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in troduction
Richard Reeves

The con tribu tors to  this volume disagree on a number of 
im portant issues: the role o f the market, the animating 
purpose o f the state, the relationship between individual and 
social needs, to  pick just a few. But they are unanimous in 
the ir assessment tha t Labour is in a very deep hole. A fter 
three election victories, and an unprecedented twelve years 
In office, the party is falling, broken, to  its knees.

Labour is ‘deeply unpopular, stale, directionless and 
tired', according to  Lisa Harker and Carey Oppenheim, co
directors o f the Institute for Public Policy Research: ‘W iped 
out in Wales and Scotland, It is already in ta tters.’ Compass 
chair Neal Lawson writes that Labour ‘is in the eye o f the 
biggest storm  that has ever engulfed it.’ The party has been 
‘hum ilia ted’ in the recent local and European polls, and faces 
the ‘prospect o f a similar rout at the forthcom ing general 
election,’ according to  historian Kevin Jefferys. The general 
secretary o f the Fabian Society, Sunder Katwala writes:
‘New Labour has delivered the most successful era o f 
progressive advance fo r half a century — and tha t is clearly 
now over.' And Jon Cruddas MP and Jonathan Rutherford 
issue the stark warning tha t ‘the Labour governm ent faces 
the abyss.’

The image o f an abyss is a popular one among the 
essayists assembled here — and it does not feel like 
hyperbole. Labour’s performance in last week’s election was 
tru ly  appalling. Pushed by the Liberal Democrats into third 
place and below the 20 per cent mark in the local elections, 
the party lost its last four county councils. Labour then 
limped in th ird  — this tim e behind the UK Independence 
Party — in the European elections. In this poll, Labour was 
beaten by the Scottish National Party fo r the firs t tim e in a 
UK-wlde election; beaten into second place in Wales fo r the 
first tim e since 1918 (and by the Tories); beaten into fifth  
place in the South-East and South-West o f England by the 
Greens; and beaten into sixth place in Cornwall — behind the 
Cornish nationalists. Labour is beaten. The snatching o f tw o 
seats by the BNP was perhaps the most painful 
consequence of the pa rty ’s collapse.
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In this volume, which collects the views o f a wide 
range o f thinkers on Labour and the progressive left, there 
are few who think Labour can win the next election. All 
agree tha t the task is the longer-term  intellectual and 
political renewal o f the progressive left.

The Labour Party is currently mired in a leadership 
crisis. Jefferys points out tha t Labour has no historical 
form  when it comes to  dragging leaders out o f office. But 
the Conservatives have done so three times — to Eden, 
Macmillan and Thatcher — and won tw o of the fo llow ing 
general elections: There is therefore some historical 
evidence to  suggest a change of guard at No. 10 Downing 
Street between elections can improve a party ’s fortunes 
in the short term, especially if the new premier appears to 
mark a fresh start and presents a d iffe ren t persona to 
the outgo ing leader.’ But Jefferys also points out that 
party unity is necessary, if not sufficient, fo r political 
renewal.

W hether Labour is more likely to  unify behind a new 
leader than behind Brown is o f course a very big question. 
But having lost six cabinet ministers in tw o days, Brown’s 
claim to  be the person to  rally the Labour's troops looks 
weak, to  say the least. Political w rite r Martin Bright thinks it 
is tim e fo r the torch to  pass to  a new generation: ‘W hat is 
certain is tha t until someone grasps the nettle and wrests 
contro l o f the party from  the dead hand o f the New Labour 
old guard, the party will continue its d r ift into obliv ion.’ But 
Bright fears tha t the failure o f other members o f the Cabinet 
to fo llow  James Purnell’s lead out o f the governm ent 
‘demonstrates tha t he may be the exception that proves the 
rule tha t his generation lacks the political boldness to  turn 
around Labour’s fortunes.'

David Marquand insists that New Labour was always 
electorally reliant on Blair’s ‘charismatic populism ’, and that 
Brown is sim ply unable to  repeat the trick: ‘charisma can’t 
be passed on from  one leader to  the next like an old 
suit...Blair had strewn the Labour Party w ith star dust; Brown 
strewed it w ith lumps of lead...He doesn’t do visions. He 
never has.’ But it is also clear that the crisis goes beyond 
well beyond the live question of whether Gordon Brown will 
continue in No. 10. The renewal o f Labour — of the 
progressive le ft more generally — requires an honest 
reckoning o f the pa rty ’s mistakes, and the m ining of fresh 
intellectual resources.

The three most consistent critiques o f Labour in this 
collection are tha t the party embraced neoliberal economics 
too  enthusiastically; neglected issues of equality and
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fairness; and relied too  heavily on a centralist, top-dow n 
model o f state action. Jenni Russell summarises this trip le  
challenge:

All too often Labour, w ith its harsh emphasis on targets, central 
controls, efficiency, and the unchallenged prim acy o f  markets, has 
le ft people feeling im potent, un im portant and alarm ingly adrift.

Specifically, Labour was too  overawed by the power of 
finance capital, and too  tem pted by a debt-fuelled model of 
econom ic grow th. Michael Meacher MP urges his party to 
‘mark out a clean break from the neoliberal finance capital 
New Labour has worshipped fo r the last decade’. Lawson 
warns against ‘B lairite ’ com m itm ent to  what he calls the 
‘market state ’ — characterised by ‘the sugar-coated pill of 
turbo-consum ption leading to  a golden age of individualism.’ 
Maurice Glasman suggests that Labour’s intense com m it
ment to  the free market contribu ted to  the cred it crunch 
and bank bailout: ‘the biggest transfer o f wealth from  poor 
to  rich since the Norman Conquest.’

The second critique relates to  Labour’s record on 
equality and fairness. A number o f contribu tors po int to  a 
mixed record on poverty reduction and inequality since 1997. 
There has been no lasting change to  the inequality in our 
society,’ argue Harker and Oppenheim, 'despite it casting a 
long shadow over so many aspects o f our lives.’ Meacher 
calls fo r a m inimum wage of £7 an hour and a 60p tax rate 
on those earning over £250,000 a year; Glasman fo r a ‘living 
wage’ o f £7.45 an hour.

Third, the party has relied on what Stuart W hite calls a 
‘Labourist’ approach to  governance, w ith ‘a strong 
attachm ent to  the central state’. Harker and Oppenheim 
agree tha t Labour has been ‘unrem itting ly managerialist, 
churning out well-in tentioned policies rather than honing a 
set o f ideas’. Philip Collins, Chair of Demos, points out that 
since 1997, more than fo rty  institutions have been 
established, and abolished. This faith in a new unit here and 
a new coordinating body there is touching but not very 
advisable,’ he writes. There is an unpalatable lesson to  be 
learned — in most case the state did not work as well as its 
advocates thought it would.’ Historian Tristram Hunt 
sim ilarly warns against ‘ministerial d irig ism e’ and suggests 
tha t the current econom ic crisis ‘has led too many to  seek 
the familiar, paternalist hand of the man in W hitehall 
knowing best.’

So what now? W hat can Labour do? Four themes run 
through much o f the collection. Labour should, the
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contribu tors variously argue, be more democratic, more 
pluralist, more social, and more liberal.

There is an almost universal call fo r electoral reform, 
w ith the m ajority o f contribu tors urging Labour to  abandon 
firs t-past-the -post voting in favour o f some form  of 
proportional representation. Other dem ocratic innovations 
include the establishment o f a citizens’ convention to  help 
construct a new political system, an idea fleshed out by 
Harker and Oppenheim (and not unlike the one held by 
Demos on June 4). There are also calls from  Asato and 
Rushanara Ali, a com m unity activist w ith the Young 
Foundation and Labour parliamentary candidate, fo r a 
dém ocratisation o f party structure. Asato writes tha t 
'Labour’s structures are an unhappy merger o f old- 
fashioned, soviet-sounding bodies such as the local ‘General 
C om m ittee’ and powerless New Labour creations such as 
the National Policy Forum.’ She urges em bedding ‘citizen 
voice’ in local parties by embracing primaries fo r the 
selection of candidates, while Ali wants to  recover the sense 
of Labour as ‘a party o f campaigning (in the broadest sense) 
and activism .’

There is, secondly, a strongly pluralist strand in many 
of the essays. A number o f writers want Labour to  engage 
more constructive ly w ith other parties, or as Stuart White, 
the politica l philosopher puts it, to  ‘let go of the arrogant 
and false idea tha t Labour has a m onopoly on progressive 
po litics ’. Closer working relationships w ith the Liberal 
Democrats and Greens are urged. Katwala proposes that 
Labour could unilaterally decide not to  field candidates in 
seats where the main duel is between Conservatives and 
Liberal Democrats, and consciously draw up a manifesto 
tha t leaves open the possibility o f cross-party working in the 
event o f a hung parliam ent (fo r example by dropp ing plans 
for ID cards).

There is a sim ilar demand fo r more plurality in local 
provision, con tingent on decentralisation of power away 
from  central to  local government. Too much power has 
accrued to  the central state, and Labour needs to  make 
good on its repeated promises o f a ‘new localism ’. Hunt 
reminds us o f a civic socialism, one ‘which values the 
capacity o f the state, but does not regard an increase in 
state spending as a v irility  symbol.’ He offers a partial 
defence o f Labour’s record, pointing out tha t ‘the last ten 
years have seen a m agnificent devolution of power — from 
the Scottish Parliament to  the Welsh Assembly to  the 
London Mayor and now (albeit belatedly) further autonom y 
fo r local councils in terms of revenue-raising powers and the
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much overlooked city-region status.’ But now Labour has 
to release power to  local government, to  recognise that 
‘the most innovative and inte lligent public servants are 
now to  be found in the town hall not W hitehall’. For the 
decentralisers assembled in this volume — and they are all 
decentralisers — the current crisis provides the right 
m om ent to  rethink the balance of power between centre 
and locality.

The th ird le itm o tif o f this collection is a repeated 
emphasis on the need fo r Labour to  recover a stronger 
sense o f the social — of communities, civic associations and 
social institutions. ‘We need a politics of social life ’ is the 
claim o f Cruddas and Rutherford: ‘We need a philosophy of 
the individual in society and a political culture tha t values 
the social goods tha t give security, meaning and value to 
people: home, family, friendships, good work, locality, and 
imaginary com m unities o f belonging.’ Cruddas and 
Rutherford align themselves, in this respect at least, w ith the 
‘red Tory ’ philosophy o f Phillip Blond, d irector o f the 
Progressive Conservatism Project at Demos, who writes 
here tha t ‘ordinary citizens want society back; they want 
contro l o f the ir own lives and the ab ility  to  form  
com m unities w ith others. They want to  create a civic 
‘m idd le ’ tha t gives them back their society.’ Ali adds a more 
political dimension, arguing that Labour needs to  become 
more o f a ‘social m ovem ent’ again, and reconnect w ith the 
day-to-day issues of ordinary people. In sim ilar vein,
Glasman, Lawson, Meacher and Alan Finlayson urge a new 
focus on ‘c iv ic ’ association, ‘relational pow er’, the ‘common 
good ’ and ‘social-ism ’ in place of ‘individual-ism ’. Building on 
the critique tha t Labour became too wedded to 
‘com m ercia lisation’, ‘com m odifica tion ’ and a ‘market state ’, 
these new social-ists are concerned to  find new ways of 
articulating the necessary interconnectedness of citizens.

