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This talk is about the relationship between politics and the media, and in particular about that between New Labour and the media. I will address both aspects but I think that consideration best starts 13 years ago, the weekend after John Smith died on Thursday, May 12th 1994.

That Sunday, a number of us gathered in the downstairs room of Tony Blair’s house in Islington. We were there to consider the best strategy to elect Tony as Labour Party Leader and what I remember most strongly from that discussion was Tony’s assertion that the absolutely central factor in determining the outcome would be the attitude of the media. So the media had to be the target of his campaign.

Today such as assertion would be obvious. Thirteen years ago, however, the importance of the attitude and demeanour of the media was a relatively surprising idea for an internal Labour election.
In practical terms it also had some notable outcomes. 

Most important, it was the central driver of the need to create ‘New Labour’, a device to distinguish the post-1994 Labour Party from all that had gone before.  At one stroke, it removed the media narrative of ‘winters of discontent’ and miners’ strikes, ‘loony left’ councils and factionalising Deputy Leadership election contests. Shadow Budgets and state controls and introverted and isolationalist foreign policies were consigned to history, of no current relevance.  

It led to Tony Blair’s very specific attempts to lay Labour’s past media ghosts by visiting Rupert Murdoch and his corporation on a Pacific island and by engaging over countless London dinner tables the very media leaders who had been so hostile to Labour for the previous two decades. 

In personality terms it meant that Peter Mandelson and Alastair Campbell, the two individuals who were, in my opinion rightly, seen as pre-eminent within the Labour Party for their understanding of, and influence within, the media took on absolutely central roles in influencing Tony’s political thinking and behaviour. So sensitive was this priority within Labour that Peter Mandelson’s role in the 1994 Labour leadership election had to be hidden from the rest of the campaign team because of justified fears about Labour attitudes towards media handling.
Tony Blair’s remark that the Labour Party would have grown up when it came to love Peter was a reflection of his conviction that modern politics inevitably takes place in a media environment which politicians need properly to comprehend, and then to seek to influence.
And then of course this core central belief in the importance of media opinion, and the success of this approach in winning the 1997 election so overwhelmingly, became a dominating factor in the way in which a large part of government has operated over the last ten years.
Despite the large Parliamentary majorities, the weakness of the political opposition and the strong opinion poll ratings, this style of political conduct has become endemic and is always reinforced by the ever-present fear of losing the next General Election. Labour has quite deliberately evolved a set of doctrines and practices to maximise its positive media impact.
These are already well-documented and do not need substantial discussion today. They included careful work to create a line and narrative to explain events, which every voice was encouraged to follow, sometimes slavishly. They sought to eliminate any form of division, despite the obvious truth that different politicians, even around the Cabinet table, will have different opinions. There is understandable fear of the type of ideological split which can destroy any political Party, as happened to Labour in the early 1980s and to the Tories in the mid-1990s on Europe.
But the most important technique is the battle for control of the media agenda. This can still be observed at every Prime Ministerial press conference, every briefing, every Sunday chatshow. It is the source of the famous Number Ten ‘Grid’ and of the existence of the now notorious ‘spindoctors’. These are important because it sadly remains the case that media groupthink simply does not give houseroom to any interpretation of what is on the agenda, other than their own.

A good current example of that media groupthink is the debate about the future of Labour. I profoundly believe that the central agenda for Labour is ‘How Labour Can Win Again’, the subtitle of Tony Giddens’ excellent book published today. The groupthink media believes that the only, and therefore the real, agenda is ‘Who’ll be the next Labour Leader and Prime Minister’. They are not unrelated questions but they are not the same. However media groupthink has already very strongly established the prism through which every speech, statement or action is interpreted - simply as an action for or against Gordon Brown.
It is a good time to analyse this process and its significance.
I think that Tony Blair’s view of the importance of the media was not irrational or wrong in any way.

