The awful truth

Bagehot  Nov 11th 2004  From The Economist print edition
Tony Blair is not George Bush's poodle. It's much worse than that

ON THE night of the American election, Tony Blair went to bed at 10.30pm. Like nearly everyone else, he thought that John Kerry had won. But unlike the rest of the British political establishment he was not celebrating. Nor, it is fairly safe to say, was he nearly so glum when he rose at 5.30am to discover that he would, after all, be working with George Bush for another four years (always assuming Mr Blair surmounts the little hurdle of his own re-election). Until his memoirs are published, Mr Blair will not divulge just how pleased he was. All he will say for now is that he was not particularly surprised by the result. 

The prime minister's equanimity contrasts with the deep gloom that has settled on most of political London—not least on Mr Blair's own aides and senior ministers. Nothing, not even the Iraq war itself, has discomfited Mr Blair's party more than his unapologetic closeness to Mr Bush. The idea that a Kerry presidency would do much to “draw the poison” from Iraq has become a cliché in Westminster. For Mr Blair's colleagues, the possibility that he might have helped Mr Bush to win, albeit indirectly, is almost too ghastly to contemplate. 
Faced with the awful reality of four more years of Mr Bush, Mr Blair's establishment critics have returned to a favourite theme. If Mr Blair is such a valued ally of the president, isn't it about time that he got something tangible to show for it? When Downing Street announced that Mr Blair would be spending Thursday and Friday of this week huddled in conversation with Mr Bush, the reaction was predictably sour. This was Mr Blair's reward for his slavish loyalty to the president's ill-conceived war on terror, but unless he returned from Washington with some grand concession, it would do him little good. Rather, it would just be another embarrassing bout of “poodleism”, coming, moreover, at a time when anti-war sentiment is being fuelled by the daily attacks on the Black Watch regiment by Sunni suicide-bombers. 

The kind of thing that Mr Blair is supposed to demand Mr Bush spend his newly acquired political capital on comes from an equally predictable wish-list: a re-energised Middle East peace process; a rapprochement with European opponents of the Iraq war; the repatriation of the remaining British prisoners in Guantánamo Bay; a change of heart over global warming. If Mr Blair were to come back empty-handed, say the prime minister's critics, his only option would be to put some much-needed distance between himself and Mr Bush before the general election. A currently fashionable theory is that the president, painfully aware how his friendship has diminished the prime minister in the eyes of British voters, would not take offence if Mr Blair engineered a row with him. 

One of them

This is to misunderstand Mr Blair. He would not seek to misrepresent his relationship with Mr Bush because he is not ashamed of it. He refuses to demand a quid pro quo for backing America in Iraq because he believes that the war was right. He is convinced that supporting it, and Mr Bush, was in Britain's interest. 

The prize for being a trusted ally, in Mr Blair's view, is not a goody-bag of concessions to take home with him, but the chance to feed in ideas as the second-term administration makes its plans. His working assumption is that both sides have shared interests even if they may at times have differing thoughts about how to serve them. In Mr Blair's view, this is not a zero-sum haggle in which items on a British agenda are traded off against items on an American one. With Mr Bush, he prefers not to negotiate in the normal sense of the term. He expects the president to recommit to the Middle East peace process not as a favour, but because Mr Bush can be persuaded it is in his interest to do so.

That Mr Blair gets such a hearing is not simply because he has earned it by sending thousands of British troops to Iraq. It is because Mr Bush sees in the British prime minister a kindred spirit. So also do leading American neo-conservatives, such as Irwin Stelzer and William Kristol, both of whom recently turned up in London to claim Mr Blair as one of their own. They have both argued that Mr Blair was a neo-con before September 11th and before Mr Bush became one. Mr Blair's neo-conservatism, they imply, may be purer and deeper than Mr Bush's. 

What distinguishes the neo-con approach to foreign policy is the conviction that, by and large, democracies don't go to war with each other; and that powerful countries have both an interest and a moral duty to increase the number of democratic governments in the world. Neo-cons don't think only about defending interests, but also about extending values. In an interview given to the Times just after the American election, Mr Blair went out of his way to confirm what Messrs Stelzer and Kristol had said: “When the Americans say we want to extend...democracy and human rights throughout the Middle East... people say, well, that is part of the neo-conservative agenda. Actually, if you put it in different language, it is a progressive agenda.”

