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DIRECTION FOR
THE DEMOCRATIC LEFT






Neal Lawson Compass Speech 2006

Good morning and welcome to the Compass conference. My name is Neal Lawson – I’m the Chair of Compass.

In a minute we will hear from Derek Simpson and Ed Balls who join me on the stage.

Can I start by saying a heartfelt thank you to Amicus and Derek Simpson, to all at the Guardian, to the New Statesman and John Kampfner and to Billy Hayes and CWU for sponsoring and supporting this event.

I am grateful to all the organisations that have set up sessions – now too many to list – but I think you will find that the growth in quantity has been matched by even more quality

Finally here in Methodist Central Hall – I’d like to thank the Joseph Rowntree Reform Trust for providing the seed corn for Compass.  I worry about the rise of the religious right but I thank my lucky stars that there is still a religious left that is prepared to help organisations like Compass get going.

At the first Compass conference we took our inspiration from the film Field of Dreams - if we build it - they will come. We have started to build – and people have started to come and I’m immensely grateful for all you being here today. 500 at the first event – now well over 1000.  

In little more than two years we have moved from no members to over 2000, from isolated frustration and sometimes despair about the prospects for our politics to a belief that something better, something different is possible. 

We are delighted that the trade union think tank Catalysts has merged into Compass and we are starting to rebuild its influence and reach. And we have the start too of a Compass group of parliamentarians – chaired by Jon Trickett – that we hope will grow from 40 to nearer 100 very soon – forging a vital link between the democratic left in the country and in parliament.   

But everything starts with ideas. Compass has helped shape debates on issues like Sweden to show that alternatives are possible. And I’d like to thank Robert Taylor for his work on that.  

We have fought a campaign on civil liberties and won – and a campaign to protect the comprehensive ideal. We lost that one - for now.  But we fought for what we believed in. 

And the goal – never properly realised in the past - of the comprehensive ideal we will bring to life again – modern, responsive and personalised - but based on the belief - not just that every child gets the best possible education but they do so in their local school with a properly mixed intake. And I would like to thank Fiona Miller and Melissa Benn in particular for the pamphlet they wrote for us and the way they have campaigned tirelessly for the comprehensive ideal.

And next Compass will publish a manifesto on the future of the left the like of which we have not seen for a generation.  For a year we have been working with hundreds of academics and thinkers on ideas that we hope will shape the politics of the left for the next generation. We have been discussing a living wage, free care for the elderly and children and a land tax to pay for it. Policies to see Britain phase out its reliance on oil and a ban on advertising aimed at children. A citizen’s service – time off like jury service to serve the community. There will be polices for the next election and many elections to come. 

Compass members have had their say. When we say ‘Lets talk’ we mean let’s talk and let’s listen as well. And you will have that chance again - over the summer we will be publishing reports on the good life, a left political economy and democracy and the public realm. Again we will ask for your thoughts and comments before we publish the final manifesto later in the year.

Hundreds of people have been involved in this process and in particular I would like to thank the three chairs of the working groups: Sue Goss, Martin McIvor and Jonathan Rutherford. My special thanks though go to Hetan Shah our Director of Policy – who was both brave enough and foolish enough to take on the job of coordinating and writing a manifesto for the next 20 years. He is doing a fantastic job.

It’s already being eagerly anticipated. The Prime Minister said at his press conference that he’d read the Compass manifesto and it’s a vote loser – given its not been written yet he clearly has greater powers than we ever imagined. 

When it is published we will be armed – not just with the analysis of what’s wrong but with a positive vision of what we believe in. I’m fed up with us saying what we don’t like about the world – the ball is in our court – what do we want – what is our vision? We must start saying now.

What we have learnt in the process of writing the manifesto is that it is not just the final words that matter – not just the policy detail – but it is the process itself that contains the real value. The manifesto is a vehicle for debate – a space to think again, to share and test ideas. To be challenged and be challenging. 

In our pursuit of power we lost that ability. Debate does not mean division and disunity – debate is the life blood of our political movement. This is not the 1980s and don’t let anyone tell you that to be constructively critical means you are some kind of dinosaur. Some just don’t want to accept there is a modern left alternative to the politics that is now losing support and members for Labour.  

We will take the manifesto out – to the Labour party, the unions, to academics and intellectuals – to all of the progressive pressure groups across the country and create a vibrant debate about our vision of the world and how we can make that vision a reality.

