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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.1

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for survival has been replaced by a considerable devolution of power to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.2

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.3 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’.4 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.1 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.2 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

1
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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.3 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.4 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’.5 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-
ment in 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.6 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.8 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.
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Part I
Did Blair Advance Social
Democracy?
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1
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.1 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.2

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

11
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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.3

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.4 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.’5
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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’.6

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’.7 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’8 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.9

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.10 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.11 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.’12

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’.13
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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’.14 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’15 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.16

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.17

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
has rejected 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 generation was raised and to suggest that British
Conservatism is capable of seeing more in people than self-interested,
utility maximising, rational-choice homo-economicus. But this has not
been a conversion from Conservatism to Social Democracy. Rather it has
meant opposing the socially interventionist state with the socially inter-
ventionist community, ‘state welfare’ with what the Conservatives have
called ‘social welfare’. In this vision people are socially minded and will
be responsible if, through the revival of local politics, they can take indi-
vidual responsibility for themselves and their local community.18 As New
Labour under Brown continued to speak the language of punitive welfare,
marketisation of public services and economic individualism the Con-
servative Party added to its repertoire a language of social responsibility
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and community. In response to the financial crisis this has been sup-
plemented by the sort of ‘fiscal conservatism’ imagined to have been
successful in the 1980s with the two connected by an emphasis on the
responsibility of individuals for themselves and to society.

Conclusion

After Blairism the future of social democracy is unclear. Although it held
on to the idea that the state had a role to play in overseeing social and eco-
nomic life New Labour subordinated that role to the perceived demands
of the economy. It detached the idea of state action from values of col-
lectivism and solidarity. It asked that governments be judged in terms of
their pragmatic efficiency and their competence and as these became so
easy to question Labour did not know where to turn. New Labour lost
sight of the core rationality behind the social democratic ideal: that while
markets and economic individualism are a vital source of dynamism and
prosperity, in the wrong place they can become corrosive of the very
social bonds and collective institutions that make free-market activity
possible in the first place. As a consequence the Conservative Party have
sought to claim that terrain by bringing it under the banner of ‘social
responsibility’ while employing a rhetoric of community and fraternity
the better further to distance British politics from the social democratic
goal of equality.19 The Brown Government has been forced into a pol-
icy of intervention and has begun to attempt to open up political space
between itself and Cameron’s Conservatives by advocating a fiscal stimu-
lus paid for in part by taxation on the highest earners. But the extent to
which it will use these policies to argue for and embed a form of social
democracy is not yet clear. Economic upheaval makes possible a pro-
found reorientation of the compass points around which British political
ideologies arrange themselves. But at present it remains most likely that
Cameron’s anti-egalitarian individualisation will be the long-term legacy
of Blairism.



2
Dennis Kavanagh

One doubts that Tony Blair would accept the challenge implicit in the
question of did he advance social democracy. His use of the appellations
New Labour and the Third Way reflected his belief that his own politics
was beyond political left and right. In his first Labour conference speech
as leader in 1995, he used the word ‘new’ more than 50 times and social-
ism just once. What he did do was attempt to redefine social democracy –
traditional values in a modern setting, and all that.

A problem is that social democracy has meant different things to differ-
ent people at different times. Some, on the left, might look for: extensive
public ownership or more regulation of private capital; a return to pre-
1979 income tax levels or a 50 per cent rate imposed on incomes of
£100,000 or more; an end to private health care and education, or mak-
ing conditions more onerous for their providers; and a rebalancing of
relations between trade unions and employers in favour of the former.
Since 1997 the Labour Government has shown no inclination to adopt
any of these policies, rather the opposite.

I take social democracy to involve moves towards greater equality in
society and the use of state power to tame capitalism and make it work
in the interests of wider society. In some respects Blair advanced social
democracy, in others retarded it.

Blair always had links with the former Social Democratic Party, largely
a break-away group from Labour in 1981. But for Blair, the term social
democracy was too redolent of the old politics, with which he wanted
to break; hence his reluctance to espouse the term. He was, of course,
always relaxed about the use of the private sector in provision and of co-
payments in the public services. As a pragmatist he was for ‘what works’
in policies and labels.

18
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Martin Smith captures the difficulty of pinning Blair down with one
ideological label when he writes: ‘New Labour has drawn on complex
contradictory and conflicting traditions of social democracy, social con-
servatism, Thatcherism and pragmatism.’ He adds, ‘the leadership can
draw on varying traditions according to the principal goal of advance at
a particular time’.1 Other commentators have observed that New Labour
was both post-Thatcherite and post-social democracy. For Eric Shaw the
Blair project of party modernisation in the 1990s was about ‘detachment
from Labour’s established values and objects and an accommodation
with established institutions and modes of thought’.2

Blair, in 1997, had a number of objectives. He wanted to:

• Make Labour the normal party of government, that is, winning
elections and governing in a way that promoted re-election.

• Improve the working of the economy in part to refute the idea that
the Party did not run the economy competently and in part generate
funds to make improvements to public services.

