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take to  the streets
Rushanara AM

In the past, Labour governments ran out o f steam after only 
a few years. By 1951,1970 and 1979 they were visibly running 
on empty. So the fact that it has taken 12 years fo r us to  
reach this appalling convergence of ministerial resignations, 
electoral m eltdown and party panic could be read as quite 
an achievement. But no one can be in any doubt about the 
gravity o f the crisis. An election which saw Labour come 
fourth  and fifth  place in some regions, and where at its 
worst the haemorrhaging of Labour’s share o f the vote has 
d irectly  benefitted the far right, is a source of chronic 
d isappointm ent and shame.

So what is the root o f the problem? It is not a lack of 
talent, in te llect or great policy initiatives; we have an 
abundance of all o f these as a party. A t roo t our problem  is 
what so often happens to  governments whether on the right 
or left: it is the capacity o f governments to  lose touch w ith 
ordinary people, a failure to  have dally engagement w ith real 
life. Everything else follows from  that — the loss o f empathy, 
the loss o f confidence and the loss o f imagination and 
courage.

Governments come to  expect tha t the public should 
be grateful to  them and then feel upset when none is 
forthcom ing. Yet the first rule of politics is tha t you should 
never expect gratitude — the honour o f serving should be 
enough, and what m atters more than what you achieved in 
the past is what you o ffe r fo r the future. This failure to 
connect now risks giving Labour a ‘reverse Teflon’ e ffect — 
where expenses scandals and anything else comes to  be 
blamed on the party.

So what can be done? There are few quick fixes, but 
the basic challenge is to address the grow ing disconnect. 
That means re-engaging w ith the public, ge tting  back in 
touch, and th inking less like a governm ent and more like a 
social m ovem ent which builds the skills and talents o f 
ordinary people, makes them feel valued and recognised for 
whatever con tribu tion  they make, for the sum of those 
contribu tions are what bu ilt up the British Labour party from
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a workers movem ent to  a political force to  be reckoned w ith 
In the 20th century.

A t Labour's heart is the idea of a politica l movement 
bu ilt on social action and recognition of people’s potential 
and capacity to  make a difference. The Labour party was 
bu ilt on such a rich history. In the East End of London the 
birth o f the Labour movement came from  the struggles o f 
the match girl strikes, the subsequent trade union and 
suffragette movements and later the struggles and battles 
against Mosley’s fascists. It was the com bined efforts o f 
workers, social reformers and campaigners tha t led to  better 
rights fo r workers and paved the way for a welfare state that 
we continue to  see as a source of pride in our society.

Reminding ourselves o f the past and our trad ition and 
political heritage is not an a ttem pt at nostalgia but a vital 
counter to  the risk o f becoming too much part o f the 
establishment, too  com fortable as what was once described 
as ‘the natural party o f governm ent’ rather than a movement 
o f people from  d iffe ren t backgrounds tha t helped bring 
about such sweeping and positive change.

In the post 1997 era too little  a ttention was paid to 
how we remain a party o f campaigning (in the broadest 
sense) and activism. The momentum and sense o f energy, 
solidarity and goodw ill tha t was bu ilt up was quickly 
w h ittled  away leaving disillusion and a sense o f pow er
lessness not only among activists, but many others whether 
in governm ent or elsewhere. The highly centralised, 
advertising and London-m edia dom inated approach in the 
end brought w ith  it a high cost, just as the Tories found in 
the 1990s when the ir long involvement w ith Saatchi and 
Saatchi u ltim ate ly le ft the ir party hollowed out.

This under-current o f powerlessness and disillusion is 
what the Labour party must address if it is to  turn itself into 
a healthy, v ibrant movement w ith a renewed sense of 
purpose. To do that, we need to  build the skills o f capacities 
of the next generation o f leaders at every level o f the 
community. We need to  rediscover a way of campaigning 
tha t builds a strong sense of solidarity and common 
purpose. Technology has enormous potential, but it is an 
enabler not a substitu te fo r the face-to-face contact which 
builds trust. We need ministers to  be out listening and 
sharing peoples’ lives, not simply walking from  one meeting 
or speech to  another.

A t the heart o f such a movement has to  be a 
narrative about what and who we are figh ting  for, one which 
connects tha t figh t to  people’s everyday struggles, hopes 
and aspirations and provides a voice for those who feel
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voiceless — whether that is the elderly people who are 
fearful o f rapid change in their communities, the young 
unemployed graduate who made his fam ily proud but 
cannot get a job  or the recession-struck cab driver who 
waits hours before he can make a few pounds on a job.

A politica l party tha t is tru ly  in touch w ith the public 
draws new energy, ideas and a sense of purpose from  such 
insights and d irect experiences. The Britain tha t Labour 
inherited in 1997 was characterised by a very d iffe ren t set of 
needs than those we face today — these are more complex 
psychological needs such as anxiety and depression 
com bined w ith  classic poverty and income inequality. Our 
only hope now is to  com bine a more energetic radicalism — 
on everything from  long overdue constitutional reform  to  
social po licy — w ith a return to  what have always been the 
true sources of our renewable energy: tha t com bination of 
frustration and hope that always ultim ately drives 
progressive change.

Rushanara AH is Associate D irector a t the Young Foundation  
and Labour parliam entary candidate fo r Bethnal Green and  
Bow.
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tame the market
Michael Meacher

This is a c lim actic m om ent for Labour, losing all its four 
remaining county councils held and com ing th ird behind 
UKIP in the EU elections w ith a devastating slump to  a mere 
15 per cent o f the national vote. The BNP breakthrough 
sharpens the disaster o f the worst election results for 
Labour fo r nearly a century.

There are three main reasons fo r this: the expenses 
scandal, the im pact o f the recession and the widespread 
perception tha t the Labour Government is badly failing its 
own supporters. Is the collapse of support fo r Labour for 
these reasons fair? The picture is varied. The expenses 
trauma has hit Labour harder even though the proportion of 
offenders in the Tory party and the scale o f the ir offences 
are much greater. The recession has been a ttribu ted  by the 
governm ent to  toxic debts orig inating in the US, but it is 
also true tha t even if tha t hadn’t happened, the ballooning 
house price and cred it card bubbles would still have burst, 
probably sooner rather than later. The th ird count, the belief 
tha t the governm ent has simply not looked after its own 
people, is certainly true. This po int offers the best 
opportun ity  in perhaps a generation for a fundamental 
change o f d irection of politics in this country. Just as it 
required the horror over the expenses revelations to  spark 
the demand fo r major dem ocratic reform  of Parliament, so 
the plunge towards the absolute nadir o f voter support 
may finally drive Labour to  rediscover its historic role in 
British politics. The left needs to  be ready w ith a clear 
a lternative plan.

That plan, I believe, should concentrate on just three 
to  four key objectives, no more. They should be chosen to 
mark out a clean break from  the neoliberal finance 
capitalism that New Labour has worshipped for the last 
decade and made the centrepiece of all its policies. A 
strategy focused on deregulation and privatisation, 
unchecked corporate power and marginalisation o f the 
unions, unfettered markets seen as a solution fo r every 
problem, and precedence given to  the City over industry 
and m anufacturing has collapsed in a w elter o f uncontrolled
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greed and recklessness. We need an alternative economic 
model, a rebalancing between the state and the markets and 
a new modernised social dem ocratic vision.

My choice of priorities would be as follows. First 
finance, where the global downturn began. The banks 
should be broken up so tha t never again by the ir reckless
ness can they tip  an economy and a whole society into deep 
recession. The traditional commercial role o f the banks — 
lending to  businesses and households — should be split o ff 
from  the much more risky investment banking role (as the 
Glass-Steagall Act provided fo r in the US). No bank should 
be allowed to  become ‘too big to fail’, and their core function 
of com m unity investment should always get priority. To 
prevent casino gam bling in the financial markets, the banks 
would be much more closely regulated to  ensure adequate 
capital ratios, to  restrict or elim inate use o f risky derivatives, 
to  close down tax havens and to m onitor financial 
speculation which would be made liable to  a Tobin tax.

Second, housing. A massive house-building 
program m e should be started im mediately fo r three 
com pelling reasons. There are now 1.77 million households 
on council waiting lists and the lack o f social affordable 
housing is the single biggest cause of misery in Britain 
today. House build ing has been allowed to  collapse to  its 
lowest level since 1953. A campaign to  drive up the number 
o f houses bu ilt to  at least 300-350,000 a year, including at 
least 100,000 social housing units a year, would provide one 
of the best counter-cyclical ways of simultaneously tackling 
the recession, meeting a desperate social need and 
provid ing a big increase in jobs. Both housing and pensions 
are major com ponents o f the Welfare State tha t New Labour 
has sacrificed to  the market, w ith disastrous effects in both 
cases, and social need should once again take p rio rity  over 
the ideology o f markets and ownership.

A th ird  p rio rity  which stands out currently is keeping 
the Royal Mail in public hands and dropping the 30 per cent 
part-privatisation which is souring an otherw ise good Bill. 
There is simply no case fo r risking a potentia lly term inal 
collapse o f Parliamentary Labour Party support when all 
four o f Royal Mail’s core business areas are now in p ro fit for 
the firs t tim e in tw o  decades despite d ifficu lt trading 
conditions — only seven years ago it was losing more than 
£1 m illion per day. There is even less o f a case fo r handing 
over Royal Mail to  the Dutch TNT, which has just announced 
a 50 per cent fall in profits and is disputing even the 
payment o f the m inimum wage, while a se ll-o ff to  the private 
equity firm  CVC is unlikely to  o ffer more than a short-term
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asset-stripping operation follows by another re-sale. 
Dropping the privatisation element — a throwback to  an 
econom ic model now discredited — would send out a 
dram atic signal tha t the government was genuinely listening 
to  public opin ion and prepared to  change course on an issue 
of iconic im portance to  a m ajority o f the electorate.

Fourth, Britain is more unequal than it ever was under 
Thatcher. This is perhaps the worst ind ictm ent o f all, though 
a predictable result o f operating an unfettered market 
system and abandoning social democracy. It requires radical 
action. The minimum wage should be raised significantly 
from  its present £5.83 an hour to  £7 an hour, which would 
have a big popular im pact w ithou t provoking an increase in 
unemployment. Even more dramatic would be the 
in troduction  of a maximum ratio between top and bottom  
pay w ith in an organisation, on the very persuasive grounds 
tha t the pay o f senior grades was closely related to  the 
perform ance and com m itm ent o f jun ior grades.

But a fte r the grotesque stretching of inequality at the 
top  over the last three decades it would not be 
unreasonable, at a tim e o f deep austerity fo r a m ajority of 
the population, to  require a bigger con tribu tion from  the 
ultra-rich towards the general welfare. A 50 per cent rate on 
earnings above £100,000 (a ffecting only the richest 2 per 
cent o f the popula tion) would raise an extra £6.2 billion 
according to  Treasury estimates, while a 60 per cent rate 
on incomes above £250,000 a year would raise a further 
£3 billion above the 50 per cent rate. If tha t extra funding 
were red istribu ted d irectly  to the poorer half o f pensioners 
(w ith  some tapering above) and others on the lowest 
incomes, it could provide an up lift o f £25 per week. That 
would instil a dram atic change in public attitudes to  the 
Governm ent’s d irection o f travel. Other plausible measures 
could include charging capital gains tax at the same rate as 
income tax, ending the non-dom icile rule fo r tax exiles, and 
in troducing a wealth tax w ith a high threshold to  lim it 
liability to  the wealthiest 5 per cent o f households.

One other measure would signal a radical break from  
the past whilst laying the foundations fo r a more progressive 
civil society, not just more equal but more dem onstrably 
accountable. The m omentum of public anger on the back of 
the expenses scandal should be harnessed to  recreate the 
mechanisms o f effective representative politics. The 
electorate should be given the right o f ‘recall’ o f errant MPs 
who have been censured in parliament fo r a gross 
misdemeanour. They should also have the righ t to  have 
public petitions, if they garner a high threshold o f public
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support (say 5 per cent o f the electorate), debated on the 
floor o f the House o f Commons w ith a vote at the end so 
tha t It is no talk-shop.

