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Blair's Razor

Every now and again, a politician or some unusual event creates a 'cross-over' context in which campaigns can suddenly appeal to a far wider section of society. These rare moments are gifts, which if exploited, can enable change in a matter of months, that otherwise may have to wait for decades or generations. Just four days after the UK election it looks like Tony Blair has created just such an opportunity. At issue is whether government adopts a 'greed is good' doctrine, which sacrifices ethics, equity or the interests of the poor, the weak or future generations, in favour of conspicuous consumption.

Blair has reportedly [1] 'ruled out making changes to "living standards" to tackle global warming, and is building up plans to build a new generation of nuclear power stations to reduce carbon dioxide emissions instead'.

Because of the grounds on which Blair is embracing nuclear power, he has drawn a line which puts him in opposition to any campaign or cause which requires a change in "living standards". This is the opportunity: Blair has created a fundamental test, far more significant than 'just' the nuclear, energy or even the climate issue.

Should society simply be organised to allow the comfortable to be greedy and selfish? Is the role of government just to facilitate material consumption? Can we write off the interests of our children and grandchildren so that our generation can merely party as if there was no tomorrow? Should political leaders always put off hard decisions in favour of soft options? Is greed good?

If you follow Blair's reported new policy, the answer to all these questions is yes.

By basing his pro-nuclear decision on short-term comfort and consumption rather than any ethics, Mr Blair has forged a blade which can be used to sever any commitment which constrains avarice or reins in materialism. The same logic can be applied to aid, development or even health. If 'living standards' are affected - for example, the acquisition of four-by-fours to take your children to school - then Tony Blair's razor can be used to cut help to the poor, the environment, future generations or any 'cause' which doesn't contribute to covetousness.


Anti-nuclear groups can and no doubt will invigorate their campaigns. They can open the chest of plentiful arguments against nuclear power. There is the unsolved problem of radioactive waste, the unpopularity of living next door to any nuclear facility and the unfailing track record of public subsidy to underwrite and eventually pay for nuclear energy. Then there's security: nuclear increases vulnerability to terrorism and nuclear materials facilitate proliferation. They may play on the divisions between the Treasury and No 10, or Blair's Environment Secretary Margaret Beckett and No 10, over nuclear power. They can show that nuclear power can't 'solve' the climate problem but other measures can. And much more. But if this is all they do, they'll be making a mistake.

First and foremost, they need to make sure this isn't seen as just a 'nuclear issue'. They need to work with others, and to work against the reasons for his decision - the promotion of short-term selfishness - not just the reasons to be against nuclear power.

Other organisations should pay attention to Blair's razor, for it could cut them too. Environment groups such as WWF, which champions 'sustainable development', should see Blair's razor for what it is: a doctrine of comfort before conservation. Development agencies such as Oxfam or Christian Aid should see in it a logic that threatens their world too. It can equally put consumption by the well-off before help to the 'third world'. Saving the children, with this policy, comes second to saving the cost of holiday flights. If opposing conflict diamonds means jewellery will be more expensive, then let's have the blood and abuse of human rights because it will help raise our "living standards".

The world's major religions recently decided to invest all their considerable funds according to their own ethical standards. It would be surprising if that included investing in nuclear power. What will they, and the companies which have adopted 'corporate responsibility', or the 'ethical investment' community, make of Mr Blair's ethics-free reasoning in favour of nuclear?

No doubt Mr Blair will try to make a case that nuclear is needed to combat the greater threat of climate change but this case is holed below the waterline by his reasons for promoting it. If you can't stem gas guzzling by Chelsea Tractors (a UK term for SUVs) or limit ever cheapening air travel using planes that churn out millions of tonnes of greenhouse gases because this would affect "living standards", then there will be no payback from making a pact with nuclear power.

The political pragmatism which presumably underlies Blair's championing of "living standards" is not hard to fathom. As we showed in the Values and Voters study (see www.campaignstrategy.org), like the US, the UK is now dominated (at 44% of the population) by the esteem-driven, whose guiding if unspoken mantra is to identify, acquire and display symbols of wealth and success. For them, the proposal "you can have more now, and you won't have to pay" has an appeal they are loathe to question.


This is not to counsel despair. Even the esteem-driven face threats from climate and nuclear power: health and house prices for example. If campaigns are designed to make sense in terms that resonate with a range of public psychologies, then even Blair's free-lunch policy can be successfully opposed. What won't work is simply to project ethical arguments - which have a natural resonance with the inner-directed part of the population (35%) - at the esteem-driven.

All ethical causes are put in jeopardy by Blair's promotion of "living standards" above any other consideration. Those who care about such causes need to fight this outside Parliament more than within it, not least because this is where their power lies.

A question remains: when it comes to presenting his nuclear option, will Mr Blair drop the trade-off for "living standards" in favour of something else? It seems unlikely. Tony Blair is a man of convictions, and he doesn't like to be seen to retreat from them. His convictions are not usually based on principles so much as political expediency. In this case he's decided to opt for cheap flights at the expense of future generations. It was, as he may well say, "a hard decision which someone had to take, and I took it". A hard decision in which he took the soft option.

A generation ago, UK politicians toyed with the idea of making the "quality of life" an electoral issue. Mr Blair now seems to have abandoned quality in favour of quantity. Humanity, reason and ethics say that he is wrong. The question for campaign groups is whether they can make the politics say that too. 

[1] “Blair demands nuclear power to protect high 'living standards'”, by Marie Woolf, Chief Political Correspondent, Independent 09 May 2005 http://news.independent.co.uk/uk/politics/story.jsp?story=636853 
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