cheeked figure whose eyes radiated “furtive cunning”.

He is kinder about Theresa May. After the Brexit vote and Cameron’s resignation,
May made Stewart development minister, followed by prisons, and then
promoted him to cabinet as secretary of state for international development.
Unusually for a front-rank politician, she had a “private personality”. Stewart
supported her EU withdrawal agreement, as hardline Brexiters plotted her
overthrow, and the party lurched into magical thinking.

Stewart praises David Gauke, his justice secrecy boss, as a person of moderation
and decency. There was an “ironic, cavalier lift” to one of Gauke’s eyebrows. It
hinted at a “warmth and irreverence unusual in our rickety political world”,
Stewart writes. But the one-nation faction that both men represented failed to
get its act together when May announced her departure. The

Conservatives coalesced around Johnson. Sensible colleagues who despised him
offered their endorsement.

The book has several moments of self-contempt. At one point Stewart thought
about killing himself. He brooded in the middle of the night and often
experienced disgust. Politics, he came to think, was a “rebarbative profession”.
“In London, | felt increasingly exhausted and ashamed,” he admits. He developed
migraines and kept going by taking painkillers. Despite all this, his idealism and
love of country — his stated reason for joining the Tories — never quite left him.

Insider portrait of a nation in decline - review by Luke Harding — page 3 of 4



Stewart relates his own doomed campaign to become Conservative party leader
with brutal honesty. There were high points. He bypassed the right-wing pro-
Johnson media by holding open meetings and walks — a strategy that saw his
ratings rise with the public. He did well in the first Channel 4 debate. But in the
next BBC encounter he bombed, crowded out by his more polished rivals.
Exasperated, he took off his tie. “I felt like a satellite falling out of orbit,” he
records.

Along the way there were compensations. Stewart enjoyed being a constituency
MP. He writes with lyrical fondness about Cumbria and its rustic voters.
Surprisingly, he relished his time as prisons minister, managing to reduce drug
and violence figures in 10 jails. He got better at politics, and at overcoming the
inertia of civil servants. They tended to view ministers as ignorant and ephemeral
and often spoke in corporate jargon. His warnings about Johnson — the politician
and the man — were right.

It is hard to disagree with any of Stewart’s conclusions, about the dire state of
our politics, and the strange and empty character of its representatives. | was
left wondering if he would have had a less bruising time as a Labour MP. In 2019
Johnson purged leading Remainers and Stewart quit both the Tories and his seat.
Last year he reinvented himself as one half of a hugely successful current affairs
podcast, The Rest Is Politics, co-hosted with Alastair Campbell.

After a memoir of such blistering frankness, there is no way the Conservative
party will have Stewart back. Westminster is poorer without him, a wanderer
turned prime minister manqué. The world of ideas and letters is richer.

Luke Harding’s Invasion: Russia’s Bloody War and Ukraine’s Fight for Survival,

shortlisted for the Orwell prize, is published by Guardian Faber. To order Politics
on the Edge for £19.36 go to guardianbookshop.com or call 020-3176 3837.
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