MPs on the ir side should be given real power to  hold 
the executive effective ly to  account, regaining the ir true role 
as tribunes o f the people, not the w illing victim s succumbing 
to  tribalism , loyalism and careerism. A Business Com m ittee 
should be set up elected by MPs on a secret ballo t to  run the 
House agenda, whilst o f course allowing the governm ent 
adequate tim e to  get their legislation through. Cabinet 
Ministers nom inated by the Prime Minister should be ratified 
by the appropria te Select Com m ittee before entering office, 
as in US Congressional hearings. Select Comm ittees should 
also be elected by all MPs by secret ballot, not chosen by 
the Whips, in order to  enhance the independent scrutiny of 
government, and so tha t the ir reports don’t simply gather 
dust on the shelf, some of the most im portant reports (as 
prioritised by the Liaison Com m ittee) should be debated on 
the floo r o f the House on a m otion drawn up by the 
Com m ittee chair w ith a vote at the end. And MPs should be 
em powered to  set up their own Commissions of Inquiry 
when the Government refuses to  do so, as fo r example over 
the Iraq War, extraordinary rendition and the intelligence 
failures over the 7/7 bombings.

Others will o f course have the ir own preferences fo r a 
reform  agenda. But whatever is chosen, there are tw o 
essential points. The change delivered has to  be dram atic — 
desirable tweaking o f policy here and there simply w on ’t 
have anything like the necessary impact, given tha t Labour’s 
demise is near term inal. The other requirement is tha t It 
must Impact pow erfu lly on people’s lives. There’s little  point 
in making the rich take a hit unless much poorer people feel 
a significant consequential benefit in their own Incomes. 
S tuffing the mouths of the bankers w ith gold when they still 
aren’t increasing lending to  businesses and homeowners 
should be replaced by a policy of using tem porary public 
contro l o f them to  compel a substantial and urgent increase 
in lending to  the real economy.

Labour is not finished. But, whoever is leader, only a 
fundam ental re-orientation of the party and the governm ent 
can give Labour a figh ting  chance over this next year.

Michael Meacher is fo rm er Environment Secretary.



win hearts and minds
Lisa Harker and Carey Oppenheim

The electorate's message to  the political class in the last few 
months has been resoundingly clear. Public apathy towards 
politics has spilled into frustration and anger. The distance 
between the people and its representatives has been 
exposed. Respect for the political class, already at a record 
low, has plum m eted. The local and European elections were, 
more than anything, referenda on the political establish
ment. And, as such, all the main political parties will need to  
reflect on the verd ict dished out by the electorate, 
expressed In the form  of a historically low tu rnou t and a shift 
to the populist vote. Labour nevertheless faces the greatest 
challenge as the party in power. Deeply unpopular, stale, 
directionless and tired, its fortunes look dire. W iped out in 
Wales and Scotland, it is already a party in tatters.

The w orst thing Labour can do is focus on what it 
needs to  do to  win the next general election, although this 
o f course is what self-preservation demands. The short term 
view is dangerous because the disconnect between politics 
and the populous cannot be fixed w ith a few policy changes 
over the com ing months; a fundamental shift in the way we 
do politics is required.

First, Labour must start w ith an honest assessment of 
the last decade. It has been responsible fo r many positive 
changes: real im provem ents in public services, action on 
climate change, achievements on work life balance. But 
privately and publicly, Labour needs to  acknowledge what 
hasn’t worked. No one should underestimate how d ifficu lt 
this w ill be. Labour needs to  find a balance between being 
blinkered or defensive and self-flagellation, often a tendency 
for the left.

Several tru ths need to  be acknowledged. Rising 
unemployment, the stagnation of wages at the bo ttom  and 
grow ing repossessions all raise questions about how 
sustained the progress has been. Substantially greater 
investm ent in public services has not yielded equivalent 
im provem ents in outcomes. Social policies have been less 
effective in tackling deep-rooted problems than alleviating 
their worst effects. Poverty has lessened and Inequality has
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been contained, but until the banking crisis there was no 
challenge to  the acceptability o f very high rewards. There 
has been no lasting change to  the inequality in our society, 
despite it casting a long shadow over so many aspects of 
our lives. The bold am bitions on climate change have yet to 
filte r into changes to  our economic model. The neoliberal 
econom ic consensus has broken down and w ith it the social 
dem ocratic model o f grow th that yields income to  d istribute 
in the pursuit o f social justice. Aside from  devolution to 
Scotland, Wales and Northern Ireland Labour has failed to  
modernise the way we do politics, and the gu lf between 
politics and the people has grown.

Above all, Labour (and politics in general) has become 
unrem itting ly managerialist, churning out w ell-intentioned 
policies rather than honing a set o f ideas, appealing to 
hearts and minds and creating a shared national purpose. 
This is where Labour now needs to  make wholesale repairs, 
rather than sim ply devising new policies in a desperate 
a ttem pt to  keep afloat. Labour needs a com pelling vision 
fo r our fu ture as a nation: the values tha t should underpin 
society, the econom ic model which we now need to  build 
and the measures by which we will judge progress in future.

So what m ight that vision be? Firstly, environmental 
sustainability must become integral to  our new economy, 
rather than an add-on. The economic crisis provides the 
chance to  alter our model o f economic grow th founded on 
the depletion o f our natural resources. We should not miss 
this once-in-a-generation opportunity. Achieving global 
consensus and coordinated action will be very challenging — 
particularly bridg ing the divide between the developed and 
developing w orld — but action is no longer simply desirable, 
it is now imperative. And there will need to  be greater 
consensus between the main political parties on climate 
change. The challenge o f climate change is too  im portant to 
be used fo r politica l po int scoring — we need a consensus 
fo r the sake of justice for and responsibility to future 
generations.

The econom ic crisis also provides the opportun ity  to 
rethink the balance between consumption and savings and 
to  recognise the way income and wealth inequality scars our 
society. The Anglo-Saxon model o f econom ic grow th driven 
by debt isn’t sustainable; the focus has to  be on the new 
drivers the economy, the new jobs and investm ent tha t will 
be required. It w ill be im portant to  move from  ‘blaming the 
bankers’ to  a deeper articulation of why both the culture 
and policies tha t underpin deep inequality need to  change. 
Our model o f taxation, fo r example, will have to  be
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fundam entally reform ed if we are to fu lly integrate the 
taxation o f income, wealth and carbon to  align our 
am bitions fo r the future w ith the way we live now.

Ironically, it looks as though the rescue package for 
the econom y is beginning to work, evidence of the 
im portance o f state intervention to  kick-start the economy 
and p ro tect the unemployed. But Labour will have to  
engage in a discussion of how it is to  lim it public spending in 
fu ture years. Fighting the next election on investm ent versus 
cuts will not be credible. This is an opportun ity  to  look more 
closely at the strengths and lim its o f the state in achieving 
progressive social change. Where is state intervention 
essential to  support and drive the opportun ities for the 
disadvantaged? Will 'progressive universalism’ be too 
expensive? W here will it be essential to  preserve collective 
provision to  bind society and share risks, and where should 
support fo r the least well o ff be prioritised? These questions 
need atten tion  before the spending cuts begin, not once 
they are upon us.

It is tim e fo r the Labour party to  take a closer look at 
how change happens. In the last decade Labour has often 
overlooked the cultural drivers of change and how to  shape 
them. It has been too wedded to  institutions, overlooking 
the im portance of what happens w ith in families and 
neighbourhoods. Labour’s policies have often been 
predicated on econom ic rationality rather than social 
psychology. Unsurprisingly, well-intended policies have not 
had the im pact hoped for.

More fundamentally, the economic turm oil has put the 
spo tligh t on the values tha t drive us. The dominance of ‘neo
liberal’ ideas is at an end. The marketisation of many aspects 
o f our lives is increasingly unattractive. As recession bites, 
people are o f necessity saving more, staying at home more, 
changing some o f the ir daily habits. Crisis brings w ith it the 
recognition o f interdependence and the im portance of 
mutual support. This is an opportun ity  to  develop a notion 
of citizenship tha t values empathy and brings new emphasis 
to  the bonds tha t bring us together and the com mon good.

But politics needs to  change too. Britain needs a new 
constitu tional deal — one that is more pluralistic, which 
addresses the unequal sharing of power in society and 
challenges the professionalisation o f politics. There is a need 
to  change the way that politics is conducted, to  make 
politics more inclusive and less alienating. And there is an 
urgent im perative to open up the state to  popular 
partic ipation and collaboration. Labour could start w ith 
establishing a citizens convention, tasked w ith reviewing the
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political system. The convention would be made up of 150
200 ordinary citizens, selected by lot like a jury. It would 
take evidence at ‘town hall’ meetings around the country 
and would recommend a number o f options fo r reform. 
These could be voted on by parliament or by the public in a 
referendum. It has been done before: Canada and the 
Netherlands have carried out similar experiments w ith 
positive impacts on people’s desire to  engage in politics.

All these factors caution against the kind of quick fix 
approach so beguiling to  a party staring into the abyss. But 
a long-term  focus would not only be better fo r the country, 
it would also be best for politics and for Labour itself. As 
long as atten tion  remains fixed on the leadership o f the 
party and its fortunes at the next general election, Labour 
will be unable to  refresh its purpose and its vision fo r the 
country ’s future. And w ithou t a com pelling vision fo r the 
future, the pa rty ’s fortunes will remain very bleak.

The challenges tha t confront Labour are simply the 
challenges tha t all the main political parties face w rit large. 
In a w orld tha t is less deferential and more global, yet 
seemingly unable to  secure its own future we need our 
econom ic model to  be re-thought, fo r our own wellbeing 
and that o f fu ture generations. We need to  shift politics 
from  its overly managerial focus to  restore its ab ility  to  
transform. And, above all, we need a vision for fu ture that 
inspires us. In tha t sense, Labour’s challenges are not 
confined to  Gordon Brown, the Parliamentary Labour Party 
or its members, but are shared by the entire political class.

Lisa Marker and Carey Oppenheim are co-directors o f  the 
institu te  fo r Public Policy Research.
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a tale o f tw o  campaigns
Martin Bright

The Labour party has tw o interconnected crises to  deal with: 
a governm ent in a state o f collapse and a grassroots 
movem ent in a state o f despair. Such is the intensity o f this 
perfect politica l storm  that the movement faces the very 
real possib ility o f becoming irrelevant to  the needs of the 
British people in the 21st century. In order to  survive it needs 
to  rediscover a fac ility  fo r the tw o things it once did best: 
e ffic ient politica l campaigning and radical policymaking. In 
order to  dem onstrate this I will take tw o examples from 
recent politica l history. The first is the Go Fourth campaign 
launched by John Prescott at last year’s Labour party 
conference. The second is New Deal o f the Mind, an 
organisation launched at No. 11 Downing Street at the end of 
March this year to  lobby the governm ent to  recognise the 
central role creativ ity  and innovation would play in the 
coun try ’s econom ic recovery.

It would be d ifficu lt to  forget the sweltering afternoon 
last summer when I was called to  John Prescott’s office to 
discuss the future o f the Labour party. It was a peculiar 
gathering, not least because the form er Labour deputy 
leader decided to  wear a very tigh t short-sleeved shirt, 
which proceeded to  unbutton itself during the course of the 
meeting. Thankfully a couple o f buttons remained fastened, 
but I cou ldn ’t help feeling that shirt was acting as a sartorial 
symbol o f the Labour pa rty ’s attem pts to  cover its 
embarrassment.

The m eeting itself had been called to  p lo t the Go 
Fourth cam paign (then rather clumsily called Fourth Term 
not Fourth Leader), which was designed to  build a Labour 
election v ic to ry  under Gordon Brown. I thought it was a 
laughable idea. Prescott and his co-conspirators, Alastair 
Campbell, Glenys Kinnock and Richard Cabourn clearly had 
the interests o f the party at heart. But the idea that these 
veteran campaigners were organising anything other than a 
sideshow seemed absurd.

But the Go Fourth campaign was onto something. The 
Labour party desperately needed to  rediscover its taste for 
cam paigning and begin to  make its members feel good
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about themselves again. Since then Prescott has been 
tirelessly touring the country in an election-style battle-bus 
taking the governm ent case to  voters. Since last summer, he 
has also taken his campaign online and become an avid 
blogger.

