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About the Author

Theresa May served as Prime Minister of the United Kingdom from 2016 to 2019 – the second woman ever to hold the office. Her premiership marked the culmination of 21 years’ continuous service on the front bench having held a total of 14 ministerial or shadow ministerial posts. She was the first female Chairman of the Conservative Party and the longest-serving Conservative Home Secretary for over a century. She has been the MP for Maidenhead since 1997. She speaks regularly in the UK and around the world on a range of local, national and international issues. The Abuse of Power is her first book.




About the Book

Former Prime Minister Theresa May calls for a radical rethink in how we approach our politics and public life

As Prime Minister for three years and Home Secretary for six years, Theresa May came face-to-face with a series of issues in which the abuse of power led to devastating results for individuals and significantly damaged the reputation of, and trust in, public institutions and politicians. From the Hillsborough and Grenfell tragedies, to the Rotherham sex abuse scandal, the powerful repeatedly chose to act not in the interests of the powerless but in ways that served themselves or protected the organisations to which they belonged.

In The Abuse of Power Theresa May takes us inside the room, in riveting first-hand detail, to reveal several cases in domestic and international affairs where blatant abuses took place – including Brexit, parliamentary scandals and the Salisbury poisonings.

Offering an unflinchingly honest appraisal of her own role in these episodes, the book shines a spotlight on a critical issue of our time, and proposes practical solutions. To be in a position of power is to be in a position of service, she argues, an attitude she traces back to her upbringing in a country vicarage where she learned the values that have inspired her life in politics. The same values led her to believe that MPs have a particular responsibility to set an example in their own behaviour.

The Abuse of Power is a searing exposé of injustice and an impassioned plea to exercise power for the greater good.




To my parents,
Hubert and Zaidee Brasier,
who taught me the meaning of service.




Introduction

Stepping down as Prime Minister brought with it many changes in my life. There were the obvious ones: no longer being in No. 10, not having a large support team running day-to-day operations and advising me on every issue. It meant having more time to spend with my husband and with friends. Perhaps the thing I noticed most of all – something former Prime Minister David Cameron said to me when I spoke to him after I had agreed to stand down – is that I was no longer spending all my time making decisions.

It also meant I had more time to think. At first, there was a process of letting go, of life calming down and of significantly reduced stress levels. But then I started to spend more time thinking about all I had done in my time in government. This wasn’t just about reflecting on what went well and what didn’t. Having more time to think about my experience enabled me to consider the themes that underpinned the issues I had encountered. Because, although in some sense every problem or opportunity I dealt with was different, over time I started to understand the similarities between them and to recognise more clearly what had driven behaviours and hence outcomes.

I love walking in the Swiss Alps, as does my husband – we go every year in the summer. The atmosphere there encourages relaxation and contemplation. It was on holiday in Zermatt, some time after I had stepped down, that I first had the idea for this book. While reflecting on my time in the Home Office and No. 10, I realised what had been in the back of my mind for quite a while: namely that there was a thread running through many of the issues I had dealt with.

That thread is the abuse of power exhibited so often in the way the institutions of the state, and those who work within them, put themselves first and the people they are there to serve second. It was a thread which had first become apparent to me when I met Margaret Aspinall and Trevor Hicks of the Hillsborough Families Support Group, and a thread which reappeared in so many issues I addressed in government.

I started to write – in longhand in an exercise book – and over time, I realised more and more that fundamental change is needed in the attitude of the institutions of government. I wanted to write about the impact this attitude has had on so many lives and about what we need to do to change. I thought I might have enough to form a book. Over the following months, I continued to write about what I had seen and heard, and about what had been reported in one official review after another. In the end, I had enough to bring together to show the world how the abuse of power can be hidden for so long, and even defended by those who should have known better.

This is that book.

It is a book about power. Or rather, it is about the abuse of power and the injustices that can occur when the powerful abuse their position. It shines a light on a number of issues which came across my desk during my nine years first as Home Secretary (2010–16) and then as Prime Minister (2016–19). Many of these issues hit the national headlines, such as the Grenfell Tower tragedy or the child sexual abuse in Rotherham. Each of these stories is different and would normally be considered in isolation. Yet all of them have a common theme. At their hearts, they portray people who chose not to use their power in the interests of the powerless, but rather to serve themselves or to protect the institution to which they belonged.

