
Maybe Gordon Brown is not the problem at the heart of (New) Labour 
 
There is no doubt that since 1997, New Labour has changed the 
language of politics and has indelibly changed the relationship 
between the citizen and the state. Under New Labour, there has been 
significant achievements, such as the National Minimum Wage; action 
on child poverty; investment in healthcare and education has yielded 
reduced NHS waiting lists; new educational facilities and record 
numbers of students going to university; help for pensioners; the 
creation of Sure Start; Tax Credits; and the 1.5 million people helped 
into work by the New Deal. Building on the work of John Major, we 
have achieved a peaceful solution to the Northern Ireland conflict. 
Britain has less crime and according to the British Crime Survey both 
violent crime and crime overall has reduced by 40% since 1997. 
Society has also become more tolerant and less discriminatory, aided by the Race Relations 
Amendment Act 2000, Civil partnership and the Equalities Bill. 
 
Despite all this, under Gordon Brown’s premiership, the Labour government has been 
plagued with problems on multiple fronts such as the row over the Lisbon Treaty; counter-
terrorism legislation and  42 days pre-charge detention; removal of the 10% tax band; poor 
performances at the despatch box; the Damian MacBride incident; the stalled part-
privatisation of Royal Mail; difficulties in Afghanistan; murmurings in the cabinet; the 
resignation of James Purnell and Hazel Blears; and the positioning by other Ministers have 
served to fuel continual leadership speculation. Bigger than all of these is the economic 
crisis which has overshadowed Gordon Brown’s premiership and has blighted his record as 
a successful Chancellor.  Today, New Labour is dogged by a prevailing atmosphere of 
pessimism, crisis, a lack of a coherent strategy and confusion about where it is going. 
 
Yet it would be wrong to pretend that Labour’s woes started when Gordon Brown took over. 
Labour’s problems go back much further and deeper, than that.  
 
New Labour came to victory in 1997 on a wave of high expectations and optimism and it has 
largely delivered. ‘Choice’ became the defining mantra in New Labour’s approach to public 
services. Yet after choice, what can the electorate expect? The focus on choice has built up 
expectations without addressing underlying issues of structures, powers and responsibility. 
Where choice has been ‘achieved’, in health and education, people have been left with the 
feeling that real problems are still there because choice in itself does not offer a compelling 
vision for the future. The electorate wants more than choice because it can see that choice 
has not lanced the boil of poverty; deprivation; homelessness; unemployment; community 
cohesion; and they are very dissatisfied with many aspects of British life.  
 
It looks like New Labour is set to leave office with the electorate hugely disappointed. It is 
however not only this which has left many feeling disappointed. After the ‘sleaze’ of John 
Major’s government, many hoped that New Labour would herald in an era of a more honest, 
open and accountable politics. Instead, New Labour has been marred by a plethora of 
incidents such as the Hinduja and the Bernie Ecclestone affair, the lead up to and the war in 
Iraq – which at its very mildest has caused the electorate to harbour doubts and suspicion 
about the Government’s honesty and at its most extreme it may have destroyed people’s 
trust in the Government forever.  
 
Labour’s reputation has been further damaged by the ‘cash for peerages’ scandal. Our 
ethical foreign policy has been on dubious ground, particularly in light of the furore over the 
release of the Libyan Abdelbaset Ali al-Megrahi.’ Finally, the possibility that British security 
services have been complicit in the torture of terrorism suspects overseas raises questions 
about the promise of a new era of honest politics. 



 
Whilst these are all very serious, all governments make mistakes which can have 
devastating effects. But what is the real problem with New Labour? The real problem with 
Labour is that there is an absence of leadership; and I am not referring to the leadership of 
Gordon Brown but to the abject failure of Labour MPs to lead. Despite the perception we are 
living in an era where backbench rebellions are at a post-war high.  When Labour MP’s had 
the opportunity to put a challenger forward for the leadership of the party they withered on 
the vine and failed spectacularly to offer the electorate or the party with a choice of 
candidates to succeed Tony Blair. Gordon Brown succeeded without being challenged; this 
was not Gordon’s fault!  
 
It is little wonder that Labour MP Jon Cruddas recently expressed his dismay at how Labour 
seems to have meekly accepted the prospect of certain defeat, and to be doing next to 
nothing to prevent a Conservative government from walking into Downing Street. It is clear, 
Labour leaders are no longer leading! 
 
Labour seems to have become paralysed by political inertia. In line with the theory of unripe 
time, nothing is done. My mentor, Charles Clarke showed great leadership and strength on 
the numerous occasions when he has stood out. However the resounding question is why 
didn’t he stand and why wasn’t there a proper contest? 
 
It is worth noting that whilst Gordon Brown’s premiership seems to be characterised by a 
lack of leadership and purpose; remember; it takes more than one man to run a country and 
to deliver a message. In the spirit of collective responsibility, where Gordon is weak, his 
party and his cabinet should make him strong. The electorate’s trust in good government is 
becoming fatally undermined. In its hour of greatest need Labour needs to do something. 
 
As anyone in business knows; perseverance and sheer grit is what’s needed when the going 
gets tough. The interesting thing is this; if all the members of the Government and all the 
Parliamentary Labour Party redoubled their efforts and worked for every vote, clarified their 
position on the economy, on health, on education and spoke in clear crystal tones – whilst 
they could still lose the general election – they would definitely give David Cameron a run for 
his money.  
 
Maybe Gordon is a problem, but he definitely is not the whole problem. 
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