This is going much further than a simple creed of liberal interventionism for humanitarian purposes. While there may be many ways of extending democracy to other countries, the neo-cons are unabashed about being willing to use military force to do so. During the Kosovo campaign in 1999, Mr Blair made it clear that winning the conflict was important both because of the message it would send to other dictators and because it would provide a template for action in the future. 

The awful truth is that Mr Blair goes along with these ideas not because it's expedient, but because he believes them. It's no wonder that he feels comfortable with Mr Bush and more appreciated in Washington than at home. It's also not surprising that his neo-con passion strikes fear into Labour, while Conservatives of the non-neo sort look on with incredulity. 

http://www.economist.com/world/britain/displaystory.cfm?story_id=E1_PPSGQTP
Chirac-lite

Charlemagne Nov 18th 2004  From The Economist print edition
The competition for the right foreign-policy vision for the European Union 

IS ATLANTICISM dying? This week Britain's Tony Blair, freshly returned from Washington, DC, made a passionate speech, pleading for the importance of greater co-operation between the United States and Europe. Even France's Jacques Chirac, the arch-exponent of the need for a European superpower and a multi-polar world, made soothing noises about the importance of transatlantic ties, telling British journalists ahead of a visit to London that “constructing Europe in opposition to the United States makes no sense”. Mr Chirac is careful with his words, because he knows there are few takers in Europe for a competitive, antagonistic relationship with America. What is emerging instead is a Chirac-lite approach.

Chirac-lite is based on the assumption that Europeans and Americans often see the world differently. While they may share the same broad goals—peace in the Middle East, stopping nuclear proliferation—they differ more and more frequently over the means. Chirac-lite has been quietly gaining converts, because the growing perception of an American failure in Iraq has bolstered the position of those in Europe who argue for keeping their distance from the Bush administration. The emergence of distinct European policies is now visible across a range of issues, from Iran to the Middle East peace process, and from global warming to the lifting of the western arms embargo on China. And, with the possible exception of the Chinese arms embargo, these are all matters where even Tony Blair is closer to the European than to the American position.
Iraq continues to overshadow all else. The Americans once hoped that success in Iraq might persuade more European countries to sign up to the mission. Now they are struggling to prevent the current members of the coalition from following the Spanish example and pulling out. The Dutch, the Hungarians and the Poles have all signalled that they hope to bring their troops home soon. And problems in Iraq act as a drain on the credibility of Atlanticism across the board. Those countries that sided with the Americans are often deemed to have participated in a failing venture, for which they have gained little in return, a point that Mr Chirac was careful to rub home to the British this week.

The failure of the Americans to launch a bold new peace initiative in the Middle East is exhibit one for Europeans who argue that Mr Blair's Atlanticism has paid no dividends. Formally, the Europeans and the Americans are signed up to the same “road map” for Middle Eastern peace. In practice, there are crucial differences that go well beyond America's supposed bias towards Israel and Europe's alleged fondness for the Palestinians. The argument is also about the feasibility of launching a big peace push under current circumstances. The Americans, with bitter experience of how the Oslo peace process unravelled, are sceptical. They argue that, with Israel's Gaza pull-out in the offing, and the Palestinian leadership in flux, it makes more sense to go step-by-step. The Europeans, however, continue to press for a dramatic new initiative in the wake of Yasser Arafat's death, as a vital component of the “war on terror”.

The Europeans are mainly grumbling over Palestine. But they are actively trying to seize the initiative over Iran. The foreign ministers of Britain, France and Germany, together with Javier Solana, the EU's foreign-policy chief, are still working on a deal to persuade the Iranians voluntarily to abandon their ambitions to develop nuclear-fuel technologies that could also enable them to build nuclear weapons. This week they said that Iran would suspend its uranium enrichment and plutonium reprocessing activities, in return for European concessions over trade. But the Europeans say they are getting scant support from America. “The best we hear from Washington”, says one EU diplomat, “is that they hope we succeed, but that they think we will fail. But there is another school that thinks our initiative is actually harmful because it allows the Iranians to stall.”