This com m unitarian emphasis contrasts w ith the 
robust radical liberalism of Collins and Jowell, who both 
advocate pu tting  more power in the hands of individual 
citizens (a disclosure is necessary at this point: I’m w ith the 
radical liberals). Collins articulates a liberal republican 
approach, based on a conviction tha t each person decides 
fo r themselves what a good life is for themselves. This is not 
a Blairite versus Brownite contest, Collins insists: The 
intriguing axis in Labour politics will be quite d ifferent. There 
will be, on one side o f the argument, those tha t genuinely 
want to  disperse power and, on the other, those tha t think 
tha t central governm ent is usually the answer. The 
d istinction is not hard and fast. Those who want to  make
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people powerful do not want to  give up the power o f the 
state. On the contrary, left-liberals are keenly aware that the 
power o f the state is a potent part o f the ir arm oury — It’s 
just not the ir weapon of choice.’

The divide may not in fact be quite as great as it 
appears. Lawson, who writes most fiercely against the pro
market individualism  of the ‘Blairites’, also suggests tha t 
‘social-ism should be defined as the ab ility  o f people to 
exert the maximum contro l over the ir lives’ — a sentiment 
w ith which radical liberals would warm ly agree.

Katwala and Marquand strike a m iddle course between 
the liberal and com m unitarian positions, w ith Katwala 
suggesting tha t a focus on more equal life chances, or the 
‘figh t against fa te ’ combines liberal ends and social 
dem ocrat means: Th is argument also has the potentia l to 
fuse toge ther liberal and social dem ocratic agendas: if 
autonom y is the liberal end, then the social dem ocratic 
concern is fo r the d istribution of autonom y.’ On 
macroeconomics, Marquand urges an alternative to  both 
‘the neo-liberal gods Gordon Brown worshipped as 
Chancellor’, and to  ‘Keynesian social democracy o f the post
war period w ith its faith in economic growth, fiscal stimuli 
and m acro-econom ic manipulation from  the centre ’ — but is 
sceptical tha t Labour can find it.

These four values — democracy, pluralism, social-ism 
and liberalism — provide starting points fo r the ongoing 
debate about the future o f the progressive left. They 
sometimes collide. Values cannot always be made to  fit 
neatly together, and it would be helpful to adm it when this is 
the case, and have the argument out.

But there is another requirement if Labour is to  stand 
any chance o f renewal, which is a change of political and 
intellectual culture. The party is beset by factionalism  and 
fear. The era o f heavy whipping and heavy top-spin must 
end, says Asato: ‘Labour has to  get away from  its fixer 
m entality o f thuggish whips and bully boys threatening 
excom m unication.’ Bright writes tha t fo r Labour to  survive ‘it 
needs to  rediscover a facility  for the tw o things it once did 
best: efficient political campaigning and radical policymaking.’

Similarly, Labour needs to  move beyond the banners 
of yesterday’s battles and engage constructive ly and 
respectfully in a proper contest of ideas. As Collins suggests, 
‘there should be a m oratorium  on the divisions o f Blairite 
and Brownite, Old and New Labour, left and right, 
individualist and collectivist. All o f them replay ancient 
b lood-feuds tha t don ’t m atter and none of them will yield 
anything interesting.’
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We should, however, be under no illusions tha t the 
renewal o f the progressive left will be quick, or easy. The 
task is very great. This week Alistair Darling said: ‘We need 
to  set clearly what we are for, our vision fo r the country and 
our purpose fo r being in governm ent.’ All o f this requires, of 
course tha t Labour itself knows what it is for. Harold Wilson 
famously declared tha t Labour was a moral crusade or it was 
nothing. Successful crusades require a clear ideological 
purpose, an inspiring leadership and an accurate map of the 
destination. Right now, Labour lacks all three. As this 
collection demonstrates, there are some rich intellectual 
resources available fo r the renewal o f the progressive left. 
But the work needs to  begin now.

Richard Reeves is the d irector o f  Demos.
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staring into the abyss: 
lessons from Labour’s 
past
Kevin Jefferys

W hat lessons m ight be drawn from  Labour’s recent history 
as It turns from  reflecting on humiliation in the local and 
European elections to  the prospect o f a similar rout at the 
fo rthcom ing general election? While Ideology, policy and 
vision stand at the heart o f any process o f renewal fo r the 
future, questions o f presentation and leadership cannot be 
ignored. In particular the issue of how united or divided the 
party appears in the eyes of the public has always been 
central to  Labour’s fortunes; any political strategy, however 
bold or com pelling, can never fulfil its potentia l if it fails to 
command broad approval among those charged w ith 
conveying it to  the electorate. In this respect, a glance back 
at how the party has reacted to  previous election defeats 
provides a tim e ly warning. Each of the three occasions since 
the Second W orld War when Labour relinquished Its place 
as the governing party has been followed by outbreaks of 
internal strife, tw ice con tribu ting to the party enduring 
protracted spells in the electoral wilderness.

A ttlee ’s defeat at the hands of Churchill in 1951 
remains the pa rty ’s most curious setback in the modern era. 
A lthough Labour’s landslide 1945 m ajority all but 
disappeared at the general election in 1950, and despite 
exhaustion among the senior figures tha t bu ilt the welfare 
state out o f the rubble o f war, A ttlee need not have gone to  
the country when he did in 1951. During 1952 the world 
economy entered a phase of rapid grow th from  which 
Labour may well have benefited had they remained longer in 
office. A fu rther irony was that by piling up huge majorities 
in its working-class, industrial heartlands, Labour actually 
won more votes in 1951, though fewer seats, than the Tories. 
W ith a w hopping 48.8 per cent share of the vote — an 
achievement in the realms o f fantasy today — it was small 
wonder tha t Labour was confident o f an early return to  
power. Hugh Dalton, A ttlee ’s firs t post-war chancellor, 
described the 1951 result in his diary as ‘w onderfu l’, believing 
the Conservatives would quickly crumble in office.

As it turned out, Dalton was wide of the mark.
Thirteen years in opposition followed prim arily because



staring in to the abyss

Churchill and his successors proved adept at exploiting 
steady econom ic grow th during the 1950s. But Labour 
underm ined any chance it had of regaining power by 
entering into b itte r factional quarrels. Bevanite left-w ingers 
advocated build ing on the nationalisation programme of the 
A ttlee years as the way forward, and clashed sharply w ith 
the em erging GaitskelIite revisionists, who placed social 
equality at the centre o f their creed. For voters, the image 
was o f a party tha t traded in the unity o f the immediate 
post-war era fo r fu tile  tribal conflict. By 1952 Hugh Dalton 
was singing an entire ly d iffe rent tune: ‘More hatred, and 
more love o f ha tred ’, he wrote, ‘in our party than I ever 
remember.’1

In the second example of Labour losing office, Harold 
W ilson’s defeat in 1970 was followed by renewed infighting 
between the inheritors o f the old fundam entalist and 
revisionist traditions. Beset w ith problems over policy — 
notably over attitudes towards the European Community, 
which Britain joined under Tory prem ier Ted Heath — the 
party again presented a picture o f disharmony in opposition. 
But unlike in the early 1950s, Labour this tim e go t lucky. 
Heath’s decision to  gamble by calling an election in the 
shadow o f the three-day week in 1974 backfired badly. 
W ilson’s em ollient leadership papered over many of the 
internal cracks and he retained sufficient acumen to  steer 
Labour back to  power, though at both the 1974 general 
elections the pa rty ’s share of the vote, squeezed by a revival 
o f Liberalism, fell below 40  per cent. This was hardly a 
ringing endorsement, and confirm ed the end of the age in 
which the tw o  main parties garnered the overwhelm ing 
m ajority o f all votes cast.

The final instance of the party surrendering power 
came when Callaghan’s adm inistration was swept away in 
the afterm ath of the ‘w in ter o f d iscontent’ in 1979. This 
crushing defeat has parallels w ith Labour’s p ligh t th irty  
years on: Gordon Brown, like Callaghan, became an 
unelected prime minister fo llow ing the retirem ent o f an 
election-w inning predecessor, and may sim ilarly be remem
bered fo r leaving the party w ith serious questions being 
asked about its ab ility  to  survive as an independent force.

The afterm ath of 1979 remains a painful memory 
etched into the consciousness of Labour activists. Margaret 
Thatcher’s assault on state collectivism  got o ff to  a shaky 
start, w ith  unem ploym ent rising as sharply as her personal 
popularity sank by 1981. But as the frustrations o f the 
W ilson-Callaghan years came to  the surface, Labour pressed 
the self-destruct bu tton  and embarked on full-scale civil war.

15
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Instead of m ounting a counter attack on the so-called ‘hard 
le ft’, leading figures on the Labour right decided it was time 
to  jum p ship. W ith in months of its creation in 1981, the Social 
Democratic Party could claim over tw enty MPs, mostly 
defectors from  the Parliamentary Labour Party, aiming to 
replace Labour a ltogether on the centre-le ft by ‘breaking 
the m ould ’ o f politics.

Michael Foot, who replaced Callaghan in 1980, used 
the backing o f moderate trade unionists to  begin a fig h t
back against the hard left, beginning moves to  expel 
members o f M ilitant Tendency from the party. But the 
poisonous atm osphere at W estm inster and beyond — 
com bined w ith  savage tablo id attacks on Foot’s leadership 
-  meant Labour was in no position to  m ount an effective 
challenge in the early 1980s, especially a fter Thatcher’s 
fortunes were transform ed by the Falklands War. Dogged by 
personal and ideological divisions, Labour’s own research in 
the run-up to  the 1983 election described the party as 
‘implausible as an alternative governm ent’. So dismal was 
Labour’s perform ance in 1983, when its vote share 
slumped to  27.6 per cent, tha t the party faced the real 
prospect o f being eclipsed as the officia l opposition by the 
SDP-Liberal Alliance.

Friends and enemies alike spoke of Foot’s party as 
being in term inal decline, racked by dissent and incapable 
o f adjusting to  the realities o f Thatcher’s enterprise culture. 
In the event, rumours o f Labour’s death were exaggerated. 
Under Foot’s successor Neil Kinnock, a partial recovery 
took place, and by the tim e of the 1987 election the 
Alliance tide  had receded; Labour came in a clear — if 
d istant — second place. Kinnock’s party was at least still in 
business, but the scars o f the early 1980s took a long tim e 
to heal. Kinnock never reaped the reward of his endeavours 
and eighteen years in opposition only came to  an end 
when Tony Blair’s New Labour project held sway at the 
1997 election.

Labour’s history thus shows that while maintaining 
unity is not a suffic ient condition of regaining power, it is a 
necessary one. As the party faces up to  the possibility of 
defeat on a scale even greater than in1979 and 1983, some 
semblance o f com m on purpose must be maintained if 
Labour is to  have any chance of avoiding the certa in ty o f 
another long spell out o f power. A lthough ideological 
divisions appear less acute than in the past, new fault 
lines m ight be provoked by the prospect and reality o f 
electoral annihilation. In the meantime, the d ifficu lties of 
preserving unity among various groups in the party are

16
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com pounded by the crisis facing Gordon Brown’s leadership; 
as at all stages in Labour’s history, the standing of the leader 
plays a crucial role in setting the tone of the pa rty ’s public
facing image.

W hile the need fo r unity remains imperative, there are 
more equivocal answers to  the question of whether it ’s 
beneficial to  d itch or stick w ith the chosen leader. In the 
afterm ath o f losing power in 1951 A ttlee remained in place, 
his standing high as the architect o f major welfare reforms, 
but he lost the fo llow ing election in 1955. Wilson too  stayed 
on, despite much internal criticism  o f his 1970 defeat, yet 
managed to  stage a successful comeback four years later. In 
Callaghan’s case, the departure o f the leader a year after 
Thatcher’s v ic to ry  saw the pa rty ’s p ligh t get worse before it 
go t better.

