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Britons remain in thrall of Third Way

Rozi Al'i
NOWthat British Prime Mnister Tony Blair has called for a nationa
el ection on June 7, Britons will, once again, be persuaded to enbrace his

Third Way. Opinion polls indicate the majority of Britons will not resist
t he seduction of Blairism- an ideol ogi cal brigandage that transcends the
ol d dogna of left and right, dubbed the centre-left.

But how conpelling is the allure of Blairisnf

Consi dering the robust econony and sone extraordi nary changes to
rejuvenate a nation mred in mddl e-age blues, such as greater nonetary
i ndependence for the Bank of England, the eviction of hereditary peers
fromthe House of Lords and the creation of a regional governnent for
Scot | and and Wal es, victory seens al nbst certain.

In the 1997 election, Blair won a magjority of English seats - a feat
that only two previous Labour Party | eaders have nanaged, C enent Attlee
in 1945 and Harold Wlson in 1966 - and all the Scottish seats. The
seem ng di sintegration of conservative forces points to the |likelihood a
repetition. The nood of Blairismfar outweighs Toryism

But perhaps, the question of greater inport is: How has Blair fared on
t he i deol ogi cal front?

So far, he has denonstrated the zest to overcone the sterility of post-
socialist thought. H's distaste for the old ways was obvi ous when he
referred to a group of journalists deenmed to be for the O d Labour as
"unreconst ruct ed wankers".

| deol ogi cal Iy, the nodernisation of the party such as the re-witing of
clause four of its constitution and the introduction of Third Way as a new
soci al denocratic agenda neant that Hunpty Dunpty was off the wall for
good: There is no chance for O d Labour with its heavy enphasis on
redistributive socialism Still, it is difficult to know how nuch that has
changed has done so pernanently.

Blair's Third WAy is neither a purist left or right. It is in his own

words, "the politics of a radical centre". It goes beyond socialism(First
Way) and neo-liberalism(Second Way). Critics say Blairismis petering out
as it is no nore than an ill-disguised Second Way. Others say his Third

Way contains no in-depth description and no definite |line of approach.
Conmonl y percei ved too that he | ooked across the Atlantic to former
president Bill Cinton for inspiration and political rhetoric.

Cinton called for an "Anmerican vital centre" which he explained as "a
dynam c centre that is not in the mddle of what is left and right, but is
way beyond it", in 1993.

He nade references to it in 1996 upon his re-election. "Qur people voted
for the ideas of the vital Anerican centre" and in January 2000, "W
restored the vital centre, replacing outnoded ideol ogies with a new
vi sion".

True, the two shared ideas but this does not nmean that Blair is not his
own man in renoul di ng soci al denocracy. |f anything, the association
served to divert attention fromthe substance in Blair's centre-left as
Clinton's centre is seen at nost as a soundbite, a variation of specia
assistant to President John F. Kennedy, Arthur M Schlesinger Jr's The
Vital Centre (first published in 1949 and reprinted in 1962, 1988 and
1998). Schlesinger's vital centre refers to liberal denocracy that stands
between the totalitarian twi ns of fasci smand comuni sm

I nstead, much of Blair's Third Way can be gl eaned fromthe 1998



publication of his intellectual guru, renowned economn st and soci ol ogi st
Ant hony G ddens, The Third Way: The Renewal of Social Denocracy
(Canbridge, Polity Press).

And so it is revealed that the Third Way serves to vindicate far-
reaching interventionismto re-invent the state and defend it agai nst
Thatcherite, Reaganite and |ibertarian enem es, all of which create new
ri sks and uncertainties that neglects the social basis of narkets.

According to G ddens, the Third Way advocates a new m xed economny which
"l ooks for the synergy between public and private sectors, utilising the
dynam sm of markets but with public interest in mnd".

But far nore interesting and of rmuch rel evance to countries |ike
Mal aysi a, whose Prine Mnister Datuk Seri Dr Mahathir Mhamad has spoken
voci ferously against unfettered gl obalisation, is the Third Way's stand on
the current node of gl obalisation.

As G ddens said, "we can't |eave such global patterns to the erratic
swirl of global nmarkets and relatively powerless international bodies" and
"No one any |longer has any alternative to capitalism- the argunents that
remai n concern how far and i n what ways capitalismshould be governed and
regul at ed".

Note too the Third Way's viewpoint on free trade - it can be an "engine
of economni c devel oprent but given the socially and culturally destructive
power of markets, its powers need al ways to be scrutinised".

These are all anti-Hayeki an procl amati ons but then social justice is the
cornerstone of social denocracy. G ven the inequalities that divide the
post-genone world, there is a current wave of the Third WAy and its
variations. As it is, social denmocracy is dom nant in Europe.

G ven the current anti neo-liberal sentinments across the world, Blairism
has a direct inpact on the global renewal of social denbcracy. |If he can
show the Third Way is the only way to go, we can say history is in the
maki ng.

But then, an unfinished history is always flawed. Whether Blair can
create an international consensus of centre-left for the 21st century is
doubtful given his maddeni ng tendency to follow the US rather than assert
and advocate Third Way politics and eocnomi cs.

Blairismmay assert its power over the imagination of New Labour and
Britain but not, at this junture, over the inmaginati on of the
i nternational comunity. Wen he stands poised to stir a new begi nning on
the many i ssues of globalisation, then, and only then, the age of Blairism
woul d have real ly begun.
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