As it turned out, Go Fourth was very popular w ith the 
Labour grassroots and acted as one o f the few unifying 
forces at a horrib ly fractured and sectarian Labour party 
conference last year. It is, therefore, no surprise tha t John 
Prescott was so furious tha t his pa rty ’s cam paigning fo r the 
European elections was so poor — especially as it so nearly 
invested a d iffe ren t meaning in the words Go Fourth.

The lesson from  the Go Fourth campaign is tha t 
morale w ith in the party can be shored up, even in the most 
depressing circumstances, at least fo r a short period. But 
this is not a program m e for government, merely a coherent 
expression o f the desire not to  lose and an a ttem pt to 
rescue a m odicum  of pride. Also, and this is crucial, Go 
Fourth is a campaign run by the old guard of New Labour, a 
group o f politic ians from  the last century tha t w ill find it 
d ifficu lt to  build a vision of the future.

This brings us to  the next generation. For too  long 
Labour’s forty-som eth ings have lived in the shadow o f the 
big beasts who brought the party back from  the brink in the 
1990s. This group, which I once dubbed the Adrian Mole 
generation because they are the same age as Sue 
Townsend’s hero, now dominates the Labour landscape and 
will almost certainly provide the pa rty ’s next leader. Ed Balls, 
the tw o  Milibands, James Purnell, Liam Byrne, Andy 
Burnham and Yvette Cooper all fall into this category. Their 
weakness is tha t they are a naturally cautious group, bruised 
by the personal experience o f leaving university into the last 
recession and dependent for the ir political career on the 
patronage of either Tony Blair or Gordon Brown. They are 
also a fractured group w ith no natural solidarity.

Until the resignation of James Purnell, the younger 
generation had never shown a genuine desire to  seize 
contro l o f the party and make it the ir own. It may now be 
that this job  falls to  as-yet-unknown Labour Party activists in 
the ir 20s and 30s, although the concern is tha t they may be 
even more conventional and risk averse than the Adrian 
Mole 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 if t into oblivion. Purnell understood this 
(be tte r late than never) and his resignation le tte r was a 
model o f clarity. The failure o f other members o f the Cabinet
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to fo llow  his lead demonstrates that he may be the 
exception tha t proves the rule tha t his generation lacks the 
political boldness to  turn around Labour’s fortunes.

In recent months I had been working w ith  James 
Purnell and his officia ls at the Departm ent o f W ork and 
Pensions on options fo r pu tting into practice the ideas of the 
New Deal o f the Mind, a charity which grew out o f an article 
I w rote fo r the New Statesman in January. In this I argued 
that British politicians like Gordon Brown, who invoked the 
spirit o f the Franklin D. Roosevelt’s New Deal, should look to 
the cultural projects spawned by US investment in arts and 
culture in the 1930s (w riters Saul Bellow and John Cheever 
and artists Mark Rothko and Jackson Pollock all worked on 
New Deal projects). Since then New Deal o f the Mind has 
been w orking across governm ent and the arts and creative 
sector to  develop a coherent strategy to  innovate our way 
out o f the recession and prevent a generation o f young 
people being lost to  the nation.

It struck me that Purnell was one of the few Cabinet 
ministers still th inking strategically about policy (others 
included Andy Burnham at the Departm ent fo r Culture and 
John Denham at the now defunct Departm ent o f Innovation, 
Universities and Skills). One of the consequences of Gordon 
Brown ‘refreshing’ his Cabinet has been that much of the 
work tha t has been done to  build relationships and trust 
across the creative industries will have to begin again.

Despite the desperate state o f the governm ent there 
are still some potentia lly  promising ideas knocking around. 
The Future Jobs Fund, which provides a subsidy for 
employers w illing to  take on a 14-18 year old at risk o f long 
term  unem ploym ent, and the Young Person's Guarantee, 
which promises to  find work fo r young people unemployed 
for over a year, are both attem pts to  tackle the 
unem ploym ent tsunami about to hit Britain. The Graduate 
Talent Pool proposed by DIUS to  match graduates to 
internships is the seed o f a good idea and the proposals 
from  the Communities and Local Government departm ent 
to  fill em pty high street businesses w ith creative ‘pop-up ’ 
shops could also help. But w ithout coordination, they risk 
becom ing just another set o f eye-catching initiatives.

More seriously, the money for these initiatives will only 
come through next year when it may already be too  late for 
those it is intended to  help and certainly too  late to  help the 
governm ent ou t o f its predicament. But if the party believes 
what it says about pu tting  policy before personality, there is 
an urgent need to  fast-track money to  projects tha t can put 
people to  work immediately. Civil servants are presently
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working on funding mechanisms fo r these schemes. The 
best th ing the Prime Minister could do to  provide a 
meaningful legacy would be to  set up an emergency jobs 
fund fo r h igh-profile  projects that could be started this 
summer and put young people back to  work righ t now.

A t the same time, one of the most useful jobs that 
could be carried out by Tessa Jowell in the Cabinet Office or 
Lord Mandelson in his new Departm ent o f Everything would 
be to  coordinate all the work being done to  stim ulate 
em ploym ent and tackle the recession. This is what the 
Labour party is supposed to  be for, as the name suggests.

Martin B righ t is a po litica l journa lis t and founder o f New Deal 
o f the Mind.
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the fig h t against fate
Sunder Katwala

Labour has not conducted a serious debate about its values, 
vision or political strategy since the 1992 general election 
defeat and the creation of New Labour in 1994-95. There 
was no sustained a ttem pt to  do this after a decade in power 
or during the 2007 leadership transition. This has mostly 
been deemed unnecessary, m irroring Richard Crossman's 
observation half a century before, as he described the 
exhaustion o f the A ttlee governm ent a fter a period of 
unprecedented progressive advance in 1951, tha t Labour had 
‘lost its way not only because it lacked maps of the new 
country it is crossing, but because it thinks maps 
unnecessary fo r experienced travellers.’

The recent nadir in Labour’s political fortunes make 
clear tha t a new route-m ap is urgent and overdue. But is 
Labour capable o f debating its contours in a way which 
does not excarbate the pa rty ’s problems further? The scars 
o f past civil wars have created an excessive fear o f open 
politica l debate. There is no serious or deep ideological gu lf 
in the Labour party today, yet the party's internal debates 
remain inward-looking and polarised around a set o f no-win 
propositions between vocal m inority factions on the right 
and le ft o f the party.

The party has somehow fallen into debating which 
voters it does not want — the left worries about pitching too 
narrowly to  Mondeo Man and Middle England, while the right 
warns tha t cheering the heartlands or the Guardianistas will 
be a recipe fo r defeat. Neither need to  w orry about being 
too  popular w ith  the wrong people — the party is retreating 
to  the margins w ith just 7.5 percent o f the European vote 
In the south-east o f England while tra iling the Conservatives 
in Wales.

This electoral strategy debate symbolised a broader 
existential question: fo r or against New Labour? So what 
passes fo r a debate about ‘renewal’ Involves calls to  cleave 
ever more boldly, and verblessly, to  the mantras and 
methods o f New Labour circa 1997, challenged by those who 
wish the last 15 years had never happened. The tru th  Is that 
New Labour has delivered the most successful era of
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the figh t against fate

progressive advance for half a century, and that it is clearly 
now over.

Gordon Brown always faced a d ifficu lt task on com ing 
to power, w ith  Labour’s electoral coalition fragm enting after 
a decade in power, even before his premiership coincided 
w ith the end o f the Faustian bargain o f the finance-led 
grow th on which Labour’s investment in public services and 
modest redistribu tion rested. But the strategic weakness of 
Gordon Brown’s premiership has been that having run on a 
‘change’ ticket, he has governed on continuity, and has not 
set out an anim ating argum ent for his governm ent in terms 
that the public can understand. Yet there has been no 
suggestion tha t anything d ifferent would be on o ffe r from 
anybody else.

There has been very little  discussion of how the party 
can answer the strategic political challenges, which are easy 
to  set out, if som ewhat harder to resolve: W hat is the 
candid, progressive account o f Britain in 2010 which voters 
will recognise? W hat would Labour’s case be as to  what — 
after 13 years in power — it wants another term  in office 
for? And what d istinctive ly Labour argum ent could yet 
challenge the right, and seek to reunite Labour’s fracturing 
electoral coalition?

The key to  addressing this challenge may depend on 
understanding tha t the call fo r Labour to  be more 
ideologically rooted is not a recipe fo r retreat to  its com fort 
zone, but rather a foundation for a more pluralist approach 
to  cen tre-le ft politics.

Firstly, if New Labour’s breadth was once its core 
strength, the price has been a d ifficu lty  in articulating what 
Labour is fo r in positive terms. This has left Labour 
apparently unable to  construct a clear choice between the 
major parties in terms that are meaningful to  the public. The 
Labour governm ent will be unable to  launch a successful 
figh tback on policy while the problem of a lack o f clear 
public politica l defin ition remains.

Secondly, generating a progressive policy wish-list will 
not be enough w ithou t also building the coalitions to 
support them. New Labour’s political culture is now a 
significant barrier to  its ab ility  to engage w ith new sources 
of progressive change, and recent events have 
dem onstrated tha t talking about ending command and 
contro l is not the same as actually doing so.

For all its troubles, Labour retains a solid parlia
mentary m ajority but, in theory at least, the bully pu lp it to 
frame public politica l debate. The party needs to  ask itself 
how it can use eleven months of power in a way which
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would entrench its political legacy by testing its political 
opponents to  accept or challenge its arguments about what 
fairness means in Britain today.

So what are those arguments? Labour’s fundamental 
proposition is tha t life chances in Britain are unfair and too 
unequal — and should be fairer and more equal. The core 
fairness test could be this: tha t we should not inherit our life 
chances at birth. In Britain today, where we are born and 
who our parents are still matters far too  much in 
determ ining our opportun ities and outcomes in life. And so 
our own choices, talents and aspirations count fo r too  little.

The vision o f a free and fair society would be one that 
extends to  us all the autonom y to  author our own life 
stories, and challenges the extent to which this is 
determ ined by forces beyond our control. This figh t against 
fate — breaking the cycle o f disadvantage to  make life 
chances more equal — could provide the lodestar to  guide 
future action and campaigns fo r equality.

The disagreement between the major parties is 
prim arily about the role and responsibility o f government. 
The Conservatives say tha t the Labour record proves that 
the state has failed. Indeed, Cameron’s claim to  be the true 
progressive is founded on his claim that Conservatives know 
tha t it is not the state ’s job  to  act on the im portant 
progressive causes o f social inequality, clim ate change or 
international development. W hat this will involve, beyond 
the occasional nudge towards social responsibility, is far 
from  clear. Labour’s argum ent must be the opposite:
'fairness doesn’t happen by chance’. Labour has tried to 
advocate the 'enabling state ’ so as to avoid a ‘big state ’ 
impression. But this argum ent about means is unlikely to  
resonate public ly and has not done so. The way to  
animate this argum ent is to  find a handful o f symbolic but 
sign ificant ‘fairness’ policies that test claims to  stand for 
equal opportun ity  and distributional fairness in an 
econom ic recession.

This does not mean that Labour needs to  be statist. 
Indeed, this argum ent also has the potentia l to  fuse together 
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 o f autonomy. (Hence the centra lity o f a similar 
argum ent in Reeves and Collins’ Demos pam phlet The 
Liberal Republic) which stresses tha t this should be 
fundam entally an agenda about the redistribution o f power, 
w ith income and wealth one of a number o f means to  that 
broader end). Agnosticism  about means is a good idea once 
the question o f what the ends are is clear, and as long as
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some credible means are being willed. But the debate about 
the state this risks being a prim arily rhetorical debate when 
no party envisages the state being much smaller than 40 per 
cent o f GDP in the next few years.

On the response to  the recession, the governm ent’s 
position may be much more credible than the opposition ’s 
plans to  cut spending now — at the lowest po int in the cycle 
— to  pay o ff debt more quickly. But the arguments fo r a 
fiscal stimulus, quantita tive easing and m ultilateral reform 
at the G20, while im portant and necessary, have not been 
publicly salient. The great issue should be jobs, and youth 
unem ploym ent In particular. The governm ent should build 
on its graduate job guarantee scheme (and look at in tro 
ducing this earlier than 12 months) and take up Professor 
David B lanchflower’s proposals to  defuse a youth unem ploy
ment crisis which risks creating a lost generation.2 This has 
the advantage o f being a cross-class issue where the 
electoral po litics work.