The stakes are high. America is pressing for sanctions if Iran continues to pursue its nuclear programme, and some senior American officials believe that the quarrel will ultimately end in armed conflict—maybe with a raid on Iran's nuclear facilities. Such a prospect is greeted with horror in Europe. Perhaps unwisely, Jack Straw, the British foreign secretary, said recently that armed conflict with Iran is “inconceivable”. The Europeans fear that an attack might persuade the Iranians to retaliate across the border in Iraq, as well as leading to a further spike in the oil price. 

The China card

Whereas the Europeans believe they are taking the moral high ground over the Middle East and Iran, their position over China looks more like realpolitik. France is pressing for an end to the EU arms embargo on China and appears to be gaining support around Europe. The Americans are strongly opposed, and are lobbying their closest European allies—especially the British, Dutch and Scandinavians—to block any change. But EU diplomats seem to think that an intra-European deal is in the works, in which the embargo might be lifted at the same time as the EU tightens its code of conduct on arms sales, a measure that would supposedly rule out the sale of weapons that could be used to attack Taiwan or to repress human rights. 

Such a move would confirm a willingness by the EU consciously to take decisions that the Americans consider to be contrary to their strategic interests. If a pattern of such decisions were to emerge, it would mark a real rupture in the western alliance. Powerful forces still pull in the other direction. NATO (and thus the Americans) has infinitely more credibility as a guarantor of security than the EU; this matters to countries such as Poland or the Baltic states that still worry about the Russians. Success in Iraq would also do a huge amount to restore American prestige in Europe and to rekindle the allure of Atlanticism. But failure could strengthen the siren appeal of Chirac-lite.

How Anglo is America?

Lexington Nov 11th 2004  From The Economist print edition

More than many of you think

[image: image1.jpg]



BACK in 1933, Winston Churchill tried to enliven a dinner party at his country house, Chartwell, with a guessing game. What is your fondest wish? Most of the guests fudged their answers, but the host had no hesitation. “I wish to be prime minister and in close and daily communication by telephone with the president of the United States. There is nothing we could not do if we were together.” Thirteen years later, he told an enraptured audience in Fulton, Missouri, that the Americans and the British “must never cease to proclaim in fearless tones the great principles of freedom and the rights of man which are the joint inheritance of the English-speaking world and which through Magna Carta, the Bill of Rights, habeas corpus, trial by jury and the English common law find their most famous expression in the American Declaration of Independence.”

Tony Blair's arrival in Washington this week reminds us that British prime ministers still have outsized dreams of influence when it comes to their relationship with American presidents. But what about Churchill's deeper belief—that there is something fundamentally English about America? Can we really still talk about the unique bonds of the English-speaking people in an America where multiculturalism is official doctrine and the most rapidly growing chunk of the population speaks Spanish? 

The answer is surprisingly positive. The cultural affinities between Britain and the United States have been complicated since Churchill's time by everything from demography to changing intellectual fashions. Yet they remain vital to America's identity.

Start with the complications. In 1776, 80% of white Americans were of British stock (and as many were Protestants). Today only one in ten of the population claims British ancestry. Fifty years ago Anglophilia was de rigueur in the American establishment. Today you can still find a few people in Georgetown with Oxbridge rowing oars on their walls, but in general Anglophilia is a private vice and post-nationalism is the public virtue.

In boardrooms, globalisation is the fashionable creed. In universities, multiculturalism rules. Rather than reminiscing tweedily about dinners at Magdalen, today's humanities professors are post-structuralists who blame Britain for mass immiseration. Politicians follow suit. Bill Clinton said America needed a third great revolution (after the American Revolution and the civil-rights movement) to “prove that we literally can live without having a dominant European culture”. Al Gore interpreted the nation's motto, E pluribus unum, to mean “out of one, many”. George Bush likes Mr Blair and worships Churchill, but he hardly yearns for Shakespeare as his grandfather Prescott did. 

So America's Anglo-Protestant inheritance no longer enjoys the reverence it drew when Churchill mesmerised the audience at Fulton. But it is clearly more than just one culture among several. In many ways, it is still the core of the country—a point that Samuel Huntington makes with vigour and elegance in “Who Are We? The Challenges to America's National Identity” (Simon & Schuster, 2004). The definition of “Americanism” has broadened with the arrival of large numbers of non-Protestant and non-British immigrants. But Anglo-Protestant culture defines the meaning of America more than any other.