While shining a light on those whose selfish use of power has impacted negatively on the lives of others, the book also recognises and pays tribute to those who have spoken out, those who have made their voices heard to expose such abuses and those who have put others before themselves.

A number of the examples I describe led to official inquiries, and I am grateful to all those who led and participated in them. These inquiries were able to explore the circumstances of each case and identify what went wrong, often in considerable detail. I do not go into such detail in this book, but I do set out the key aspects of each case so that the reader can see why I have described it as evidence of an abuse of power. I hope the authors of those inquiry reports feel I have done justice to the issues they explored.

While the various circumstances I describe add up to a deeply worrying register of abuse of power, this is not a complete list of all the examples I came across in government. But even one of the sets of events I describe should be sufficient to make us think again about how we approach the relationship between the powerful and the powerless.

On the day I became Prime Minister – 13 July 2016 – I stood on the steps of 10 Downing Street and pledged to fight against the burning injustices in our country. I vowed that my government would work for those who were just managing:


We will do everything we can to give you more control over your lives. When we take the big calls, we’ll think not of the powerful, but you. When we pass new laws, we’ll listen not to the mighty, but to you. When it comes to taxes, we’ll prioritise not the wealthy, but you. When it comes to opportunity, we won’t entrench the advantages of the fortunate few. We will do everything we can to help anybody, whatever your background, to go as far as your talents will take you.



The mission was to make Britain a country that works for everyone. This book describes many examples of injustice against ordinary people perpetrated by the powerful and mighty. It shows how deeply we need to reconsider who we are as a country and the urgent need for those in authority to ensure that in all they do, they are putting the country and the people first.

Shortly before I left 10 Downing Street in July 2019, I gave an interview to a long-standing and respected political journalist, Simon Walters, during which I said that too many politicians today see being Prime Minister as a position of power when in fact it is a position of service. The immediate response was that surely it was a position of power, because as PM you have the power not just to get things done but to do anything you want.

Setting aside the fact that the PM is primus inter pares (that is, first among equals in a Cabinet of ministers), the problem with this view is that it can lead to a sense of being able to take decisions in one’s own personal or political interests rather than in the interests of others.

If you see being PM as a position of service, then every decision should be taken in the collective or national interest. Sometimes, of course, personal interests and collective interests coincide, but the danger is that without a sense of service it becomes too easy to put personal interests above doing what you believe to be right for the country; too easy to persuade yourself that what is good for you is always good for the country.

By personal interest, I don’t mean personal financial interest. This is much wider than that. It is about seeking to further your own interests, protecting your position, ensuring you can’t be blamed, making yourself look good, protecting your power and in so doing keeping yourself in power.

Thus seeing the role of PM as a position of power could all too easily lead to abuse of that power. To a sense that you are set apart, above the rules. That there is one rule for you and another for everyone else. This attitude is not unique to politicians. It is seen elsewhere in the public sector and in the private sector too. It has led to a world where all too often people have taken certain decisions or undertaken certain actions simply because they could.

Sadly, this is often combined with a desire to protect not only the individual taking the decision but the organisation of which they are a part. There is often a sense that protection of the institution is more important than fairness, justice or seeking the truth.

Throughout my political career – at the time of writing, over twenty-five years in front-line politics – I have seen too many examples of this abuse of power, from Hillsborough to Brexit.

I see it too in today’s world politics. It could be said that geopolitics is by definition the exercise of power solely and absolutely in one’s own country’s interests. But that has not always been the case. In the past, countries have been willing to give up some of their own interests for the wider good. That is why countries have been willing to join together in multilateral organisations like NATO that often involve ceding an element of sovereignty. Unfortunately, in today’s world, some leaders believe that their individual interests are at best aligned with, and at worst more important than, their country’s interests. All too often that leads to deeply entrenched positions and an unwillingness to compromise.

In this book, I give examples of where the failure to recognise the importance of the collective good led to devastating results for individuals and, in most cases, significantly damaged the reputation of, and trust in, key parts of the public sector and of our democracy. What the cases can also show, however, is individuals putting aside their own lives to campaign for a greater good.

