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Labour needs a long leadership contest to shake off the Blair/Brown era
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SIXTEEN years ago this week, John Smith, Labour’s leader, suffered the fatal heart attack that ushered in the era of New Labour and the extraordinary Blair/Brown duopoly that finally petered out in the early evening of May 11th when Gordon Brown resigned. Such was their dominance that little could grow in the giant shadow they cast, certainly not senior colleagues who might one day aspire to the leadership. This is why Mr Brown, for all his previously well-known flaws, succeeded Mr Blair without a contest. 
But if Labour is in some sense liberated by Mr Brown’s departure, it is also exhausted after 13 years in office. The party badly needs a period to reflect on where it wants to go and what it wants to be. It must also think seriously about how opposition to a new kind of government should be conducted. Labour has an acting head in its former deputy leader, Harriet Harman, who is not seeking the permanent role. Although the coalition government may not last the five years it is aiming for, there will not be another general election soon. Labour could and probably should therefore follow the example of the Tories after their defeat in 2005 and opt for a drawn-out leadership contest climaxing at the party conference at the end of September. 
The new leader will almost certainly be male and in his forties. Alan Johnson, the one potential contender from the older generation, quickly ruled himself out and offered his support to David Miliband, the former foreign secretary. The first to declare his candidacy publicly (and the bookies’ favourite), Mr Miliband is widely seen as the most Blairite of the candidates, although it is a mantle he wears a little uneasily. Charming, intelligent, articulate in a slightly wonkish way and an increasingly confident minister, he ticks a lot of the right boxes. Had Labour cut a deal with the Lib Dems, his all-round niceness and lack of tribalism would probably have made him a shoo-in to succeed Mr Brown.
Yet there are doubts. He is seen by some as lacking the necessary ruthlessness. It is said (a bit unfairly) that his refusal to challenge Mr Brown after Mr Blair’s departure, and his reticence on two subsequent occasions when Mr Brown was vulnerable, owed more to timidity than to loyalty. 
It is likely that Mr Miliband’s main rival will be Ed Balls, the former schools secretary, who was Mr Brown’s right-hand man and enforcer during his ten years at the Treasury. Mr Balls is clever, tough and ambitious, but his thuggish ways, in particular his brutal vendettas against colleagues on behalf of Mr Brown, have left him with an uncomfortably large number of enemies. Over the past few years he has assiduously staked out a position slightly to the party’s left by stalling some of Mr Blair’s market-leaning education reforms. He has also courted the unions and party members who, together with the MPs at Westminster, make up Labour’s electoral college. 
The real standard-bearer of the left, however, will probably be Jon Cruddas, a backbencher supported by Compass, a well-organised Labour pressure group. Mr Cruddas has earned a reputation as an independent thinker, and talks a lot about the need for the party to reconnect with its traditional working-class supporters. Popular and unsullied by the compromises of office, Mr Cruddas will win some support, but he is seen more as a potential deputy leader, perhaps to Mr Miliband. 
Of the other possible candidates, the most intriguing is Ed Miliband, David’s younger brother. Mr Brown’s energy secretary, Mr Miliband is almost as close to the former prime minister as Mr Balls, but he has cleaner hands and more cordial relations with the remaining Blairites. Mr Miliband may not run against his brother, but it is rumoured that his mother, widow of the fiery Marxist sociologist Ralph, is encouraging him. Personable, talented and a little to the left of David, he has friends and admirers on all sides of the party. Labour’s next leader will be either an Ed or a Miliband or, possibly, both. 
