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Preface
David (Lord) Owen

Political ideology needs to be grounded in practicality, reflecting the real,
not the imaginary, world in which politicians have to operate. After the
consensual Butskellism of the late 1940s to the late 1960s the hitherto
stable background to British politics experienced various divisive and
destructive periods from 1970 to 1990. This polarised ideology drove a
wedge into the body politic. In part, this ideological debate was necessary
and the role of the economic market, in particular, had to be fought
through. Partly as a reaction to this ideological strife, British politics
from 1991 to 2008 approached an ideological free zone. This became
almost an article of faith from 1997 with the advent of New Labour.

Since the Falklands War in 1982 there has been — with a few pauses —
an ever-growing domination from No. 10 of Cabinet government which
has stifled dialogue and debate.!

As the next election in 2009 or 2010 draws near this book aims to
restore the rightful place of ideology in the electoral programmes of the
three major political parties. Some issues have been largely settled, few
argue for more nationalisation of industry and privatisation has won
out. The command and control state that fought from 1939 to 1945
for survival has been replaced by a considerable devolution of power to
Scotland, Wales and Northern Ireland. Membership of the EU has led to,
what Dennis Kavanagh calls, ‘the hollowed out state’ (p. 20), where the
levers of the state are fewer and to Kavanagh appear to be less effective.
The debate is now about what are the limits, if any, to EU integration.?

Today most of the fundamental aspects of the ongoing economic
debate have been contextualised by two words, the ‘social market’.
Indeed those words proposed in the EU Constitutional Treaty are now
enshrined in the Lisbon Treaty. All the political parties now accept that
we operate within the context of a social market economy and so do this
book’s authors, with the exception of Duncan Brack (pp. 173-88) who
appears at odds with his Liberal Democrat leader, Nick Clegg. Of course,
the political parties within the EU will differ on the respective weight to
be given to each of these words. They will emphasise as part of their iden-
tity one or other or stress the combination. But it is important that the
parties are now able to accept one conceptual umbrella. It both narrows
the ideological debate in the sense that economic issues are contained

XV
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and widens the debate in that it has now become one with which the
vast majority of British citizens can identify.

It is constructive to recall the way in which the term social market
economy emerged in the UK. It was Sir Keith Joseph, when founding
the Centre for Policy Studies (CPS) in 1974, who agreed to use the term
in its Memorandum of Association. The word social, however, had little
resonance for Margaret Thatcher, despite her regard for Joseph. When
she became Prime Minister she even went on to question the role of
society. In 1981, soon after the Social Democratic Party (SDP) was formed,
I gave a lecture on the social market.? The concepts underpinning the
social market were endorsed by the SDP after a passionate debate at its
conference in Torquay in 1985, a time when the SDP/Liberal Alliance
was out-polling both the Conservative and Labour parties. But the term
social market was disparaged by Roy Jenkins and to a lesser extent by
David Steel and only formally adopted by the SDP in 1988. The Social
Market Foundation (SMF) was founded in 1989 by Tom Chandos, Alistair
Kilmarnock and myself. David Sainsbury supported it both intellectually
and financially. It was chaired for many years by Robert Skidelsky, the
biographer of Keynes, and is now chaired by David Lipsey, who worked
for Anthony Crosland in government from 1974 to 1977.

In 1999 Skidelsky wrote that the key ‘condition’ that the market system
should be socially acceptable marked a decisive break from Crosland’s
view that ‘market capitalism was simply a superior means of producing
taxable wealth for redistribution’ and argued that ‘making the market
economy a primary value — by virtue of its association with liberty,
self-reliance, entrepreneurship, dynamism and efficiency - entails limit-
ing the claims of redistribution’.* This description does not, however,
exclude either arguing for redistribution or challenging the limits to
redistribution, particularly in the context of John Rawls’s principles of a
‘just’ or a ‘fair’ society.

