
Introduction

The title of this book might at first blush seem doubly misleading.
There is a possibility Gordon Brown might not become the next
leader of the Labour Party. So I’m taking something of a risk in
publishing the work at all. At the time of writing, however, he is the
overwhelming favourite and in my view quite rightly so. Should
Brown somehow fail to make it, the book – I believe – would not
become wholly redundant. Most of the arguments I deploy below
would apply whoever becomes the next leader.

A second reason why Over To You, Mr Brown could be seen as
questionable is that Brown has been a central influence over New
Labour from its very inception. Some of its most successful policies
are due mainly to him. Since these policies are primarily economic,
they are the underpinning of much else that the party has achieved
in its ten years of government. However, there is no doubt that a
Brown-led government will differ substantially – has to differ sub-
stantially – from those headed by Tony Blair.

I can’t see any scenario in which Labour could win big at the
next election. The party might not win at all. Labour supporters
must face up to the fact that people could be irremediably fed up
with New Labour, even with a (relatively) fresh face at the helm.
Yet all is very far from settled. The advent of a new leader gives
Labour the chance of revival – not as a party out of power, but one
with ten years of real achievement to build on. At the moment, the
Conservatives have no policy programme to speak of, and it will
not be easy to develop a consistent one. Fresh policies adaptable to
a Tory viewpoint are not waiting somewhere in the ether, ready to
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be appropriated by the policy discussion groups the leadership has
set up. There could be major divisions looming within the
Conservative Party over taxation, the EU, crime and punishment,
the environment and other issues once specific policies are intro-
duced. 

I argue in the book as a whole that there are three battles that
Labour has to win if it is to stay in power at the next election, and
be able to enact policies that will further transform the country for
the better. These are the battle of ideas, the battle of strategy and
the battle of tactics. New ideas are essential if Labour is effectively
to counter the Conservative challenge and, even more important,
rekindle enthusiasm amongst the electorate. Such ideas should be
based, as they were in the early 1990s, upon an analysis of the
major changes affecting our society today. Winning the battle of
strategy means introducing a policy framework that allows values
and ideas to be put into practice. It is in turn directly related to the
battle of tactics, which concerns the nitty-gritty business of actually
coming out ahead of the other parties in an election. 

It is probably two years before the next general election. How
will Labour fare under new leadership? What policies should be
kept, and what policy innovations should be made? In the discus-
sion which follows I try to answer these questions and suggest how
Labour can use the transition to its own profit.

Over the past ten years in an electoral sense the party has had the
most successful period in its history. It had never before been in
government for two full terms, let alone three. In spite of its long-
standing hold over power, New Labour has been dismissed by
many as all sound-bites and no coherent policies. Others have said
that whatever policies it does possess have been mostly appropri-
ated from Thatcherite conservatism. New Labour has simply taken
the party to the right and has given up most of the progressive
causes for which it once used to stand. 

These views are naive and inaccurate, as I seek to show in the
text. The party reversed its fortunes by adopting a new political
outlook and one rich in policy content – a third way programme.
Policy innovation was essential to respond to a rapidly changing
world. It is only through such innovation that we can defend the
values of the left. A large part of the government’s task over the
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past decade has been to pick up the debris left by years of
Thatcherite rule and prepare the country for a new era. 

Since coming to power, New Labour has managed to shift the
framework within which politics in Britain is carried on. As a
result, the Tories have had to change ideological ground quite fun-
damentally in order to be taken seriously again. Tony Blair saw off
a succession of Conservative leaders who clung to the old
Thatcherite ways. 

The UK has enjoyed a stable period of economic growth since
1997, the result of effective macroeconomic policy. Labour’s
emphasis upon getting as many people into work as possible was
extensively criticized when first introduced, but has proven its
effectiveness. Britain has something close to full employment. 