The people who settle a country first leave the biggest imprint. As Arthur Schlesinger has put it, “The language of the new nation, its laws, its institutions, its political ideas, its literature, its customs, its precepts, its prayers, primarily derived from Britain.” America's Anglo-core predisposed the country to a greater emphasis on property rights and individualism; its Protestant core predisposed it towards hard work. The melting-pot has had more and more ingredients poured into it. But the pot itself is of a recognisable Anglo-Protestant design.

It is still possible to analyse modern American life with reference to the “folkways” of the original settlers. In “Albion's Seed: Four British Folkways in America” (Oxford University Press, 1989), David Hackett Fischer divided American settlers into four main groups on the basis of where in Britain they originally came from—the Puritans, the Quakers, the Cavaliers and the Scots-Irish. James Webb claims that the Scots-Irish (who moved from the Appalachian hinterland across the South and the mid-west and now, he reckons, number about 30m) are a big part of Mr Bush's supporters. They have never shied away from using force to solve problems (Mr Webb was a tough marine in Vietnam and his book is called “Born Fighting”). They are passionately keen on religion, fiercely hostile to the state (particularly when it tries to take away their guns) and instinctively loathe self-appointed “elites”, not least of the Frenchified variety.

Multicultural, us? Spell it, please

Far from embracing multiculturalism, America is having a backlash against it. The creed may thrive in the faculties but it is rapidly waning in the rest of the country (where it arguably never waxed). Whenever Americans have been given the choice between promoting multiculturalism and protecting America's common identity, they have nearly always opted for the latter. Plenty of states—including California and Massachusetts—have passed initiatives banning bilingual education. 

This does not mean that America will return to the WASPish culture that Churchill addressed at Fulton. The country's growing number of Roman Catholics dislike being told that Protestantism is the source of the country's economic dynamism. And the rapidly expanding assortment of non-Anglos hate any hint that they are less than fully American. But many scholars are beginning to recognise that America owes a great deal of its identity to its Anglo-Protestant roots. And many less cerebral folk have noted that their most stalwart allies in the war on terrorism are all drawn from Churchill's English-speaking peoples. The special relationship still has a lot of life left in it. 
London under attack

Jul 7th 2005  From The Economist print edition

After the joy of winning the Olympics, evil came swiftly 

ONCE it had happened, it produced an awful feeling of inevitability. The series of terrorist attacks on London's Underground and bus system at the end of the morning rush hour on July 7th were presumably timed to coincide with the opening meetings of the G8 rich-country summit in Gleneagles in Scotland. The fact that less than a day earlier London had been filled with jubilation at having won the race to host the 2012 Olympic games may have given the perpetrators an extra dose of satisfaction. We shall never know, but nor, actually, should we care. Such a pointless display of brutality should instead bring forth two thoughts. One is that the surprise should be that this has not occurred sooner. The other is that such attacks should not, and will not, make any difference to the way Londoners live and work.

As soon as the atrocities of New York, Washington, DC, and Pennsylvania took place on September 11th 2001, London was assumed to be at risk of attack. That was so both because of its status as an international financial centre, an epitome of the West and its capitalist ways, and because Britain has long been a close ally of the United States, enemy number one for al-Qaeda and its terrorist associates. That likelihood only grew following Britain's participation in the invasion of Iraq in 2003, and then the terrible bombing in Madrid on March 11th 2004. In recent years every senior British policeman, intelligence chief or home secretary you cared to ask about the probability of a terrorist attack gave a similar answer: 100%.

One theory as to why it has taken so long might be that al-Qaeda moves in a very measured, careful way: attacks are long in preparation and intermittent in nature. Yet there is much evidence to suggest that that notion, which became conventional wisdom after September 11th, may not be correct. The intelligence services in London say that they have thwarted quite a number of attacks in recent years, including a plot involving deadly poisons and another which had Heathrow airport as its target. Less encouragingly, they also offer unofficial estimates that Britain may be home to roughly 1,000 budding Islamist terrorists, or close supporters of them. Whatever the accuracy of either of those assertions, the general picture is one of repeated terrorist efforts rather than measured, intermittent ones, and of a fragmented, unco-ordinated set of terrorist groups rather than a cohesive effort.

