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New left for
new labour

Labourneeds anideological cutting edge even more than the
Tories do, says Richard Burden MP

Richard Burden's
articleinNSSon 11
Augustprompted an
outbreak of
“summer madness
withrampant press
speculation (above)
about the new
Labourleadership

he “summer madness” that fol-

lowed the article I wrote for New

Statesman & Society in the wake

of the Littleborough and Saddle-
worth by-election confirmed that there is
something wrong with the way we do pol-
itics in Britain.

When people in a political party seek
discussion, itis always reported as a split.
Every party is obsessed by the need to
avoid being portrayed as divided. In this
atmosphere, what hope is there for ratio-
nal political debate? When discussion
suffers, it isn't good for politics, it is not
good for party members and it is
unhealthy for the electorate. This isn’t
justa problem for Labour: itis a problem
for all parties, a problem of the political
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process itself. But for Labour, as a radical
party, it's particularly important to sur-
mountit,

Sohowdowedothat? Maybe we should
just do it. People in the world outside
actually want politicians and political par-
ties to be different. The House of Com-
mons they see on their TV screens is a bit
like a circus: fairly amusing, but not
hugely relevant to theirlives.

I think that Tony Blair recognises that
people want a different kind of politics.
He understands that, to win support, itis
not enough for politicians to have the
right policies. It is also about connecting
with the electorate at the level of ideas.

Will Hutton made a similar point in
Tribune recently, when he said that Blair

understood the importance of hege-
mony. Someone else who understood
hegemony, though, was Margaret
Thatcher. For a decade or more, she was
able to define her politics in terms that
people could accept as “common sense”.
She could make a statement like “the
unions have too much power” without
backingitup. Indeed, itdidn’t matter that
there was no basis in fact for it; it became
established “common sense”. She also
projected the Tories as something new—
as offeringa differentkind of politics.

Blair has understood this—and there’s
no doubt that his emphasis on “new
Labour” and “modernisation” has struck
achord with many people. I have no diffi-
culty with that. But Thatcher offered
somethingelse as well. Shehad a political
project that may have been revolting, but
was emphatically radical. She described
it in terms of ever-expanding individual
freedom and liberty: in truth, it was all
about individual greed. The important
thing, however, is that it was herideologi-
cal radicalism thatlay behind her original
victory and helped to sustain the Tories in
office for so long. One reason for the
mess theyare now in is that they have lost
the ideological distinctiveness, allowing
the sleaze that lies underneath to be that
muchmore obvious.

Labour needs an ideological cutting
edge even more than the Tories do. The
theme of modernisation may be a good
starting point, but more is needed. If
Labour is to recapture common sense
from the right, it needs something more
distinctive. And 1 believe that the idea of
empowerment could be that theme.

The Tories have presided over the
biggest centralisation of power this
country has seen in generations. It spans
all areas of life—government, economic
affairs, civil liberties. As we move
towards a new century, Labour must
make clear that the principle of diffusing
power is right at the heart of what it is
about,

This is why constitutional reform is so
important, and why 1 worry about
Labour’s tendency to “wobble” on the
constitutional agenda. A weakness of the
labour movement throughout its history
has beenits faith in the ability of ourexist-
ing state institutions as instruments of
socialchange. Afterjustthreeyearsinthe
Commons, I am absolutely convinced
that the political system in this country
acts as a massive brake against radical
change.

Itis easy enough in the chamber of the
House of Commons to feel that you are
having a real impact when you make this
speech or score that point over the minis-
ter. But the fact is that ritualistic conflicts
in parliamentall too often allow people to
let off steam, while keeping the lid on
change. And we ought to do something
aboutit.



Some of the basics are already there in
Labour policies—a freedom of informa-
tion act, a bill of rights. But we could doa
lot more to open up parliament itself,
both in its procedures and its composi-
tion. And electoral reform has got to be
partofthe equation.

I know that the standard argument
against electoral reform is that it is
alleged tolead to backstage deals between
parties and coalition politics. But hasn’t
our own experience in the past ten years
shown that the present system encour-
ages decisions being made behind closed
doors, within parties if not between
them? Doesn’t our “winner-takes-all”
system simply encourage a “safety-first”
approach, in which the elimination of
negatives takes precedence over positive
policy discussion? Could it not just be
that, if we changed the electoral system,
parties might become more distinctive,
more willing to be radical? And if deals
have to be done and compromises
reached, would these not be more honest
and transparent if they arose from a
recognition that no party had been able to
command majority support?

Not that minority governments would
be inevitable under a changed electoral
system. Different electoral systems have
alsoled to majority governmentsin other
countries—justlook at Sweden. The only
difference is that those majorities have
reflected actual support among the elec-
torate, and thus have provided a much
firmer base for radical politics.