These achievements have allowed large-scale investment in pub-
lic services, and in anti-poverty measures. Such investment has
been made without significant increases in tax rates; tax revenue
has gone up mainly as a result of sustained growth. Labour’s suc-
cesses in tackling poverty and under-privilege more generally have
been considerable. There are very few long-term unemployed in
the UK, and low overall rates of youth unemployment. Compare
that situation with France, where about a third of people under the
age of 30 have never been in full-time work. Well over two million
people have been lifted out of poverty in Britain since 1997. In
France, Germany or Italy, by contrast, the proportion of people in
poverty has been rising. 

Overall, Labour has done a good job for the country, often in
trying circumstances. Ten years on, however, a thoroughgoing
overhaul of the party’s ideas and policy outlook is needed. I pro-
pose in this book that Labour does so in terms of what I call a
‘Contract with the Future’. What I mean by the phrase is that
Labour should offer a contract to citizens to initiate a future for the
country that is socially just, as well as economically and ecologi-
cally sustainable. It is the guiding thread of this whole book  and to
me it should be Labour’s Big Idea.

I would like New Labour at this point more explicitly to rejoin
the social democratic family of parties. The party in the 1990s was
highly influenced by the New Democrats in the US, and in many
ways fruitfully so. But the US is a different form of society from
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those in Europe, more tolerant of inequality, and able to draw upon
immense resources compared to Britain. Its influence in the world
is incomparably greater, even if in the recent period it has been
undermined by the unfortunate policies of the Bush
Administration. Britain is a European country, and should aspire to
a similar mix of prosperity and equality to that found in the best-
practice Continental states.

Themes that have been latent in Labour’s thinking should be
brought more into the open. For instance, a great deal of attention
has been given to improving public services. Yet Labour has failed
to supply a clear ideological statement of what is the governing
logic of such changes. We should seek to create a society with a
robust sense of public purpose, with a developed and responsive
public sphere. This goal is different from that of the Old Left,
which identified the public sphere with the state. The state can
sometimes be the enemy of the public sphere – when it is too
bureaucratic, inefficient, unresponsive to citizens’ needs, or con-
trolled by producer interests – just as commerce and markets can. 

How a given service should be provided is not just a pragmatic
matter – as New Labour leaders have tended to say. Efficiency, in
other words, should not be the only criterion. If a service is priva-
tized, for instance, how much control will citizens have over deci-
sions that affect them? Will competition give people more influence
or less? Will the identity of a community or area be affected? As I
argue below, to answer these questions we need a clearer definition
both of the role of the state and of the nature of public services than
Labour has so far managed to come up with.

Social democrats these days have to be market-friendly, and
accept that capitalism has proved vastly more effective in raising
living standards than any version of socialism or communism were.
Communism failed as an economic system because the state was
quite unable to replace the enormous complexity of pricing signals
that markets are able to handle every moment of the day.
Sometimes the centre-left should aim at extending the range of
markets rather than trying to limit them. For instance, the com-
pletion of the Single Market in Europe should bring benefits to
everyone in the UK. 

However, we want markets to work for the general good.

4

Introduction



Making sure that this aim is met should be as important a part of
policy as a concern with public services. New Labour has tended to
treat capitalism as a ‘black box’. Its preoccupation with public ser-
vices contrasts oddly with lack of discussion about the nature of
capitalism, which tends to be taken as a given, and which we must
respond to rather than try to shape. 

When New Labour came to power, the status of business leaders
was very high. Corporate leaders seemed to some to have special
insight into trends going on in the world. I don’t believe many peo-
ple think this way any longer. Some such leaders have survived and
prospered. Others, however, made calamitous decisions and their
businesses have been emasculated or ruined. A few became mired
in corruption, and even found themselves in prison. 

