Cruel Britannia: The Rise of New Labour

For students of British politics, the established account of New Labour’s rise to power in 1997 has probably been repeated with such frequency that the mere mention of the words ‘rise of New Labour’ induces groans. It summons a kinetic collage of scenes, both real and imagined – Black Wednesday destroying the Conservatives’ reputation for economic competence, the shining, smiling Blair hiring the spin-guru extraordinaire Alistair Campbell and the Prince of Darkness himself (Peter Mandelson), Blair and Brown hammering out a deal in a restaurant in Islington, Blair winning the Labour leadership, Call me Tony stepping into the right place at the right time and then schmoozing the right people in the right positions to assure Labour’s smooth rise to electoral victory in May 1997, etcetera ad nauseum. 

As with most conventional narratives, there are kernels of truth to be found amidst the mythological morass, but the truth is far more complex than the cinematic fallacy that the media has forged for our delectation. Much has been written about the story of New Labour in opposition and New Labour in office – the Blair government inspired an unprecedentedly voluminous expanse of books written by former cabinet ministers, Andrew Rawnsley’s Servants of the People and The Party’s Over are meticulous records of Labour’s first and last terms in office respectively, and for those interested in imbibing an overview of the Orwellian tactics Blair and the New Labour mob used to stifle dissent within the party’s ranks and assert their vision over their de facto subordinates, Tony Benn’s diaries make exquisite – and supremely chilling – reading. This story is not about New Labour’s rise to power, though. Nor is it about Tony Blair’s rise to Prime Minister. Nor is it about New Labour, really. This story is about how Tony Blair, and New Labour, came to be in a position to be in a position to take power in the first place. 

The rise of New Labour was very much precedented. Since the 1950s, America had engaged in programmes to talent-spot fresh-faced youngsters it wanted to promote to high office. That the US would conduct such a campaign in the UK is only to be expected; Britain was and very much remains its most vital overseas military base, the UK’s armed forces, trained in conquest and empire management, were absolutely vital for the continuation of their quest for world domination, and we do speak the same language, after all. 

There are also networks within the UK, some supported by the Foreign and Commonwealth Office, which do the same thing; look for sympathetic rising politicians, cultivate them and plonk them into an easily-winnable constituency when the time is right, their smile is perfected and before too many grey follicles blight their barnet. In the post-WW2 years there were two such networks; those run by the Americans and their allies here, and those within the labour movement itself. Peter Mandelson and former Home Secretary Charles Clarke came up through one of these Foreign Office networks; most of the rest of New Labour were those who had been promoted by America or who were fans of America – or both. None of this is particularly confidential; the US State Department, which undertook most of this recruitment and promotion, has declassified its files on all this, and Google will beneficently locate them for you, if you have a spare hour or two to waste. 

But anyway, I digress (albeit with purpose). In the 1980s, the mainstream media in the UK were absolutely obsessed with Militant Tendency. Militant Tendency were a fairly inconsequential group of Trotskyites who had publicly pledged to infiltrate the Labour party at large and affect its policy platform. Its politics were influenced by Marx, Engels, Lenin, Trotsky, and “virtually anybody else”. At the same time, another tendency within the Labour party – the American tendency – was unfortunately ignored. In the 1950s, the American tendency within the Labour party huddled around Hugh Gaitskell (the philandering ballroom dancer who was known to cavort with Ian Fleming’s wife when the mood took him) for warmth. When Gaitskell lost faith with the Yanks over the Suez crisis, and swore that Britain would be restored to its former glory by joining the European Economic Community, the rats forsook the plummeting vessel, gathering once more in no time at all, this time screeching at the heels of Roy Jenkins. Becoming increasingly disenchanted with the left-wing path the Labour party began to stumble down during the 1970s, the rodents deserted the Lusitania entirely in early 1981, and gathered behind Woy in the SDP. The split in the centre-left vote ensured Maggie won the 1983 general election with an unprecedented majority of 144, even though the Tory vote total fell by 700,000 overall. In 1987, the same forces (and the dependably faithful – and dependably vile – Murdoch press, the brightest of which ran an editorial entitled ‘Why I’m Backing Kinnock’, by Josef Stalin) aligned to deliver Thatch another stonking victory. 

After the defeat, Neil Kinnock and Roy Hattersley initiated a policy review. The findings – that Labour should drop its commitment to nuclear disarmament, and airbrush Clause IV from the party’s constitution – were a foregone conclusion. 