Vision

It was here in this Hall that the Suffragettes met to campaign for the vote for women in 1914. It was here that Gandhi addressed the Temperance movement in 1931. Most famously, Central Hall was the chosen venue for the first General Assembly of the United Nations in 1946 and Labour Prime Minister Clement Attlee welcomed the UN to 'this ancient home of liberty and order'.

What did these people have in common?  They believed that the world was theirs to make.

And they knew that to make their world they had to struggle. Nothing of any meaning was ever won by the left without a struggle. Because the rich and powerful never gave anything away without a fight. I think some of us became a bit seduced by the power of the press release and thought that sound bites could change the world. 

But that sacrifice to struggle demands a sense of vision. We will only fight if there is something worth fighting for. A vision of a better and different world. 

So like our founders we need to start to dream again. 

The Brazilian theorist Roberto Unger tells us that ‘to be a realist you must first be a visionary’. 

To be pragmatists we must first know what we are being pragmatic about. 

But we are told that this is as good as its gets.  That competitive global markets demand we adapt to them. 

Tony Blair has said that “Complaining about globalisation is as pointless as trying to turn back the tide”

Social democracy was conceived as a response to make unjust markets the servants of the people.  New Labour has inverted that principle – we are now the servants of the market.  

This is the politics of defeatism. Its shrinks what is possible and fatally turns people off of politics.

Let me just say this:

“I think it’s increasingly clear that the spirit of the age demands social values as well as economic value”

“We hear a lot about the bracing winds of globalisation – footloose capital, buccaneering business, accelerating change”.

And we are told that we have to embrace change, not resist it.

But that’s too simplistic

On one level, of course we have to be comfortable with change.  But on another level, the human level, we have to remember what makes people happy, as well as what makes stock markets rise.

What makes us happy, above all else, is a sense of belonging – strong relationships with friends, family and the immediate world around us. 

These are not my words but the words of David Cameron – the leader of the Conservative Party.

How on earth did an old Etonian sound more in touch with modern Britain than some in the Labour Government?

Of course they are just words – but he is saying them because he knows they are popular.  He knows that the majority of the population live in the space vacated by New Labour who have shifted too far to the right.  

Why aren’t our politicians saying these things?

We still live in a world beyond our control, seeking individual solutions to the problems the market creates.  Utopia today is only about personal escapism – to downsize, to go abroad, to take drugs or shop till we drop.

We are a nation fearful of falling into the abyss – running faster and faster just to stand still. We live our lives out of our depth - in currents that run too strongly. 

J.K Galbraith who sadly died this year said “there are many visions of the good society – the treadmill is not one of them. 

Almost everyone feels abandoned.  Almost everyone believes they are an outsider, looking in through the window at the party going on inside.

I didn’t join the labour movement and the left to sugar the pill of global capitalism – I joined it to change the world 

The problem with New Labour is that it neither new enough nor labour enough. 

The government is stuck in an early 1990s groove – too sacred to ever criticise business, too worried to ever praise the workers. Always afraid to talk about our values of liberty, equality and solidarity.

And as we start to hope we get criticised. 

One very Blairite political columnist said that Compass exists somewhere between Sweden and Narnia. It was a clever charge that worried us. Were we being impossiblist and fanciful?  It made us think.

I mentioned it to a group of visiting Swedish social democrats – they laughed and said oh he means Sweden and Finland. These are not imaginary places but countries where society comes first – and in so doing ensure they have enterprising and dynamic economies. 

They have a left that is modern, principled and popular. 

It is a utopian realism that defines the politics of a pragmatic left.

There was no one who understood the need for this better than Robin Cook.

This day a year ago we had the privilege to hear a politician at the height of his powers to inspire - who combined vision and reality – who knew that democracy and equality must go hand in hand.

This is the Robin Cook memorial conference.  This is Robin’s day. Because the memory and legacy of Robin flows through everything Compass does.

At every key political moment since last summer when Robin was taken from Gaynor, Chris and Peter - and from us – I have asked myself – what would Robin think and do now? 

Because he was so central to our purpose - it feels like I’ve been asked a thousand times - who is the new Robin Cook? 

His death left a hole in our hearts and our hopes.

There will never be another Robin Cook – there can’t be - he was too special and too unique.  But there will be new politicians able and willing to stand up for what they believe – that like Robin will bring their own brand of words, wisdom and wit to our cause.