Tony Blair had little time for any discussion of redistribution and
that, despite many continuities, has been one of the defining differ-
ences between the SDP and New Labour’s ‘Third Way synthesis’ (Dennis
Kavanagh, p. 32). It is noteworthy that both the CPS and the SMF at
their foundation saw the German connection with the term social market
an advantage. Alfred Muller-Armack invented the phrase, the Christian
Democrat Ludwig Erhard first practised the more market-orientated ver-
sion and the German Social Democratic Party, SPD, adopted the more
social version at Bad Godesberg in 1959. German experience with the
social market economy, over the years, has helped bridge the historic ide-
ological economic differences between continental European countries
and, particularly after the financial shocks of 2007-08, this will do the
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same for the UK. There is plenty of scope within this concept for genuine
ideological difference and debate within Gordon Brown'’s ‘British way of
top-down modernisation’ (Simon Lee, p. 88); Nick Clegg’s ‘economic and
social liberalism’ (Duncan Brack, p. 184) and David Cameron’s ‘liberal
Conservatism and social responsibility’ (Philip Lynch, p. 123).

There are excellent essays dealing with many constitutional ideas from
different political parties. Of particular interest are specific measures for
all MPs voting on second and third Reading of English Bills but only
English MPs voting at Committee and Report stages; various forms of
decentralisation; reforming the voting system with the dismissal of the
Alternative Vote and advocacy of proportional representation on the
Jenkins Commission compromise; also an elected Second Chamber dis-
tinctively revising legislation yet not supplanting the primary legislative
role of the House of Commons.

After the election in 2009 or 2010 we know that any incoming govern-
ment will face many harsh economic choices, over sustaining export-led
economic growth, following the considerable depreciation of sterling;
alleviating high levels of unemployment; cutting back on the expanded,
but announced as temporary, levels of public expenditure and repaying
the greatly increased levels of government debt. The election may pro-
vide for a government with an overall majority and the certainty of from
four to five years in power. What the UK cannot afford - given the gravity
of its economic problems - is a repeat of the experience of the weak gov-
ernments of 1924, 1929, 1964 and 1974, which had no effective majority.

In my judgement there is merit in the introduction of fixed-term Par-
liaments in general. But if, after the next election, the electorate have
voted in a way that no single party has a majority of MPs sufficient to
remain in power for a period of from at least three to four years, the UK
will need a specific mechanism to enforce stability. It will be an over-
riding national interest for a government of more than one party to be
formed that can last for a number of years. Such a government cannot
be credible if the largest party within it can cut loose and call an election
at the earliest moment that they feel they can win. A minimum require-
ment will be that immediate legislation is passed stipulating a fixed
term for that parliament during which there can be no election. Though
fixed-term Parliaments are not discussed in this book, I hope the book’s
broad content will stimulate a debate on this subject. The arguments for
new Boundary Commissions covering all the UK and a referendum on
proportional voting systems for the Westminster Parliament, as already
operating in the devolved parliaments, are both important issues. But
they will be contentious and the government’s first years, at least, will
have to focus on economic recovery.
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Introduction

Kevin Hickson and Simon Griffiths

We are now said to be living in a post-ideological age in British politics.
The purpose of this book is to argue that this is not the case. It is certainly
true that there is less ideological division than existed in the early 1980s
when the Labour Party moved radically to the left and the Conservatives
to the right. However, there is still considerable ideological tension, not
just between the parties but within them also. The first aim of the book
is therefore to analyse these ideological disputes, while the second is to
provoke discussion and debate about these issues. In order to initiate
such discussion and debate chapters are followed by a response. The
editors believe that this is in itself a radical departure from the standard
format of academic political texts. Space is given to the ideas of each of
the three major parties — socialism/social democracy, conservatism and
liberalism. The final section provides discussion of a number of cross-
cutting issues. In addition to outlining the structure of the book in more
detail, the introduction provides an historical overview with the aim of
asking how we got to where we are in British political ideology.