The past treatment of Labour, and in particular of Neil Kinnock as its Leader was totally unacceptable, as some of the more virulent protagonists have privately acknowledged to me since.
Lying, bullying and misrepresentation were a normal part of the armoury of some elements of the press who set the agenda not only for themselves but also for significant parts of the broadcasting media. You do not have to believe that ‘It was the Sun Wot Won’ the 1992 General Election, a sentiment the paper was quick to retract the day after, to believe that it was the media who started the spinning against Labour, seeking our destruction as a political force. It was in response to that that first Neil Kinnock and then Tony Blair decided to deploy the best efforts that they could to convey the Labour case.   

And that’s what they did, sometimes controversially but I believe necessarily.

But of course in 1994 the media was itself in the middle of process of profound change:-

-
Fleet Street was disappearing as a result of immensely rapid technological change. The bitter industrial disputes at Wapping in the 1980s were only a symptom, dramatic though they were.
-
A 24/7 media was evolving, with an enormous range of outlets and the ability to bring some inconsequential side remark in a remote part of the world into national and international prominence within seconds.

-
Media competition was intensifying, both in broadcasting and print. Instant response was everything and no vacuum was acceptable, no pause for reflection justifiable. Personality was becoming an increasingly important means of selling media.  This has now reached the extraordinary and disgraceful point where ‘Big Brother’-style synthetic novelty and personality take on such importance to media planners that they can even dominate news programmes.
-
The media was well on its way to becoming a theatre in which politicians can communicate directly with their electorate only through journalistic interpretation in which no statement more than a sentence long has any realistic chance of news coverage. The soundbite created at the behest of the media became only the illustration of some more substantial journalistic interpretation.

It is not necessary to subscribe to every part of the outlook and philosophy of the 1960s guru, Marshall Macluhan, on the theme that ‘the media is the message’ to accept that the media has taken on an immensely powerful role in the politics and governance of modern societies. Whether this is a good or a bad thing is really irrelevant. It is important only to acknowledge that the role is real and important. And that is what Tony Blair acknowledged in 1994. It has become far more true in the last ten years.
As I explained earlier, this intensified media power has forced those, like politicians, who are dependant on the media to communicate their decisions, opinions and views to adopt a ruthless strategy to try and get their own views across in this newly challenging climate and to determine the agenda. The last ten years have witnessed many battles, with victories and defeats on all sides.

But my central conclusion is that the whole process has vastly increased the media’s sense of its own importance and power. The last ten years have been a decade of media pomp, in which the new Labour Government has too often colluded. The practices which I think were necessary as we came to power have been extended and developed in ways which have ultimately damaged the political process and trust in politics and politicians, particularly from New Labour.

That media power has changed Government policy on important matters of substance. I have no doubt that media attitudes and threats have been decisive in influencing British attitudes to the European Union, in inhibiting reform in the criminal justice system, in influencing levels and structures of taxation and of course in influencing policies towards the media itself. In general this media power has focused upon short-term quick fixes, sometimes purely presentational, rather than the kind of long-term and difficult reform which many of our institutions need, in some cases desperately.
That media power has changed the style of politics. Parliament’s influence has declined, because it is not media-friendly, and cross-questioning on a variety of media outlets has replaced accountability to elected representatives. It some times seems that lying to Parliament has been replaced as a sacking offence by lying to ‘Question Time’ or the Today programme.
That media power has changed personalities in politics. Whenever any individual runs into problems, whether personal or political, the game is on as the media pursue their prey. Many have fallen because at the end of the day the Prime Minister has not been ready or able to resist a media claque, as I personally have good reason to know.
I even think that there is a good case for arguing that influential media individuals decided – successfully - to promote the cause of David Cameron at the expense of David Davis in the Conservative leadership election.