W hat Labour does not have is a trad ition  (accepting 
here tha t W ilson in 1976 and Blair in 2007 went at moments 
of the ir own choosing) o f forcing out serving prime 
ministers. For insights pertinent in this regard to  the position 
of Gordon Brown, one has to  turn to  the experiences of the 
Conservative party. In tw o of the three cases where 
incum bent Tory premiers have been ousted since the war — 
Eden, Macmillan and Thatcher (though the first tw o 
departed partly on medical grounds) — their replacements 
managed to  revive governm ent fortunes suffic iently to  win 
the general e lection tha t followed, in 1959 and 1992. In the 
third case, Sir Alec Douglas-Home failed to  pull o ff the 
same trick, but it ’s often overlooked how close he came, 
losing by only a tiny margin as Labour squeaked home 
in 1964.

There is therefore some historical evidence to  suggest 
a change of guard at No. 10 Downing Street between 
elections can im prove a party ’s fortunes in the short term, 
especially if the new premier appears to  mark a fresh start 
and presents a d iffe ren t persona to  the outgoing leader. 
Macmillan’s unflappability  when he took over contrasted 
w ith the vo la tility  o f Eden; Major's d iffidence was in itially 
praised as a departure from  Thatcher’s stridency. But history 
provides no guarantees. Labour has already 'swapped 
horses’ once during the present parliament, and the removal 
o f Gordon Brown would mark entry into uncharted waters. 
Aside from  the potentia l impact on party unity, the electoral 
effects remain d ifficu lt to  estimate. An untried leader could 
well find tha t damage lim itation — winning anything more 
than the 1983 post-war low o f 209 parliamentary seats — is 
the best tha t can be achieved at the 2009/10 election. In the 
present febrile mood, voters m ight simply take the view that
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to  lose one prime m inister in the lifetim e o f a parliam ent is 
unfortunate; to  lose tw o is extremely careless.

Kevin Jefferys is professor o f contem porary h istory at 
Plymouth University and author o f  Finest & Darkest Hours 
and  Politics and the People.

Note
Dalton H in P im lott B (Ed), The Political Diary of Hugh Dalton 1918-40, 
1945-60 (1986)
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return to  society
Jon Cruddas MP and Jonathan Rutherford

The Labour governm ent faces the abyss. The Conservative 
party cannot break from  the discredited orthodoxies o f its 
past. It has failed to  win people’s trust and can only hope for 
an election v ic to ry  on a m inority o f the vote. Bereft o f a 
credible econom ic strategy it will divide the country. The 
politics o f both parties now belong to the past, not to  the 
future. As Gramsci said, ‘the crisis consists precisely in the 
fact tha t the old is dying and the new cannot be born.’1 The 
MPs expenses scandal, the constitutional crisis and the 
profiteering o f the banking oligarchy, are all m orbid 
sym ptom s o f this interregnum. We do not know what the 
next election will bring nor can we predict the fate o f the 
Labour party. The task now is to  begin build ing a 
progressive le ft movement that unlike New Labour will 
break w ith the legacy o f Thatcherism and establish a new 
hegemony.

The era o f excess
Thatcherism was the political response to  Brita in ’s failing 
industrial economy. It broke the power o f organised labour, 
deregulated and restructured the economy, and opened it 
up to  global m arket forces. New inform ation and 
com m unications technologies began to  revolutionise the 
generation, processing and transmission of information. 
Radical innovations, backed by financial capital penetrated 
the old order and began to  modernise the whole productive 
structure. A liberal market hegemony was established as 
Britain entered a new phase of capitalist development.

The social order was transformed. In the name o f a 
property owning democracy, the Conservatives aligned the 
econom ic interests o f individuals w ith the profit-seeking of 
financialised capitalism. It was a new kind of popular 
com pact between the market and the individual. In a low 
wage, low skill economy, grow th was driven by consumerism 
and sustained by cheap credit. The housing market turned 
homes into assets fo r leveraging ever-increasing levels of 
borrowing. The lives of millions were integrated into the 
financial markets as the ir savings, pensions and personal and
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m ortgage-backed debt were utilised fo r p ro fit by the 
financial industries. A similar com pact between the business 
elite and shareholder value created a tiny super rich elite 
and became the unquestioned business model o f the era.

It was a form  of capital accumulation tha t 
com m odified society and engineered a massive transfer of 
wealth to  the rich. The institutions which had once given 
people access to  political ideas and activities, such as trade 
unions, churches and political parties, experienced steep 
membership-decline. The civic cultures of democracy were 
increasingly subordinate to a winner takes all culture of 
capitalism. The nation state, which took responsibility for the 
welfare o f its citizens, was transformed into a market state 
tha t prom ised them instead economic opportun ity. In this 
clim ate a business oligarchy accrued a dangerous am ount of 
power and captured the political class. Growing inequalities 
and the erosion o f civic culture opened a cultural and 
econom ic gu lf between the elites and the mainstream 
working-class population.

The gu lf widened as economic modernisation 
restructured the class system around the new kinds of 
production and consumption. De-industrialisation has 
underm ined the income base of the working class and 
left large sections o f the population living and working as 
if they are a reserve army of labour. Millions are now 
econom ically inactive, or work in casualised and tem porary 
jobs, or are threatened w ith the loss o f the ir job. Traditional 
working class cultures which once offered a defence 
against exp lo ita tion and protection from  social isolation 
have been destroyed. This cultural destruction now 
threatens the existence o f the Labour party itself as the 
institu tions which once supported it disappear or lose 
their social vitality.

The collapse of this economic order and its governing 
ideology has been precipitous. Its toxic culture has brought 
down the au thority  o f Parliament. The financial boom 
created the false prosperity o f a housing bubble and 
unsustainable levels o f private debt. The market com pact 
tha t underpinned its social order no longer commands 
popular confidence. Neoliberal modernisation has created 
unaccountable monopolies o f capital and a centralising, 
m icromanaging and increasingly authoritarian state. Its 
enterprise culture, flexible labour market, and marketised 
welfare reform  have all helped to  generate insecurity, 
anxiety and isolation. In public services, kindness, care and 
generosity are out o f keeping w ith the dom inant market 
culture. The chronic housing shortage is a national scandal.
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Unem ploym ent is grow ing and areas o f our country 
devastated in the 1980s are now sinking again in the 
recession. The social welfare contract tha t once gave some 
protection in times o f adversity is in tatters.

To make matters worse, the future is full o f threats 
and challenges. A revolution in human longevity is 
transform ing society and leading to  an explosion in the 
burden o f care. The value of pension funds has been 
destroyed by the market. There is food and water insecurity, 
and oil production will peak sometime w ithin the decade. 
Looming over all these is the threat o f global warming. For 
the great m ajority o f people there are no individual market 
solutions to  the problems we face.

This should be the moment o f the left, but it too  is 
trapped in the same interregnum. It lacks a coherent 
identity, is organisationally and numerically weak, and is 
unclear about its values. It has no story tha t defines what it 
stands for. It is te lling that during the last three decades of 
resurgent capitalism, social democracy in Britain has failed 
to  produce a significant theoretical work to  replace Anthony 
Crosland’s The Future o f Socialism. Crosland’s revisionist 
answer to  Marxism, however flawed, at one tim e provided an 
intellectual cornerstone fo r the centre left. Crosland was 
always out there on the horizon, keeping alive the language 
of class, capitalism  and equality. He is no longer there. The 
self-in flicted crisis o f capitalism is serving only to  h ighlight 
the weakness o f the social dem ocratic and liberal left.

We need a politics o f social life. We must return to  
first principles and address the big questions of how we live 
as well as how we create wealth. W hat kind of society do we 
want to  live in? W hat kind of economy will sustain it? None 
of the mainstream political parties ask these questions. Nor 
do they have the cultures or language to  address them w ith 
any meaning. Our political future cannot be bound by 
political institu tions tha t remain unchanged from  previous 
eras. Roberto Unger argues tha t the political systems we 
build make us who we are. 'They however are finite, and we 
are not. There is always more in us, more capability o f 
insight, o f production, o f emotion, o f association, than there 
is in them ’. We are, he says, ‘context-transcending spirits ’.2 
Now is the tim e fo r context transformation.

We need a philosophy of the individual in society and 
a po litica l culture tha t values the social goods tha t give 
security, meaning and value to  people: home, family, 
friendships, good work, locality, and imaginary communities 
o f belonging. These were the concerns of the nineteenth 
century debates between social liberals and ethical socialists
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which created the modern spirit o f the left. We need to  re
invent a plural and ethical socialism rooted in the ordinary 
life o f the individual producing and relating in society. The 
central value o f this socialism alongside liberty is equality, 
because, as the social liberal Leonard Hobhouse wrote, ‘it 
stands fo r the tru th  that there is a com mon humanity deeper 
than all our superficial d istinctions’. The philosopher Charles 
Taylor echoes this belief in his argum ent tha t the dem ocratic 
search fo r self-realisation lies deep in our culture. It involves 
the righ t o f everyone to  achieve their own unique way of 
being human. It is about mutualism not selfish individualism. 
To dispute this right in others is to  fail to  live w ith in its own 
terms: ‘your freedom  is equal to my freedom ’.

The progressive future belongs to  a politics which can 
achieve a balance between individual self-realisation and 
social solidarity. It will be a politics o f alliances between old 
and new politica l actors and one that makes com mon 
ground out o f our cultural differences. Despite the 
disillusionm ent w ith  political parties, there is an 
extraordinary level o f political, cultural and com m unity 
activism  in our society. Politics has become more 
individualised, ethical and rooted in a d iversity o f beliefs and 
lifestyles. This is stim ulating a search fo r new kinds of 
dem ocratic political structures and cultures, which can re
connect institu tions o f political power w ith social 
movements and political constituencies. Networks and 
databases, facilita ted by the web, are o f grow ing importance 
in campaigning, bringing political power to  account and 
mobilising popular opinion. But political parties also remain 
an essential part o f our democracy. They provide 
Institutional continuity, while networks are often transient. 
There is much to  be gained by synergies between the two. 
For this to  happen, parties will need to  allow their own 
cultures and organisations to  be opened up and 
dem ocratised in the process.

The new form s of politics are being shaped by the 
production aesthetic o f the inform ation and 
telecom m unications economy. In the decade ahead the new 
technologies will continue to  transform  the economy, 
creating a diversity o f economic structures, business models 
and form s o f ownership. The effervescent quality o f wealth 
creation will require diversity, flexib ility  and complexity. A 
new politics must re-embed markets in society and create 
strong social foundations for ecologically sustainable wealth 
creation. Generous welfare support, em ploym ent rights, 
access to  education, decent pay and social insurance will 
im prove p roductiv ity  and give workers confidence to
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change, learn and develop. The decades long transfer of 
wealth and power from  labour to  capital has to  be reversed 
and capitalism  made accountable to  workers and citizens 
through regulation and economic democracy. Climate 
change, peak oil and the need for energy and food security 
demand large scale economic transform ations tha t require 
an active, in tervention ist style o f government. We will need 
to  build a civic state tha t is democratised, decentralised and 
networked and which is able to  both assert the national 
interest in new structures of global econom ic governance 
and also be accountable and responsive to  individual 
citizens and small businesses.

In the current political turmoil, the political fault-lines 
of a new era are taking shape. On one side are those who 
continue to  believe tha t the market and individual choice are 
the most effective means of maximising individual freedom. 
On the other side are those who believe tha t individual 
freedom  is based in social relationships and the democracy 
of public action. This fault-line cuts across party lines and 
divides them  from  within: Thatcherites versus 
com passionate Conservatives and red Toryism; market 
Liberal Democrats versus social Liberal Democrats; 
neoliberal New Labour versus social dem ocratic Labour. The 
contest between these politics will shape the paradigm of 
the post-crash era.