Before doing so we need to deal with two preliminary issues. The first
concerns the nature of political ideology. We take ideology to mean the
interrelationship of values held by political actors.! We may be able to
draw up lists of core values of conservatism, social democracy and lib-
eralism but such a process would be arbitrary. Instead we largely follow
the approach favoured by Michael Freeden, who has argued that there
are core values to each ideology but these change their meaning over
time.? For instance, there is considerable debate over the meaning of
equality — one of the core values of social democracy - given by tradi-
tional social democrats and that given by New Labourites. The former
tend to hold to greater equality of outcome whereas the latter tend to
define equality much more in terms of equality of opportunity. This does
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not mean, despite what some may claim, that one form of equality is the
‘correct’ meaning of the term but rather that the meanings of ideologies
change as core concepts change. The meaning of an ideology, such as
social democracy, changes over time. These changes are partly because
of the way thinkers interpret changing circumstances - for instance, the
rise of globalisation led some in New Labour to argue that the pursuit
of greater equality of outcome had become more difficult — and partly
because core values are open to different definitions. That is to say, the
meanings attached to core values are contestable. Freeden’s conception
of ideology fits other ideologies, such as conservatism and liberalism.
Much of the discussion in the following chapters takes this form, by ask-
ing what the current circumstances facing those who hold to a given
political ideology are and what meanings are attached to the core values
of the given political ideology.

The second preliminary issue concerns the role of political ideology in
shaping public policy. There are several factors which shape public policy.
These include the influence of professional and producer interests, the
constraints imposed on politicians by the nature of the economy and
society, the international context and of course electoral necessity. How-
ever, political beliefs also shape public policy and it would be simplistic
to see politicians merely as constrained actors. Political elites have the
capacity to pursue their beliefs and persuade other key actors in the pol-
icy process and the electorate more generally of those beliefs. In arguing
the central importance of this point, the book follows a healthy tradition
within political analysis which stresses beliefs and ideas in politics and
rejects the argument of those who hold that ideology plays no part in
the formulation of policy.

The evolution of British political ideology since 1945

In order to understand the nature of contemporary ideological debates
in British politics we need to place them within the wider historical
context. Broadly speaking there have been three phases of political
ideological development in Britain since 1945: the postwar consensus,
the New Right and New Labour. The aim here is to outline these phases
broadly utilising the approach outlined above.

The postwar consensus

The election of the Labour Government in 1945 marked one of the three
major turning points in British politics during the twentieth century — the
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others being 1906 and 1979 (it is a matter of debate as to whether 1997
was a turning point of the same significance). The Labour Government
implemented a series of radical policies including the National Health
Service, universal welfare benefits, full employment, government regu-
lation of a considerable part of economic activity and public ownership
of 20 per cent of industry. It did so because of a clear social democratic
commitment to the positive outcomes of state activity. The Labour Party
was united around its manifesto commitments, but once they had imple-
mented most of its core programme the left of the Party wanted to move
beyond it whereas the right called for a period of ‘consolidation’. The
most significant criticism of the Labour Government came largely from
outside the Party. First, from the radical left, who argued that all the
Government had done was to implement state capitalism rather than
mark a more fundamental transfer of power from capitalists to work-
ers. It was equally criticised from the free-market right for extending
the inefficient and coercive powers of the central state.? The Conserva-
tive Party was initially interested in these laissez-faire ideas but realised
that if it was to return to power it needed to embrace much of what
Labour had done. This shift in Conservatism was encouraged by a group
of modernisers including Harold Macmillan and R. A. Butler who drew
on the ‘One Nation’ label to associate their position with the Disraelian
tradition within the Conservative Party, emphasising the duty of govern-
ment to improve the condition of the people. Once the Conservatives
were returned to power in 1951, very little of what the Labour Govern-
ment had done was reversed. Thus the postwar consensus of a shared
policy framework including the mixed economy, Keynesian economics
and the welfare state was established and lasted until the 1970s.* There
were a number of factors involved in shaping the postwar consensus,
including the structure of the economy based around large-scale man-
ufacturing and the wishes of the electorate. However, there was a clear
ideological dimension as well. It would be incorrect to label post-1945
politics as ‘socialist’ or ‘social democratic’.’> The Labour Party certainly
held to social democracy, but those who dominated the Conservative
Party in this period - from its moderate wing — would regard social
democracy as an alien ideology and instead are better seen as One Nation
or progressive Conservatives. The postwar consensus was therefore not
an ideological consensus and what is interesting in this period is how two
different ideologies came to support the same policies, which they did by
defining them in terms of their respective ideologies. For Conservatives
the post-1945 policy framework was justified in terms of maintaining
social unity and avoiding class conflict through the realisation of the
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rich and powerful to perform their duties to the poor. For Labour it was
about the pursuit of greater economic and social equality.