No business executive affects to like regulation, but it may be
necessary in order to save capitalism from itself. The government
has an obligation to promote corporate responsibility, nationally
and internationally. It should redouble efforts to regulate tax
havens, reduce money laundering, and limit tax avoidance by indi-
viduals and by corporations. The theme of responsibility has to be
fundamental to Labour’s political outlook. Responsibility applies
to everyone – to the rich just as much as the poor. We should con-
test the culture of irresponsibility, or me-first individualism, that
pervades some of the higher financial circles in particular.

I don’t think this view means reverting to the ideas of the Old
Left. The City, for example, contributes a rising proportion to
GDP. It is one of the great success stories of the British economy,
and should be recognized as such. But where are our versions of
Bill Gates or George Soros – people who have made fortunes, but
spent them for social and humanitarian purposes? Those we do
have, such as the Sainsbury family, tend to come from backgrounds
with established philanthropic traditions, not from the high-tech
or finance sectors. Peter Lampl, who has donated extensively in the
education field, was for years a businessman in the US.

Should Labour under Brown put up taxes? No – we should be
thinking rather of possible tax reductions for poorer groups, per-
haps as part of a trade-off with the introduction of more green
taxes. There is one possible exception, though. Labour should con-
sider a tax on the top wealth-holders. The money would not go to
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the Treasury, but into a trust used to help children from poorer
backgrounds succeed in the educational system. Those who do
extremely well should give back to the society that has provided
them with opportunities, and should help the less fortunate. 

I would like to see Labour now become more explicitly egalitar-
ian. However, equality has to be pursued in tandem with economic
dynamism and job creation. When I talk about Labour rejoining
the social democratic family, I mean the family of avant-garde 
centre-left parties. The social democrats in the Scandinavian coun-
tries have suffered mixed fortunes of late as far as elections go, but
they have consistently been in the vanguard of reform and mod-
ernization (not without plenty of domestic struggles). They have 
pioneered decentralization in public services, incentives and com-
petition, foundation hospitals, increased voice and choice and
other innovations. The Scandinavian nations are open societies,
which have reconciled economic success with high levels of social
protection. 

Their success is not primarily the result of high tax rates, but
comes mainly from policy. They have done what Labour has to do
here: spend less on older people and more on the young – not by
depriving the over 60s, but, on the contrary, by improving their sta-
tus and rights, including the right to work; invest in women, espe-
cially in terms of job opportunities; invest in IT, science and tech-
nology; elevate educational standards and skill levels; and develop
further ‘flexicurity’ in labour markets (the New Deal) – flexibility
plus security, provided by retraining and effective career advice.
The Scandinavians are not anti-business. On the contrary: Finland
is ranked by the World Economic Forum as the best country to do
business of any across the globe. Yet Finland and the other
Scandinavian states are also the most egalitarian. The social
democrats in these countries are third way political parties, pre-
pared to embrace change – as are similar successful parties in Spain,
New Zealand and Chile.

Aspiration, ambition and social mobility should be keynote
ideas for Labour. This is a country in which it has been difficult for
people from deprived backgrounds to do well. A lot of progress has
been made since 1997, which can be further built upon. The Tories
have mounted an attack on Labour on this score, saying that the
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level of mobility in the UK now is less than it was two or three
decades ago. Don’t they realize that if chances of mobility are low
today, this is because of what happened at that time – in other
words, when the Conservatives themselves were in power? Studies
of social mobility by definition refer to people born 20 years ago or
more. Labour’s policies, such as Sure Start and baby bonds, should
ensure that future generations do better, especially if those policies
are further radicalized.

Like the Scandinavian social democrats, Labour should become
serious about decentralization and devolution. Quite apart from
the contribution such processes can make to the strengthening of
democracy, they are important in responding effectively to global-
ization. Cities and regions, for example, today interact directly
with the global economy – they need local leadership to help give
such responses drive and direction. 