Robin Cook was born with a brilliant and caring mind. But that wasn’t enough to make him the great politician he became. It took a movement of ideas and organisation to give Robin the platform to shine.

That is what we are creating now, through the work of Compass and all the organisations that have helped make today possible –the platform if ideas and organisation that will allow the next generation of leaders of the democratic left to emerge.   

Compass will play its part by going in two directions.  Up to the European and international level and down to organising on the ground.  

The future of the left is European and global because that is the platform on which capitalism operates and dominates our society.  So we will build the ideas, institutions and networks that take the left to that level. Tomorrow – and please don’t tell Gavin – we will start to organise a festival of the European thinking left – bringing comrades from across the continent to meet with us to build a programme and organisation to make society the master of the economy at every level.    

As we go global we must go local too. We will support you in your community wherever you want to meet, discuss and begin to campaign on the issues Compass champions. In particular though we want to focus on one town or one city and work with the Labour Party, trade unions and all progressives to transform the politics and the economy of that place – using it as a beacon for others – to be inspired by and learn from. Let us know if that should be your town or city.  

The challenges we face are daunting. The world is a scary place. How on earth do we start to manage capitalism and renew or democracy and public services. What is our vision of the good life? These are tough challenges.

But I tell you what’s scarier than facing up to these challenges – it’s not facing up to them. Because if we refuse then inequality gets worse, our democracy perishes and the environment is threatened. 

When the suffragettes, Gandhi and Atlee, met in this great hall in their times, I’m sure they were daunted too. But it didn’t stop them. 

We are creating our own field of dreams – we are starting to plough. The manifesto ideas that we discuss and debate today will plant the seeds of hope, fashioning deep roots of support for an organisation to make our values a living reality.

To do this we are forging an alliance again – the most powerful the left can muster – between the intellectuals and the working class and therefore between ideas and organisation.

This is the unity of theory and practice – a utopian realism for our day.

A coalition is beginning to gather that will lift our sights but keep our feet on the ground.

We live in a utopia now.  It’s just not ours.  It’s the neo-liberals utopia of free markets and free enterprise. We live in the utopia of someone else’s dreams because we forgot how to dream ourselves. Hayek, the architect of neo-liberalism said: 

‘the main lesson the true [economic] liberal must learn from the success of the socialists is that it was their courage to be utopian which gained them the support of the intellectuals and thereby an influence on public opinion’.

We are healthier and live longer than ever, we have access to incredible technology, understand the human mind, nature and science like no previous generation. We have never been freer as consumers to buy what we want – but as  Zygmunt Bauman reminds us - we have never felt less free as citizens to manage our world.  

Look – I’ve been pretty critical of the Government and rightly so – but  good things have been done since 1997 – unemployment down, a minimum wage, 700,000 children out of poverty, record spending on health and education – and much else.

But we are watching all these gains slip through our fingers.

But the moment is not lost.  The wave that swept New Labour to power in 1997 is still rolling – it’s what Cameron is trying to ride when he talks about public services, the environment and now even equality and redistribution. 

We still have the opportunity. Renewal does not have to come in Opposition.

Britain is not a Conservative nation but we have not yet made it safe for our values.  

But we will only stop the Tories by recognising that power and principle go hand in hand. 

This is our task.

We have the values and the beliefs to guide us.

We are developing the ideas for our programme

We have an organisation taking shape

We have Gavin Hayes for heavens sake

And we have a debt to pay – to those who met in this hall in the past and helped create a better world for us because they had the courage to be utopian realists and bend the world to them.  

And we have a debt to pay to Robin Cook – not just to soldier on but create the more equal and democratic world to which Robin aspired and dedicated his life.

Leaders will come and leaders will go. They raise our hopes and often they dash them. But ultimately we can only betray ourselves by refusing to build the platform of ideas and organisation that’s keeps us heading in the right direction. 

We are on a journey together. That is why we are called Compass.  

And if our magnetic north is always greater equality and the confidence to dare more democracy then we will never lose our way.  

We want the best possible leaders and we may want them pretty quickly.

But we are the people we have been waiting for.

We must be the change we wish to see in this world.

We must know the difference between what is and what ought to be and have the confidence to act on it.

The shape of things to come is what we decide it is. 

We still have a world to make

Let’s get on with it.
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