The New Right

From the late 1960s, there was a fundamental questioning of the legiti-
macy of the post-1945 settlement. Keynesian economics was deemed
not to be working since there was higher inflation and unemployment,
the welfare state was seen as a heavy burden on the economy, while
poverty still remained. There was growing trade union militancy and talk
of ungovernability, government overload and the decline of the nation.
Although there were attempts to maintain a radical centre with the for-
mation of the Social Democratic Party in 1981 and the development of a
radical left Alternative Economic Strategy from the mid-1970s, it was the
radical right which succeeded with the election of the Thatcher Govern-
mentin 1979. Many of the Thatcherites were overtly ideological and held
to the New Right view of politics, which had been gathering influence
since the 1960s. The New Right contained two overriding objectives —
the restoration of social order and a particular view of individual liberty.
These two ideas were arguably incompatible at a philosophical level and,
as a number of commentators pointed out, there was an essential tension
between conservative and liberal strands of the New Right.® However,
for much of the 1980s the tensions were masked to a significant degree
since the proponents shared the same enemies — nationalised industries,
left-wing local authorities, the welfare state and the trade unions. The
tensions that did exist really came to the fore in the 1990s when there
were major disputes over the future direction of the Conservative Party
first in government under John Major and then in Opposition from 1997.
Again, the development of the Conservative Party since 1979 can be
seen as fitting the framework outlined above. The changing nature of
the international and domestic economy together with the changing
outlook of the electorate and experiences of the 1970s legitimised and
encouraged the development of a New Right ideology, but this ideol-
ogy also created lasting economic and social change and encouraged the
electorate to think differently than it had prior to 1979.

New Labour

One of the consequences of the 18 years of radical Conservative govern-
ment was that the Labour Party had to change significantly. The exact
nature of this change is still subject to considerable debate. As noted
above, the Labour Party moved radically leftwards in the early 1980s
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partly as a response to the perceived failures of the 1974-79 Govern-
ment and partly in response to Thatcherism. However, following the
crushing defeat in the 1983 General Election, the Labour Party moved
back towards the centre ground first under Neil Kinnock, then John
Smith and finally Tony Blair. Many on the left regarded this as the
betrayal of the Party’s clear socialist commitment in 1983 and as a grad-
ual accommodation to the New Right, and argued that the New Labour
Government elected in 1997 marked the continuation of New Right poli-
cies. Such instances as the acceptance of privatisation and trade union
legislation are held as examples of such Thatcherite accommodation. For
those more sympathetic towards the post-1983 political trajectory of the
Labour Party these developments marked nothing of the kind. Instead
they merely reflect an attempt to modernise social democracy in the
light of radically changed circumstances between 1979 and 1997.7 In
addition to all of the Thatcherite reforms, the incoming Labour Govern-
ment has also faced the constraints of globalisation. Again the discussion
of the changing nature of the Labour Party in Opposition between 1979
and 1997 and the experiences in government since 1997 demonstrate
the interplay of ideas, interests and circumstances outlined above. The
structure of the economy had changed dramatically with the shift from
heavy industry to services, and the role of the state had changed dra-
matically after 18 years of neoliberal reform. The international economy
had also changed with the emergence of globalisation and, finally, the
structure and attitudes of the electorate had also changed. However, the
role of ideology was again important. The issue is whether the ideology
held by leading figures within New Labour was social democratic or New
Right. On this issue there is much debate and so the book begins with
an analysis of Tony Blair’s legacy.

