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Oppositions can win the
battle, but lose the war

Why the departure of Morgan McSweeney should also be a warning for
the Slovak opposition.
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British Prime Minister Keir Starmer with U.S. Ambassador Peter Mandelson, who was recommended by
McSweeney. (source: TASR, AP, Carl Court)

The author studies public administration at Harvard, in the past he
worked at the Tony Blair Institute.

The resignation of Morgan McSweeney, a long-time strategist and
chief of staff to British Prime Minister Keir Starmer, is, at first glance, a
story of a bad personnel decision. In reality, however, it is a failure of a
model of politics that has mistaken the ability to win elections for the

ability to govern.

McSweeney left after publicly taking responsibility for recommending
the appointment of Peter Mandelson - a prominent figure in the Blair
era - as Britain's ambassador to the US. This decision became
untenable after the publication of emails that showed the extent of
Mandelson's contacts with Jeffrey Epstein, to whom Mandelson also
slipped economically sensitive information during his time in Gordon

Brown's cabinet.

McSweeney acknowledged that it was a mistake that damaged trustin

politics and called his resignation "the only honest step.”



A stable government could handle it

In a stable, politically confident government, such an episode would
not be an existential crisis. However, Starmer's government is not like
that. Starmer came into office after a big victory, but with support from
lawmakers, many of whom have very narrow majorities in their
districts. And especially without a clearly formulated political agenda
of what they want to do with the country.

McSweeney is not quitting because Labour has dramatically failed in a
particular policy. It ends because political management replaced
governance. And a government that does not have clear priorities,
strategy and order of goals is vulnerable to any crisis - even one that it
would otherwise withstand.

This problem has its roots in the period of opposition. When
McSweeney came to prominence after Labour's crushing defeat in 2019,
it was he who helped the party regain discipline, get rid of toxic
elements, accusations of anti-Semitism and build a campaign aimed at
regaining voters' trust. However, his unique skills were in the
department of winning campaigns - not in how power should be used
after victory.

Skills from the campaign are not
enough

Labour's campaign ahead of the 2024 election was disciplined, cautious
and deliberately lacking in specifics. Her main offer was that Labour
was not Conservative.

This was politically understandable - and ultimately successful. But at
the same time, it meant that voters never received a clear answer to
the question of what difficult decisions await the government, and in
what order it plans to make them.

We can see the result in practice today. Starmer's government often
complains about the economic legacy of the previous government,
regulations or the complexity of the state. But the British prime
minister has an extremely strong position and enough MPs in the
current parliament to push through almost any changes.

The problem is not a lack of power, but an inability to use it
strategically. A weak government centre, lack of prioritisation and
unwillingness to make decisions cause individual ministries to go
their own way and the government as a whole seems indecisive.

Over time, she withdrew from several politically demanding decisions,
and in addition to several unquestionable successes in foreign policy,
the country is moving from one painful budget to another at the
domestic level.



It is no coincidence that McSweeney - a brilliant election strategist -
has become a symbol of this model. His strength was in the politics of
the campaigns: in controlling the message, in discipline, in
neutralizing risks. But these abilities alone are not enough to govern.

What the opposition stands for

The government needs more than tactics. It needs an agenda for
governance and the ability to articulate how individual difficult
decisions will contribute to a certain larger goal for which they have
been given an electoral mandate.

For the Slovak opposition, this is an extremely timely warning. In our
country, too, there is a temptation to bet everything on the
unpopularity of Robert Fico's government and believe that the program
and decisions can be written only after the elections. However, the
British experience shows that a government that does not clarify what
it wants to do with power before it is acquired is weak from day one.

Before the elections, Labour spoke about the need for economic
growth, chaos in public services, complicated regulations of
construction procedures and a lack of ethics in public life. While there
have been dramatic improvements in many areas - such as waiting
times for surgeries - quality of life has still not changed for too many
people.

Very interesting things often happen in education, health care or
justice, but there is no direct line that would connect them into one
whole. For Thatcher, it was pro-market liberalization, for Blair it was
modernization, for Cameron it was consolidation after the financial
crisis. So far, Starmer is only treading on the spot, because stepping in
either direction would shake the fragile intra-party coalition.

If you are an opposition that is trying to win a mandate from the
elections, it is not enough just to know who you are up against. You
need to know - and be able to explain - what you stand for. Governing
is not a continuation of a campaign by other means. It is the ability to
make elections, bear their consequences and have the political capital
to defend them.

The oppositions can win the battle, but without a clear project, they
can very easily lose the war.