The apparent leaders of that un-cohesive effort, those who are thought to be the central command of al-Qaeda, have anyway been in hiding and retreat. There is no way of knowing for sure, but it seems plausible given the number of arrests and killings of people said to be senior al-Qaeda officers—particularly in Pakistan, Saudi Arabia and elsewhere in the Middle East—that the group now has much less of an infrastructure than it did before September 11th and a central leadership that is much less commanding. What it does have, though, is a large group of sympathisers, some with extra levels of motivation since the Iraq war. George Bush has sometimes claimed that a silver lining to the cloud his forces are struggling through in Iraq is that at least the West's enemies are being fought there rather than at home. The attacks in London are a reminder that that view is as wrong as it is glib.

What the attacks also show, however, is that well co-ordinated though the four explosions were, they were not terribly effective. Chance plays a big role in such attacks. The bombs in Madrid last year which killed 191 people might have killed many more had the station roof collapsed. The September 11th hijackings might have killed fewer than the eventual 2,752 had the twin towers of the World Trade Centre not melted down and collapsed. As The Economist went to press, the toll in the four London bombs was not clear, but the estimate of at least 33 deaths was thankfully far smaller than in Madrid. By the terrible calculus of terrorism, the attacks should thus be counted as a failure—a sign of weakness, not strength.

Cities vulnerable, cities resilient

The tighter security that has been in place in London since September 11th may have contributed to that. No city, however, can stop terrorists altogether. What can be said, though, is that terrorists are unable to stop cities, either. Perhaps an army, launching wave after wave of attacks, might succeed in doing so, especially if it were to deploy biological, chemical or nuclear weapons. Short of that, cities will always bounce back quickly, after the initial shock. They are resilient organisms, with powerful social and economic reasons to shrug off terrorism. New York and Madrid both show that, triumphantly.

The same will certainly be true of London. Like all large modern cities it is vulnerable to disruption. Millions of people pour into or through the city every day, through its huge transport network, making it easy to identify places to plant bombs and propagate fear. But that also makes the city adaptable. And there is no doubt that the experience of being attacked is likely to make Londoners more determined to resume their normal lives, not less. That would be true even if London had not previously endured decades of attacks from Irish terrorists, but that history makes resilience an even safer bet.

Might the attacks affect Tony Blair's ability to keep British troops in Iraq—presumably the terrorists' goal, if they are indeed related to al-Qaeda? Again, the answer is that the attacks will either prove irrelevant to that policy or, in fact, strengthen both his resolve and his popular support. They may be irrelevant because there is anyway little political or popular pressure for withdrawal of the 8,500 troops that are still in Iraq, even though a majority now believes that the war was a bad idea in the first place. Casualties have been light ever since the end of the formal hostilities, the British are in a relatively calm area of the country, and the public seems to think they are doing a necessary job. 

Far likelier, the attacks will reinforce the case for pressing on with the long-term task, as defined by Mr Blair: the establishment of a stable democracy in Iraq, peace between Israel and Palestine, and democratic reform elsewhere in the Middle East. If that sounds rather close to Mr Bush's policy, that's because it is. No terrorists can change that. 

Arthur Seldon

Oct 20th 2005  From The Economist print edition

Arthur Seldon, intellectual architect of both Blairism and Thatcherism, died on October 11th, aged 89
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“THE ideas of economists and political philosophers...are more powerful than is commonly understood. Indeed, the world is ruled by little else. Madmen in authority, who hear voices in the air, are distilling their frenzy from some academic scribbler of a few years back.” So wrote John Maynard Keynes, the economic architect of the welfare state and the Great Society, and he should have known. But it was Arthur Seldon who took Keynes's words to heart, and paid him back in kind. Mr Seldon marshalled the academic scribblers of his own era to lead the intellectual fight-back against Keynesianism, distilling from free-market economic doctrines ideas that fuelled both the frenzy of Thatcherism and its afterburn, Tony Blair.