In the period before the next election the Labour party 
and the w ider le ft need to  secure the social gains o f the last 
decade and start the groundw ork fo r a new politics. Local 
governm ent ‘p lace-shielding’ can pro tect vulnerable local 
com m unities from  both recession and from  future 
Conservative attack. The minimum wage and benefits must 
be increased and index linked. Constitutional and electoral 
reform  requires an alliance w ith the Liberal Democrats so 
le t’s make one — socialists and social liberals hold much in 
common. We need to  know which banks are insolvent and 
bring them into public ownership, strip out the toxic assets 
and use them  fo r econom ic recovery and development. 
There is tim e to  shut down tax havens. Let’s start making the 
case fo r a social Europe and call fo r a referendum on 
Brita in ’s membership. It’s tim e to  con fron t the issue. A 
national debate will expose the reactionary xenophobia of 
the right. Le t’s build relationships w ith European progressive 
parties and social movements, and create a new 
internationalism  fo r global justice. The fu ture is about 
alliances, values and a return to society. Let’s start pu tting 
down the foundations.
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Jon Cruddas is MP fo r Dagenham. Jonathan R utherford is 
ed ito r o f  Soundings and Professor o f Cultural Studies at 
Middlesex University. They are co-editors  o f  The Crash: A 
view from  the left.

N ote
1 Gramsci A in Hoare Q and Nowell-Smith G (Eds), Selections from the 

Prison Notebooks (1971)
2 Unger, Roberto Mangabeira. The Boutwood Lectures, Commemorating 

450 years of Corpus Christi College, Cambridge University (January 
2002 )
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choose social-ism
Neal Lawson

As I w rite  the Labour party is in the eye o f the biggest storm 
that has ever engulfed it. A big chunk of the party want to 
junk the leader, some are still supportive and many are 
unsure.

Let’s be clear. Gordon Brown has been the most 
enormous disappointm ent as leader. Even on the econom y It 
was little  more than a year ago that he was lauding the city 
bankers fo r the ir brilliance and was w illing to  apply the 
lessons o f the ir success’ to  the rest of the economy. Both 
the substance and style o f his leadership are deeply flawed.

But fo r a p lo t to  unseat him to  succeed it needs what 
it says in the title: a plot, a story about what is wrong and 
what needs to  be put right. In the absence o f this we have a 
rather hopeful ‘anything is better than th is’ leap o f faith to 
some unknown fu ture leader w ith an unknown policy 
agenda. Again, at the tim e of w riting  it is no surprise that 
thus far Brown has remained seated.

But the tru th  is tha t some of the p lo tters do have a 
plot; one tha t reveals a deep schism at the heart o f Labour.
It is between those that want the New Labour revolution to 
be sustained and deepened and those that want to  break 
w ith past and have a fundam entally d iffe ren t vision of the 
good society. Gordon Brown’s problem is not really tha t he 
doesn’t  com m unicate well or smiles at the wrong m om ent — 
it ’s tha t he prom ised a break w ith Blairism and never 
delivered on it. Unless and until Labour decides whether it is 
going to  B lairite or post-B lairite then its fu ture will remain as 
bleak as it feels righ t now.

The core o f the so far non-debate is about how we 
make change and what is the mechanical and moral building 
block fo r a good society. The New Labour or Blairite belief is 
tha t everything starts w ith the individual. It is up to  us to 
th ink and act based on our own view of our own best 
interest. The role o f the state is to  em power us as individuals 
to  spend and demand. This could of course lead to  
collective action, but tha t’s only if individuals decide what it 
is they want.

This I th ink is broadly what James Purnell believes in.
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choose social-ism

It's just a shame he d idn ’t say so — if he had it would have 
helped spark the debate we need to  have. I th ink we will be 
hearing more from  James and others on the developm ent of 
such a politics.

It shares in passing some o f the politics o f the 
dem ocratic le ft as represented by Compass, in tha t it has a 
suspicion about the role o f the bureaucratic state — both in 
the sense that the state can crowd out autonomous activ ity  
and the unintended consequences o f the lumbering central 
machine. Command and contro l politics was tried and it 
failed. And fo r good reason.

But in rejecting the bureaucratic state the Blairites 
embrace the market state and in so doing plump for a 
politics which is in essence about individual-ism  and not 
about social-ism. Of course there are cases fo r individualised 
budgets fo r some care treatments. But the build ing block 
fo r social, econom ic and political change cannot be the 
individual. It has to  be social.

The story o f the last th irty  years has been the transfer 
o f risk from  the collective, the social and the com m unity to 
the individual. The crisis o f p ro fitab ility  o f capitalism created 
the condition in which privatisation and the com m oditisation 
of the public realm were necessary fo r the survival o f capital. 
It meant not only tha t we had to buy more to  stave o ff 
uncerta inty and risk but that collectively our bargaining 
hand was severely weakened. In the absence o f a 
modernising left alternative and alongside the sugar coated 
pill o f turbo-consum ption it led to  a golden age of 
individualism. But all tha t has unravelled; the debt, the 
insecurity and uncerta inty are palpable. Extending and 
deepening tha t counter-revolution offers little  hope. It Is one 
reason why the small state agenda of David Cameron cannot 
fly. There are no individual solutions to  global problems.

Instead the challenge is to  find new and be tter ways to 
be social. The benefits are both instrumental — we can do 
more toge ther than we can ever achieve alone — and 
intrinsic — we gain em otional and wellbeing benefits by 
working toge ther w ith others. The historic problem  fo r the 
left is tha t its approach was bureaucratic rather than 
dem ocratic in its approach. It trusted the machine not the 
people. The challenge today is to work out at every level not 
just how the state can be democratised, to put the people in 
contro l o f It, but how civil society and the econom y can be 
dem ocratised too.

O f course there will be a role fo r markets, for 
individuals, fo r some command and contro l and fo r 
professionals. We need a rich mix o f means to  shape a
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com plex and con trad ic tory  world. But the theme of the 
social and therefore the dem ocratic must run throughout 
the new p lo t o f the left.

Social-ism should be defined as the ab ility  o f people 
to  exert the maximum control over the ir lives. For this, 
people have to  be more equal; to  have the resources to  live 
a free life. But they must also act in concert w ith other — as 
citizens shaping the big things in the ir life and not just as 
consumers buying the small things tha t change too little.

Of course the Blairites will disagree because they 
have a d iffe ren t vision of the good society, starting as they 
do w ith the individual and not the social. Such difference 
should be openly and constructive ly debated. Through 
debate we will learn and adapt; find tangents on which we 
can agree and understand where we don’t. O f course the 
Blairites may win the debate and change Labour irrevocably 
to  a party based on individualism. Perhaps they already 
have — if so it is a sad day fo r the left. O ther parties 
represent in d iffe ren t shades the politics o f individualism — 
only Labour offers the hope of a world based on the social 
and therefore democracy.

Labour should now use the tim e until the next election 
to do everything it feasibly can to  put in place the building 
blocks of so lidarity and democracy. First, it should pro tect 
the people who stand to  suffer most if the Tories win. This 
would include ideas like index-linking the m inimum wage 
and benefit payments to  ensure George Osborne doesn’t 
allow them to  w hither on the vine by not updating them. It 
should encourage a w ide public debate about the need for 
dependable public services, to end child poverty and the fair 
taxes necessary to  pay fo r both.

Second, it must radically reform  our democracy. 
Democracy and social-ism are tw o sides of the same coin. 
Key here is the call fo r a binding referendum on change to  a 
more proportiona l voting system, which David Cameron is 
implacably opposed to. This represents a perfect d ivid ing 
line, between Labour who trust the people to  decide and the 
Tories, who don ’t.

Third, it should rebuild the institutions in which social 
democracy can thrive in the future: the party itself, the 
unions, local governm ent and other elements o f civil society 
in which the values of democracy, equality, and sustainability 
can take root. Places in which the public trum ps the private, 
w ith the citizens the lone consumer.

But this cannot just come from the top. The whole 
party should be engaged. The dem ocratic and economic 
crises are w ithou t precedent. We are in unchartered waters.
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The party leadership should instigate a discussion among 
the membership, the unions, affilia ted societies and the 
Parliamentary Labour Party to draft a short restatem ent of 
Labour values and policy intent up to the next election. This 
statem ent could be put online for everyone to  com m ent on. 
It would be the vehicle through which the battle  o f ideas 
between those who want a bureaucratic state, a market 
state or a dem ocratic state could be openly and honestly 
played out. It would be sent to  every party member fo r their 
endorsement. Unless it signalled a change o f d irection It 
would garner little  support. This process would be 
concluded by the end o f July and the Party Conference used 
to  establish a plan o f implementation.

This debate, however, is not just about Labour and the 
answer to  how to  achieve the good society cannot be 
confined to  one party — far from  it. One of the reasons for 
New Labour’s failures in office is tha t it refused to  work w ith 
others — other parties and movements. It did not embed its 
pro ject in civil society and was therefore always prey to  the 
whims of a few swing voters in a few swing seats as well as 
the financial demands o f the city and media moguls. Gordon 
Brown once said he wanted to  build a progressive 
consensus. There has never been a be tte r tim e to  do it. But 
it will come from  below not on high and it will be based not 
on the individual but the social.

Neal Lawson is Chair o f  Compass and author o f  All 
Consuming to be published by Penguin in June.
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rebuild the middle
Philiip Blond

Where now fo r Labour? S trictly speaking the immediate 
fu ture is one o f electoral oblivion. But what type of 
extinction is it? Could we be looking at the removal o f the 
Labour party from  the determ ining political landscape of 
Britain? At the m om ent the standard conversation is about 
the length o f tim e Labour will spend out o f power, ranging 
between tw o  terms and a generation. But the outcom e 
could be more even more extreme. To recover the council 
seats it has lost from  its high point will, if the experience of 
the Conservatives from  their nadir in the 1980s is anything 
to  go by, take at least a quarter o f a century. Moreover, the 
almost com plete erasure of Labour councilors from  much of 
southern England denies the party any constituency or 
activist bedrock in huge swathes of the South and no real 
possibility therefore o f ever electing a Labour MP again.

Labour has just endured its worst council results since 
local governm ent re-organisation in 1974. It now controls no 
shire or county councils in England at all, and it has come 
th ird in the popular national vote behind the Liberal 
Democrats. An even more frighten ing future was outlined in 
sharp relief by the European elections, which were the worst 
perform ance in this poll for Labour since the vote was 
introduced. It lost the national vote in Wales fo r the first 
tim e since 1918, and in touching less than 16 per cent o f the 
national vote it is the worst electoral share since 1910 and 
presages an unthinkable elim ination of the Labour party 
from  the body politic. In the Labour heartlands of Wales and 
Scotland voters are abandoning the party o f Bevan and 
Macdonald in droves, and in England the abandoned, 
d iffiden t and angry poor are ripe for capture by an 
alternative progressive politics.

No party is guaranteed a permanent political future, 
and if the Liberal Democrats can position themselves as the 
defenders o f the waged working class (which New Labour 
has so evidently abandoned) and the indentured and 
insecure m iddle class (which new Labour did so much too 
create) as well as the advocates of the progressive and 
affluent, then the Labour Party could indeed be consigned
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to  th ird party irrelevance. However, the Liberal Democrats 
have shown no such imaginative triangulation so the 
permanent relegation of Labour looks as yet an unlikely but 
not an unthinkable future outcome. Alternatively, and this is 
the more likely scenario given the relatively poor 
perform ance o f the Liberal Democrats, both Labour and the 
Liberal Democrats could become in effect regional parties, 
w ith Labour governing only its shrinking welfare bastions in 
Brita in ’s inner cities and the Liberals holding on to  the ir 
South W estern enclave and scattered university towns.
W hile all the while a resurgent conservatism, if it extends its 
appeal across the political spectrum, can d icta te  and shape 
the centre ground o f a new politics.

How did it all come to  this? We know the short-term  
reasons: the econom ic crisis, the expenses scandal and the 
psychological lim its and d icta toria l habits o f Gordon Brown. 
But these causes alone, even if one reaches back and 
includes the war in Iraq, are insufficient explanations of this 
current precip ita te  collapse. To my mind, and I take a longer 
view, we have seen the final working out via its full 
expression in New Labour o f the legacy of the post-war left: 
the bastard union of state authoritarianism and personal left 
libertarianism. And it is this invidious issue that is now being 
wholly and righ tly  repudiated.