And then there’s the issue of devolu-
tion. Some of the things that have come
out of the Constitutional Convention in
relation toa Scottish parliamentare posi-
tive. Devolution is also vital to Wales. But
Labour really must regain its confidence
when it comes to regional government
for England. Tackling the regional ques-
tion south of the Scottish border demol-
ishes any problems with the so-called
“West Lothian question”. But it is more
than that. Establishing a strong regional
tier could be a crucial part of transform-
ing the power structure in this country—
although only if it is remembered that
regional government is about devolving
power from the centre, not cobbling
together local-authority functions.

Some people will say that Labour
should not devote precious time to dry
constitutional questions when there are
more important problems to address—
the economy, the National Health Ser-
vice and so on. I disagree. The constitu-
tional agenda and the economic agenda
are inseparable. Our highly centralised
political system reflects and reinforces a
highly centralised system of economic
power. The influence of the City of Lon-
don and finance are part of this. Of
course, other countries’ finance sectors
wield tremendous power with very dif-
ferent political structures. But the prob-

lem here is particularly acute and
requires specific action. That's one of the
really powerful messages that comes
through from Will Hutton’s The State
We're In, and it needs to be taken far more
seriously by Labour.

So when we talk about wide-ranging
constitutional reform, it should mean
diffusing economic and industrial
power, not just political power. Con-
structing a regional level of government
could be the key to stimulating invest-
ment growth in those areas that so des-
perately need it. Labour needs to develop
the work that has already been started in
changing the nature of company law.
Whatever happens to ownership of the
utilities, regulation needs to be strength-
ened and made more democratic.

Labour should also revisit the whole
question of industrial democracy. Back
in the 19770s, an opportunity was missed.
Perhaps if Labour had grasped the nettle
of industrial democracy then, there
would have been a better chance of resist-

Ritualistic conflicts in
parliamentall too often
allow people to let off steam,
while keeping the lid
onchange

ing the attacks on employment rights
that have accompanied 16 years of Tory
rule.

Legislation coming out of Europe on
works councils has pushed industrial
democracy back up the agenda, and the
principle of social partnership could
prove a vehicle not just for economic suc-
cess, but also for changing power rela-
tionships in industry. But, again, I think
Labour can be bolder.

The party should be clear that, when it
talks about social partnership, it means
that employees have a right to have a say
where they work. It follows from this that
employees would be encouraged to look
not merely at their own self-interest, but
atwider questions affecting the economy
asawhole.

It also follows that Labour should not
be defensive about ts links with the trade
unions and should not imply that the
unions should keep out of politics. In his
book Ayestothe Left, Peter Hain discusses
whether the left needs to confront the
questions of incomes policy. I agree
aboutthat: notto goback to the old days of
pay norms, but to recognise that there is
nothing inherently socialist about an
unrestrained market in pay any more
thaninanythingelse.

But this means that unions have a role
not just in the workplace, but in the for-

mation of public policy. Trade unions are
part of the democratic fabric. Social part-
nership, if it means anything at all, also
needs them in mainstream political life.

Another example is in the economic
sphere, where it is vital, both constitu-
tionally and economically, to diffuse
power in pension funds. The pension
scandals from Robert Maxwell onwards
have forced even the Tories to some
grudging reform of pension law. Labour.
should go further, saying clearly that pen-
sions are people’s deferred pay and that it
is part of their right of citizenship that
they should have far greater control over
them.

This meansradical legislative changes.
It is a democratic issue, but it is also
important to our economy. The amount
of financial fire-power held in pension
funds these days is phenomenal. Current
structures of pension-fund management
are part of the short-termism that bedev-
ils our economy and locks such a lot of
economic power in the hands of so few in
the City.

In other words, empowerment has got
to be central to Labour’s message. Of
course, it’s not an easy road to go down.
There are no certainties, no guarantees
that when power is devolved everyone
will always use itin the way we would like
them to. But I think that's something we
have got to face. Because unless we have
people with us, I don’t think we can ulti-
mately do the things we need to.

And there’s one more thing. If Labour
wants to devolve power in society, it
should practise what it preaches inter-
nally. We need to find ways of fostering
debateand encouragingideas to come up
from the bottom as well as down from the
top. This is nothing to do with splits or
disagreements, or being for this leader or
against that one. It is about ensuring a
healthy democracy in our own move-
mentaswellas outside.

In the past ten years or so, a consensus
has developed in the Labour Party thatwe
need to connect with mainstream opin-
ion. We now need to recognise that main-
stream opinion may be more receptive to
a more radical agenda than we have
allowed ourselves to believe.

Thisisn’ta call to go back to the politics
of 12 years ago, or to go back at all. It is
about establishing a “new left” for “new
Labour”—a left that is part of a moderni-
sation project, but sees modernisation as
a way of advancing radical politics and
promoting social change rather than
searching for a centre ground that may
have disappeared by the time we get
there. The development of such a left is
not about a kind of oppositionist back-
lash. Norisitathreattoanyone. It'sabout
broadening Labour’s support and,
equally important, motivating the party’s
corevote, the people who've lost so much
over the past 16 years.
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