The perch from which Mr Seldon directed this campaign was a think-tank, the Institute of Economic Affairs (IEA), which he joined as editorial director in 1958. The IEA was founded in 1955 by an old-Etonian chicken farmer called Antony Fisher. Concerned by the waves of nationalisations and economic controls in post-war Britain, Mr Fisher sought advice from the one intellectual who was resisting the tide, an Austrian-born economist, Friedrich von Hayek. Hayek urged him to emulate the Fabian Society, the first socialist think-tank, which had done so much to spread the doctrine of state intervention at the beginning of the century. He should do so, however, from the opposite, free-market point of view.

Fisher's first recruit, as director of the new think-tank, was Ralph Harris, and his second was Mr Seldon. Together they made a formidable team, in place until the mid-1980s, by which time they had moved from the outer fringes to the mainstream of British politics. Mr Harris was the IEA's public face; Mr Seldon, the more thoughtful of the two, was its resident intellectual. A pronounced stutter meant that he seldom spoke in public. But as editorial director he oversaw the institute's highly influential publishing programme.

The IEA's pamphlets, modelled on Fabian ones, brought to the lay reader the ideas of all the leading free-market economists and thinkers of the day. Many of those subjects—reform of the trade unions, public versus private welfare, the virtues of floating exchange rates—became the main preoccupations of the Thatcherites in the 1980s. Mr Seldon's target audience was what he called the “second-hand dealers in ideas”: journalists, teachers, academics, businessmen and city analysts who create the intellectual environment in which politicians have to work. 

Mr Seldon's golden rule was that his authors should think of their subjects regardless of the political context. They were to expound the verities of economic liberalism and let the politicians come to them, rather than the other way round. It took quite a long time for this to happen; but eventually, from the mid-1960s, the politicians began to arrive. As Britain's economic problems piled up, a trickle of radical Conservatives such as Enoch Powell, Margaret Thatcher and Geoffrey Howe started getting involved in the IEA's work, looking for free-market alternatives. 

Mr Seldon, however, kept away from active politics. Having seen war service in Africa and Italy, he picked a military metaphor: the IEA would be the long-range artillery lobbing shells into enemy lines, “but it would never be the infantry, engaged in the short-term face-to-face grappling.” In the mid-1970s, as the Thatcherite revolution got under way, other think-tanks, such as the Centre for Policy Studies, were founded to do the grappling.

A classic liberal

In many ways Mr Seldon was a quintessential Thatcherite, if never a Conservative. He was born in the East End of London, to Russian-Jewish immigrants, but lost both parents in the 'flu epidemic of 1918, when he was three. Adopted by a cobbler, learning to repair shoes himself, he became a natural and lifelong believer in self-help. He won a state scholarship to the London School of Economics, where he was inspired to his life's work by Hayek, who was one of his tutors. 

Rather than a Tory, Mr Seldon was essentially a classic liberal. Much of his early life was devoted to trying to revive the Gladstonian roots of the Liberal Party, even as it succumbed to the influence of Keynes and others. He always regretted that it was the Conservative Party that took up the IEA's agenda, not the Liberal Party, where his free-market ideas really belonged. This marked him out from most Thatcherites, who, much as they adored economic freedom, often had a Tory dislike of individual liberty in other spheres. 

His distance from party politics made him a natural source of wisdom when the next generation of intellectuals came along, in the early 1990s, to try to end the hegemony of Conservatism. Copying Mr Seldon's formula, they started think-tanks such as Demos to create a new intellectual climate that would eventually contribute to Mr Blair's landslide election victory in 1997. Not only had Mr Seldon changed the way that politicians went about their business, establishing the “battle of ideas” as equal in importance to party politics. Through his tireless campaigning he had also ensured that New Labour would only be taken seriously if it became, essentially, a free-market party as well.

