
1 
ANDREW MARR SHOW, LORD BUTLER  

 

ANDREW MARR SHOW, 26TH JANUARY, 2020 

 

LORD ROBIN BUTLER 

Former Cabinet Secretary  

 

AM: If there is a single person who embodies Britain’s political 

constitution, it’s my next guest. When he was plain Robin Butler, 

Lord Butler of Brockwell was Private Secretary to Edward Heath 

and Harold Wilson. He went on to be Cabinet Secretary and Head 

of the Civil Service under Margaret Thatcher, John Major and Tony 

Blair. Adviser to five Prime Ministers. That’s quite a record. So now 

we’re back with a majority government, things are, in a way, 

business as usual, Robin Butler, but there is a very strong view at 

the heart of government now that basically the civil service all 

along was a pro-remain, anti Brexit  organisation which never 

really gave ministers the kind of completely neutral advice they 

ought to have had.  

B: Well, the whole mission of the civil service is to deliver for 

governments what they want, whatever their personal views. And 

I guess there will be people in the civil service who’d have had 

personal views on each side. But I mean I don’t think you can 

blame the impasse of the last three years on the civil service.  The 

civil service helped government, helped Theresa May to organise 

the agreement she got, and it wasn’t the civil service, it wasn’t 

even the House of Lords that turned that down, it was the House 

of Commons couldn’t vote for it. 

 

AM: But there was a view that the civil service was never, was 

always overwhelmingly on the remain side. And there may have 

been a few Brexiteers there but not many. 

B: No.  Well I mean think you know what I would have done if I’d 

been in the civil service at that time.  The government’s policy was 

to leave the EU and get the best agreement it did. I would have 

thrown myself wholeheartedly into that and I believe the people 

who were doing it did do that.  
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AM: Now we’re in a new world where Brexit is going to dominate 

the year ahead, the trade negotiations, what do you think of the 

argument that the civil service Whitehall needs to be retooled for 

that, reorganised? 

B: Well,  I certainly think that you’ve always got to be upskilling 

the civil service. It always needs to be challenged and that’s been 

so forever. I am a bit sceptical about throwing all the departments 

up in the air and resorting them, because that is an expensive 

process, it’s a disruptive process and the fact of the matter is, 

there’s going to be a really big job for Whitehall making the 

arrangements for the post Brexit world. And you know I think back 

to Denis Healey saying you shouldn’t take a man’s appendix out 

when he’s trying to carry a piano upstairs. 

 

AM: Nonetheless, there is going to be a huge amount of trade 

negotiation going on, probably with the Americans and the 

Japanese and the Australians as well as with the EU, all happening 

simultaneously. Does that not need a really big super beefed up 

trade negotiation department? 

B: Yes. I mean you’ve got to have a really good department to do 

that and you’ve got to bring in the talents. And there will be a lot 

of talents available. I mean there will be people coming back from 

the EU.  I would like to have seen actually the government have 

used some of my contemporaries  who are in retirement and were 

expert in trade negotiations, ‘cause you’ve got to remember you 

know that while we’ve been a member of the EU we haven’t been 

doing our own trade negotiations.   So it is a going to be a big 

challenge to build up talented teams to do that, and that’s what I 

think the government should be concentrating on. 

 

AM: And right at the heart of the system at the moment you’ve 

got in Dominic Cummings someone who’s been a fierce critic of it. 

He said ‘that for most powerful officials the most important thing 

is preserving the system, closed and impregnable.’  
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B: Well, that is – that is a generality and  it’s not true. When I was 

Head of the Civil Service we were bringing people in from outside. 

The civil service always has done. It did during the Second World 

War. We need scientists at the cutting edge , we do need people 

who are good at words, and we need people who are good at 

management. And those are the teams that you’ve got to build up. 

And I think in the past we had a good record of doing that. 

 

AM: But his argument that actually what Whitehall needs now are 

more data crunchers and more people with a scientific 

mathematical and perhaps management background than people 

who have got degrees in the classics and the humanities. There 

seems to be something in that. 

B: Oh yes, there is. And you need both.  You know you do need 

Greats people. I’m one of those, Boris Johnson’s one of those, 

Dominic Cummings himself is one of those. You know when I went 

to – I did a lot on the intelligence side. When I went to GCHQ we 

had people absolutely at the cutting edge of science and 

electronics, and things are moving on and the civil service has got 

to be made to move on with them, and in that respect I’m 

sympathetic with Dominic Cummings. 