The governm ent also needs to  have a ‘what not to 
spend’ agenda if it is to  p ro tect p rio rity  areas. Much o f this is 
po litica lly d ifficu lt. But they m ight as well take those 
opportun ities where the unpopular is also unaffordable: 
rather than a slow lingering death for ID cards, announce 
that they are no longer to  be pursued in changed 
circumstances.

The need fo r  a new p o lit ic s
Labour would have done much more to  sow the seeds of its 
own po litica l revival had it pursued a deeper agenda of 
constitu tional reform  and progressive cooperation from  a 
position of po litica l strength in 1997. It is much more d ifficu lt 
to do this at five minutes to  m idnight. The Liberal Democrats 
would leg itim ate ly fear being tainted by a contam inated 
Labour brand. So there is little  prospect o f starry-eyed Lab- 
Lib cooperation, even if this remains in the strategic 
interests o f both parties in the long-term.

Labour's constitutional record is now underrated. The 
1997-2001 Parliament delivered the most significant and 
enduring constitu tional changes. However, this has been 
underm ined by Labour’s grow ing reputation fo r traditional, 
and even authoritarian, governing instincts, while Brown’s 
promise to  revive the agenda w ith a ‘new constitutional 
settlem ent' had largely turned into a tidy ing-up  exercise 
rather than anything likely to fundam entally reconnect 
public trust in politics.

Still, there are a series o f moves tha t Labour could 
make on its own part to  revive both constitutional reform
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and an agenda o f progressive pluralism. Firstly, Labour is in 
power and well placed to  determ ine whether political reform 
should be substantive or prim arily symbolic. The Prime 
Minister should set the election date as 6 May 2010, legislate 
fo r fixed term  parliaments as part of a broader constitutional 
reform  agenda. W hile David Cameron’s reform  agenda is 
largely cosmetic, most o f Nick Clegg’s proposed 100-day 
reform  agenda would find much support in the Labour 
Party. And there is grow ing Labour support fo r the idea 
of a citizens convention which would give away to  citizens, 
not politicians, the chance to determ ine the content of 
reform. (Demos pilo ted a version of this on MPs’ 
allowances). A referendum on electoral reform, in which the 
governm ent would support change, remains the crucial 
driver o f a more pluralist politics. This could be on the 
Jenkins AV+ proposals or a reform package that involved 
the A lternative Vote fo r the Commons w ith a proportiona lly 
representative, elected senate. It could achieve the hybrid 
solution tha t Jenkins sought, that is, a tendency to  m ajority 
governm ents w ith pluralist checks and balances on the 
excesses o f m ajoritarian power.

Secondly, while there is no question o f electoral pacts 
between parties, there is little  to  stop Labour taking 
unilateral action if it believes it is in its own interests to  do 
so. In particular, does it make sense fo r Labour to  contest 
those 30 or so Liberal Democrat seats where the 
Conservatives are second and Labour not in contention? 
There would be some Labour anxiety about retreating from  
contesting these areas. However, a good case can be made 
for doing so if the party does com m it to  electoral reform, for 
the final firs t-past-the-post election. The voters can 
probably work much o f this out for themselves, but it would 
again symbolise a com m itm ent to  political pluralism, while a 
Labour figh tback could make some of these seats crucial in 
determ ining w hether the Conservatives can get a majority.

Thirdly, it makes sense to  go into an election in which 
a hung parliam ent would be a positive political achievement 
w ith a manifesto which did not contain ‘red line’ veto points 
which would make post-election cooperation across parties 
impossible. Again, ID cards are one obvious symbolic 
casualty. In the event that the scenario m ight arise, it would 
be much be tte r to  change policies before they are put to 
the voters than afterwards. This would often have the 
added bonus of removing some veto points fo r potentia l 
voters too.

Above all, Labour’s ab ility  to  recover as a governing 
force in British politics will depend on its ab ility  to  root itself
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more clearly in Labour values and articulate its own positive 
mission fo r a fairer society. But this must also be com bined 
w ith a decisively more open and pluralist approach to  the 
way in which it does politics.

Sunder Katwala is General Secretary o f the Fabian Society. 
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an end to Labourism
Stuart White

British po litics is characterised today by crisis. Not just one 
crisis, but several. Most fundamentally, there is the emerging 
environm ental crisis o f climate change. Second, there is the 
ongoing econom ic crisis, precip ita ted in the financial system. 
Third, there is a crisis in the political system, epitom ised by 
the controversy over MPs’ expenses, but w ith  much deeper 
roots. And fourth , there is a crisis w ithin Labour. For the 
media, this is a crisis o f leadership. But it is also, more 
fundamentally, a crisis o f purpose, one m ight even say a 
crisis o f meaning. What, after all, is Labour fo r?

Pragmatists in governm ent m ight regard such 
questioning as idle. The present governm ent has a ready 
answer to  what Labour is for: it ’s there to  manage crisis. The 
public expects us to  ‘get on w ith the jo b ’ o f taking the 
country ou t o f recession, to  reform the political system, and 
so on. But this answer w on’t do.

For one thing, it too  easily evades the question o f how 
far Labour itself is im plicated in these crises. Did Labour’s 
conversion to  the market in the 1990s go to  excess and lead 
to  a failure to  appreciate some old-fashioned insights about 
possibilities o f market failure? Did Labour’s traditional 
philosophy o f the state, based on a conservative ideal of 
parliam entary sovereignty, contribu te to  the current crisis of 
the politica l system? Coming to  terms w ith the crises 
requires Labour to  take a hard look at its own, well- 
entrenched habits o f thought.

Second, it is not as if there is one single right way to 
manage a crisis. There is opportun ity  — Rahm Emanuel 
recently said ‘never let a crisis go to  waste.’ Just th ink o f the 
way Margaret Thatcher used the severe econom ic crisis of 
the 1970s to  launch a radical attack on the post-war 
settlem ent. There was nothing pre-determ ined about this. 
The crisis could have been managed in many other ways 
(w ith  pluses and minuses relative to  the Thatcher approach). 
But Thatcher and her supporters had a clear sense o f what 
they were for. They had a reasonably clear sense of their 
values and a vision o f the society they wanted to  create. So 
they knew what they wanted to  do with  the crisis.
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As I cannot address all o f the crises here, le t’s focus on 
the political crisis and the opportun ities it presents. First, the 
backdrop of Labour’s com peting conceptions o f politics. It 
may be hard to  credit, but Labour was born as a party 
dedicated to  far-reaching political reform. Labour and the 
New Social Order, the pa rty ’s first statem ent o f aims and 
values, published in 1918, proposed a range of sweeping 
changes to  the UK political system.

However, Labour very quickly became a party of 
political conservatism. Having shoved the Liberals aside 
more em phatically than the party m ight initia lly have 
expected, and emerged as one of the tw o major parties in a 
tw o -pa rty  system, Labour grew strongly attached to  the 
established institu tions of the British state. A distinctive 
'Labourist’ philosophy of politics and the state emerged 
which is still w ith  us today.

Labourism starts w ith the assumption that tha t Labour 
is properly the single representative o f progressive opinion. 
Second, and particularly after the Second W orld War, Labour 
d rifted  towards a strong attachm ent to  the power o f the 
central state. The aim of progressive politics is, therefore, to 
get Labour contro l o f the central state. Third, Labour 
became attached to  a conservative parliamentarianism. It 
embraced the doctrine of parliamentary sovereignty and the 
existing firs t-past-the -post electoral system. For only this 
system could credib ly hope to  deliver Labour — and Labour 
alone — contro l o f the a ll-im portant central state.

The Thatcher era, which saw radical reform  pushed 
through on a m inority o f the popular vote, increased the 
sensitivity o f Labour-aligned thinkers to  the ills o f ‘elective 
d ic ta torsh ip .’ Labour’s more pluralist and federalist approach 
to politics, which had been submerged in the 1920s, started 
to  reasserted itself.

Initially, it looked as if New Labour m ight well 
incorporate this re-emerging pluralist and federalist 
approach. Devolution to  Scotland and Wales remained an 
im portant objective, and one that was sw iftly  acted on after 
1997. The firs t New Labour governm ent established the 
Jenkins Commission to  consider reform  o f the electoral 
system. Blair was clearly interested in coalition w ith the 
Liberal Democrats.

However, the scale o f Labour’s v ic to ry  in 1997, and its 
subsequent dom ination o f electoral politics, tem pted the 
party back into its fam iliar com fort zone. The report o f the 
Jenkins Commission was polite ly but em phatically shelved. 
Talk o f coalitional politics at W estm inster evaporated. In its 
second term, Labour began to  speak about a ‘new localism’.
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However, this was little  more than Orwellian euphemism for 
o ld-style centralism. The centre remained firm ly in contro l of 
what local decisions were to  be devolved, to  whom and on 
what terms. W hat central governm ent determ ined one day, 
it could tear up the next.

Retreating in to this com fort zone was, o f course, a 
Faustian pact fo r Labour. Under the firs t-past-the-post 
system, Labour can hope to  form  parliamentary majorities in 
a way it can’t under a proportional electoral system. But to 
do so it must win over floating voters in a relatively small 
number o f com petitive  constituencies. These voters have 
policy preferences on the centre-righ t — arguably to  the 
righ t o f the nation ’s median voter. So Labour’s dominance in 
parliam entary terms demands a policy p la tform  that tracks 
to  the centre-right. Over time, this generates confusion and 
disillusionment. It helps explain why we have reached a point 
where we have to  ask the question: ‘What is Labour for?’

A t the same time, the existing system has grow ing 
problem s o f legitimacy. A lthough electoral tu rnou t shows a 
downward trend in many countries, the decline in the UK 
since New Labour came to  office has been unusually severe. 
As the main parties jostle fo r tha t elusive centre-righ t 
floating voter, the range o f political choice declines. Citizens 
are inclined then to  ask an even more basic and w orrying 
question: ‘W hat is politics for?’

The scandal over MPs’ expenses has produced a rare 
m oment in British politics. Basic questions about the nature 
and structure o f the political system have left the seminar 
room. Again, the crisis presents opportunity. The 
opportun ity  is to  fundam entally reshape the political system 
to make it more accountable and empowering. Proposals for 
reform  are bouncing o ff the walls: fixed-term  parliaments; 
electoral reform; ‘open prim aries’ for candidate selection; 
new proposals fo r devolution of power to  the local level.

One approach is fo r the Labour governm ent to  huddle 
in on itself, decide which of these proposals it likes, and 
present a constitu tional reform  package to  Parliament. This 
is the d irection in which Gordon Brown appears to  be going 
w ith his proposed National Council fo r Democratic Renewal.

This would be a mistake. It fails to  see how the process 
of reform  must itself address the problem that has 
prom pted the demand fo r change: the disconnection 
between public and political elite — indeed, a disconnection 
between many people and dem ocratic politics itself. There is 
also a basic m atter o f principle here. If we are — finally — 
accepting the idea tha t the people are sovereign, and this is 
a m om ent o f constitu tional change, then shouldn’t the
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people have some real, active involvem ent in determ ining 
the course o f change?

Instead o f convening a National Council fo r 
Democratic Renewal which will tell the people what 
constitu tional reforms are good fo r them, a coalition of 
organisations has argued that the governm ent should 
organise an inclusive and deliberative process tha t will 
enable the public to  present its own ideas fo r reform. Key 
here is the idea o f a citizens’ convention similar, though 
probably on a larger scale, to  the Demos citizen ’s 
convention held last week on MPs allowances. This would 
bring toge ther an assembly o f people, chosen at random, 
to  deliberate about the future o f the political system. Their 
deliberation would be assisted by specialists and advocates 
who could put the cases fo r and against alternative 
proposals. Participants would listen to  the experts, talk 
about the issues between themselves, and develop their 
own proposals. These proposals m ight then go to  a 
referendum. Of course, the numbers involved in the 
convention itself would be small (100-300). So the 
convention itself would need to  be em bedded in a w ider 
consultation, ideally going right down to  each 
neighbourhood, each com m unity centre and hall.

