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Future of the Left at Policy
Exchange

Britain finds itself outside the protective umbrella of Empire and
EU and politically and militarily vulnerable. At home managerial
and judicial forms of government, the steady attrition of the
British state, high levels of immigration, and falling living
standards, have led to widespread voter disaffection and a renewed
and disruptive intensity of anti-elite, democratic politics.

There can be no durable national security, nor economic growth
that rebuilds the national economy, without also reducing social
disaffection, restoring popular trust in our democratic institutions, and
winning much broader popular consent for a Labour government.

To achieve this means not simply devising good
policy but confronting the existential collapse of the
intellectual life of the left, its cultural impoverishment,
and its detachment from large parts of the country.

The Future of the Left was set up in August 2024 at
Policy Exchange to develop a politics capable of recognising
and fully responding to the new political era in order to
undertake the internal rebuilding of the nation.

Jonathan Rutherford, Head of the Future of the Left Programme

Futureoftheleft2 5@gmail.com
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A Labour Social Contract or a
Labour Covenant?

The Labour government needs an organising political narrative to
define and communicate its purpose to the electorate, to give political
coherence to its policies, and to create a joined up programme of
reform. The milestones and missions of its Plan for Change currently
lack an organising principle that gives it this kind of singular purpose.

The return of Donald Trump to the White House, the
war in Ukraine, the threats of big power politics, and
conflicts around mineral and hydrocarbon resources,
have provided a catalyst for a narrative of security.

However, there can be no durable national security, nor per capita
economic growth that restores economic security, without reducing
social disaffection, restoring popular trust in our democratic institutions,
and winning much broader popular consent for a Labour government.

The idea of a social contract has been a constant if irregular
expression of Labour’s politics both in opposition and in
government. It offers government a potentially powerful story about
its national purpose, and provides a catalyst for building a new
coalition across class, region, and nation for the 2028 election.

However to date the idea has remained unexplained
and undeveloped. It has been used to suggest both a liberal
social contract and the more radical idea of covenant.

Government needs to decide if it wants to develop this idea and if
so, whether it wants it in the form of a social contract or a covenant.
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Keir Starmer’s social contract

Keir Starmer (KS) first used the idea of a contract with the country
in a speech in Birmingham in 2022, when he called for a contract
with the British people, defined by ‘security, prosperity and respect’.
It was soon dropped. It reappeared in a more covenantal form
two years later in January 2024, when he spoke to the Labour
and Civil Society summit. XS called for a "social contract” with
‘a new focus on those who build the bonds that connect us, the
communities that nurture us, and the institutions that support
us.” In September, at the TUC Congress, he called for a “politics
of partnership’ , ‘and not just on pay...on everything’, echoing
Harold Wilson’s Social Contract with the Unions in 1973.

In January 2025, as Prime Minister, KS's statement on the murders
of the three small girls in Southport, acknowledged the loss of a
social contract, recognising the growing sense that the rights and
responsibilities that we owe one another, the unwritten rules that
hold a nation together, ‘have in recent years, been ripped apart’.
More substantively on February 25" in the House of Commons,
he defined the political future of the country as a form of national
covenant, when he committed the government to stand behind the
people of Ukraine. It will require, he said, extremely difficult and
painful choices through which the country must find social unity.

He went on to say, "We will have to ask British industry, British
universities, British businesses, and the British people to play a bigger
part; use this to renew the social contract of our nation, the rights and
responsibilities that we owe one another.” Economic security is national
security but both will require ‘a whole society effort that will reach
into the lives, the industries and the homes of the British people’.

The use of the term ‘social contract’ to date has been
intermittent and interchangeable with the idea of covenant.
No cabinet minister has used either term, and nor do they

find expression in any policy design or announcement.

To make a decision about whether or not to take up the
idea of a Labour social contract, it is worth considering
what it means and how covenant differs?
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Contract or Covenant?

KS has associated his leadership with the Clement Attlee
government, both in terms of the geopolitical challenges
facing the country and in his ambition to transform economy
and society in the interests of working people. Labour’s 1945
manifesto Let us Face the Future promised to hold the welfare of all
those who had contributed to the war effort ‘as a sacred trust’.