 

AM: Things are going to change quite a lot because when you get 

Dominic Cummings put out that advert for weirdos and misfits, 

apparently 35,000 weirdos and misfits have now applied, so it’s 

going to be very, very different. I wonder if you were a young 

man whether you would get in now? 

B: I don’t think I count as a weirdo or a misfit. I worked for plenty 

of weirdos and misfits I must say when I was in the civil service, 

but I did actually comment on Dominic Cummings blog. You’re 

invited to comment. And I said, good luck, but you can’t do it all 

from Number 10. This is a huge organisation.  

 

AM: Talking of huge organisations you have sat observing so 

many Cabinets meeting over the years, 22 or 23 people sitting 
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around that huge table. There’s an argument at the moment that 

Cabinet needs to be quite a bit smaller. A smaller number of more 

powerful ministers to take those big decisions. Thinking about 

Cabinet as a decision making body, what’s your view? 

B: Well, that argument comes and goes. Ted Heath tried to get 

the numbers down,  Attlee, going way back, said there shouldn’t 

be more than 16. If you’re going to have a proper  argument you 

do need to have a smaller number. And I’m told, you know, 

there’s up to 33 people in the Cabinet Room at Cabinet meetings 

now. Well you can’t have a proper argument when that’s going on.  

But the problem about a  smaller Cabinet is that the smaller 

number have wider responsibilities than they can really cope with, 

and that’s what Ted Heath found in the 1970s. So it is a dilemma. 

But I’m all for having, getting the numbers actually taking the 

decisions in the room smaller. Of course you can do that through 

Cabinet committees. 

 

AM: Now for quite a long time you were the crucial link between 

government and the Royal Family or the monarchy and indeed 

you were involved in the negotiations between Charles and Diana 

during the divorce. In that context do you think the Royal Family 

are deeply saddened about what’s happened with Harry and 

Meghan, two very very charismatic younger members who are 

certainly going to be out of this country for much more time? 

B: I’m sure, I’m sure they’re saddened and I feel great 

compassion for them. Of course the Prince Charles, Princess of 

Wales situation was quite different because that was a relationship 

breaking up, all in the public eye. This is a relationship being 

developed and I think you know when that is so much in the 

public eye you’ve got to feel compassion for them. You can 

imagine  that the Duchess of Sussex, what she’s had to adapt to 

becoming a member of the Royal Family, having a child, having to 

decide how that child’s got to be brought up. These are 

tremendous demands and obviously Prince Harry wants to support 



5 
ANDREW MARR SHOW, LORD BUTLER  

 

her in that and I think they should be given space to work out 

how they’re going to do it. 

 

AM: Can you explain to people watching why it might be a 

problem for Harry and Meghan to go out and earn their own way 

in the world, which is what they want to do – why is that  a 

problem? 

B: Well, I think the problem is that it’s very difficult to be part of 

the Royal Family organisation but doing something separate. I 

think the analogy is like being a member of a crack regiment, you 

know. The Royal Family are a terrific  - they do things very, very 

well and I don’t think you can both be a member of a crack 

regiment and be independent yourself and do things entirely in 

your own way. They want to make their personal mission in life. 

They’re obviously both very idealistic and I would like to see them 

given the space to do that. 

 

AM: You’re a staunch monarchist.  Is there not a problem for the 

Royal Family in as it were, losing Harry and Meghan as major 

parts of the brand or the regiment or the House or whatever it 

might be because there’s a huge number of millennial people, 

particularly younger people who look to them and they say, 

‘they’re like us.’ 

B: Yes. I mean I think there is a big problem. I think Prince Harry 

has been much admired and rightly. He’s served us very well. And 

of course it also reduces the number of members of the Royal 

Family, the front rank of the Royal Family who can do all the 

valuable things that they do. It throws much more weight on 

Prince William and the Duchess of Cambridge, and so yes, I think 

it is a sad moment and I think it’s something that the Royal Family 

must regret. But once they’ve found their mission in life, we’ll see 

what happens. 

 

AM: Lord Butler thanks very much indeed for coming on and 

talking to us, great privilege. 
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Ends  

 

 