Underpinning this approach is a d istinctive philosophy 
of the state, a radical alternative to  Labourism, w ith much 
w ider relevance to  addressing our present crises. This is the 
philosophy o f dem ocratic republicanism, whose aim is to 
disperse property  and power amongst individuals, but also 
to re lnvlgorate the public sphere by expanding the arenas of 
dem ocratic decision-m aking and by encouraging active 
citizen involvem ent in these arenas.

In the econom ic sphere, it directs our a ttention back 
to the much neglected Issue of the d istribution of wealth 
(not just income, but wealth) and to  the even more 
neglected question of how those who contro l the allocation 
of wealth through investment can be made more 
accountable to  ordinary savers. And it certainly has 
relevance to  the incipient environmental crisis: it is only an 
active, cam paigning citizenship, akin to  tha t represented by 
the Transition Towns and Climate Camp movements, which 
is likely to  bring pressure to  bear fo r serious action on 
clim ate change.

Democratic republicanism has always been a dissident 
strain in Labour thinking. Part o f connecting w ith  this 
tradition, however, is changing the way Labour does politics 
itself. It means less top-dow n defin ition o f policy and more 
attention to  how Labour can help organise and partic ipate in
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movements fo r reform  from  the bottom -up. It means letting 
go of the arrogant and false idea tha t Labour has a 
m onopoly on progressive politics. It means tha t Labour has 
to  connect w ith  and give critical support to  a w ider citizen 
activism  fo r a more socially responsible and thereby free, 
and equal, society. This, at least in part, is what Labour is for.

Stuart White is a lecturer in Politics and D irector o f  the 
Public Policy Unit a t the University o f  Oxford.
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politics as if people 
mattered
Jenni Russell

Recently I asked a woman I know from  the Midlands what it 
would take to  get her to  vote Labour again. She should be a 
textbook party supporter. Her husband earns only a little  
over the average wage, although he is in his forties. She has 
a part-tim e, te rm -tim e-on ly job that brings in around 
£12,000 a year. They have three children, a large m ortgage 
on a small and rather dilapidated terraced house, no pension 
provision and no savings. Their fridge rarely contains much 
more than carrots, econom y sausages, cheap bu tte r and 
cheap cheese. They holiday by going cam ping in England; 
they eat out only on a birthday. Her con tem pt fo r Labour 
now runs so deep that she almost spits as she speaks.

Nothing, she says. Nothing would get her to  support 
them. She now thinks they are nasty, contro lling, inefficient 
and wasteful. She doesn’t think they care or understand 
about the d ifficu lties o f ordinary people’s lives. She should 
have been the grateful beneficiary o f many of Labour’s 
spending initiatives. But she’s scathing about what tha t has 
actually meant.

Her fam ily had tax credits for tw o years, which was a 
joy, despite the fact tha t they had three conflic ting 
statements o f en titlem ent in the first year, and four in the 
second. Hours were spent holding on the phone and 
repeating herself as she tried to  clarify what she was meant 
to  get. Then in the th ird year, like hundreds o f thousands of 
other families, she had a perem ptory le tte r saying she had 
been overpaid and must return thousands of pounds 
immediately. The demand was financially disastrous — the 
fam ily had to  take out a bank loan fo r repaym ent — but 
what was much worse was the manner and the tone o f the 
way it was done. ‘We were in a panic, and they made us feel 
like criminals. They never said “we’re sorry, we made a 
m istake” . W e’ll never, ever, claim again. They give you 
money and snatch it back — they make you feel so helpless. 
They trea t you like rubbish.’

She is just as disillusioned w ith the tens of millions 
spent in her area. The town now has a flashy new pool w ith 
slides and wave machines, but — presumably to  pay fo r it —
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all the old, convenient, local pools have been closed down. 
The new one is tw o  bus rides away and much more 
expensive, so her children rarely go swimming any more. Her 
ch ildren’s school was expensively rebuilt, but the new school 
is full o f design faults, now excludes parents from  its 
classrooms, and has, as it reopened, shut down the choirs 
and orchestras which used to  give the place so much of its 
life. Meanwhile the friendly local sub-Post O ffice has been 
closed, meaning a long walk to  join a long queue at the 
bleak Crown Post Office in the centre o f town.

I could go on. There are her relatives’ experiences in 
hospitals, w ith  careless or ind ifferent nurses not bothering 
to  take im m obile patients to  the lavatory, or dress them 
again when they strip in confusion, or get them the 
medicines they need before the pharmacies shut. There is 
her rage about the ridiculous public-sector jobs she knows 
of, w ith  one acquaintance so under-em ployed in his post as 
a checker o f targets in the NHS that he has bu ilt up a small 
buy-to -le t po rtfo lio  by traw ling the net and making 
purchases in his working time. There is her anger about 
Labour’s threatening tone on civil liberties and its desire to 
put the state ’s tentacles into everybody’s lives by tracking 
the ir behaviour on mass databases. And th a t’s before she 
starts on her real fear fo r the fam ily’s jobs after Labour’s 
m ismanagement o f the economy and her fury at the way 
these bullying, public ly preaching politicians turn out to 
have been privately cheating their way into greater 
personal wealth.

This sense of disillusion goes much deeper than the 
current questions of who did, should, or m ight lead the 
Labour party. I w rite  about this wom an’s reactions — le t’s 
call her Sue — because I think her experiences illustrate the 
deep and fundam ental error tha t Labour has made in its 
approach to  policy over the last dozen years. In the absence 
of ideology, it set out to  provide tw o things; efficiency and 
econom ic grow th. Everything would be measured in terms 
of numbers and money.

Labour thought politicians could measure outcomes 
just as businesses did. So just as a new modern factory 
could autom atically be regarded as an investment, so a new 
school or hospital could be assumed to be the same. 
Thousands o f post offices could be shut down because they 
d idn ’t make enough money, as if they were loss-making 
branches o f a shop. Cottage hospitals, bus routes, train 
services and local surgeries could all be closed in the name 
o f efficiency. O ut-o f-tow n supermarkets could suck the life 
out o f tow n centres because cheap food m attered more
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than m aintaining communities. Managers could run public 
services and measure their success by h itting  targets, just as 
if they were producing refrigerators or cars. And all o f those 
statistics to  prove success could be presented to  the public 
just as if they were being presented to  shareholders, or a 
com pany board.

The fundam ental flaw in this approach is tha t the 
individuals tha t make up the electorate are not a company 
board. To us, what matters is not the numbers, but our 
experience, and tha t o f the people we know. S itting next to  a 
dying and neglected man in a new but d irty  hospital shapes 
our opinion o f the NHS much more profoundly than being 
to ld  tha t health spending has trip led in ten years. Finding 
tha t the rig id school curriculum alternately frightens, 
alienates and bores our children affects our view of 
education far more than hearing that exam results are on a 
constant upward rise. The intransigence and robotic  
responses o f sta ff in benefit offices, social services, or local 
councils, does not convince us tha t the state is there to  help 
us or tha t all the money tha t’s gone into it has been 
worthwhile.

We do not stand outside the actions o f governm ent 
as observers, dependent on reports fo r proof. We live 
what they do to  us. We don’t make our judgem ents 
according to  the statistics. W hat matters to  us is how 
governm ent decisions make us feel about our lives. All too 
often Labour, w ith  its harsh emphasis on targets, central 
controls, efficiency and the unchallenged prim acy of 
markets, has left people feeling im potent, un im portant and 
alarm ingly adrift.

Labour cannot revive as long as it holds to  this sterile 
and outdated view o f what drives people. It was born of the 
management theories o f the 1980s, and in the business 
world this has long been discredited. We are not 
econom ically driven automatons, seeking efficiency, or 
growth. As the latest research on the brain proves, we are 
prim arily social animals, driven by emotion, easily hurt or 
enraged, acutely aware of our relative status and deeply 
dependent on the daily encounters we have w ith others to 
give our lives meaning.

W hat we want, above all, is to matter. We are terrified 
o f invisibility, o f indifference, o f being irrelevant to  the world. 
In our private lives, we want love. In public, we want 
consideration, acknowledgment, respect. And we don ’t want 
the w orld around us to  keep changing in ways tha t displaces 
our sense o f who we are and leaves us feeling tha t we have 
no control.
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We care less about whether a hospital Is new than 
whether a nurse treats us w ith tenderness, and a doc to r w ith 
kindness and concern. When a high street decays and local 
shops shut we lose the reassurance o f fam iliarity, and the 
sense of being recognised and known. If we lose our jobs 
and find the benefit s ta ff treat us w ith contem pt, we are 
seared by tha t loss o f status and identity.

Politicians and policy makers in the Labour party have 
been remarkably oblivious to these crucial elements o f our 
lives, perhaps because the ir powerful jobs provide them w ith 
so many positive reinforcements about themselves tha t they 
cannot see the ir significance for those who are less 
cushioned from  the world. Nor did they feel they needed to 
explore alternative policies, or question the results o f their 
own, while the ir creed of permanent econom ic grow th 
looked so successful and unchallenged.

That philosophy has been smashed to  pieces by the 
econom ic m eltdown. Labour has basically assumed that you 
can constantly increase public spending, while engaging in a 
little  stealthy redistribution, on the back of an endlessly 
expanding economy. Their promise to  the public has been: 
you may be tossed around on the sea of market forces, but 
at least we will make you richer. You w ouldn ’t know it to 
listen to  the pa rty ’s current leaders, but tha t model is dead. 
The austerity th a t’s looming, but rarely mentioned, w on ’t be 
over in the next few years. Our debt to  China and the Far 
East means w e’ve no alternative but to  see their living 
standards increase while ours stays static or falls, perhaps 
fo r decades.

Labour’s thin, unsatisfying market and target-driven 
conception o f society has been categorically rejected by 
voters this week. It hasn’t met people’s needs. Labour 
cannot continue to  base its appeal on prom ising riches in 
the future. Instead it must develop a new politics of 
meaning, in which it has to  see people not chiefly as 
econom ic actors, who must be freed to  maximise their 
individual interests, but as complex human beings whose 
sense o f self, purpose and satisfaction cannot be separated 
from  their place in the social web. It has to  th ink much more 
about psychology, sociology, fam ily structure and people’s 
need fo r social and civil networks than it has ever bothered 
to  do in the past.

A politics o f meaning will constantly pose the question 
of how to  make all o f us feel that our existence has value 
and significance. It w ill draw on research like Robert 
Putnam’s w ork on the im portance of civil society, and 
W ilkinson and P ickett’s studies into the devastating social
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and psychological Impacts o f relative Inequality. It is likely to 
mean much greater localism, so that people have more 
power over decisions affecting them. It will discourage 
politicians from  authoritarianism  or from  em pty-gesture 
announcements, since the criteria will always be: how will 
this a ffect what the population currently values about their 
lives?

It w ill be naturally but not exclusively concerned 
about the bo ttom  half o f society, since richer people have 
greater agency and status to  reassure themselves. It will 
ask how all children are to  grow  up w ith a sense of 
purpose, how we m otivate and give pride to  the teenager 
currently destined fo r a life on the m inimum wage, how we 
address the desperate loneliness of a wealthy widow, how 
we integrate excluded minorities. It w ill recognise and 
respond to  the furious displacement tha t people feel as their 
known worlds disintegrate in the face of im m igration and 
econom ic collapse. The protest votes tha t we have seen this 
week, like those fo r UKIP and the BNP, are cries o f anguish 
from  people who are saying; we don’t want to  feel so 
powerless, and we don’t know where we fit in. It’s a plea 
for meaning.

Labour’s founding philosophy was that ordinary men 
and women m attered, and that everyone should have the 
chance to  flourish. Its origins were based on an 
understanding o f the profound im portance o f mutual 
dependence and o f responsibility to  one another. A century 
later, we live in a d iffe ren t world. We want to  be free and 
autonomous individuals, but our fundamental human needs 
fo r recognition, connection and a sense of s tab ility  remain. A 
politics o f meaning could start to  deal w ith those conflic ting 
desires, in an age of austerity, and link the party to  its values, 
to its future, and its past.

