A socialist for all seasons

Tony Benn was first elected as a Labour Party MP in 1950. His reputation and standing within the labour and trade union movement is unparalleled. He has recently retired as a parliamentarian but is still actively promoting the ideas of socialism. Kath Kyle talked to him about his life and beliefs.

It's an old cliche that as people grow older, they become more conservative in their outlook. Tony Benn provides a living contradiction of that myth. The day before I met him at his home in London, he had been discussing three of the leaders of the UCS work-in - Sammy Gilmour, Sammy Barr and Bob Dickie.

In his diaries, Tony explains how his visits to Glasgow during the UCS work-in 30 years ago changed his political views. Up until then, he had been a mainstream, middle-of-the-road Labour MP for twenty years. But then, inspired by the display of working class power on Clydeside, Tony began to question the very basis of capitalism. Now in his seventies, Tony's belief in socialism burns brighter than ever."

As I've got older, I've moved further to the left," he says. "When I was young I thought things were getting better, but slower than I liked. "Now I think things are getting worse, and faster than I feared, so you have to intensify your efforts."

Benn explains that he was born in a very political home. "My dad was a Labour MP from 1926. I was born in 1925 and he joined the Labour Party a year later.

"From the time I remember, we were discussing politics. I met Ramsay MacDonald. I met Mr Ghandi in 1931.

"I remember I wrote an article in school about the Spanish Civil War, which was described as 'disgusting' by the teacher. I still have a copy."

Tony is a passionate believer in the power of ideas and believes that in the past the left tended to focus too much on personal criticism of individuals.

"The more you think about, the more you realise that the idea of 'just get rid of Thatcher' wasn't what it was all about.

"We got rid of Thatcher and we didn't get rid of her ideas. That's why I think personal attacks are a total waste of time."

He is critical of media coverage of politics: "It's so shallow and so abusive and so personalised."

He is now doing a lecture tour and says the response has been "astonishing".

"I give a sort of 45 minute lecture from a lectern then sit down with my pipe and thermos and have questions and everything.

"People just want to hear the arguments. What they don't like is yahoo.

"They actually want to think about things and have an opportunity to discuss. Even people you'd never think would want to hear.

"I think socialists should go back on the road again and restore the public meeting. I know the SSP do a lot of that anyway.

"The media and the political leaders underestimate people's intelligence. They are not fools who live on a soundbite and a slogan, they want an opportunity to hear and discuss."

He recently did a show in Glasgow's Celtic Connections festival with the folk singer and musician, Roy Bailey. By all accounts the show was received rapturously by the audience.

The duo did the same show - Writings on the Wall - at the Reading Music Festival last year. It combines recitations by Benn with song by Bailey.

"We go through 500 years through all the great socialist events.

"It has a riveting effect because it's like the people who study their family history.

"There is a collective history: the role of the Red Clydesiders, the role of Keir Hardie who was denounced at the TUC Conference in Dundee in 1883 as an irresponsible man causing division in our ranks.

"What he wanted to do was set up the Labour Party - and the TUC weren't prepared to do it at that time."

Tony insists that he's not an academic but finds history inspiring.

"You realise you're not alone. The establishment try to marginalise and frighten people - you're a maverick, you're an extremist, you're a wrecker - when actually the people saying these things are a majority.

"If you had an opinion poll where everyone who ever lived was polled you'd find yourself always in a permanent majority."

A member of the Labour Party for 60 years, Tony insists he's "not a member of New Labour, I'm a member of the Labour Party, I'm a socialist in the Labour Party."

At the same time, he refuses to criticise those who fighting to build alternative socialist parties - although he does express regret that there are "too many socialist parties and not enough socialists".