But there was also an economic policy review, chaired by Bryan Gould MP, a take no prisoners Kiwi whose brother would later popularise Sudoku
. Gould represented a disparate group within the Labour Party (and the Labour movement as a whole) that was (justifiably at the time, and with the benefit of hindsight, uncontroversially) hostile to the City of London, and bankers in general. 

This group had concluded that the key structural conflict in Britain wasn’t between the classes, but between the interests of the domestic and overseas sections of the economy. In shorthand, this amounted to the City on one hand and manufacturing on the other. Various Labour luminaries had written essays, whitepapers and books on the subject, and Gould gathered together all these leading lights in his committee. The group quickly set to work producing a detailed analysis of exactly how and why the bankers had too much power, and how this state of affairs could be abridged.

.

However, Gould records in his biography (Goodbye to All That) that in 1988, on the eve of his report’s publication, a retinue of MPs visited him in his House of Commons office and tried to convince him to modify the report, or dump it completely. 

One of them was a visually impaired Scotsman, who would later find infamy by tossing around Nokias with reckless abandon (and briefly serving as Prime Minister). Another was a young Protestant, then considered a rising star on the Labour backbenches. His name was Anthony Charles Lynton Blair.

Gould never revealed why the report was eventually jettisoned, and neither has anyone else involved in its formulation. It’s likely though that Kinnock and his henchmen decided that getting elected was more important than trivial concerns over the British economy and the fate of its citizens, and having almost been annihilated in two consecutive general elections, that the bankers were too powerful to upset in any meaningful way.

And one can hardly blame them. By 1989, the City of London had become the world’s international finance centre – skyrocketing to prominence via Thatcher’s big bang in 1986, the rotten borough had even managed to supersede and annex Wall Street. Such was the level of collaboration between the British establishment and Washington, the prospect of an elected UK government being overthrown by a CIA and MI5 orchestrated coup was a very real possibility that had to be factored into consideration when formulating Labour’s election manifesto. And so it was that Kinnock dumped Gould’s report without even publicising its conclusions. 

In the run-up to the 1992 election, John Smith – then the Labour Shadow Chancellor – led what was derisively dubbed ‘the prawn cocktail offensive’, touring the City of London’s innumerable dining rooms and pledging to the gathered that bankers and the banks that employed them would not be imperilled or even remotely disturbed by an incoming Labour government. 

Alas, Smith’s hungry lapping at the collective posterior of the financial services was in vain, and Labour lost again in 1992. Neil Kinnock set the template for future Tory leaders by immediately resigning and throwing a tantrum on his way out. John Smith went on to win the subsequent leadership election. 

The next portion you’ll surely be familiar with – under Smith, Blair and Brown became shadow front bench spokesmen and were widely tipped to be the next leader and Shadow Chancellor respectively, Smith died in 1994, Blair took over, and the wheels were set in motion for the rise of New Labour. 

What most readers probably won’t be familiar with is the role of Israel in minting Blair’s ascension to the top. 

Prior to his election in 1983, Tony Blair tramped a well-trodden route to Westminster. He joined the CND, his campaign literature was refulgent with references to America’s state sponsored terrorism, and he got his photo taken with the Wapping strike groups. Upon becoming an MP, Blair ditched the radical rhetoric, put his CND membership card through the proverbial shredder, and joined the LFI – the Labour Friends of Israel. In 1994, Blair, as Shadow Home Secretary, went on an Israeli-funded visit to the Holy Land. When he returned, an Israeli diplomat in London 

introduced him to Michael Levy, a retired businessman and fund-raiser for Jewish charities. When John Smith died and Blair became leader of the party, Levy began fund-raising not for the Labour Party but for Blair. Quickly, Lynton became financially independent of the Labour Party, to the degree that he could afford his own his own staff, and essentially behaved like an American presidential candidate. This looks like a fairly simple operation: Israel identifies Blair as very pro-Israel and the Israeli embassy in London connects him to the Israeli lobby in Britain – for the future. It wasn’t much of a gamble. In 1994 John Smith had already suffered one coronary and Blair was widely seen as the leader-in waiting. Blair and Brown had already been on State Department-sponsored visits to America as MPs, and they had  both been to a Bilderberg meeting. Most of the junior ranks of New Labour had links to America, through the British-American Project, NATO’s Atlantic Committee, and the Committee for Transatlantic and European Unity. 