Jenni Russell Is a colum nist fo r the Guardian.
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build a liberal republic
Philip Collins

The Labour party is about to shift to the left. It will lose very 
badly at the next general election if it remains com m itted to 
its current course. It will then be severely depleted and it will 
have to  conduct an inquest in an atmosphere of 
recrim ination. It is very probable tha t this will produce a shift 
to  the politica l left — not a wild lurch, but a move to  the left.

This will be welcomed by the bulk o f the party who 
will embrace the leadership’s return to the position occupied 
by party activists. And it will be a colossal disaster fo r as 
long as it lasts. W hether or not this position is 
philosophically correct — in my view it isn’t — it is politica lly 
hopeless. The electorate never elects the Conservative party 
because the Labour party is insufficiently left-w ing. Yet that 
is what most people will demand o f the Labour party.

In those circumstances, what do political liberals do? It 
has never been obvious, and it is today less obvious than 
ever before, tha t liberals will find the Labour party a 
hospitable place. The Labour party is not a liberal party and 
it never has been. There may have been a moment, in its 
early days, when the trade unionists m ight have form ed a 
durable alliance w ith  the radical liberals and a consciously 
left-liberal party m ight have emerged.

But it d idn ’t. The Labour party became an expressly 
social dem ocratic party instead and it is fu tile  fo r liberals to 
decry Labour fo r not being something it does not claim to 
be. For short periods, the Labour party tilts  towards that 
part o f its heritage tha t derives from  the radical liberals. But 
not often and not usually fo r long. So before any a ttem pt at 
reconciliation takes place, those of a liberal cast o f mind 
need to  th ink really hard about whether the act o f 
persuasion is w orth  the effort.

A lready it is clear that the argum ent will be w ilfu lly 
miscast. W ading through fields o f straw men about 
individualism, the market state — whatever tha t is — and the 
evils o f consum ption may just be the price you pay fo r being 
a liberal on the left. No doubt liberals on the righ t waste as 
much tim e try ing  to  counter derogatory remarks about 
immigrants. It makes being a liberal on the left rather
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peculiar. On the right, you can figh t xenophobia. On the left 
your opponents think we are at our worst when we go 
shopping. I wish we had a proper argum ent to  engage in. As 
scientists say o f a bad theory, this isn't even wrong.

Let’s be op tim is tic  and say that the a ttem pt to  renew 
social democracy based on a caricature o f New Labour — 
and the use o f the ep ithet Blairite as a weapon — will blow 
itself open a fte r five years. Then, perhaps, we will get to 
where we ought to  begin. There should be a m oratorium  on 
the divisions of 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 o f them will 
yield anything interesting.

The in trigu ing axis in Labour politics will be quite 
d ifferent. There will be, on one side of the argument, those 
tha t genuinely want to  disperse power and, on the other, 
those tha t th ink tha t central governm ent is usually the 
answer. The d istinction is not hard and fast. Those who want 
to  make people powerful do not want to  give up the power 
o f the state. On the contrary, left-liberals are keenly aware 
tha t the power o f the state is a potent part o f the ir armoury 
— it ’s just not the ir weapon of choice.

There really ought to  be a less ugly term  than 
subsidiarity. But the idea has elegance at least: tha t power 
should be exercised at the lowest possible level. Often that 
will not be very low at all. Some problems are global in 
scope. Some are best dealt w ith nationally and some require 
power to  be transferred d irectly  to  the individual. It’s an 
empirical question.

Neither does it mean that people cease to  be citizens 
and become consumers. There are very many ways to 
exercise power, most o f which have nothing rem otely to  do 
w ith markets. A liberal republic — which is what I am 
describing — creates as many mechanisms fo r popular 
contro l as possible.

The central ob jective o f the liberal republic is to  create 
the conditions in which individuals can live as they choose. 
We all have our own desires for our own lives that, too  often, 
we are unable to  enact for reasons not o f our own making. 
This is a central point: who chooses my aims? The liberal 
republican says tha t I do.

Of course those aims have to  be com patib le w ith  an 
identical righ t on your part to  do the same. Of course those 
aims cannot be realised unless I have certain resources and 
capabilities. There is no point articulating aims that are 
beyond possibility. And of course those aims do not 
orig inate in the ether. They will be formed, in part, from  my
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membership o f certain groups. But it is still my life plan 
rather than anyone else’s, even if I d idn ’t just invent it.

This is the argum ent tha t the left needs to  have. But 
before it can do so there is a prior condition. There needs to 
be a serious audit o f the tim e in power, to  assess where the 
use o f state power worked and where it d idn ’t. There are 
more than fo rty  institutions set up since 1997 tha t have 
already been abolished.

This fa ith in a new unit here and a new coordinating 
body there is touching but not very advisable. There is an 
unpalatable lesson to  be learned: in most cases the use of 
the state did not work nearly as well to  im prove the world as 
its advocates thought it would. That is not to  say tha t it did 
not work at all, just that the results weren’t usually as good 
as antic ipated — especially not as a return on the hefty 
investment. For social democrats, accepting this means 
paying a heavy ideological price. It’s a m atter o f theory that 
it must have worked better than it did.

It is an open question whether the Labour party is 
interested even in posing such a question. The great irony is 
tha t those who pro tect the Prime Minister do so on the 
grounds tha t they hope the Labour party will not turn in on 
itself. That is precisely what they are ensuring.

Philip Collins is Chair o f  Trustees a t Demos, co-author o f The 
Liberal Republic (Demos) and a senior visiting fe llow  at the 
London School o f  Economics.
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wait for the next St Paul
David Marquand

It is hard to  see why anyone outside the narcissistic ranks of 
the Labour party should waste mental or em otional energy 
w orrying about its current state or future prospects. There is 
no m ystery about the disease that is now killing it. Under 
Blair, it made a Faustian pact, not just w ith one devil but 
w ith tw o  — neoliberalism in economics and charismatic 
populism  in politics. The com bination was astoundingly 
successful. Blair’s governments presided over the w o rld ’s 
most dynam ic and inventive financial services sector; a 
decade of continuous econom ic growth, outpacing most of 
mainland Europe; steadily rising living standards fo r the 
m ajority and an unparalleled bonanza fo r the few; marked 
im provem ent in public services; three successive Labour 
victories, tw o  of them crushing, and one more than 
adequate; and seemingly unshakeable dominance o f the 
political m iddle ground.

Like Thatcher before him, Blair understood 
instinctively tha t in a fluid, shapeless society where class 
barriers and party loyalties had dissolved, and where 
traditional au thority  counted fo r little  or nothing, charisma 
easily trum ped ideology and even principle. But there was a 
crucial d ifference between Blair’s charismatic populism and 
Thatcher’s. Thatcher’s was the servant o f her crystalline 
vision. Blair’s was its own justification. Thatcher was a 
revolutionary. She sought to  remake society, and she 
succeeded in doing so — albeit not always in the way she 
had intended. Blair was a consolidator. His only aim was to  
win power and keep it; and he saw that the best way to  do 
so was to  soften the rough edges o f Thatcher’s legacy so as 
to  root it more firm ly in the nation’s psyche. If anything, he 
was even more successful than she had been (though to  be 
fair, consolidation is inherently easier than revolution).

But in the end, the devils returned to  claim the ir due. 
Blair’s charisma was beginning to  wear out even before his 
fall, just as Thatcher’s had done before hers. And Brown, the 
decent, honourable Son of the Manse, could not fill the gap 
left by the fallen Blair any more than the decent, honourable 
John Major had filled the gap left by the defenestrated
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Thatcher. Blair was one of the great political seducers o f 
modern British politics, outdoing even Thatcher in that 
departm ent, and rivalling Lloyd George. Brown did not want 
to  be a seducer. He wanted to  be an educator, a preacher 
and a national moral tutor. In any case, he was not cut out 
fo r seduction. Blair had strewn the Labour Party w ith 
stardust; Brown strewed it w ith lumps of lead. It’s not his 
fault, o f course. The com m entaria t’s incessant attacks on 
him fo r failing to  inspire, failing to  lead and failing to  offer 
his country and party a vision are ludicrously unfair. He is 
what he is — and what he was when Labour handed him the 
leadership on a plate. He doesn’t do visions. He never has.

If the charismatic populist devil were the only one to 
have returned, this m ight not matter. Unfortunately, the 
neoliberal devil has returned as well, and in a far more 
obtrusive and destructive guise. The econom ic crisis which 
now has the entire globe in its grip is, above all, a crisis of 
neoliberalism. The central tenets o f the neoliberal 
w orldview  have crashed as thoroughly as the debt 
encumbered banks and hedge funds of London and New 
York. Brown’s boast tha t the days of boom and bust were 
over has been exposed as the nonsense it always was. It is 
now clear tha t free markets are not self-regulating as 
neoliberal econom ic theory presupposed. They have to  be 
regulated, and only public authorities can regulate them. 
Economic agents do not base their decisions on rational 
calculation. They are driven by greed, credulity, fear and, 
above all, the herd instinct.

These are not new discoveries, o f course, but the 
forces o f greed and credulity are so powerful tha t each 
generation has to  learn them afresh. Brown has learned 
them w ith  astonishing speed. During his ten years as 
Chancellor, he rode the waves of the global neoliberal 
revolution, not exactly w ith panache (he doesn’t do panache 
either), but w ith  impressive fix ity  o f purpose and sureness of 
touch. Now he has turned his back on the dogmas that 
guided him in those days w ith a speed and completeness 
tha t no other w orld leader has displayed. St Paul on the road 
to  Damascus was a tyro  in comparison.

But St Paul was not just an apostate from  orthodox 
Judaism. He was a charismatic populist to  the nth degree, as 
you can find out by reading his epistles. He wove the 
resonant, but frequently ambiguous ob iter dicta o f his new 
man-God into a world-class religion. Brown’s conversion has 
produced no epistles. He has done the righ t things, by and 
large, but he has not found the right words. In the last 
com parable econom ic crisis, the Great Depression that
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began w ith the Wall Street Crash eighty years ago, Franklin 
Roosevelt turned the flank of the neoliberals o f tha t era 
w ith the epochal phrase, ‘We have nothing to  fear but fear 
itself.’ A t first, his policies were halting and uncertain; it 
wasn’t until the rearmament boom at the end of the 
decade that the American economy finally took off. But 
Roosevelt understood that, in politics, words m atter — that 
they often m atter more than deeds; tha t it is through words, 
far more than through actions or policies, tha t the 
unthinkable becomes thinkable, and that new political 
coalitions are built.

Looked at in tha t light Labour’s current squabbles 
over the leadership are bathetically beside the point. The old 
Blairites dream o f a second Blair, and it is easy to  see why. 
But there is — and can be — no second Blair. Charismatic 
populism  eludes the categories o f normal, everyday politics. 
It has nothing to  do w ith  bureaucratic competence; long 
years o f apprenticeship are more likely to  sm other the 
qualities it needs than to  foster them. Charisma can’t be 
passed on from  one leader to  the next like an old suit. It 
strikes like lightning from  the sky. Even if he had wanted to 
— and, almost by definition, he did not — Blair could not 
have trained up a successor in his own mould. Hence the 
palpable absurd ity o f the notion that Alan Johnson or David 
Miliband or Harriet Harman could fill the rhetorical void at 
the top  of the present government. The nearest th ing to 
Blair in the charisma stakes is David Cameron, not any 
member o f the Labour party.

W hat Cameron will do w ith power when he gets it is 
unknowable. But it is a safe bet that he will not fu lfil the 
b lood-curd ling expectations of the lumpen left, who have 
cast him a Thatcherite red in too th  and claw. He will be 
inclusive, irenic and not a little  unctuous. There is no way of 
te lling if tha t w ill suffice. Everything depends on the length 
and depth o f the current crisis, and these too are 
unknowable. The one virtual certa inty is that, if Cameron 
stumbles, Labour will not inherit the crown. Brown has 
abandoned the neoliberal gods he worshipped as 
Chancellor, and all credit to  him. But he has not grasped the 
full dimensions o f the global crisis. In essence, he has 
returned to  the Keynesian social democracy of the post-war 
period, w ith  its fa ith in economic growth, fiscal stimuli and 
m acro-econom ic manipulation from the centre. 
Unfortunately, tha t is a busted flush. We can’t solve the 
problems o f the Noughties by going back to  the nostrums of 
the 1950s and 60s. I don ’t th ink Labour in opposition will 
have the w it or the will to  jum p out o f the Keynesian box it
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now inhabits, and to  develop a more searching critique of 
post-m odern capitalism. The great question is whether the 
Liberal Democrats and /o r the Greens can do so. I th ink they 
may, but it will be a long and painful process.