Structure of the book

The above outline of British political ideology since 1945 has sought to
provide a balanced perspective. No doubt we (the editors) have strong
views on all of these issues. However, what we have sought to do through-
out the book is to avoid the imposition of a clear editorial line of
argument. We have done this in order to promote discussion and balance
between different perspectives, drawing on leading figures from all sides.
One important way of doing this is to allow for a series of responses to
the chapters. Each section therefore contains both longer chapters and
shorter responses.
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The first section of the book seeks to evaluate the Blair decade, in
particular by asking if he developed social democracy. Three responses
to this question are given and the three contributors to the discussion
of Blair’s ideological legacy — Alan Finlayson, Dennis Kavanagh and
Jonathan Tonge - therefore provide the basis for the remainder of the
book which is to examine the post-Blair era. How one perceives contem-
porary ideological politics in Britain very much depends on how one
views Blair’s contribution. There are a range of views here and the con-
tributors stress various aspects of Blair’s legacy, but if one verdict is offered
it is that if Blair was a social democrat it was only in a very soft form.

The second section analyses contemporary social democracy. The first
two chapters — by Judi Atkins and Will Leggett — discuss the Third Way,
asking if it was a coherent ideological position, if it was part of the social
democratic tradition and if it is of continuing relevance or whether
it ceased to be of importance with the resignation of Blair in 2007.
The chapters are responded to by Tony Giddens, an important influ-
ence on Blair and architect of the Third Way, but who now expresses
scepticism about the term. Simon Griffiths traces an alternative social
democratic position, centring on the contribution of Raymond Plant —
perhaps a more obvious influence on Gordon Brown — with the former
Deputy Leader of the Labour Party, Roy (Lord) Hattersley, responding.
An interesting feature of contemporary social democracy - especially
following the introduction of devolution in 1999 - is the emphasis on
national identity, with Gordon Brown placing considerable emphasis on
British values. His ideas are reviewed critically by Simon Lee and further
evaluated by Arthur Aughey.

Contemporary Conservatism is discussed by Mark Garnett and Phil
Lynch, and the discussion here highlights the ongoing debate between
the relative importance of ideology and statecraft in understanding the
politics of the Conservative Party. Garnett places David Cameron within
the One Nation tradition of Conservatism, whereas Lynch places more
emphasis on statecraft. Andrew Gamble, who has been one of the leading
commentators on the politics of the Conservative Party for over thirty
years, responds to this discussion. The following chapter by Charlie
Ellis discusses neo-mutualism, an idea running through many accounts
of contemporary Conservatism seeking to supplement the realms of
state and market activity with an active civil society. David Willetts
MP responds to this discussion, having made an important contribution
himself to the ideas of Civic Conservatism.

The Liberal Democrats have also undergone considerable ideological
discussion in recent years. Matt Cole discusses constitutional reform,
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where the Liberal Democrats and the Liberal Party before them have
made an important contribution. Recent debate has been based around
a social liberal group who have sought to maintain the dominant pos-
ition of this tradition within the Party as distinct from an economic (or
classical) form of liberalism, much more sceptical of the state and sym-
pathetic to the market. The debate is most clearly represented in two
recent publications, Reinventing the State and The Orange Book.2 Duncan
Brack has made an important contribution to the latter and discusses the
ongoing debates over economic and social policy within the Party. The
section on the Liberal Democrats includes a response by Alan Beith,
the longest-serving Liberal Democrat MP.