The City was intensely relaxed about the rise of New Labour. John Smith’s servile foundations were built upon with a campaign of strenuous forelock tugging by Gordon Brown and Peter Mandelson from 1994 until Election Day, 1997. All that remained was the media, particularly the Murdoch press, who had done a number on Labour consistently for two decades. Blair saw to the problem by flying to Australia to address News Corporation’s Annual General Meeting in 1995. In public meetings at the affair, Blair spoke of allowing corporations to run roughshod over all walks of life and not repealing one shred of legislation that let businesses run roughshod over their employees. For once, the used car salesman was true to his word. 

In private, only God and Rupert Murdoch himself know what Blair spoke of. Presumably the same thing, layered with promise upon promise to not disturb any vested interests in Britain – especially those owned by powerful men from Down Under. 

The rest is well known. Blair went on to win three elections with negligible public support, only for Gordon Brown’s decade-long campaign of smears and sniping to bear fruit, forcing him to resign in 2007 and waltz off the public stage to go make money. New Labour carried out its pre-election promises to the people that mattered; three different US administrations were supported in intervention after intervention, the City of London wasn’t disturbed a single iota and made a trillions whilst the world economy stuttered and crashed; Rupert Murdoch increased his share in the UK media market. 

What’s sad is that the authoritarian, neo-liberal tendencies of Blair and his inner circle, and his fraternising with poisonous and destructive vested interests, was common knowledge – amongst the public, amongst the media and amongst MPs. As I noted previously, all someone had to do was read Tony Benn’s diaries (published in 2002) to be taken on a whirlwind tour of anecdotes of MPs fired, reputations, marriages and lives ruined, and backhanders given to the rich and powerful at Blair’s say so. There’s a lot of blame to go round, but members of the Labour party are perhaps the most culpable. For, when faced with something they didn’t want to know – the reality that New Labour were to the right of the Conservatives – the one fearless Labour movement violently clamped their paws over their lugholes and bleated ‘lalalalalalala’ at penetrating volume. “Yes,” you can imagine them reasoning with their constituents and/or wife on a balmy afternoon, “he sounds awfully like that rotten Margaret Thatcher, but he doesn’t mean it realllllly. He’s a smart guy who knows you have to play the game to get elected”. 

And after 1997, when get elected he sure did, all they could see was Tony the winner. And thus the party of Clement Attlee, Roy Jenkins and Tony Benn chose as leader a man who, as well as being Margaret Thatcher in all but name, is now the godfather to one of Rupert Murdoch’s children, never saw a powerful and imposing arse he didn’t take occasion to smooch, and most striking of all, absolutely detested the his political party and everything it stood for. A man who took the Labour party – the one hope for reform and progress the British public had – and emptied it of meaning. But one can hardly blame him, I suppose – after all, the political centre ground, replete with the fawning, deathless adulation of the media, is a prize plot of land on the public stage. 

This – all of this – could’ve been brought to a juddering standstill by the trade unions. At any point during Blair’s 13 year incumbency at the head of the party, the rug could’ve been unceremoniously wrenched from under the Testoni branded, leather enclosed feet of Blair, Mandelson, Campbell, and the coterie of indefatigably devoted thuggish cut-outs who did New Labour’s dirty work for them. But alas, again and again, they refused to detach themselves from the ever-pocked hull. And one can hardly blame them, either. Presumably, it merely took a precursory glance at the other options available at the time (the jaundiced seraglio of eunuchs that made up the Liberal Democrats, and the Conservatives) for them to decide that the devil they knew not only spoke in a more engaging way than the competition, but had a decent smile, too. Sometimes, there just aren’t any good choices. 

The self-serving conceit that has whirred at the heart of the Western media since Watergate is that journalists have the ability to speak truth to power. The only problem with that, really, is that power isn’t interested in the truth. And neither, apparently, are great swathes of the public. The truth is, the experience of growing up under first New Labour and now David Cameron’s new-old-new-old-new-liberal-heir to Blair-Tories, has rendered me a conservative (very much small c). I believe in the common good. I believe that elections can – and should – matter. I believe in openness and transparency in all aspects of public life. I believe in a just and equitable allocation of resources. I believe that, on a small island with a population of 60 million, it is madness to let the island’s productive resources be abandoned. I believe that to remain silent in the face of fraud and corruption is a sin. And I believe that ultimately, hopefully, sanity, reason and reality will soon prevail, and history will judge the Brown-Blair faction as merely the ultimate triumph of the ideology of the City over the rest of us, and the last dribble of Thatcherite, Neo-Liberal piss down the leg of British politics. In the meantime, I – we – are going to do all we can to initiate its posterity. 
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