This media power is damaging in fields other than politics too. For example there are increasing tendencies for the media to influence the outcome of the legal process. This can be done by direct intimidation of judges, which some tabloids have pursued in the last year, or by publishing material while a case is going on, as in the so-called ‘cash-for-honours investigation, in ways which would have rightly been unthinkable some years ago. And as we await with trepidation this evening the outcome of England’s contest with Andorra, are there any regrets that leading world football managers such as Scolari refused to join England because of their fears about the role of the British media?
But perhaps most damaging of all is the way in which some parts of the media have built up or reinforced a mood of lack of national self confidence. A former BBC employee, Gerard Baker, writing in the Times recently put it perhaps too sharply, writing:-

“You really do have to leave the country to appreciate fully how pernicious the BBC’s grasp of the nation’s cultural and political soul has become. The groupthink and assumptions implicit in almost everything broadcast by BBC News …. lie like a suffocating blanket over the national consciousness. This is the mindset that sees the effortless superiority, at every turn, of benign collectivism over selfish individualism, exploited worker over unscrupulous capitalist, enlightened European over brutish American, thoughtful atheist over dumb believer, persecuted Arab over callous Israeli, and that believes the West is the perpetrator of just about every ill that has ever befallen the world — from colonialism to global warming.”

Even if Mr Baker’s comments are overstated, I have no doubt that some media assumptions build a sense of self-doubt and pessimism which is damaging. 
So what is to be done? I believe that both the media and politics have to change and as we do so to understand that the people have changed too, perhaps faster than either of us. People are better educated, more questioning, more IT literate, less trusting, more keen to engage than was the case 10 years ago, and both the media and politics need to reflect that.

Both politics and the media need better forms of engagement, more authentic discussion, more effective accountability.  
For that to happen I believe that the media has itself to understand and accept the basic truths, first that the media does influence our societies and are not mere observers, second that the media should therefore behave in a way which takes account of the influence that it does have, reinforced as necessary by a series of voluntary and statutory constraints on absolute freedom of speech for the media.
Some media power is entirely legitimate. The contest of opinions, analyses and polemics – sometimes unfair though they may seem - is as central to any mature democracy as the ability of a free media to expose and publicize corruption, wrong-doing or plain incompetence. And it is often the case that only unremitting media pressure exposes serious incompetence or malpractice.
But that power can become merely destructive and demoralizing, rather than constructive and creative. Opposition or sensation for its own sake has often replaced any serious consideration of vital issues.
But the very existence of that media power, which has increased in recent years, means that the media are not simply chroniclers of events, they are themselves actors, and indeed often very important actors.
Some in the media attempt to escape the power which they hold. They argue that they only reflect society, without influencing it, that they just observe and record.
But I reject that case and believe that the media should behave in a way which takes account of the influence that it has on the society in which it exists. And I contend that as a minimum the media should conduct itself in a way which does not have predictable malevolent or damaging effects upon society as a whole.

The principle of this argument is already accepted in principle through both voluntary and statutory mechanisms such as the BBC Charter, the Press Complaints Commission’s Code of Practice. However these are often frail and ambiguous and the problem is compounded by the exceptionally weak and sycophantic leadership of the Press Complaints Commission.

A recent example of the need for such mechanisms at a time of increasing media power was the welcome conviction of the Royal editor of the News of the World for unlawful intercepting telephone messages to members of our royal family and others.
The media does need to restrain itself, and if it does not do so voluntarily then it will need to be done by statute.  Of course many parts of the media do not accept the need for some of these constraints but I hope that our media will accept that they and the way in which they report does have an important influence upon our society, and that means that they have to make some changes to the way in which they look at the world.

So many of us in politics look at the media world and urge you to do your job with modern professionalism in modern circumstances, understanding your wider responsibility to society.

But as we do that, I think that we in politics, both in Labour and more widely, have to look at doing our job better, with that modern professionalism in modern circumstances, and understanding our wider responsibility to society. 

I remain of the very strong view that politics matters, that political methods can bring about wonderful and positive change. Look no further than Northern Ireland this week to see the stunning truth of that. But there are many more mundane examples from the virtual elimination of youth unemployment to the establishment of civil partnerships, to the construction of new schools and hospitals and the training of more teachers and doctors and many many more.

I also believe that there are very many who hate politics and peddle consistent lies about its essential venal and self-serving nature, to such an extent that millions of people in this country genuinely believe that such corruption is what politics is all about.

It is now vitally important for we politicians ourselves to stand up for the virtues of politics and by the same token to put its self-serving elements very much onto the backseat.