The final section discusses cross-cutting issues. Two issues are identi-
fied. The first is that of public service reform, where all three of the parties
have made an important contribution. The discussion here rests on the
extent to which points of ideological difference remain between the par-
ties. Rajiv Prabhakar argues that there are important differences between
the parties, whereas Noel Thompson in reply stresses the degree of con-
vergence around the extensive role of markets in public service delivery.
The second issue discussed is that of social justice. Social justice has trad-
itionally been central to social democracy but more recently modernised
social democrats have questioned the validity of traditional conceptions
of social justice in the face of globalisation. In contrast, the Conservatives
have in recent years become much more interested in the idea of social
justice and the nature of the Conservative conception of social justice is
also discussed. Raymond Plant, who has made a distinguished contribu-
tion to social democratic thought is responded to by David Willetts. It
may be argued that there are other ideas which cut across party political
boundaries, but the major ones are discussed earlier in the book - for
instance the issue of national identity is discussed largely in relation to
Brown and the environment in relation to Cameron.



This page intentionally left blank



Part 1

Did Blair Advance Social
Democracy?
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Alan Finlayson

To many casual observers the purpose of Blairism was always simple and
clear: to win power. It was no more than an electoral strategy combining
market research and political branding with party discipline and micro-
managed public relations. But this truth, while it may be obvious, is
not complete. Blairism certainly was a response to Labour’s strategic
political weakness and failure. It was also a reaction to the ideological
and intellectual failure of British social democracy. However, the pre-
cise nature of that reaction is neither clear nor simple. Analysts remain
divided over whether to understand it either as a continuation of the
kinds of reform initiated by Thatcherism or as an attempt to rescue social
democracy by adapting the welfare state to the needs of the twenty-first
century.

Evidence for both claims can be found easily. As confirmation of its
fundamentally neoliberal orientation we can look to new Labour’s exten-
sion of the involvement of the private sector in public sector activities,
either through partial privatisations (such as those of air traffic con-
trol and the Post Office) or extensive Private Finance Initiative (PFI)
schemes.! We can also note the continued importation into govern-
ment and public services of private sector methods and concepts (such
as ‘choice’ and ‘competition’) or contrast Blair’s varied forms of praise for
the dynamism and innovation of private sector entrepreneurs with his
criticism of public sector workers as ‘forces of conservatism’ who have
left ‘scars’ on his back.?

Yet the Blair years also saw consistent and far from insignificant
increases in expenditure on health and education as well as reforms
to welfare that targeted the poorest in the name of equality. Taxation
was reformed in an effort to assist the poorest families, and throughout
his time in power Blair made regular pronouncements on the collective
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interest and the importance of social solidarity and expressed an idea of
Britain defined by ‘not each person for themselves, but working together
as a community to ensure that everyone, not just the privileged few, get
the chance to succeed.?

That evidence for contrary cases can so easily be adduced need not
be thought indicative only of incoherence within Blairite ideology. New
Labour ideologues and policy innovators — in the government and in
orbiting think-tanks — drew on a wide range of sources. They had some
roots in the culture and values of the Labour Party and in the traditions
of social democracy and social liberalism. They also accepted assump-
tions embedded within British public administration, including those
put there by the Thatcher administrations. Trends in management the-
ory were also an influence as were rational choice theories of social
action, the public choice critique of state provision and the theory of
social capital.* In combination these sources gave rise to a particular way
of construing the problems facing the United Kingdom and of formulat-
ing policy solutions. This was not reducible to either social democracy or
neoliberalism but it lacked the logical coherence that would warrant its
classification as a novel ‘Third Way’. It was a definite ‘attitude’, however,
a way of looking at the world and deciding what to do to it and for it.
Central to that attitude were the belief that contemporary trends in eco-
nomic organisation are unalterable and that, as a consequence, the most
important aim of government policy is to adapt institutions and persons
with regard to that economy - to reshape their economic attitudes and
aspirations.

Governing aspirations

In his 2005 speech to the Labour Party Conference Tony Blair said

the world is on the move again: the change in the early 21st century
even greater than that of the late 20th century. So now in turn, we
have to change again ... step up to a new mark a changing world is
setting for us ...