As I have argued elsewhere — the legacy o f central 
state absolutism  and subjective atom isation is a liberal 
bequest tha t was taken up enthusiastically and w ith 
disastrous consequence by the post-war left. The British left 
in the m iddle o f the 19th century was associative, civil, 
reciprocal and religious. That this has now been replaced by 
atomised personal autonomy, contro l o f and by the state, 
unilateral rights assertion and enforced secularity is a 
historical rupture tha t demands a full and sincere historical 
analysis, one which must be conducted elsewhere.

In brief, liberalism ’s true radical basis extends back to 
Rousseau whose notion of contract was founded above all 
on a repudiation o f society. For Rousseau, emergence into 
society is the firs t act o f imprisonment, fo r though we are 
free we are everywhere in chains. Like all liberals Rousseau 
conceived individuals as a category prio r to  and separate 
from  any social form ation — indeed society is itself only 
created when these raw and savage wills are drawn out o f a 
state o f nature by the social contract. The trouble  is tha t 
each person’s ind ividuality must find its full expression in the 
society it now constitutes, otherw ise freedom  will be 
replaced once more by bondage. Thus the general will 
becomes the prim ary way fo r the will o f each individual to
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be reconciled w ith  the will of others. Since this scenario of 
reconciliation is in essence irreconcilable, the conflic t 
experienced in the state of nature is simply repeated in 
society w ith ever greater and more damaging effect. In the 
political context, the more individualist each person 
becomes, the more power and contro l the state must accrue 
in order to  contro l the situation. So the liberal war o f all 
against all requires an ever more illiberal state to  contro l and 
p ro tect a society so tragically and illegitim ately conceived.

The post war history o f the Labour party m irrors 
almost exactly this debilita ting tension. British society has 
been progressively and aggressively pulverised by the 
assertions o f state authoritarianism and individualist 
libertarianism. The 1945 settlement, which achieved so 
much, also damaged and ultim ately undermined a great deal 
more. The post-war socialist state nationalised society and 
rendered superfluous all o f its interm ediate and civic 
structures. Institutions and the associative patterns of 
behaviour tha t they encouraged were the creation and 
possession o f an empowered working class, but they were 
rendered redundant by the new managerial welfare state. As 
JB Priestly put it in 1949 ‘the area of our lives under our own 
contro l is shrinking rapid ly’ and that ‘politicians and senior 
civil servants are beginning to decide how the rest o f us 
shall live.’1

This vertical state produced a new, disassociative 
citizenry. Isolated and alone, an increasingly fragm ented 
working class was vulnerable to  the next version of the 
liberal legacy — possessive individualism. The Bloomsbury 
group in the 1920s tried an earlier form ation o f the liberal 
deconstruction o f com mon values and binding codes — but 
the strong associative bonds of the pre-war m iddle and 
working class meant tha t this social nihilism never passed 
fully into British culture. However the mass consum ption and 
mindless libertarianism o f the late 1960s m iddle class finally 
did fo r the poor. When the decadent individualism of 
sectional interests and assertive rights had finally destroyed 
the society o f the poor by promising it liberation from  family, 
responsibility and human relationships, the in troduction of 
liberalism into the labour movement had reached its logical 
conclusion: socialists had finally abandoned society.

In short it is because this liberal legacy tha t has finally 
been recognised and repudiated that voters are abandoning 
Labour. Ordinary citizens want society back; they want 
contro l o f the ir own lives and the ab ility  to  form  
com m unities w ith  others. They want to  create a civic 
‘m idd le ’ tha t gives them back their society. The left, if it
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wants to  regain the progressive agenda, must firs tly  come to 
terms w ith  its own legacy. It must repudiate the easy cultural 
relativism o f the liberal m iddle class and the state 
authoritarianism  used to  contro l the working class. Instead it 
must realise the new politics and the com ing future.

And what is this new politics? Well, it is the creation of 
a new com pact around interm ediate associations and civic 
institutions. It is a lim iting of the centralising state and the 
m onopoly market in favour o f an em powered populace and 
a radical decentralisation and pluralisation o f power, 
p roperty and purpose. But such a renewal can only take 
place around a cultural recognition of the permanent things. 
Unless Labour embraces a new conservatism tha t sees 
beyond culture and change to  a persistent good which can 
be known, recognised and distributed, its innate cultural 
relativism will have it spiralling o ff into irrelevance.

Phillip B lond is D irecto r o f  the Progressive Conservatism  
Project a t Demos,

N ote
Priestly JB, The tru th  about democracy', Sunday Pictorial (23 January 
1949)
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Alan Finlayson

If Labour is to  remain a significant force in British politics 
then its leadership and its grassroots members need to 
understand tw o things. The first is the extent o f the 
disrepute into which the party has fallen; the second is the 
damage caused by the party ’s abandonm ent o f its own 
socia l-dem ocratic tradition.

Those closely involved w ith Labour at local or 
national level may still imagine it to  be the party o f equality, 
the rights o f ordinary people and community. But 
everybody else sees nothing of the kind. They see a party 
lacking such principles, whose leaders like to  show o ff next 
to  celebrities (tha t they then appoint to  the House o f Lords), 
vie w ith each other fo r power rather than exercise it and 
manage property  portfo lios paid fo r out o f the public purse. 
For the average tw enty-year old (such as those I teach) 
Labour is the party o f war, commercialisation and self
interest. In this respect at least the party has been very 
successfully re-branded.

Labour people will disagree w ith this perception. But 
they must acknowledge it and thus the gu lf between how 
they see the ir party and how it is seen and experienced by 
everyone else. Furthermore, they must appreciate tha t the 
fault does not lie solely w ith an unfair press or inattentive 
citizens and tha t it will not be remedied by find ing the right 
face, the correct form  of words or a be tte r ‘narrative’. 
Ordinary people see in Labour a party tha t has abandoned 
much o f its ethical and intellectual trad ition and fallen into 
confusion, ad rift w ithou t a political or ethical compass. And 
they see this because it is true.

Social dem ocratic parties across Europe in the 
tw en tie th -cen tury  had tw o fundamental purposes. The first 
o f these was to  represent politica lly the labour movement 
and to  fu rther the interests o f the working class. The British 
Labour party did this through incorporating trade unions 
into policy-m aking, striving for full em ploym ent and 
provid ing universal public services. The second task was to 
lim it the corrosive force o f com m odification. The Labour 
party sustained and fostered institutions and spaces w ithin
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society independent o f the utilitarian values and commercial 
imperatives o f the market. If the Tory party, classically, drew 
its supporters from  various kinds of commercial interest, 
then Labour existed fo r those opposed not to  the market as 
such but to  its intrusion into areas understood to  be of value 
but w ithou t price.

British social democracy — contrary to  the story we 
are often to ld  — was immensely successful. But the very 
social changes it engendered altered the class, occupational 
and cultural patterns of the UK, initiated some ‘class de
a lignm ent’ in voting and changed the sorts o f problems 
experienced by the poorest. None of this v itia ted the need 
fo r political representation of working people. But the 
change was suffic ient to  decrease Labour’s political 
constituency (a lthough this was exaggerated by those w ith 
a politica l interest in so doing). Social and econom ic 
transform ations (involving fam ily life, gender relations, 
workplace technologies and so on) required the British left 
and Labour movement to  think afresh and to  create new 
kinds of politica l interest to  represent.

But what the Labour party, as New Labour, actually 
did was in re trospect extraordinary. Its leaders decided not 
only tha t there was never any real conflic t between 
employers and employees but also embraced 
com m ercialisation as a positive value. Its leaders and 
advisers came to  believe tha t market com petition 
necessarily induces responsibility in producers or providers 
and generates responsiveness to  demand. They confused 
consumer choice w ith dem ocratic freedom  and introduced 
rules and regulations to  make public services more like 
private ones. In many cases they directly opened up the 
form er to  the la tter at prices far below market-value which, 
when you think about it, is p re tty  ironic.

The more tha t Labour abandoned its opposition to 
to ta l com m odification, the more its support has dwindled. 
British culture needs a party tha t emphasises our acquisitive 
and com mercial aspect but it also needs a countervailing 
force emphasising our local and communal variety, an 
appreciation o f the quirkily unmarketable and a suspicion of 
excess. In abandoning this ground the Labour party ceded 
the reasons fo r its existence and until recently the absence 
of any replacement has enabled it to  survive. But, as the 
results o f the European elections indicate, voters in search 
of seeming fide lity  to  ordinary ways of life, a sense of 
security and community, and a rejection of gross 
consumerism are scattering in all directions and heading to 
where they imagine (usually w rongly) they m ight find these
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things: Greens, UKIP, BNP and some to  Cameron’s red, green 
and blue Tories.

Too many British citizens experience the pain o f a 
world too  quickly eroded by the flow  o f capital, undermining 
a sense o f place and belonging, disorienting life and the 
values tha t animate it. The last fifteen years have seen a 
change in what Raymond Williams called ‘the structure of 
fee ling ’ in Britain. Thatcherism left us w ith a culture skewed 
too far towards com petitive  individualism and lacking in 
respect fo r the communal. New Labour pushed this further, 
transferring more risk from  the collective to  the individual 
and telling us to  look out for ourselves, to  purchase our own 
pensions and healthcare rather than support anybody else’s, 
and to  invest in our houses not as homes but as assets. We 
are left w ith  a culture o f nervously aggressive individualism 
celebrated by a popular media filled w ith all kinds of bullying 
and humiliation. Compass long ago christened this the 
‘social recession’. Cameron’s Tories now call it ‘the broken 
socie ty ’. Labour people sometimes feel forced to  refute the 
existence o f both but the tru th  is tha t everyone knows 
exactly what is meant. In a society where com merce is the 
only source of value, you are what you own and you had 
be tte r ge t more however you can: steal it at knife-point; 
evade your taxes; artific ia lly  inflate your share price; or 
fidd le your expenses and flip  your house.

Labour has not merely departed from  the legacy of 
European social democracy. It has sought actively to  forget 
it. It has attacked public sector workers, the 'forces of 
conservatism ’ tha t Blair said had left ‘scars’ on his back. W ith 
the intention o f prom oting aspiration it has, in curricular 
reforms at both school and university level, intensified 
insistence on the virtue o f the lone entrepreneur rather than 
tha t o f the servant o f the public good. Today we even 
prom ote service in the armed forces not because of the 
virtue o f defending your country or saving innocent lives 
but because o f the transferable em ployability skills it will 
give you.

Labour has cut itself o ff from  itself. Its recent leaders 
seem ignorant o f what the social dem ocratic trad ition 
teaches us about ethics and politics. Conservatives treat 
theirs as a living tradition. But Labour people have learned 
to  be scared o f theirs, th inking it a dead-weight rather than 
a springboard. A generation has entered the Labour party 
and been inculcated into a marketing strategy rather than an 
ethics and a world view. This is disastrous. Thought properly, 
trad itions do not confine but orient. They don’t answer all 
our questions but help us to  ask the right ones. In cultivating
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ignorance and hostility  to  its own ideological tradition, 
Labour, far from  renewing itself, has starved itself. It may 
have passed through a phase where it looked leaner and 
more refreshed than before, but this was only one stage in 
the process o f wasting away. A trad ition takes centuries to 
build up and only one generation to  w ipe out.