David Marquand is Chair o f  the Demos Advisory Council, a 
visiting fe llow  a t the Departm ent o f Politics, University o f  
O xford and Honorary Professor o f Politics, University o f  
Sheffield.
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a society of powerful 
people
Tessa Jowell

W ithou t any qualification, I and all my colleagues are in no 
doubt about the tru ly  awful election results o f last week. 
Voters are beyond unhappy, they are angry and if we fail to 
recognise and respond to  that anger we will deserve 
everything tha t they throw  at us.

However, I believe that the worst th ing we could do 
now is give up, betraying the people who elected us and 
leave the scene w ith the recession still raging and our 
politica l crisis unresolved. The brave, moral and above all the 
righ t th ing to  do is to  face tha t anger, continue the figh t 
against the recession and offer a genuine and profound 
change in the style and substance of our politics.

But Labour must firs t acknowledge the public mood, 
be honest about our mistakes, and assert our confidence in 
our core values. Then our job is to  address the terminal 
failure o f the old politics and prove tha t we can offer real 
change in how people influence the world around them. And 
we must show tha t Labour can lead the way out o f recession 
to  a stronger, fairer society.

I remain op tim is tic  about the future o f progressive 
politics in this country but we must react w ith energy and 
ideas. A fearful retreat into inertia would condemn Labour to 
being seen as a conservative party, the defenders o f the 
status quo. Our goals must always be higher than that: 
whether tha t status quo is an indefensible, secretive system 
of parliam entary allowances, or public services which fail to  
keep pace w ith  people’s rising aspirations.

So our firs t task is to  end the closed, exclusive politics 
tha t so offend people. As Tony Blair said, left and right still 
m atter but increasingly ‘the divide is between open and 
closed’. In our open society inform ation flows ever more 
freely, the barriers to  association dissolve by the day, and 
identity  is ours to  choose. Contrast tha t w ith our closed 
politics where power, debate, inform ation and decision
making are hoarded at the centre, and where the urge to 
contro l is ever-present.

Last week voters to ld  us that they will no longer 
to lerate our politica l closed shop.
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Barack Obama’s election showed that when an open 
society and an open politics combine, new and unexpected 
doors will open fo r progressive politics. It is tha t opportun ity  
— to  build an open politics — that I want Labour to  seize.

Fittingly, it was this governm ent move towards greater 
openness through the historic Freedom o f Inform ation laws 
that exposed the horrific excess of a political system that 
had been allowed to  police itself behind closed doors fo r too 
long — and against which voters recoiled last week. That it is 
why it is so vital tha t a com m itm ent to  greater openness — 
including an extension of freedom of inform ation — is made 
central to  the much needed clean up of our politics that we 
are now taking forward.

An open politics means that power rests w ith people 
and not institutions. That means our political parties should 
be open to  those who share our values but do not wish to 
join; companies should be open to  the involvem ent o f their 
employees; and public services should be owned by the 
people through a new conception of public ownership. That 
is the very essence of progressive Labourism.

The open politics is thus one that lets people in: to  our 
nation’s politica l conversation; to  our political parties; and to 
the way we govern. It is an open politics fo r an open society. 
But it is crucial to  see this new and open politics not as a 
destination bu t a constant process. Just as the constitutional 
reforms o f New Labour’s early years are now part o f the 
established landscape, the new politics o f this year will 
become the old politics o f next.

Every politica l instinct — to  hand down the tablets 
from  on high, to  reduce risk by retaining contro l — bridles at 
openness. But open politics is one based on optim ism, 
rooted in confidence in the ab ility  o f individuals to  bring 
about change; belief tha t the real solutions to  problems we 
face are found in the com munities most affected; and faith 
in our capacity as a society for self-government.

It’s easy to  talk about openness, but the test is in 
bringing it about. First, both politicians and citizens must 
find new ways to  talk about the choices our society must 
take. That means abandoning both the politics o f false 
choices and the politics o f no choices.

In our early years, New Labour righ tly focused on 
overcom ing a series o f pernicious polarisations — between 
em ployer and employee, social progress and economic 
progress, public sector and private sector — tha t were 
deeply damaging not just to  our image politically, but also to 
our ab ility  to  govern w ith competence.

But our success at overcom ing these polarisations
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came at a price. Though we made it seem as if there were 
few hard choices, that decisions did not involve tensions and 
dilemmas, winners or losers, all o f us know that life is not like 
this. We know the tensions and dilemmas — at home, in the 
workplace, and in the com munities in which we live — that 
are throw n up by the myriad of choices tha t we each have 
to  make every day.

Now it ’s time, not just for politicians but all o f us as 
citizens, to  acknowledge that politics is like this too: 
trad itional econom ic grow th comes at an environmental 
cost; tha t if the rich grow  richer tha t carries im plications for 
the overall levels o f inequality; tha t one person’s local 
democracy is another’s post-code lottery.

‘Power to  the people’ is an easy slogan, but citizenship 
requires more from  us than simply making our demands to 
politicians and then expecting them to  go away and resolve 
the con flic ting  interests and viewpoints in a manner wholly 
to  our liking.

An open politica l discourse requires us to  discard the 
politics o f false choices. People don ’t believe tha t one party 
has all the answers, we should o ffer our policies as a means 
to  illum inate and demonstrate the instincts and values that 
we bring to  the choices we face. In doing so we put our trust 
in voters’ good judgem ent and let them decide, on the basis 
o f our values and instincts, who they trust most to  wrestle 
w ith the dilemmas we’ll need to  resolve in the years ahead.

The second test o f an open politics is whether political 
parties can find a way to  show that we are tru ly  open to  the 
engagement o f the millions of people who don’t want to  join 
us but want to  be involved in crucial decisions. The most 
powerful dem onstration of tha t would be to  open up the 
process by which we select our candidates, including those 
for parliament, by in troducing open primaries. This provides 
an opportun ity  to  strengthen political parties, but political 
parties which must have much more porous boundaries.

In the 2005 general election, 380 Labour party 
supporters came out to  campaign fo r my re-election in 
Dulwich and W est Norwood. Less than a th ird o f them were 
Labour party members. Many o f those who were not had, 
however, been drawn into the campaign through their 
previous involvem ent in campaigns on a m ultitude of local 
and com m unity issues. Primaries, therefore, provide an 
opportun ity  fo r parties to  tap this desire which people 
continually express to  get involved — and link it to  a clear 
outcome. I believe tha t if you are w illing to  register your 
support fo r the Labour party, you should have a say in 
selecting the Labour party ’s candidates.
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And this is a firs t step in building a more pluralist 
politics: one tha t recognises that progressive values are 
shared more w idely than the Labour party and tha t the 
alignm ent we should be seeking is one of people who share 
the same value-driven am bitions for the ir community, town 
and country. It should, therefore, not seek to  exclude people 
from  supporting the candidate who most closely shares 
their values and beliefs by the simple fact tha t they choose 
not to  jo in a politica l party.

For those worried about entryism and infiltration, it is 
through w idening the circle o f participation, not narrowing 
it, that we best guard against such risks. As Ben Brandzel, a 
veteran of US progressive politics, has argued, ‘mass 
movements open to  anyone ... will always be pulled towards 
the commonsense centre. It’s why W ikipedia can self-police 
fo r accuracy, why Obama’s open forums never seriously 
embarrassed the candidate and why the London Citizens’ 
agenda called fo r things like ensuring the O lym pic Village 
creates public housing — not erecting statues to  Che.’

Progressive Labourism
I have made the case fo r radical openness. But an open 
politics doesn’t end the day the ballot boxes are opened and 
the votes are counted. The final test o f the open politics, 
therefore, lies in how we govern.

For decades, Labour has cited Aneurin Bevan’s 
in junction tha t ‘the purpose of ge tting power is to  give it 
away’ rather more frequently than we have practiced it. 
Partly fo r the genuine fear o f responsibility w ithou t power, 
partly from  the pessimistic but persistent belief tha t ‘the 
man in W hitehall knows best’ or even because we feared 
individuality, tha t any gain in power for the individual is a 
loss in power fo r the community.

But the redistribution of power is not a simple zero- 
sum game. Strong com munities are built by powerful 
people. The most fragm ented and damaged com munities — 
those where fam ily breakdown, poverty, crime and drug 
abuse are at the ir highest — are those where individual 
aspiration, wealth and educational atta inm ent are at their 
lowest.

Progressive Labourism ascribes not to  the 
‘centralising’ trad ition  o f socialism identified by GDH Cole in 
the early part o f the last century, but to  his belief in 
‘governm ent from  below ’ and ‘a partic ipa tory defin ition of 
freedom ’. Progressive Labourism is, therefore, more than the 
simple belief tha t power lies w ith the people. It is also a
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com m itm ent to  the notion that, as Richard Reeves and Phil 
Collins argue,1 ‘as individuals we can become authors o f our 
own lives and, as citizens, we can become co-authors o f our 
collective lives.’ Thus we recognise the value o f collective 
power, but also believe tha t it must serve the ends of 
citizens rather than having value in itself: collective power 
which negates neither the rights nor the responsibilities of 
individual citizens.

The overrid ing goal o f progressive Labourism is to 
break down the barriers to  participation and ownership in 
order to  bring about what Cole term ed ‘the w idest possible 
diffusion both o f political and economic and social power 
and of the knowledge needed for pu tting such power to  
effective use’.

So how should a progressive Labour governm ent 
show its overrid ing com m itm ent to  this task? First, by 
build ing an asset-owning democracy, symbolised by a major 
drive to  encourage employee ownership. Second, by 
developing a more pluralistic notion of public ownership 
bu ilt around the notion of public service mutualism. Third, 
by recognising tha t so many of the challenges we face 
require individual a ttitud ina l and behavioural change and 
tha t governm ent’s role is to  encourage a new sense of civic 
responsibility.

The near-collapse of the financial sector over the past 
year has been a salutary reminder o f the power w ielded by 
markets. This potentia l threat has long been recognised on 
the left but fo r too  many years the le ft’s response — 
nationalisation — appeared to  most individual citizens to 
simply replace corporate contro l w ith state control, 
swapping one form  of largely unaccountable power w ith 
another.

New Labour was righ t to  abandon nationalisation in 
favour o f be tte r regulation and measures to  prom ote more 
com petition. Policies such as the Child Trust Fund and the 
Savings Gateway have put the issue of individual asset 
ownership, and thus individual econom ic power, firm ly on 
the politica l agenda. Progressive Labourism requires, 
however, tha t we must go further. In doing so, we can draw 
on the inspiration o f those Labour revisionists o f the 1950s 
and 1960s like Tony Crosland who called for a ‘p rope rty 
owning dem ocracy’ aimed at spreading private property 
ownership and expanding social ownership.

That desire to  exert ownership and contro l has 
grow ing popular resonance. Given the events o f the past 
year, it's no surprise tha t surveys record that vast majorities 
of the public m istrust the financial services industry,
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believing tha t it puts the interests o f shareholders above 
those o f policyholders. But equally large majorities say they 
would be more attracted to a company run by its customers.

And, critically, It accords w ith the emerging potential 
o f the post-recession economy: new technologies such as 
open source software; the rise o f the social investment 
industry and its e fforts to  make pension funds more 
accountable fo r the ir social and econom ic effects; the 
grow ing power o f the th ird sector, measured not simply in 
the huge investm ent potential — estimated at some £50 bn 
— of charities and trusts, but the aggregate turnover o f the 
voluntary and com m unity sector which now exceeds that of 
the car industry. Partnerships like John Lewis, which have 
thrived during the recession, to  co-operatives like the 
Spanish Mondragon Group w ith its 100,000 employees, the 
renewed appeal o f the notion tha t workers should employ 
capital rather than vice versa.

As Geoff Mulgan suggests, the com mon thread of 
each of these developments is the ir potentia l to  spread 
power more widely, to  remake capitalism and capital more 
clearly as the servant and not the master. A progressive 
Labour agenda should seize this opportun ity  to  bring about 
a radical shift o f econom ic power to  individuals in their 
working lives by focusing on the encouragement o f greater 
employee ownership.