Devolution is not real if it doesn’t involve power, and if it does-
n’t involve money. It won’t be easy to revive the regional agenda,
since it is one of the fields where Labour policy has gone distinctly
awry. The proposed regional bodies would have had very little real
power. Voters were not prepared to endorse essentially toothless
organizations. Yet in principle such an agenda could help the coun-
try a lot. Regions are becoming more and more important as glob-
alization intensifies, as the experience of other countries shows. I
would like to see it reactivated and strengthened, and more
progress made towards simplifying the clutter of local government. 

Decentralization in health care and education means further
radicalizing Blairite policies, not retreating from them. Gordon
Brown seems to have insisted upon watering down the Alan
Milburn proposals for foundation hospitals. He did so at least in
some part for good reasons. It is a policy that has to be closely
monitored, in terms of both quality of care and implications for
inequality. Yet if these issues can be coped with, as I think they can
be, we should aim for a system giving foundation trusts more local
power than they have under the watered-down scheme that
Labour eventually adopted. 

Herein lies one of the main tests for Brown. The Treasury, where
he has spent the past ten years, could be seen as the epitome of cen-
tralizing government. One of the lines of the Tory critique as soon
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as Brown comes to power will be – already is – that enormous sums
of money have been spent to little effect, because the state is not the
vehicle to deliver true reform. So when Brown talks of the state
becoming the servant of the people, he has not only to mean it, but
also to show how it can happen. 

‘No to a two-tier system’, the defenders of the centralized state
will say. Yet a two-tier approach is exactly what we’ve had in
health care and education for many years – those who can afford
to, opt out. It is not a system that has worked for the poor: health
and educational inequalities in the UK are worse than in most other
EU nations. ‘Phoney universalism’ (pretending that everyone is the
same) has served to exacerbate inequalities, not overcome them.
Choice and voice are not intrinsically the enemies of greater equal-
ity, nor is competition. The opposite is true. At the moment these
are the privileges of the more affluent – they are a core part of the
‘middle-class capture’ of the welfare state. 

The public (state-based) and private (not for profit or commer-
cial) sectors need to be integrated more, not less. This theorem
applies both to health care and education. France, for instance, has
one of the best health care systems in the world. The country has a
much higher proportion of privately run hospitals and health care
centres than the UK, integrated within the overall health system. In
education, Labour has largely left the private – i.e. ‘public’ –
schools alone, working with the intention of bring the best of the
state system up to their level. The private schools, however, still
dominate access to elite positions. They cannot be abolished, nor
should they be, since many of them provide top-class education.
What we could do, however, is increasingly make them open to all
children, regardless of ability to pay. 

Green and Brown when mixed together don’t make a particu-
larly attractive colour – a downright unpleasant one, in fact. Yet
today there must be a thoroughgoing greening of the Labour Party.
Along with the possible proliferation of nuclear weapons, climate
change is the most urgent threat the world faces. Brown’s name is
going to give him quite a lot of trouble with comedians, but Brown
must learn to think and act green.

Those who demand that others change their lifestyles should
accept it for themselves. I would like to see every member of the
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cabinet driving or being driven in a hybrid or electric car – or walk
if they can. Gordon Brown should make visible changes to his
lifestyle. I don’t think it’s enough to mention, as he recently did,
that he doesn’t take many holidays abroad. The Parliament build-
ings at the moment are something of an environmental disaster
area, with energy inefficiency on a large scale. Why not try to make
improvements, and get parliamentarians to follow strict rules of
energy conservation? 

There is a new agenda here, which Labour must seize. Some of
our main problems today come not from scarcity, but from abun-
dance. This is true of climate change – think of the number of cars
on the roads, the tremendous expansion of air travel and so on –
but it is also true of other areas of concern, such as health. We live
in the first society in which far more food is produced than we can
consume. In the developed countries, starving from lack of food is
unknown. Obesity, however, is a major problem; in its wake come
chronic illnesses, such as heart disease and diabetes. Lifestyle
change, and how to bring it about, without intruding upon indi-
vidual freedoms, has moved to near the top of our most pressing
concerns. 