The main sym ptom  of this is tha t many Labour 
leaders, in the ir writings, speeches and interviews, seem to 
lack a concept o f power — of the forms it takes, o f who has 
it and the ways it m ight be exercised or directed. They seem 
to  th ink tha t passing a law or a regulation is in itself 
suffic ient to  bring about change and when it hasn’t worked 
they have given up like easily bored children or invented a 
new law, another regulation. They have ‘devolved’ power to 
the consumer as if the buyer-seller relation exists in a 
vacuum and is always one of equality. But the intellectual 
trad ition o f social democracy teaches one to  recognise the 
complex interactions between forms of power, and in 
particular to  see how the capitalist market is driven to  
expand into and to  colonise social life in the search for 
profitab le  returns. It certainly has dynamism and is 
som ething w ithou t which a society cannot flourish. But its 
energy needs to  be contained and sometimes directed. Left 
to  itself it gets out o f control, crushes what is in its path and 
then, when it is exhausted, crashes. New Labour thought 
such an analysis old-fashioned. It fed the market, 
encouraged debt, artific ia lly  inflated house prices and 
encouraged us all to  be investors. When the market failed it 
decided the invisible hand was insufficient and that the 
greed of bankers should be paid for by tax-payers. Incapable 
o f understanding market and economic power, New Labour 
was ruthlessly played by those who understand com petition 
perfectly.

An ethic o f public service and awareness o f a common 
good persists in British political life. It is there in small local 
pressure or support groups, charitable and religious 
com m unity groups. It is there too  in the Social Forum, NGOs 
and in parts o f the activist and protest movements. Such 
groups will not now be co-opted by Labour. Everyone knows 
that a successful political campaign does not need to  be 
attached to  a politica l party. All you need is conviction, the 
internet and right on your side (perhaps also Joanna 
Lumley). In any case, if you are concerned about climate 
change or civil rights why would you seek the help o f the 
party tha t wants to  build roads and airports, disregards 
habeas corpus and colludes in torture?

Labour seems always to  be w orrying about its own
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renewal. But usually this means thinking about how to 
change others so tha t they will see Labour as it sees itself 
rather than actually looking in the mirror. The electorate has 
now held tha t m irror before the party and it must 
acknowledge the tru th  o f what it finds there. The firs t thing 
Labour MPs and their supporters must now do is accept that 
it is over fo r them. They will lose the next election. Once 
they accept this they will be able to  concentrate on finishing 
the ir tim e in o ffice w ith dignity.

In the ir final six to  twelve months the Labour 
governm ent must accept that the financial services sector, 
im portant though it is, imposes costs on the British 
econom y by d is to rting  appearances and inducing short- 
term ism over proper investment. The way to  deal w ith this is 
to  tax transactions partly as a disincentive to  too  hasty a 
trade but also to  build up the funds tha t will pay fo r the 
damage tax payers did not do. In addition they should pass 
laws requiring fu ller disclosure in private com pany accounts. 
Freedom o f inform ation has enabled citizens to  regulate 
their corrup t politicians. It will also enable them  to  regulate 
the corporations. Our national economy is in need of 
d iversification and encouragement fo r those who make 
things rather than those who trade in imaginary ones.
Labour should in itiate a massive investment program m e into 
b io technology and green energy and the creation of an 
infrastructure fo r alternative fuel systems. And before it 
leaves office it should index link the minimum wage and 
prepare fo r tw o  referenda: one on the voting system and 
one on the House of Lords. None of this will w in Labour the 
next election. But Cameron has not yet secured a coherent 
coalition to  sustain himself in office and policies such as 
these will force the Tories to  actively overturn pro-social, 
pro-environm ental policies. More im portantly, they are the 
righ t th ing to  do.

The results in Scotland and Wales are clear 
manifestations o f an underlying historical transform ation in 
British politics. Labour should encourage its members to  
abandon triba l prejudice and open discussions w ith the 
nationalist parties and w ith the Green party as to  how to  co
operate in the event o f a hostile Tory governm ent keen to  
claw back central powers and to  make a populist appeal to 
Englishness (fo r this will surely come). It should also 
recommend tha t branch parties halve their number o f 
meetings and instead all participate in volunteer activ ity  
(litte r clearing, advocacy work for refugees, painting schools 
and so on). The Cabinet — as many already have — should 
then announce tha t they have no intention o f standing for
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office again. Freed from  the vain hope of re-election they 
can step away from  their ministerial offices and do what 
they should have done long ago: get out and speak w ith 
every church, school, union branch, college or charitable 
association tha t will invite them. They should apologise and 
then listen to  whatever it is people have to  say while re
learning what it is to  make an argum ent fo r a belief and to 
really mean it.

Such measures will not win Labour power but they will 
begin to  put it back in touch w ith itself and w ith its country. 
And tha t is also why Labour needs to  learn its ideology 
again — to  remember why working people (and those now 
put out o f w ork) need representation and why com m od
ification needs to  be kept contained; to  re-learn what power 
is in a capita list democracy such as ours, who has it and who 
does not and w ith  what effects on social and cultural life. 
Only when Labour remembers and tru ly understands where 
it came from  will it be able to  work out where it is supposed 
to  be going.

Alan Finlayson is Reader in Politics and International 
Relations a t Swansea University.
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Maurice Glasman

The reality o f Labour’s distress needs no rehearsal. W hat 
confronts Labour now is pain and rejection. The sources of 
its suffering are to  be found in the intensity o f its 
com m itm ent to  free market economics and a type of 
welfare state which have not only failed to deliver but have 
actively underm ined the in tegrity  o f society. In its pursuit of 
liqu id ity  it has eroded solidarity. In its pursuit o f fairness it 
has centralised power. This is not a trivia l matter. The 
strengthening o f both the free market and the welfare 
state is a good working defin ition o f the political career 
o f Gordon Brown, and o f New Labour. W ith the 
unprecedented challenge to  the assumptions o f both 
welfare and m arket economics there is now an 
uncom prehending void at the centre o f Labour th inking on 
policy and politics.

W hat is at stake now is whether Labour has the 
resources to  renew itself as a potent force in British society 
or w hether its present condition is indeed progressive. It is 
the argum ent o f this essay tha t Labour has invested heavily 
not just in a set o f bankrupt banks but bankrupt ideas. It 
needs to  disentangle from  both so that it can draw upon 
neglected resources w ith in the Labour trad ition tha t can 
be tte r explain its current predicament, as well as providing a 
credible escape route and orientation fo r renewal.

Let us begin w ith the welfare state. The utilitarian 
approach adopted by Labour means tha t power is exercised 
by experts who consider traditional institutions, work- 
practices and com m unities as impediments to  justice, 
efficiency and tru th. The method itself turns people into 
powerless units o f adm inistration and no good can come of 
it. Its enforcem ent leads to  the erosion and co-option o f the 
institu tions necessary to  generate the virtuous and skilful 
people required to  build a good society. The state can 
redistribute wealth but it has proved incapable o f 
redistribu ting power.

This in itself is not new. The problem fo r socialism has 
always been how to  stop the state nationalising society. New 
Labour’s unique contribu tion to  political practice is a
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com bination o f this type of state collectivism  w ith a robust 
market economics. This is the idea tha t capitalism in the 
form  it takes in financial markets is the most e ffic ient means 
of d is tribu ting  resources, pursuing prosperity and protecting 
liberty. The w ithdrawal o f Labour as a force w ith in the 
econom y — confin ing itself to  spending the money 
generated by financial deregulation on welfare — has proved 
to  be decisive in determ ining its fate.

Labour was born in resistance to  the dom ination of 
the m arket and bu ilt institutions such as mutual societies, 
cooperative businesses and trade unions tha t tried to  lim it 
the power o f money in the distribution of power. It 
emphasised, in contrast, the im portance of build ing a 
politics based on relationships. The selling o f things tha t are 
not produced fo r sale and are not easily replaceable such as 
school playing fields or your body and its organs, is what is 
known as com m odification. The pressure the m arket exerts 
to  turn people and nature into things tha t can be bought 
and sold constitutes a real threat to  the status not only of 
human beings as a purposeful social agent, capable o f trust 
and responsibility, but (as Margaret Thatcher rem inded us) 
o f society itself. Against this the Labour movement 
contested the unlim ited sovereignty o f capital to  determ ine 
econom ic relations. The organising principle o f the entire 
Labour movem ent was based on achieving the recognition 
from  both employers and the state o f organised labour as a 
partner in production and in politics. They even went so far 
as to  name the entire endeavour 'Labour'.

It was its com m itm ent to  financial services as the 
driving force o f the British economy that put the ‘new’ into 
New Labour. The scale o f its dedication to  this principle was 
expressed in the C ity o f London Electoral Bill o f 2002. In this 
the partners or managers o f each firm  in the Square Mile 
were given a vote based on the size of the ir workforce for 
electing representatives to  the local authority. Five workers 
gives you one vote, ten workers tw o and so on. 
Unfortunately, the workforce itself has no vote. A Labour 
m ajority o f over three hundred voted through legislation 
tha t gave the C ity o f London workforce the same status as 
slaves and cattle  at the tim e of the American Revolution in 
order to  represent the exclusive power o f money in the most 
ancient te rrito ria l civic institu tion in the world whose home 
is, o f all places, the Guildhall. The bailout o f the banks, the 
biggest transfer o f wealth from poor to  rich since the 
Norman Conquest, follows on from  that. The fundamental 
cause o f the financial crash, as is the case w ith parliamentary 
corruption, was the lack o f any effective oversight or
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countervailing force to  the sovereignty o f managers which 
could have challenged the decisions on the basis o f shared 
inform ation and equal status.

The balance of power in corporate governance is the 
prim ary concept here. The market ravages people and their 
environm ent to  maximise returns on investment through the 
most e ffective explo itation of resources. That’s what it does 
and it should be recognised that such a goose as this is 
more likely to  foul its nest than to  lay a golden egg. A 
genuinely prudent politics would assume this to  be the case. 
It has been the fundamental role o f dem ocratic politics since 
Athens to  dom esticate it and make it serve human ends and 
Labour needs to  reconnect w ith tha t idea.

The problem  w ith New Labour’s view of the market 
and the state lies in the ir shared conception o f sovereignty. 
Sovereignty has tw o  aspects. It gives the sovereign the 
power to  act but it also shields it from  any reciprocal 
relationships or accountability. Machiavelli called this type of 
unilateral power potere. It is the uncontested assertion of 
the power o f a single will. The type of power Labour 
pursued was inherently corrupting in tha t the capacity to  act 
w ithou t constra int or oversight led to  the arrogance and 
recklessness tha t have brought the City o f London and 
W estm inster so low. The meaning of the expenses outrage is 
tha t the dark heart o f sovereignty has been revealed as 
dangerous and dishonest. It is dishonest because Parliament 
is, in fact, im poten t and subordinate to  the executive power. 
Finding themselves powerless, MPs embraced the other side 
of sovereignty and exerted their prerogative to  conceal, 
which led unsurprisingly to  their recognition tha t they could 
steal from  the public, exempt from  any power that could 
deny them; and tha t is dangerous. Accountab ility  only has 
meaning if there is a countervailing power tha t has an 
interest in holding people to  it.

The alternative form  of power is relational, in which 
the capacity to  act is generated through association w ith 
others. The trust, skill and solidarity necessary fo r sustained 
and effective com m on action means that relational politics is 
the most im portan t source of public education fo r by doing 
it people learn the necessity o f virtue. This, Machiavelli called 
potenziale, or potency, referring to  the potentia l tha t active 
relationships possess. Potency is necessary to  create life. 
People lift themselves and each other out o f poverty by 
becoming more skilful, more connected, more experienced 
and therefore, more powerful. It is something they can only 
do together. Relational power in pursuit o f the com mon 
good is the key to  each aspect o f Labour’s renewal.
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It is also im portant to  ask why, given the scale o f its 
failure, anyone should be faithful to  such a trad ition  of 
politics. W hy be Labour now? The answer lies in the unique 
inheritance o f the Labour movement. The practices and 
ideas of mutuality, reciprocity, the balance of power, 
solidarity and above all, organisation, and the ir connection 
to  the econom ic life o f society are the d istinctive g ifts that 
the Labour movement passes down to  us. Our identity  itself 
gives us the resources of renewal.