I give a frank and direct account of three types of abuse of power which I have witnessed at first hand. The first is close to home and involves Parliament and the exercise of power by MPs, both in their personal behaviour and in their approach to particular issues. Some will find it hard to accept my description of the handling of Brexit as an abuse of power, but to my mind that is exactly what it was – with people acting in their own interests rather than for the greater good. The second type of abuse of power is exemplified in issues of social injustice, such as what happened at Hillsborough and institutional child sexual abuse. The third lies in the world of international politics, and much of what I say focuses on the various abuses of power by Russia, not least on the streets of Salisbury.

The examples here mostly reflect issues that I was personally involved in during my time in office as either Home Secretary or Prime Minister, but also include some I have commented on from the backbenches. There will be other examples that those reading this will be aware of or may have been involved in. The cases I cite relate to the public sector and politics, but there will be many from the private sector too.

The cases I describe all reflect the sense of personal interest or institutional interest being more important than the interests of the public. In that way, they represent what has been bad in our politics. In the concluding chapters, I look further into how this situation arose and what we can do about it.

This book is not an attempt to justify certain decisions I made in office or to provide a detailed retelling of historical events. Rather, it sets out a series of shocking examples of abuses of power and tries to identify what lies behind them, and how actions and attitudes need to change. It is about how lives have been damaged and sometimes destroyed by others simply because they had the power to do so.




1

My Perspective

The musty silence of a parish church, the genteel atmosphere of a country vicarage and the carefree days in a village school may not seem like the ideal preparation for the raucous, aggressive political battleground that is Prime Minister’s Questions. Yet it was this very background that led to my interest in politics and ultimately to me occupying 10 Downing Street.

Perhaps the background of growing up as a vicar’s daughter is not so far removed from the requirements of being a senior politician as it might at first seem. As a child of the vicarage, you are not just yourself, and you are not just seen as representing your parents (although when your father is the local vicar, that is more significant than it is for most children). Like it or not, you are also a representative of a wider body – the Church.

Thus at a young age, it was incumbent on me to consider how my words and actions reflected not just on me but on others. This has stayed with me throughout my life and political career. There were times when I stopped myself from making a funny aside or what I thought was a humorous quip because it could have been taken out of context. And so, while I consider it has stood me in good stead, in today’s world of social media, rolling TV news and personality politics, it has meant that I have been seen as being too careful with my words, not sufficiently willing to open up, robotic and uninteresting.

Despite being portrayed as having these characteristics, I still try to be very careful with what I say today. Old habits die hard, but more than that, being careless in speech can cause deep trouble for others. This natural inclination to hold my tongue served me well when I was Home Secretary and when I was PM. But it takes personal restraint. I remember one occasion when I was Home Secretary when I had a conversation with another senior colleague. There was a counter-terrorism story in the papers, and we were being asked a certain question about the individuals concerned. We knew the answer but for security reasons could not divulge it. My colleague wanted to do so, or at least to give an answer that gave a strong hint. When I said no, he could not do so his response was that not doing so would make him look stupid. I’m not sorry to say that my answer was, ‘So look stupid then.’

Caring about the impact on others of what you do and say should be the abiding mantra of any politician. If you think that sounds holier than thou, this desire to be ultra-careful was honed in the years when I was a parliamentary candidate. At the end of John Major’s premiership, the Opposition and the media were constantly looking for the slightest differences in tone, nuance or words used by Conservative politicians, particularly government ministers. Any difference, even the slightest variation in emphasis, was leapt on as a gaffe or a split in the party or the government. So careful speech has a political importance too.

This was not the only way in which that country-vicarage background shaped my thinking. As an only child, I was in some ways treated as an adult. Certainly, I was urged to take an interest in what was going on beyond our home in the country and the world, and I was encouraged to argue and debate with my parents, particularly my father. But don’t get the wrong idea. This wasn’t all about world affairs. There were hard-fought arguments about many topics – perhaps especially about cricket, above all about who was England’s best opening batsman. My father, being a Surrey supporter, was adamant that it was John Edrich. I couldn’t agree, and argued the case vociferously for Geoffrey Boycott. My father cited Edrich’s strokeplay. I argued for Boycott’s dogged determination and capacity to occupy the crease thanks to his ability to play with a straight bat. Later in life, I was to cite these characteristics not just as the reason for valuing Geoffrey Boycott’s approach to cricket, but also as being useful for a politician.

So argument and debate were a regular part of my upbringing. My mother sometimes worried that this happened too much, but my father was always very willing to debate with me. In fact, I used to get rather loud when I was putting my case, and time after time my father would say, ‘No need to shout. You are not addressing a public meeting.’ Little did he know!