This observation applies to the ‘ageing society’, among other
areas. Ageism is the sexism of our time. It is resonant with conse-
quences for the economy and the wider society. Old age is no
longer something that just ‘happens’ to people. How we age now
depends a great deal upon lifestyle factors. Labour should drop the
term ‘pensioner’ altogether. It suggests that when people reach a
certain age they become dependent, unable to live an independent
and flourishing life. 

Among social scientists, there is an upsurge of interest in happi-
ness, and how to maximize it. Mental illness seems to be on the
increase, as does a range of forms of addictive behaviour. I don’t
think happiness is the sole or even dominant value leading to the
good life. So rather than happiness, I speak more dryly of positive
welfare. The welfare state in the past was based upon ‘negatives’ –
the avoidance of risk. We need more positive goals today, for a sys-
tem that has to be more interventionist – not only a safety net.
Later in the book I detail what these goals should be.

I think we are approaching the end of the welfare state in the
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way it was originally designed. I don’t mean this in the way right-
wing authors do – the idea that the welfare state should be run
down because it isn’t needed in today’s world. Rather, it has to be
redesigned to be more proactive; concerned with investment and
with tackling social problems at source; focused upon economic
dynamism and productivity, not an organization that steps in when
the job of the market is done; and more pluralistic – a regulatory
agency in a welfare society, in which a variety of groups and orga-
nizations are involved in welfare protection. 

The object of social policy should be the fostering of active,
responsible citizenship. Lifestyle change cannot be achieved by
governments acting on their own. All of the four main forces in our
society will have to work together to promote it. These are the
state, business, voluntary or third sector groups – and citizens. The
responsible and responsive state (which I later call the ensuring
state); socially and environmentally responsible firms and corpora-
tions; the responsibilities of the third sector; and the civic responsi-
bility of citizens – these should be the energizing forces of the
Contract with the Future. 

As is obvious to anyone walking down the street in one of our
major cities, Britain is a far more diverse society than it used to be.
Immigration and cultural diversity are foremost among people’s
concerns today. Multiculturalism, many assert – including, most
recently, David Cameron – is dead. We must abandon it in order to
emphasize our common cultural heritage. I say, by contrast, long
live multiculturalism! Its band of critics doesn’t seem to take the
trouble to understand what it actually means. 

They see multiculturalism as the coexistence of closed and sepa-
rate cultures, not as a means of actually integrating minorities into
a dominant culture. Multiculturalism doesn’t imply treating every
cultural belief as equivalent to any other; it doesn’t condone com-
munities separating themselves off from the wider society; and it
doesn’t mean denying that a society needs a core set of values, and
a generally agreed identity, to keep it going. On the contrary, it
means bringing cultures and communities together, fostering dia-
logue between them and insisting upon common acceptance of val-
ues and laws. 

Islamic radicalism, and the more diffuse feelings of alienation
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found in some Muslim communities, have to be understood
against the backdrop of globalization.1 The French scholar, Olivier
Roy, has argued persuasively that radical Islam is not a product of
religion per se, but the result of the ‘deterritorializing’ of Islam. The
question, ‘Who am I?’ never came up in traditional Muslim culture
– and nor did issues such as ‘Should I wear the veil?’ Only when
Muslims are in everyday contact with other cultures do such ques-
tions become urgent and difficult.2 In other words, we are talking
here about identity politics. Much more on all this in what follows. 

Whether Gordon Brown would agree with the ideas and pre-
scriptions I have set out in this book, I do not know. I have not con-
sulted him about them. He has certainly started to put flesh on his
own views in a variety of speeches over the past few months.
Brown argues for a new constitutional settlement, and has given a
general outline of what form it should take. He promises a differ-
ent style of leadership from that of Blair. He follows Blair, however,
in regarding education as his overriding priority. Brown has spo-
ken up strongly in favour of a British identity in the face of grow-
ing nationalist separatisms; and he has declared the need to renew
a sense of national purpose. I discuss his speeches and writings in
some detail below.