The English peasantry dispossessed of the ir land by 
enclosures and the artisans dispossessed of the ir status by 
the repeal o f apprenticeship laws bu ilt an organised political 
movem ent tha t generated real institutions w ith real power. 
The Labour interest, at work and at home, became a 
significant force in the firm, the locality, the c ity  and the 
nation through pursuing the common good on the basis of 
organised interests. This led to  a genuine transform ation in 
the d istribu tion  of power and wealth. In the most hostile 
conditions the working poor buried each other, recognised 
each-others skills and protected the in tegrity  o f fam ily life. 
The choices were hard and the politics were hard. And that 
is exactly where we are. The builders and creators o f the 
Labour movem ent are our greatest teachers and we must 
honour them.

The organisation London Citizens is the closest living 
em bodim ent o f this tradition. They pursue a com m on-good 
politics based upon com mon action between d iffe ren t 
institu tions through the practice o f com m unity organising. 
So what are self-organised people, naming their own 
problems and pursuing the ir interests, claim ing to  be the 
im portant issues and policies?

The firs t is the establishment o f a living wage fo r 
every w orker at £7.45 an hour. This grew out o f the 
experience tha t you could work and still not be able to  
feed your children or spend any tim e w ith them. A Living 
Wage would be a d irect cash im provem ent in the 
conditions of the poorest workers w ithou t any mediating 
bureaucracy. It would place fam ily life as a central good 
and provide an incentive to work as well as respecting 
its dignity.

The second issue is safer streets. London Citizens has 
provided a fram ework w ith in which faith communities, 
schools, businesses and unions can confron t the power of 
drug dealers and gangs and contest their ownership o f the 
street. W ould Labour be prepared to  give com munities 
greater power over the ir shared public spaces? Perhaps the 
most d ifficu lt challenge facing Labour is going to  be the
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necessity o f engaging in a com m on-good politics w ith 
religious com m unities who have succeeded in preserving 
their associational in tegrity  when Labour has lost theirs. 
Respectability has always been a far more im portant 
concept in English politics than respect and Labour needs to 
re-engage w ith what tha t means.

The th ird campaign concerns affordable housing, the 
possibility tha t families can have a home w ith enough space 
to  live in. This involves a restoration of co-operatives and 
land trusts which enables people to  build the ir homes 
outside the conventional property market. Wages, public 
order and housing turn out to  form  the basis o f the political 
agenda a fte r all.

Barack Obama was trained and worked as a 
com m unity organiser and has consistently recognised its 
form ative influence on all aspects o f his politics, including 
his successful campaign. The energy, the connection w ith 
first tim e voters, the com mon good content seem like a 
d iffe ren t w orld to  tha t confronting Labour now. Hope is only 
reasonable if you have the power to  act effective ly w ith 
others. The Labour movement is rooted in the rules o f 
com m unity organising which teach that only organised 
people can change the ir world through building 
relationships and engaging in com mon action. It involves 
taking sides and holding power accountable to  the people 
it serves. Labour should argue that in order fo r people to 
p ro tect the things and people tha t they love they must 
organise themselves around the institutions they trust to  
pursue a com m on good. Labour used to  be one of those 
institu tions but is no more.

So, finally, what now for Labour? The politics o f the 
com mon good.

Dr Maurice G/asman is D irector o f the Faith and Citizenship 
Programme a t London M etropolitan University and the 
author o f  Unnecessary Suffering.
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look to  the town hall, 
not Whitehall
Tristram Hunt

In the m idst o f an ugly electoral post-m ortem  and very 
necessary debate about constitutional propriety, Labour 
must not abandon intellectual activ ity  altogether. In less 
than tw elve months time, Britain faces an historic general 
election which will decide whether Labour can embed 
the progressive consensus. For what this m onth ’s poll has 
also revealed is the absence of any quickening hunger for 
Cameron’s Conservatives. The electoral hill he has to 
clim b remains steep. Meanwhile, the Labour party needs 
desperately now to  show a continuing instinct fo r change 
and a capacity to  th ink creatively. That means drawing on 
the Labour m ovem ent’s past to  offer meaningful, p ro 
gressive solutions to  an understandably anxious Britain.

The effective response o f Gordon Brown and the 
British governm ent to  the global credit-crunch over the last 
year has righ tly  led to a renewed belief in the capacity o f the 
state to  act as a catalyst for reform. W hat has prevented 
recession slipping into depression and saved us thus far 
from a 1930s-style retreat into protectionism  and structural 
unem ploym ent is responsible and coordinated action by 
treasuries across the world. A fter years o f lazy Conservative 
critique of W hitehall and town hall, suddenly the actions of 
public servants are not so risible after all.

But on the left, this crisis has led too  many to  seek the 
familiar, paternalist hand o f the man in W hitehall knowing 
best. As such, it has form ed part o f a broader reliance upon 
statist remedies which has accumulated in recent years. This 
itself is part o f a historical trend that sees ministerial 
d irig ism e creep from  the economic to  the public sphere.
All too  quickly, in the 1940s and 1950s, the th inking of 
JM Keynes together w ith more aggressive econom ic 
planners edged its way into social policy as great swathes 
of British public life fell under W hitehall’s dom inion. When 
it came to  the NHS, energy policy and environmental 
controls, much of this centralism delivered a welcome 
measure o f social justice, but the traditional journey from  
econom ic in tervention to  ever greater social activism  by 
the state is no longer the appropria te response to  the
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failings o f 21st century, laissez-faire financial capitalism.
For there is another story o f Labour which has been all 

too  readily abandoned in the current debate. It is one which 
values the capacity o f the state, but does not regard an 
increase in state spending as a v irility  symbol fo r socialism. 
Indeed, it has its roots in a trad ition which was often hostile 
to  the demands and depredations of the kind of Westminster 
elites we currently see chasing their own tails.

W hat shaped the pioneer, early 1900s Labour party 
was not just trade unions and intellectuals, but also a 
powerful hinterland o f mutualism, associationalism and civil 
society stretching back to the early 1800s. From the 
Owenites to  the Chartists to  the Rochdale cooperators — via 
the friendly societies and self-help clubs of most British 
towns and cities — Labour’s political ethos was cum ulatively 
moulded. Here were self-governing com munities teaching, 
em ploying and mobilising themselves. This trad ition  of 
mutualism provided vehicles fo r social mobility, civic pride, 
politica l voice and even global activism on issues such as 
slavery, colonial liberation and militarism. Here lay the origins 
o f the trade union movement and provided the training 
ground fo r some of Brita in’s most effective working-class 
progressives.

W ith the advent o f the vote, this civic ethos continued 
to guide the Labour movement in power in councils across 
the country. In Manchester, Glasgow and, most successfully 
o f all, early 1900s London under the Progressives, left-w ing 
adm inistrations married civil society w ith politica l capacity 
to produce the great epoch of municipal socialism. 
Experimenting, innovating and delivering social justice on a 
local scale, Labour councils put the civic trad ition into 
action. From school meals to  free transport, public health 
to parks, sw im m ing baths to  political education, art 
galleries to  decent housing, the full panoply o f the good 
life was delivered to  the people outside the purlieu of the 
central state.

Today we are to ld  by David Cameron’s 'philosopher 
du jou r’, Phillip Blond, tha t the Tory party is the true home of 
such local dem ocracy and civic activism. In his new work on 
‘red Toryism ’, Blond urges a Burkean force of little  platoons 
to  break the m onopoly logic o f the market state and allow 
for a new era o f ‘com m unitarian civic conservatism.’ In 
effect, his is little  more than an updated version o f ‘villa 
Toryism ’ com bined w ith  a high Conservative nostalgia for 
the thick, organic, pre-modern world.

Phillip Blond is right to  suggest that Labour has 
become too  close to  the big government, corporate interest:
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having come to  power on taxing the excess profits o f the 
utilities, ministers now run scared of BAA, big oil and big 
pharma. But in his black and white template, Blond seems to 
regard the Labour party as interested in the defence of the 
central state in and o f itself. W hat is more, he argues that 
the modern Labour party has detached itself from  any 
remnants o f its civic tradition.

Few would argue that in 1997, after 18 years o f Tory 
inaction and a monstrously desiccated public sphere, a 
degree o f concerted state activism was not needed. In some 
policy areas, New Labour went too far w ith its centralising 
am bitions fo r ‘Napoleonic con tro l’. But, at the same time, the 
last ten years has witnessed a m agnificent devolution of 
power — from  the Scottish Parliament to  the Welsh 
Assembly to  the London Mayor and now (a lbeit belatedly) 
further autonom y fo r local councils in terms of revenue
raising powers and the much overlooked city-region status.

W hich is how it should be. In the age of the internet, 
mass m igration, fragm enting multi-culturalism , and a new 
culture o f aggressive consumer power, the old command 
and contro l tem plate is over. W hat is more, recent public 
policy debacles have starkly revealed how pulling the central 
levers doesn’t work. We have seen, despite over a decade of 
aggressive policy responses from  W hitehall which has lifted 
hundreds o f thousands out o f absolute poverty, a continuing 
inability to  transform  ingrained social inequality w ithin 
Britain. The traditional levers for change no longer provide 
the kind of capacity building and social innovation on the 
ground which shifts life chances. Only last month came 
figures showing just how d ifficu lt it still proved to  elim inate 
pensioner poverty, child poverty and inequality (at its 
highest level since 1961).1

Meanwhile, an array o f high-profile educational 
initiatives — from  ‘Building Schools fo r the Future’ to  the 
Learning and Skills Council college building programme — 
have revealed the hopeless inadequacy o f W hitehall 
planning.

So this, surely, is the terrain fo r Labour to  confront 
over the com ing months. Rather than letting David Cameron 
get away w ith the notion that the Tory party — the great 
arb itrary centralisers o f modern British history — has any 
innate concern fo r re-engaging civil society, Labour should 
use the current disgust at big politics to revive its civic 
tradition. That can mean all sorts o f m inor policy plans to 
im prove liveability — im plem enting the Quirk Review on 
public space, abandoning the big business Barker Review on 
planning, rolling back the terrib le liberalisation laws on
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betting and drinking which have done so much to  destroy 
the British high street.

But it also demands a New Deal w ith local governm ent 
and, w ith  it, a realisation tha t some of the most innovative 
and in te lligent public servants are now to  be found in the 
town hall, not W hitehall. And they need a new ‘grey area’ — 
between local and state power — to  allow fo r new policy 
innovations free from  the fear o f judicial review, let alone 
rate-capping. They need the political capacity to  pursue the 
kind of commercial experiments which Manchester City 
Council has pioneered, or the plans for the Post Office which 
Essex County Council are experim enting with, or the c ity 
region powers which Leeds intends to  exploit. Labour needs 
a new m ind-set com m itted  to radical policy devolution at 
both an econom ic and political level.

The question, o f course, is whether it ’s possible to 
carry ou t such party political re-engineering w ith the allure 
o f W hitehall — all those civil servants ready to  do things — 
ever present. It is also much harder to  carry out w ith a party 
structure hollowed out o f councillors and activists at local 
level. And then there is the political charge tha t this is hardly 
the time, at the tail end o f a parliament and after twelve 
years in power, to  bring out the fam iliar canard of local 
em powerm ent. But the current crisis provides the perfect 
m om ent to  do just that. The W estm inster model is 
crum bling, MPs are reviled, the man in W hitehall does not 
know best. Now, surely, is the tim e for Labour to  recover its 
civic identity, abandon its centralism and endow a new 
socia l-dem ocratic power balance.