Advancing the argument that ‘now, as before, our values have to be
applied anew in changing times’, Blair asked the rhetorical question,
‘so what is the challenge?’ answering, ‘it is that change is marching on
again ... The pace of change can either overwhelm us, or make our lives
better and our country stronger. What we can’t do is pretend it is not
happening.”
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Change was always central to Blairism. In 1994 Blair declared that
‘today’s politics is about the search for security in a changing world’.°
In 1995, with reference to technological change, he spoke of ‘a new
revolution scattering in its wake, security and ways of living for millions
of people ... we live in a new age but in an old country’.” In 1997 he said
that we ‘face the challenge of a world with its finger on the fast forward
button; where every part of the picture of our life is changing’® and in
1998 Blair’s pamphlet on The Third Way called for transformations in the
outlook of the nation as a necessary response to technological, economic,
social and cultural change.’

For Blairism the most important of these changes were the devel-
opment of a knowledge economy and the irreversibility of economic
globalisation. The former was understood in a distinctly Schumpeterian
way - as driven by creative, innovative and skilled individuals compet-
ing with each other for market advantage, their dynamism the essential
force behind growth and prosperity.' Meanwhile, Blairism held that
globalisation requires the nation to compete with other countries and
regions for investment from global economic enterprises. Since it can’t
compete with low-wage ‘third-world’ labour the UK must attract invest-
ment by promising minimum regulation and a skilled workforce of
creative innovators. Economic policy must thus focus on macroeco-
nomic credibility and competitiveness and on the supply of human
capital.!! For Blair this gave rise to an historic opportunity to resolve
conflict between the demands of social justice and those of efficiency.
Since in the new economy wealth comes from people, anything that
hinders those people in their economic activity (such as prejudice or
poverty) is economically inefficient. As Blair put it in his 1994 speech to
the party conference, ‘every person liberated to fulfil their potential adds
to our wealth. Every person denied opportunity takes our wealth away.
People are the contemporary resource that matters.’!?

Blairism, then, embraced a particular interpretation of the present.
It construed the fundamental challenge as that of adapting various
aspects of national life to forces of change that were external to it.
Indeed, Blair often talked of ‘globalisation’ and the development of the
knowledge economy as forces of nature that cannot be resisted but to
which we can adapt. He rejected the social democratic idea that poli-
tics might be used to free us from the buffeting of history and to direct
change in the name of a common interest but did not conclude that
the state had no role to play at all. The task of government was to drive
through the reforms needed to adapt us to the new situation — to enact
‘modernisation’.!3
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In this way new Labour redefined the project of social democracy
making it seemingly compatible with the extension and liberalisation
of markets. State withdrawal from the provision of services, or their sub-
ordination to market practices, was accompanied by attempts to become
actively involved in the creation of a supply of talent-bearing individuals
able to look after themselves and to prosper in the new economy. The
state was perceived to have a legitimate interest, on behalf of the nation,
in changing the way in which people see themselves and understand
their own needs and desires. It must get them to recognise that they
are their own best source of capital and should invest in themselves in
order to reap the returns in later life. In 2004 Blair explained his Govern-
ment’s welfare reforms as a move from ‘the traditional welfare state to
the opportunity society’ in which there is ‘genuine opportunity to make
the most of your talent’ and defined the goal of new Labour social policy
as: ‘to put middle class aspirations in the hands of working-class families
and their children’.'* And in this sense the generation within people of
certain kinds of aspirations was indeed a goal of government policy.