The Blair Legacy: Not Exactly Piffle
By Joe Klein Sunday, Apr. 24, 2005 Time Magazine
It was a day of monumental piffle on the campaign trail in Britain. The Conservative Party announced a major initiative to fight teenage binge drinking, which—given the much celebrated local custom—seemed as likely to succeed as a plan to oppose rain. Not to be outdone, Tony Blair's Labour Party announced an equally major initiative to meet the needs of a new, mythic electoral figure: the Schoolgate Mum, whose desires were said to include better school lunches, athletic activities and access to school nurses. This proved risible even to Labour Party stalwarts. "I thought we were going to call them Schoolgate Nans," said a leading Labour policy thinker, with a giggle. "You know, Mum's off working, so Nana—Grandma—waits for the kids at the school gate." Indeed, the only indication that there might be serious problems in Britain occurred at the periphery of the campaign: masked Islamic extremists invaded a press conference called by the moderate Muslim Council of Britain to discuss election concerns. The interlopers roughed up the group's spokesman and proclaimed that "voting for any political party will guarantee your seat in hellfire forever." 

Bottom of Form

This, then, is Tony Blair's last campaign for Prime Minister. He has won two terms; a third, to match Margaret Thatcher's stern trinity, would be unprecedented for a member of the Labour Party. Win or lose—and he is likely to win—Blair will be remembered as an imposing figure, the man who saved the British left from socialist irrelevance. His "New" Labour has proved a more lasting achievement than Bill Clinton's "New" Democrats. It is a majority party that has combined prudent free-market economics with increased spending on social programs and a notable, if still incomplete, reform of the British welfare state. Yet Blair staggers to the finish line, unloved and untrusted. 

"Do you accept that there is a trust issue?" the BBC's Jeremy Paxman asked Blair in an interview last week. Blair agreed but clumsily tried to spin it toward "trusting" Labour to sustain Britain's strong economy. Paxman, a brilliant barracuda, would have none of that: "All right, let's look at Iraq. When you told Parliament that the intelligence was 'extensive, detailed and authoritative,' that wasn't true, was it?" It took Blair some minutes of squirming before he could get around to making the case that Iraq was better off without Saddam, that 8 million Iraqis had voted, but Paxman, like much of the electorate, was unmoved—and unimpressed by Blair's fortitude in sticking to his unpopular position on the war. Most Brits consider the Prime Minister's decision to follow George Bush into Iraq under "false pretenses" weak and mendacious rather than principled. Indeed, Blair's advisers admit they are worried that women, strong Labour supporters in the past, now see the Prime Minister as shifty. Hence, the frantic attempts to salve the wounds of Schoolgate Mums. 

Paxman's Iraq foray was rare in this campaign. Trust may be an issue, but Iraq isn't, largely because the Conservative opposition supported the invasion. The Tories are led by Michael Howard, a veteran Thatcherite brought in from the pasture for a last fling. He has chosen to run a campaign that is, by turns, ugly and inane. A prominent Tory told me that Howard is a great believer in the voodoo cooked up by political consultants and has decided to build his campaign around five issues that floated to the surface in focus groups. They are predictably anodyne—more cops, lower taxes—except for one: a tougher line on immigration, an issue that arouses deep passions and therefore needs to be handled delicately. The Tories have not been very delicate. Their remarkable campaign slogan, "Are you thinking what we're thinking?," is meant to be provocative, a sly reference to fears of a flood tide of mask-wearing extremists and veiled women invading England's pale land. If the polls can be believed, fear mongering hasn't helped the Tory effort. The third-place Liberal Democrats are led by Charles Kennedy, who has moved the party from bland moderation to more promising territory on the antiwar left. Kennedy is seen as a charming but puerile fellow, a man who announced his intention to quit smoking, then failed. 

That leaves Blair, whose strongest plank in this sad valedictory is the assumption that he will leave office before the next election, handing the job to his longtime deputy, Gordon Brown, the popular Chancellor of the Exchequer. It also leaves a mystery: Blair's odd combination of success and unpopularity. Even before Iraq, the Prime Minister was seen as a cool, distant, slightly dodgy figure. That was due in part to Blair's personality—he is awkward at empathy, his nervous smile six teeth too many—but it is also a consequence of his creed. Blair, like Clinton, is an exemplar of the Third Way, which is not exactly a fighting faith. It is an attempt to take governance seriously, to provide needed services efficiently while removing the crushing indifference and incompetence of industrial-age bureaucracy. 

This is not the stuff of high drama or splashy legacy. It is the stuff—well, all right—of more nutritious school lunches. 