The experience of war and the national economic reconstruction
which followed, established what briefly amounted to a covenant
between government and citizen. This post-war collectivist
settlement held the Union and its social classes together in a sense
of unity for 80 years. By the 1980s it had become dated and
now it is irretrievably broken. The deep social disaffection, the
widespread indifference and cynicism toward politics, and the
energetic rise of national populism are all direct consequences.

The liberal response to this challenge would be to
restore a social contract, an agreement between rulers
and ruled that defines the rights and responsibilities of
individuals and provides the consent of the governed.

This originates with John Locke’s Second Treatise of Government (1689).
His idea of social contract involves two or more parties, pursuing
their own interest coming together to make an exchange of mutual
interest. This is the basis of a liberal political order - the consent of
every individual to form a community, ‘with a power to act as one
body, which is only by the will and determination of the majority.’

However Locke’s liberal social contract, in the wake of
unprecedented levels of immigration, has not been able to provide
a social foundation for integrating newcomers. Nor does it possess
the resources to renew the symbols of national identity. And it
has failed to provide a bulwark against the social fragmentation
caused by liberal market capitalism and deindustrialisation. Recent
governments have not been able to conceptualise the social anomie,
grief, and breakdown of social norms, that have resulted from the
loss of steady, decently paid work, and inherited ways of life.

The original purpose of contract was to secure individual property
rights and so it does not recognise the inequalities of class and status,
nor the traditions, customs and associations that bind together
individuals, communities and nations over time in a shared identity.
It is these social bonds that create trust in national institutions and
government, and it is these that have been neglected and broken.
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If liberal social contract is not a sufficient response to the forces
undermining social unity and prosperity, what is the alternative?
Locke’s social contract lacks what the socialist thinker, R.H. Tawney
calls the ‘common foundation” which is based on reciprocity - ‘do
not do to others what you want not done to yourself’. This is best
expressed in the idea of covenant. The late, Chief Rabbi, Jonathan
Sachs describes covenant as two or more parties, ‘each respecting
the dignity and integrity of the other, coming together in a bond of
mutual responsibility to do together what cannot be achieved alone’.
A covenant is less like a property deal than a moral bond. It asks
something of individuals over and above their self-interest; an element
of sacrifice and contribution in return for a sense of belonging to a ‘we’,
to something larger than individual self-interest that provides a sense of
security. ‘The liberty of the weak’, writes Tawney, ‘depends upon the
restraint of the strong, that of the poor on the restraint of the rich’.
While a social contract is about Hobbes’ Leviathan state which
guarantees social order, a covenant provides the social and
historical foundation for its consensual authority. To belong to a
country is not a legal transaction but a membership. Like families,
nations are covenantal. And like nations, communities evolve
through the shared give and take of living together in a local place
or through sharing an interest. Liberal social contract only works
it there already exists a social order and culture. The force of
Leviathan alone is not enough to sustain a flourishing society.
England’s unwritten constitution is not codified but a living
covenant formed in tradition, history and common law between
Parliament and the people. But over recent decades, the behaviour
of the elite classes, the attrition of the State through austerity and
marketisation, and the wealth extracting of a rentier economy, have
undermined the popular foundation of our democracy and liberties.
Labour’s promise of a ‘decade of renewal” depends upon
Government persuading citizens to trust it, to consent to its rule, and
to be willing to make sacrifices for the common good. This requires
it to demonstrate through practical outcomes that it works in the
interests of the mass of the people. ‘Delivery’, in other words, is the
essential step toward a new political settlement, not an end in itself.
A social contract, with its language of ‘playing by the rules’
and ‘rights and responsibilities’, is familiar to New Labour
and progressive politics. It is arguably easier to incorporate
it into the Government’s existing communications, but its
impact on economy and society, would likely be limited.
Covenant is considerably more demanding because it involves
actively winning the consent of the British people to be governed
by Labour, and through reform and statecraft mobilising their
own capabilities to take more control over their democracy.
A covenantal politics represents an act of genuine political
renewal. Its practical and philosophical breadth and depth open up
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the possibilities of new forms of statecraft, and a coherent and joined
up approach to foreign policy, economic policy and social policy.
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