• Put Britain at the heart of the EU.
• Make Britain a major player in world affairs and act as a broker between

the EU and the USA.
• Make Labour a one-nation party, appealing to all classes, rather than

one appealing predominantly to the working class.
• Make Britain a fairer society (not necessarily a more equal one) by

improving opportunities for all.

What was not intended but certainly occurred and forms a major part
of the Blair record was also the closer relationship to the USA in foreign
policy, the British involvement in wars and the curtailment of civil lib-
erties as part of the campaign against terrorism. It is not clear that the
term social democracy would cover the above and even the objective of
making Britain fairer is shared across the main parties.

The starting point for any analysis of the Blair record has to acknowl-
edge the acceptance of much of Mrs Thatcher’s settlement in economic
and social policy. Perhaps John Major’s victory in the 1992 general elec-
tion helped to entrench the Thatcher settlement by forcing Labour to
accept some of the changes it had until then resisted. Blair further consol-
idated them after he became leader in 1994. These include privatisation
and the extension of PFIs, acceptance of most of the trade union laws
and a more flexible labour market, less progressive taxation, maintain-
ing public spending as a share of GDP at around 40 per cent, extending
means testing in the benefits system, regarding welfare as a pathway to
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work and opportunity and, finally, presiding over the decline of what
David Marquand calls the public ethos, where the values of targets,
privatisation, value for money and the new public management have
challenged those of public service and community in the public sector.3

The above are difficult to reconcile with most definitions of social democ-
racy. Compared to his predecessors, John Smith and Neil Kinnock, Blair
was open about his intention to show that Labour had changed, not just
since 1979 but since 1992 also, and acceptance of the Thatcherite agenda
was crucial to achieving this.

It is telling that, in spite of tax credits, the minimum wage and big
increases in child benefit and pensions, progress on social mobility and
on greater equality have ceased. Why, therefore, have there been limits
on active government and the social democratic agenda? Why has the
record of the government since 1997 paled in comparison with that of,
say, 1945–50? After all, the Blair Governments had record parliamentary
majorities, faced a feeble and divided opposition, had a sympathetic
media for the first five years or so, and enjoyed two full terms in office.
Previous Labour governments lacked an overall parliamentary majority
or were faced by an economic crisis or were in office only for a short
time, and often all three.

The Blair record suggests that there have been several constraints
which advocates of active government need to come to terms with. They
include:

1. The hollowed-out state. A result of privatisation, Bank of England
independence, devolution, membership of the EU and the greater
impact of global institutions and forces (see below) is that the state
has fewer levers to direct society, social and economic change. The
levers are fewer compared to 1945 or appear to be less effective.

2. Deficiencies in the state or, in John Reid’s immortal words about the
Home Office, its departments and agencies are not ‘fit for purpose’.
The New Right critique of the state and its agencies as a deliverer
of services – because of a lack of commercial discipline, weakness of
competition, over-bureaucratisation and a heavily unionised public
sector – are well known. Since 1997 the Labour Government, perhaps
as an acknowledgement, has provided a cornucopia for management
consultants and new public management gurus and brought in busi-
ness to fund city academies and private providers in the NHS. Yet
the list of failures is long – the Child Support Agency, Tax Credits,
school truancy, immigration controls etc. Some of these failures have
been unanticipated side-effects of measures, or because of a lack of
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joined-up-government. Successive Audit Commission reports have
laid bare the deficiencies. Growing awareness of deficiencies led Blair
and Brown to turn to the private sector and the PFI and a regime
of targets. But Paul Ormerod has argued that the failures are in large
part a result of over-centralisation, policy-makers’ excessive optimism
and top-down decision making.4 A generation ago the Wilson Gov-
ernment drew up a National Plan for the economy and governments
were confident that they possessed the policy instruments to deliver
stable prices and full employment. The old Fabian confidence that if
the right hands (theirs) were on the levers of power all would be well
had been replaced by a growing sense that ministers, particularly in
governments of the left, have to learn the limits of central control.
This is a challenge to traditional ideas of social democracy in Britain.

3. Electoral calculations. The decline in size of the working class and
trade unions has meant that Labour’s traditional electoral base has
shrunk. The Party has deliberately reached out to new groups, crudely
called Middle England. A seminal text for New Labour was Southern
Discomfort, the study of non-Labour voters in south-eastern marginal
seats after the 1992 election.5 These showed that voters mistrusted
Labour because of trade union power, perceived weakness on crime
and worries over taxation. In future, the Party’s focus groups would
target these voters, that is, ‘weak’ or non-Labour voters in Tory-
held marginals prompted a more socially and economic conservative
agenda. Campaigning was left to professionals from public relations
companies. This was all part of a larger transformation to what has
been called a more electoral-professional party.6

4. Social change. In recent decades social-class lines seem to have
hardened; the middle class appears to be managing to maintain its
advantages for its offspring while an underclass perpetuates itself.
The Conservative education spokesman David Willetts recognised this
when he restated his party’s policy of not creating more Grammar
Schools, arguing that academic selection was no longer the engine of
social mobility it had been because of the emergence of an underclass.