We have to be absolutely clear that the decisions we take in Parliament or Government are principally motivated by the merits of the case and not by the search for media plaudits, Party applause or personal advantage.

We should celebrate the positive role that politics can play in taking decisions, rather than seeking to hive off controversial and difficult decisions to some kind of so-called ‘independent’ NHS Board or a written constitution.

We must celebrate the fact that politics is about discussion, debate and the contest of ideas, and that these have to take place genuinely and authentically.

We need to talk straight to people, engaging the concerns and questions that they have, rather than appearing to evade and dissimulate.

These things are particularly important for Labour, since in the eyes of the people, as shown in poll after poll, trust in the New Labour leadership of Tony Blair, Gordon Brown and John Prescott has evaporated, wholly unjust though that is.

Labour needs to show the people of this country that we have learnt the lessons of the last thirteen years of New Labour and that we are changing authentically, genuinely, really.

Earlier this week it was reported that Hazel Blears commented about the Labour leadership – I’m not sure whether in her capacity as the Party Chair or as a declared candidate for the Deputy Leadership of the Party - that if there is a broad consensus across the Party there is no point in having a leadership contest; that, unlike the Conservatives, Labour is not in the position of having to reinvent itself; and that division and disunity remain a potent threat to Labour, particularly in an election campaign.

I have to say that Labour’s greatest need, if we are to win the next General Election, is to assess openly and genuinely our successes and failures in government. I am certain that on that basis we will need to reinvent ourselves. We cannot and should not say to the British people that a vote for Labour is simply a vote for more of the same. And there is no way to do that without talking about the issues, openly and confidently, as I have been trying to do for some months now.

And it is certainly right that there are serious divisions caused by those candidates for Leader and Deputy Leader who have entered the contest before there’s even a vacancy, who have publicly appointed their campaign managers and who prefer backroom conspiracy and plots to open discussion of the policy challenges we face.

These actions weaken the Party in any case. But they also undermine and weaken the authority of the Prime Minister when authority is important, as we see in relation to Iran today. These matters have to be dealt with and solved by a strong Prime Minister, with the support of the whole country. They cannot be addressed by a leader-in-waiting, and political divisions in the ruling Party certainly do not help.
I know that the media loves the theatre, but that doesn’t mean that we have to give it to them.

And the fact is that there is no ‘broad consensus’ across the Party about the leadership succession. The leadership is not a done deal to be sorted out within our Party and then delivered to a grateful nation in a gleaming package. A genuine and open political contest may well be necessary.

But the time and place to address that is on our terms and not the media’s. It’s when there’s a vacancy and not before.

And there should be no doubt. We need to move confidently into the post-Blair era. We have to understand that the political battles and elections of the future will be won by parties which face the future and focus upon that future. The important insight which the creation of New Labour acknowledged was that the battles of the past were not relevant to the public. They were concerned with the future and in so many ways are ahead of both politics and the media, for example in their use of the internet and similar forms of communication.

In relation to the media, as in policy terms, New Labour was the solution for 1994 but for that very reason it will not be the solution in 2009 or whenever the next election happens. 

And so we have to move beyond New Labour to Renewed Labour and that change will need to be at least as great as that which took place 13 years ago from Labour to New Labour. And we have to discuss how to do that in an open and participatory way, which is why Alan Milburn and I set up our website www.the2020vision.org.uk.
The successor to ‘New Labour’ cannot be a return to ‘Old Labour’ as some so patently want and would so obviously lead to electoral defeat. But nor can it simply be a continuation, or even intensification, of ‘New Labour’ as some have argued, for example last weekend. For all its great achievements, ‘New Labour’ has now become associated, fairly or unfairly, with a nexus of media-handling, perceived corruption, lack of openness and self-absorption which the public find distasteful – understandably so on the basis of what they are told.

The media groupthink agenda-setters see all these matters either in terms of some perpetual Blair/Brown feud of warring camps, which was always a rather inaccurate picture of a very complicated and potent relationship, or in terms of a simple Labour leadership question.

It’s time for Labour politicians to stand up and address the only question which really matters, both for us and the country, ‘How Can Labour Win Again?’.
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