As the great Friedrich Engels once put it, ‘surprise 
your antagonists while the ir forces are scattering, prepare 
new successes, however small but daily ... force your 
enemies to  a retreat before they can collect their strength 
against you; in the words of Danton, the greatest master of 
revolution policy yet known: de I ’audace, de I'audace, encore 
de I’audaceV2

Dr Tristram Hunt, a fo rm er Labour special adviser, is lecturer 
in h istory a t Queen Mary, University o f London and author o f  
‘The Frock-Coated Communist: The Revolutionary Life o f 
Friedrich Engels.

Notes
1 Department of W ork and Pensions, HBAI 119/5-2007/08, Households 

Below Average Income, (May 2009)
2 Danton G-J, in a speech to the legislative Assembly in Paris (2 

September 1792)
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Jessica Asato

As politics as we know it implodes around us, it m ight seem 
a little  odd to  focus on the internal cogs o f the Labour party. 
The typica l invocation in times of political crisis is for 
politicians to  look outwards not inwards, but a debate about 
where Labour goes from  here and whether It has any chance 
of regaining its status as a vehicle fo r progressive change In 
the future, cannot ignore the structures of the party itself. 
The vast m ajority o f political com m entators ignore what 
happens in the constituency Labour parties meeting every 
m onth in fusty church halls and ta tty  pub function rooms 
across the country. Quite righ tly the focus is on those at the 
top. But it is In the branch meetings of the Labour party and 
trade unions where Labour’s problems start, and where we 
must shine a light to  understand how Labour m ight try  to 
reconnect.

On evaluation, Labour’s structures are an unhappy 
merger o f old-fashioned, soviet-sounding bodies such as the 
local ‘General C om m ittee’ and powerless New Labour 
creations such as the National Policy Forum. As part o f New 
Labour’s drive to  p ro tect policy-m aking from  hard left 
elements o f the party, a new system of policy form ulation 
was created called ‘Partnership In Power’. Scarred by the 
1980s where M ilitant Labour organised w ith in the party and 
Issues such as unilateral disarmament dom inated party 
thinking, modernisers sought to  create structures to  give 
voice to  the mainstream o f the party. The problem  was that 
the vast m ajority o f people who joined Labour in the bu ild 
up to  v ic to ry  in 1997 fo r one reason or another failed to  get 
Involved in policy form ulation and very quickly the new 
structures were accurately seen as a way of silencing the 
grassroots o f the party.

By all accounts the new system has become irrelevant 
to  most Labour members, who are now resigned to  letting 
the governm ent make policy. Which means tha t most 
Labour meetings have reverted back to  pointless 
discussions, devoid o f serious argum ent or real facts, which 
are resolved by how many people belonging to  one faction 
or another bothered to  turn up fo r the evening. Motions are
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still w ritten, and amended, and sent to various Secretaries of 
State destined to  end up in yet another waste paper basket. 
To debate ideas and practical policy measures at a local 
party m eeting is like stepping into a time warp. It is a 
perplexing situation given the many years o f modernisation 
and innovation tha t we have seen Labour pursue in 
government, but it is not surprising given tha t Tony Blair, 
and Gordon Brown since, have had no appetite  for 
reform ing the party. And yet ‘producer capture ’, something 
which reform s of the public service were often introduced to 
alleviate, is rife in the Labour party.

The psychology of members in the Labour party 
would surely be an interesting study in human behaviour. 
Many join w ith  fierce conviction about the ir role in helping to 
tackle injustice and poverty, and figh t against elitism and 
hierarchy. Yet the way people behave once they are Labour 
members o ften seems to  strike against the very values they 
say they espouse. The organisation becomes a clique where 
very little  inform ation is shared, dom inated by the loudest 
and those who have served the longest. New entrants are 
treated w ith  suspicion and not accepted into the fo ld until 
they have either given up any sense of a social life by 
accepting every com m ittee position going, or deliver ten 
rounds o f newsletters on their own. Some members have an 
extraordinary sense o f entitlem ent and demand the righ t to  
be listened to, purely by d in t o f paying subscriptions. When 
the leadership doesn’t listen, a sense of victim isation takes 
hold and all manner o f conspiracy theories lead to  bitterness 
and sometimes unfathomable anger. For all Labour’s history 
o f peaceniks and Christian socialism, entering into local 
Labour po litics can often resemble being thrown onto the 
battlefie ld.

This isn’t to  say tha t Labour’s leadership is always 
righ t to  ignore the membership. On the contrary, many 
issues such as the uproar after the 65p increase in the state 
pension and the fact tha t not all tenants would accept 
centrally imposed Arms Length Management Organisations, 
were spo tted quickly by local Labour members and could 
have been avoided if there had been a little  more listening. 
But if Labour is going to  stop its inevitable decline in 
membership — it reached its lowest in Labour’s history in 
2008 — Labour’s central structures must loosen the ir grip  on 
the local party just as the local party must loosen its grip  on 
who is allowed to  be involved in policy-making, campaigning 
and choosing Labour’s candidates.

Local parties very seldomly involve local residents in 
the ir discussions about policy. To get away from  the inward
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looking nature o f party debates, a du ty should be 
introduced on all constituency Labour parties to  hold 
meetings each year which allow local people to  set the 
agenda. Instead o f Palestine, Columbian trade unionists and 
Trident being key topics fo r discussion, party members 
m ight have to  face up to  the fact tha t the vast m ajority of 
residents care about more mundane things such as the lack 
o f activ ities fo r young people, school places and 
unaffordable housing.

Labour’s manifesto process should demand that local 
parties only subm it ideas and policy docum ents to  the 
general policy-m aking pot if they can show that they have 
reached the ir conclusions w ith the involvem ent o f the 
public. Not only will this bring in a sense o f reality to  
Labour’s internal debates, it will also force members to 
become be tte r inform ed and to  internalise arguments rather 
than parro t the ir own prejudices. The Labour movement 
needs to  return to  the days of the W orkers Education 
Association set up in 1906, whereby those who are involved 
are continually increasing the sum tota l o f the ir knowledge, 
and crucially, im proving the political education and 
involvem ent o f the least advantaged in our society. It is 
extraordinary tha t in all the debates over the last decade 
about voter apathy, and all the hand-wringing about the fact 
tha t it is those from  the poorest social backgrounds who 
turn out the least, Labour has done absolutely nothing as a 
party to focus its efforts on engaging the very people it says 
it exists to  support. This could be funded, as they do in 
Sweden, by a state levy to support political education and 
training.

Embedding citizen voice in the Labour party has to  be 
an im portant way o f ensuring tha t it reaches out to  more 
than the usual suspects, and also to show that there isn’t an 
inbuilt progressive m ajority in the public. If anything, the 
European results show that the public are deeply sceptical 
o f the European Union, and not on the basis tha t it ’s a 
capitalist club, but because they believe tha t it leaves them 
powerless. Thence spring the inevitable concerns tha t many 
of the problems Britain faces are down to  external forces 
rather than our own ab ility  to  shape our circumstances. The 
fact tha t the BNP won tw o seats — despite one of the 
biggest anti-fascist campaigns in the UK run by Searchlight 
through the Daily M irror — indicates racism in Britain but 
also tha t some com m unities are so concerned about 
im m igration tha t the ir last resort is an extrem ist party. 
Labour has been unable to  find the answers to  these issues 
because we have been unwilling to make progressive
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arguments w ith in  these communities, preferring to  leave it 
to the governm ent who instead o f showing leadership 
decided tha t giving the EU a dressing down at every 
opportun ity  and creating lists o f banned migrants to  the UK 
will convince people tha t Labour is on their side. It is a 
strategy which has catastrophically failed and progressives 
can only connect w ith those voters — who are in the most 
vulnerable situations and deserve a Labour voice — by 
becoming a mass political movement again.

One way we can start to  create this is by embracing 
the idea of primaries. If the average electorate in 
constituencies is 70,000, and the average Labour 
constituency membership is now around 400, that means 
that the decision taken to select a Labour candidate is made 
by a tiny p roportion  o f the eligible electorate. No wonder we 
have unrepresentative representatives. By allow ing voters to 
register the ir support fo r a political party, not only do we 
give them a stake in the political process much earlier than 
the election itself, but it w ill also give them an opportun ity  
to  influence the thinking of Labour’s representatives before 
they ge t into parliament. It means that a po litic ian ’s base is 
not in the ir party, but tru ly  in their community. It will also 
enable Labour to  reach out to  supporters rather than just 
members, thereby bringing in new influences and allowing 
easier recruitm ent.

Introducing proportional representation could have a 
similar e ffect o f forcing the Labour party to  take citizens’ 
concerns seriously. A t the moment all e fforts are focused on 
w inning marginal seats. Core vote areas are often 
abandoned as Labour noticed to  its horror in the Glasgow 
East and Crewe by-elections. But it would also force Labour 
to acknow ledge tha t the duality politics we have been 
operating fo r more than a century is failing our democracy. 
Both far le ft and far righ t unite in the ir opposition to 
proportional representation because they argue it fails to 
provide strong governm ent and can result in compromise, 
coalition and concession. But why shouldn’t it? The public 
don’t  live the ir lives in black or white, but in shades of grey. 
The ‘yah boo ’, good versus evil politics o f the tw o  bench 
House o f Commons is so out o f touch w ith the infin ite 
choices tha t ordinary people cope w ith in the ir daily lives. 
Proportional representation would force politicians to  be 
smarter, to  listen harder and work to  explain why dem ocratic 
decision making requires d ifficu lt choices. Labour has spent 
far too  much tim e try ing  to find an answer to  every problem, 
rather than adm itting  to  the public that politicians don ’t 
have all the solutions. There is a laziness in the argum ent
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about strong governm ent which suggests tha t Labour 
doesn’t th ink it can win on principle, so it has to fix in 
practice. Labour has to  get away from  its fixer m entality of 
thuggish whips and bully boys threatening 
excommunication. Collective decision-making is im portant, 
but only if the decisions are w orth pursuing in the firs t place.

Finally, Labour needs to  genuinely embrace 
decentralisation. Senior governm ent ministers have spoken 
tim e after tim e about double devolution, the new localism 
and other New Labour buzzwords, but apart from  a few 
local budgets which have been experimented w ith  for 
com m unity parks and assets, local governm ent has not seen 
the benefit o f the ir words. The governm ent should be bold 
and swipe 25 per cent of funding from  W hitehall and 
national quangos and give it, along w ith the requisite 
powers, to  the appropria te level o f elected au thority  at a 
local level. This should include introducing elected mayors 
fo r every major conurbation w ith the option of allow ing local 
citizens to  get rid o f the mayoral system if they really don ’t 
like it. Labour must finally get rid o f its daemons on local 
government. Good local authorities are much more 
professional and well run than they used to  be in the 1980s, 
they already have contro l o f millions of pounds of taxpayer’s 
money, but don ’t have the authority to  get on w ith the job. 
Give them  local tax-raising powers w ith the opportun ity  for 
voters to  positively vote fo r increases dedicated to specific 
issues such as education or healthcare. It will increase voter 
connection w ith  the way their taxes are spent and 
revolutionise the sterile debate we have in the Labour 
movem ent about whether we should raise the top  rate of 
tax. If voters can see where their taxes are going, they are 
more likely to  th ink positively about giving more.

This is no tim e to  hide in a bunker. Labour has one last 
chance to  reveal a radicalism which is at the core o f New 
Labour but has become hidden under layer a fter layer of 
tim id ministers, over-contro lling civil servants, and fear of 
the righ t-w ing  media. Labour needs a double revolution: a 
reform ed party which reaches out to  its com munities rather 
than into its ever-shrinking self, com bined w ith progressive 
and lasting reform  from  the leadership. Electorally, nothing 
is inevitable, but if Labour is to avoid spending the next 
decade in obscurity it must take the leap and not look back.

Jessica Asato is Acting  D irector o f  Progress.