The sector o f the economy that is co-owned — where 
employees have a significant stake — already has a turnover 
o f some £20-£25 billion a year, larger than the agricultural 
sector in term s o f GDP. And while John Lewis may be the 
most famous example there are countless. From professional 
services and knowledge businesses such as PA Consulting 
and Arup, who designed the wonderful water cube fo r the 
Beijing Olympics, to  innovative em ployee-owned deliverers 
o f public services like Greenwich Leisure, Sunderland Home 
Care Associates and eaga, which provides energy services 
to  the most vulnerable households.

Employee ownership is the key which unlocks greater 
employee partic ipation, and w ith it not just an excellent 
track record in delivering broader social, environm ental and 
com m unity benefits, but higher rates o f p roductiv ity  and a 
capacity to  manage innovation and change born o f a sense 
that these will not be carried out solely at the expense of the 
workforce.

For progressive Labourism the appeal o f employee 
ownership is simple: it is the belief tha t co-ownership brings 
w ith  it a feeling of co-control, an em ployee’s belief tha t he 
or she can genuinely affect change w ithin the ir organisation.

96



3 society o f powerful people

Progressive Labourism also has confidence in the 
ab ility  o f individuals to  bring about change in our public 
services. This is why I believe that individual budgets and 
the principle which lies beneath them — that citizens should 
have contro l over the services provided fo r them — are so 
potentia lly  transform ative.

As Charlie Leadbeater argues,2 individual budgets 
provide the chance, ‘to  mobilise a dem ocratic intelligence: 
the ideas, know-how and energy of thousands of people to 
devise solutions rather than relying on a few policymakers to  
come up w ith  the best approach.’

The evidence so far is com pelling tha t those w ith 
individual budgets are more satisfied, outcomes are better 
and costs are lower. The reason is simple: highly 
partic ipa tive services don ’t simply unleash the power of 
service users, thus m ultip ly ing the resources available, the 
solutions they o ffe r are more effective because they are 
ta ilored to  individual needs and aspirations. In the face of 
tig h t public expenditure rounds in the years ahead, the 
question thus becomes can we afford not to  radically 
increase the scope and extent o f individual budgets?

But progressive Labourism also demands a deeper 
redefin ition o f the ownership o f public institutions. For most 
o f the last century, Labour’s clause IV com m itm ent to  
‘com m on ownership’ was taken to mean state or municipal 
ownership, despite the efforts o f its author, Sidney Webb, to 
suggest tha t the party was free to choose other ‘form s of 
popular adm inistration and con tro l’. While New Labour has 
righ tly  opened the door to  new providers — both private 
and th ird  sector — our next challenge should be to  define a 
more pluralist conception of ‘public ownership’.

I believe tha t just as employee ownership offers the 
opportun ity  to  spread power more w idely in the economy, 
mutualism — the notion tha t organisations should be owned 
by, and run fo r the benefit of, the ir current and future 
members — provides similar possibilities in the realm of 
public services. Mutuals are, o f course, fam iliar to  all o f us 
through the work o f building societies, co-operatives, 
friendly societies and mutual insurers and the recent grow th 
of foo tba ll supporters’ trusts, child care co-operatives and 
leisure service mutuals.

However, the most significant step in terms of the 
public sector has been provided by NHS foundation trusts.
In the fou r years since their creation, foundation hospitals 
have provided a tem plate for a quiet revolution in our public 
services: delivering healthcare controlled and run locally, 
giving staff, local com munities and other stakeholders a far
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bigger voice. This bringing together o f staff, patients and 
public shows how a new conception of com mon ownership 
can replace the producer versus consumer polarisation of 
old.

Foundation trusts have not been captured by 'special 
interests’. Turnouts in elections fo r the membership o f trusts 
often exceed those in local elections and, in total, the 107 
foundation trusts have a membership over one million. But 
most im portantly, research shows that patient and public 
involvem ent has changed the way hospitals are run, making 
them more responsive to  local people and more focused on 
patients’ needs.

The key features of the mutual model — established 
for a shared com m unity purpose, owned by members and 
operating a dem ocratic voting system — should now be 
applied further, not just to  schools and hospitals, but also to 
local com m unity facilities, ranging from  youth and children’s 
centres to  parks and sports clubs.

Civic responsibility
We should always remember that issues ranging from 
clim ate change and energy use to obesity, binge drinking, 
tax avoidance and benefit fraud require individual a ttitudinal 
and behavioural change. Of course, laws and regulations 
have the ir part to  play. But, as Martin Kettle has w ritten, the 
public interest requires something else: that those involved 
— whether in banking, or baby care, food safety or farm ing 
to  recognise the need to  behave well w ithou t being bound 
by rules.

W ith good reason, many people dislike lectures from 
politicians on good behaviour. But governm ent can seek to 
encourage and reward what Matthew Taylor terms ‘p ro 
social behaviour’. Seeing the thousands of people who each 
month register to  become volunteers at the Olympics, I 
believe a non-compulsory, locally run voluntary service 
scheme m ight find many w illing hands. Such a scheme could 
help, during a period when money will be tig h t and demand 
will be grow ing, to  boost areas such as childcare and the 
care available to  the elderly (and, over the long term, to 
assist many o f those who wish to remain in the ir own 
homes).

It m ight also focus on specific, locally decided 
objectives, like the creation of after-school sports clubs or 
summer school programmes to  provide enhanced learning 
opportun ities fo r children falling behind at school and 
children who speak English as a foreign language. Or it
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m ight build a network o f mentors to  help those try ing to  
start and grow  new businesses, charities or social 
enterprises, but who may lack the skills necessary to  achieve 
their objectives.

The scheme should be open to  all, w ith school leavers, 
recent graduates, those seeking work (including the many 
professionals who have lost the ir job  in the recession), and 
those near or at re tirem ent particularly encouraged, but in 
no way com pelled, to  participate.

All these cases bring to  light what I believe will 
become the new divide in our politics: between those 
im patient to  build the new, open politics, and those 
determ ined to  cling fo r as long as possible to  the old, closed 
politics. Fundamentally, it is a simple divide, based on a 
simple choice: do you favour powerful institutions or 
powerful people? Each of the ideas: — open primaries, 
employee ownership, public service mutualism — are linked 
by a com m on belief tha t the prom otion of open institutions, 
open to  the ownership, partic ipation and involvem ent of 
people, is the next stage of progressive politics.

Tessa Jow ell is MP fo r Dulwich and West Norwood, M inister 
fo r the Cabinet O ffice and the Olympics and Paymaster 
General.

Notes
1 Reeves R and Collins P, The Liberal Republic (London: Demos 2009)
2 Leadbeater C, Bartlett J and Gallagher N, Making it Personal (London: 

Demos 2008)
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a to reproduce the Work, to incorporate the Work into one or more Collective Works, and to 
reproduce the Work as Incorporated in the Collective Works;

b to distribute copies or phonorecords of. display publicly,perform publicly, and perform publicly 
by means of a digital audio transmission the Work including as incorporated in Collective Works: 
The above rights may be exercised in ail media and formats whether now known or hereafter 
devised.The above rights Include the right to make such modifications as are technically 
necessary to exercise the rights in other media and formats. All rights not expressly granted by 
Licensor are hereby reserved.

4 Restrictions
The licence granted in Section 3 above is expressly made subject to and limited by the following 
restrictions:

a You may distribute,publicly display, publicly perform, or publicly digitally perform the Work only
under the terms of this Licence, and You must include a copy of, or the Uniform Resource 
identifier for, this Licence with every copy or phonorecord of the Work You distribute, publicly 
display,publicly perform, or publicly digitally perform.You may not offer or impose any terms on 
the Work that alter or restrict the terms of this Licence or the recipients' exercise of the rights 
granted hereunderYou may not sublicence the Work.You must keep intact all notices that refer 
to this Licence and to the disclaimer of warranties.You may not distribute, publicly display, 
pubiiciy perform, or publicly digitally perform the Work with any technological measures that 
control access or use of the Work in a manner Inconsistent with the terms of this Licence 
Agreement.The above applies to the Work as incorporated in a Collective Work, but this does 
not require the Collective Work apart from the Work itself to be made subject t:o the terms of 
this Licence, If You create a Collective Work, upon notice from any Licencor You must, to the 
extent practicable, remove from the Collective Work any reference to such Licensor or the 
Original Author, as requested.

b You may not exercise any of the rights granted to You in Section 3 above in any manner that is. 
primarily intended for or directed toward commercial advantage or private monetary 
compensation.The exchange of the Work for other copyrighted works by means of digital 
fileshartng or otherwise shall not be considered to be intended for or directed toward 
commercial advantage or private monetary compensation, provided there is no payment of any 
monetary compensation in connection with the exchange of copyrighted works.

c If you distribute, publicly display, publicly perform, or publicly digitally perform the Work or any 
Collective Works,You must keep intact all copyright notices for the Work and give the Original 
Author credit reasonable to the medium or means You are utilizing by conveying the name (or 
pseudonym if applicable) of the Original Author if supplied; the title of the Work If supplied. 
Such credit may be implemented in any reasonable manner; provided, however, that in the case 
of a Collective Work, at a minimum such credit will appear where any other comparable 
authorship credit appears and in a manner at least as prominent as such other comparable 
authorship credit.

5 Representations, Warranties and Disclaimer
a  By offering the Work for public release under this Licence, Licensor represents and warrants 

that, to the best of Licensor’s knowledge after reasonable inquiry:
i Licensor has secured all rights in the Work necessary to grant the licence rights hereunder 

and to permit the lawful exercise of the rights granted hereunder without You having any 
obligation to pay any royalties, compulsory licence fees, residuals or any other payments;
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ii The Work does not infringe the copyright, trademark, publicity rights, common law rights or 
any other right of any third party or constitute defamation, invasion of privacy or other 
tortious injury to any third party.

e except as expressly stated in this licence or otherwise agreed in writing or required by 
applicable law.the work is licenced on an 'as is'basis,without warranties of any kind, either 
express or Implied including.without limitation.any warranties regarding the contents or 
accuracy of the work.

6 Limitation on Liability
Except to the extent required by applicable law, and except for damages arising from liability to 
a third party resulting from breach of the warranties in section 5, in no event will licensor be 
liable to you on any legal theory for any special, incidental,consequential, punitive or exemplary 
damages arising out of this licence or the use of the work, even If licensor has been advised of 
the possibility of such damages.

7 Termination
a  This Licence and the rights granted hereunder will terminate automatically upon any breach by 

You of the terms of this Licence. Individuals or entities who have received Collective Works 
from You under this Licence,however, will not have their licences terminated provided such 
individuals or entitles remain in full compliance with those licences. Sections 1, 2, 5, 6, 7, and 8 will 
survive any termination of this Licence.

b Subject to the above terms and conditions, the licence granted here is perpetual (for the
duration of the applicable copyright in the Work). Notwithstanding the above, Licensor reserves 
the right, to release the Work under different licence terms or to stop distributing the Work at 
any time; provided, however thcrt any such election will not serve to withdraw this Licence (or 
any other licence that has been, or is required to be, granted under the terms of this Licence), 
and this Licence will continue In full force and effect unless terminated as stated above.

8 Miscellaneous
a  Each time You distribute or publicly digitally perform the Work or a Collective Work, Demos 

offers to the recipient a licence to the Work on the same terms and conditions as the licence 
granted to You under this Licence.

b If any provision of this Licence is invalid or unenforceable under applicable law, It shall not affect 
the validity or enforceability of the remainder of the terms of this Licence, and without further 
action by the parties to this agreement, such provision shall be reformed to the minimum extent 
necessary to make such provision valid and enforceable.

c No term or provision of this Licence shall be deemed waived and no breach consented to unless 
such waiver or consent shall be in writing and signed by the party to be charged with such 
waiver or consent.

d This Licence constitutes the entire agreement between the parties with respect to the Work 
licensed here.There are no understandings, agreements or representations with respect to the 
Work not specified here. Licensor shall not be bound by any additional provisions that may 
appear in any communication from You.This Licence may not be modified without the mutual 
written agreement of Demos and You.
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