Blair's New Labour was committed to the social democratic practice
of public activity in order to bring about improvements for all. How-
ever, it sought to make such improvements within the confines of a
Schumpeterian rather than Keynesian conception of economic life. It
pulled back from the grander ambitions of social democracy to oversee
collective economic life in the name of social, cultural and political devel-
opment. Instead it focused on intervening into individual life in order
to shape aspirations and abilities. New Labour has sought to enable the
retrenchment of the welfare state by enabling individuals until they are
able to act independently of it. But what Anthony Giddens had envi-
sioned as a ‘social investment state’!> came to be focused primarily on
making individuals economically viable and able to be responsible for
themselves in an open labour market. Welfare schemes such as Sure
Start and educational reforms such as the Early Years Foundation Stage
enable intervention into the lives of families and individual children
to engender within them long-term thinking about self-development,
aspiration and employability. The individualising of welfare delivery has
facilitated a direct focus on individual responsibility for capacity building
and employability so that people can be put back into the labour mar-
ket regardless of family circumstances or medical condition. Reforms
to pension provision demand that individuals more clearly regard the
present as a time of financial investment for the future. The marketisa-
tion of higher education induces young people to regard education as
primarily an investment in the future marketability of their employable
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self. The school curriculum focuses to an increasing degree on what is
believed to be relevant to labour marketability and the qualifications
regime has been fused with the training programmes of private compa-
nies. Asset-based welfare policies such as the Savings Gateway and Child
Trust Fund are platforms from which to integrate children and families
into the market for financial services and the encouragement of home-
owning has been intended to provide people with the assets on the basis
of which they can become more open to the risk-taking associated with
entrepreneurialism.'®

From Blair to Cameron

Blairism and New Labour have been committed to the view that there
is a positive role for government in the management of society but they
have also let go of fundamental concerns of social democratic think-
ing. Economic, technological and social changes have been regarded
as immovable objects to which we must adapt rather than as fluid
processes that can themselves be moulded. Rejecting the fundamen-
tal social democratic idea that governments can and should regulate
institutional economic activity in order to safeguard a sphere of non-
economic social life Blairism ultimately failed to bring to public-sector
reform anything other than the language of economic efficiency and
choice. Setting himself against public-sector workers Blair hedged them
in with requirements and targets that renewed and extended state cen-
tralisation. Consequently, New Labour failed to reinvent the public ideal
for the twenty-first century.!”

The Blairite justification of policies to reduce inequality always tended
to be technocratic and pragmatic rather than ethical or solidaristic.
Equality was proposed as good because it limits the ‘social exclusion’
which leads to problems of crime and anti-social behaviour, and is eco-
nomically wasteful. This has meant that social policy measures, for all
the benefits they brought to some of the poor, failed to contribute to the
sustenance of the sense of common interest on which social democratic
values can build. As a consequence the legitimacy of welfare provision
has further weakened. Labour under Brown has thus begun to propose
a yet greater role for punitive measures against what much of the media
tends to represent as an undeserving poor. The resources with which to
defend an ideal of a collective egalitarian good have been depleted.

As we have seen, new Labour made individual aspirations an object of
government policy. But it was above all concerned with the aspirations of
the poor and did not consider the social exclusion of the rich a priority.
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The cultivation of a sense of social responsibility among them has not
been a governmental concern. In addressing manifest social problems
around diet, alcohol consumption, environmental responsibility and
violence New Labour has focused primarily on the behaviour of indi-
viduals. Its interventions have been confined to exhorting individuals or
mildly manipulating their choices through the provision of incentives. It
hasrejected the idea that government can and should sometimes regulate
institutional economic activity. Indeed, the food and alcohol industries
have been deregulated.

It is against this context that we should place the crises of the Brown
administration. The forging of New Labour involved the denigration of
core principles of social democracy. As times have become harder new
Labour ideologues have not been able to return to them and have found
themselves drifting. They have hoped that more targets and more public
disciplining of benefits claimants will constitute ‘reform’ of the public
services; and in addressing economic turmoil they have emphasised the
stimulation of individual consumer spending. Eschewing the opening
of a wider debate about the regulation of finance and the redistribution
of wealth Brown'’s Labour has emphasised the temporary nature of regu-
latory and interventionist measures and continued to focus policy on
attempts to modify the behaviour of individuals. The failure to sustain
understanding of (and sympathy for) social democratic approaches to
government has meant that Brown'’s adoption of a thus far superficial
Keynesian approach has been all too easily represented by opponents as
either panic or simply ‘tax and spend’.

In the meantime the Conservative Party under David Cameron has
sought to claim for itself the language of social responsibility and the
public good, connecting it to Conservative traditions of social duty and
commitment. Cameron has tried to point beyond the possessive indi-
vidualism on which his genera