It is a great sadness to me that neither of my parents lived to see me elected to Parliament, let alone occupying the highest elected office in the land. Indeed, they didn’t even see me elected to Merton Council, which included Wimbledon, where my paternal great-grandfather had been an alderman.

Careful speech, argument and debate – these were all parts of my upbringing. But there were other aspects that perhaps fitted me for a career in politics. My father was always speaking in public through his sermons. I learnt a lot from him about that, but I also took a lesson from my mother. If his sermon went beyond ten minutes, there would be questions asked at lunch in the vicarage. I can’t claim to only ever speak for ten minutes, but it does remind me of the importance of knowing the message you want to give, keeping your remarks short and your audience engaged.

This background served me well, and from an early age I was interested in becoming an MP. But I always point out that, unlike William Hague, I didn’t read Hansard under the bedclothes. I was more likely to have the radio tuned to Test Match Special from some overseas tour. Indeed, that was how I heard of John Snow’s 7 for 49 against the West Indies. A major moment for clergy children.*

Although my interest in getting into Parliament was sparked early in life – at about the age of twelve – I always thought that it was sensible to do something else first. Bringing wider experience into the House of Commons is important. It means you have a better understanding of the issues that affect people day to day. And if you work in the private sector, you have a greater understanding of what drives the economy. Moreover, if you have been in a position which involved managing people, budgets and projects, that is good experience for being a government minister.

While argument, debate and being brought up watching my father speaking in public were important aspects of my upbringing that helped to shape my future, they were not as important as the sense of duty and public service that were instilled in me by my parents.

Being a priest is a vocation, not just a job. Serving God is fundamental in that role, but part of that is serving people – being there for them when they need support and advice, comforting them in their hour of need, as well as encouraging them in their faith. For my father, public service wasn’t just about supporting people who came to him. It was about reaching out to people as well. He would go out and about in his parish visiting people, sometimes unannounced, occasionally – as he well knew – not always welcome. I now see echoes of this in my work as an MP, going out and knocking on doors in my constituency. This is something I have done regularly over the years, including when I was Prime Minister.

As well as the public service, and indeed duty, shown by my father, we should never forget the commitment required from a vicar’s wife or partner. Many a time, my mother would have to do something or attend an event simply because she was the vicar’s wife. That sense of duty is seen in the partners and other halves of MPs today when they attend functions, wait at home because there is a late vote, or see their personal lives disrupted. Disruption can come in many forms, be it constituency events which mean key family moments like birthday celebrations are missed, or major events which may lead to Parliament being recalled to sit during what should be a parliamentary recess, requiring a family holiday to be cut short. In 2011, for example, two days into my fortnight’s summer holiday, I had to return to the UK to deal with the riots taking place in London and elsewhere.

My father also instilled in me an understanding of the importance of every individual – that we are all equal. For him, every parishioner counted. It didn’t matter what their background was or whether they came to church or not. His mission was to everyone and all were equal in the sight of God. Thus he also cared about fairness and justice – again linked to his faith.

This sense of the equality of everyone, regardless of gender, ethnicity or background, was another feature of my upbringing that has always stayed with me. Not just that: my parents were positive that there was no limit to what I could achieve, no limit imposed purely because I was female. This wasn’t a mantra that was drummed into me along the lines of ‘You’re a girl, you can do anything,’ but it was the unspoken theme of the encouragement I received from them both when I was at school and at university. What I did was very much up to me. They had hopes and aspirations for me – of different types, because I’m pretty sure at one stage my mother wanted me to become a nun – but the decision was mine. What they expected was that in all things, I would do my best.

That belief – that what people make of themselves is up to them, their talents and their hard work – has underpinned my politics and my view that education and opportunity are critical in the development of an individual. We should never assume that someone will turn out a particular way, either as a success or as a failure in life, because of their background. People from all sorts of backgrounds achieve great things – it’s about them and their hard work.

Perhaps I feel this particularly because of my experience all those years ago in that country vicarage. Time and time again, I felt the interests of the parish or of individual parishioners taking priority. Against that background, I came to see public service very much in terms of putting other people first and yourself second. Too often others have adopted the opposite approach, as we can see quite clearly in the behaviour of parliamentarians set out in the chapters that follow.
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