What he hasn’t said much about so far is foreign policy. His
views in this field will be of great importance – to the country at
large, and to his own political future. In my view, he must seek an
opportunity to show independence of mind from the current US
regime. He should look for a negotiated withdrawal of British
troops from Iraq, on the basis of a handover to the Iraqis in the
Basra area and a difficult job well done. He should contribute to
moving the international community back towards a greater
emphasis upon the rule of law and the importance of international
cooperation. 

With the whole spectrum of international relations changing,
and formidable new geopolitical players emerging, Britain hasn’t a
hope of influencing the course of world events if it doesn’t act in
conjunction with the rest of the European Union. The special rela-
tionship with America has some meaning, but it is bound to
become weakened eventually, as the US increasingly turns its atten-
tion to the rising powers in the East. The worst situation for Britain
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would be if the country found itself stranded between the US and
the rest of Europe, with little or no influence upon either. 

Brown thus far has displayed little enthusiasm for the EU; but a
new generation of European leaders is emerging and he could and
should be prominent among them. Some of the major problems
that concern us today – climate change, energy security, migration,
international crime, drug-running and people-trafficking – can’t be
resolved by individual nations. The EU is our best hope of dealing
with them in our region of the world. 

Very little of all of this will be plain sailing. One can see several
points of tension and difficulty for a Brown-led government. 

Although there may be a nominal contest inside the party, Brown
will come in as an unelected prime minister. More than 70 per cent
of voters in the UK think that he should speedily call a general elec-
tion. There is virtually no chance that he will do so, but such a sit-
uation could drain his legitimacy. 

Much of Brown’s reputation has been built on his management
of the economy, where he has repeatedly won out over the many
critics who have announced across the years that it is all going
wrong. However, at this point there seem to be some cracks appear-
ing in the edifice, such as the recent unexpected rise in inflation, an
overvalued housing market and a continuing rise in levels of per-
sonal debt.3 A cash crunch is looming in the public services, just at
a time when progress needs to be renewed to convince the elec-
torate that Labour has handled reform in a competent way.
Funding cannot continue at the levels of the past few years. 

There could be problems maintaining order within the party.
Brown will have to face down the Old Left, and deal with poten-
tially fractious trade unions, just as Blair did. If Brown concedes
too much to the traditionalists, he could perhaps keep the party
happy, but his tenure as Prime Minister will be short. The police
inquiry into the loans for peerages might present problems that will
run on into the Brown era. At the time of writing, the outcome of
the investigation is unknown, but even if no prosecutions are
brought, and even though Brown himself is not directly involved,
mud has a way of distributing itself widely and sticking.

A further and quite fundamental worry is the status of the UK
itself. How strong will Scottish, Welsh and English nationalism
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turn out to be? Currently, they are all on the rise. Brown has set out
his stall for a reinvigorated British identity, and this is the right
thing to do. But will the three mainland nations nevertheless start
to pull apart? 

A Brown-led government will have these and other problems to
overcome if Labour is to get a fourth term in office. It is likely to be
an uphill struggle all the way. The biggest obstacle of all is not the
Tories, but public disenchantment – not only with the Labour
Party, but with politicians more generally. Brown must show real
leadership quality. Otherwise a jaded electorate will vote to ‘give
the others a chance’, as happened in Labour’s favour in 1997. 

In the chapter 1, I analyse the origins of New Labour, which were
deeply bound up with the thinking of the Democrats in the US in the
run-up to the Clinton presidency. Labour took many worthwhile
ideas and policies from the New Democrats, but this connection
also explains where the government could do better. I look at
Labour’s main successes over the past ten years, as well as where it
has fallen short.
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Tony Blair listens to a reporter’s question with Gordon Brown, at a
news conference at Labour Party headquarters in London, Tuesday, 29
April 1997. Two days remain before the general election.