5. Globalisation as a result of more liberal financial markets and the
mobility of highly skilled entrepreneurs. In its 1997 election mani-
festo Labour accepted that Britain had to adapt to an international
market and asserted ‘we accept the global economy as a reality and
reject isolationism’.7 The new Clause IV of the Party constitution not
only replaces the old blanket commitment to public ownership but
also declares New Labour’s acceptance of markets and competition. An
additional constraint on active government is the EU and its drive to
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the liberalisation of the internal market. In economic policy, national
governments are more prudent and concerned to observe constraints
in the form of allowing the independent monetary committee of the
Bank of England to set interest rates, pursue a low inflation target
and low borrowing limits. Keynesianism in one country is no longer
possible. Risky economic policies may lead to a flight of capital, less
investment and currency pressures. But Keynesianism was important
in justifying an active role for the state and enabling social democrats
to show they could manage capitalism.

The above may be too determinist. Electoral strategy and globalisa-
tion do challenge the party of the left following its traditional goals of
redistribution and directing industry. But within these constraints there
remains a degree of choice. And advocates of an active state can point
to new challenges of climate change and the environment, dealing with
market failures (e.g. the credit crunch) and restoring the infrastructure
as tasks for government. Social democracy may have to reinvent itself.
After all, this is what Blair and Brown were doing before 1997.

One possible path might be in the direction of more devolution to
local government and tolerance of more diversity in policy outcomes,
as Simon Jenkins and Paul Ormerod advocate. ‘Letting go’ has hap-
pened in Scotland, Wales and, more modestly, in London. But Blair,
in The Third Way (1998), claimed that the aim of social democracy
was the promotion of ‘social justice with the state as its main agent’
and, by implication, equal provision of services. The Blair–Brown talk
of decentralisation – although it followed years of tighter controls on
local government – would, as Bogdanor notes, ‘be likely, if carried out,
to increase geographical inequalities in England, not to mitigate them. It
therefore runs counter to social democracy as traditionally understood.’8

But states like Sweden and Denmark, with leftist governments, have been
willing to trade some diversity in outcome as an acceptable consequence
of greater localism.9

Much of the New Labour agenda has until late 2008 been accepted
by the Cameron Conservatives – the constitutional changes, Bank of
England independence, minimum wage, spending on key public services
ahead of tax cuts and variable tuition fees in higher education. But how
much of this is social democracy, as generally understood? And how suc-
cessful has Labour been in reshaping public opinion in the past decade?
John Curtice has noted how public opinion has moved to the right over
the past decade and there has been a decline in the proportion of voters
giving ‘left-of-centre’ responses on questions about the level of benefits
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and support for income redistribution. He states: ‘it appears that during
Blair’s tenure in office, Britain changed from being a predominantly left-
of-centre country to a majority right-of-centre one’.10 The shift was most
marked among Labour supporters and probably a response to Labour’s
repositioning of itself to the centre and appealing to the middle class
and southern England, in other words, Labour’s opinion leadership. The
Fabian Sunder Katwala reflects: ‘the test of a progressive party is how it
can, over time, shift the terms of political trade, addressing … issues (of
strong public concern) in a way which creates a hearing for its broader
argument’. For Katwala winning the bigger argument is about inequality
and it is done not just in an election campaign but ‘it depends on gov-
ernment making inequality an issue over a broader period’.11 Our verdict
is that a pale version of social democracy emerges from a decade of Blair.



3
Jonathan Tonge

Assessing the ideological and policy impacts of Tony Blair is difficult,
given the lack of time that has elapsed since his premiership, the ongoing
outworking of the Blairite policy agenda and the apparent lack of desire
of the former Labour leader to associate his name with an ‘ism’. The
rejection of a firm ‘ism’ may be construed as indication of the solidity of
Blair’s social democratic credentials. Social democracy has always lacked
the precision of ideological ‘isms’, instead amounting to a progressive
reconciliation of neoliberalism with strong welfare and social agendas,
the combination of which are designed to facilitate equality of oppor-
tunity not outcome. From his election as Labour leader in 1994 until
his departure as Prime Minister in 2007, Blair repudiated the old capi-
tal versus labour, neoliberal versus state control, politics in favour of a
less distinguishable ideological approach which favoured neither ‘side’.
Blair’s valedictory 2007 speech in his Sedgefield constituency encapsu-
lated his centrist approach, as he claimed of the ‘old’ politics of public
spending versus low taxation and of liberalism versus statism: ‘None of it
made sense to me.’1 Given this, the question begged is whether Blairism,
if the term can legitimately be used, amounts to merely a pick-and-mix of
the supposed best of neoliberalism and statism, or whether it represents
a new, distinct form of social democratic thought, offering a novel fusion
of market and state. Allied to other forms of modernisation such as con-
stitutional reform did Blairite social democracy yield an innovative and
radical policy agenda?

‘Blairism’ assessed

Blair’s personal rejection of what he regarded as dogma has not halted
the remorseless academic attempts to label ‘Blairism’. Some see Blair’s
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New Labour as essentially Thatcherite neoliberalism, albeit with a more
human face, and as such a major departure from ‘Old’ Labour traditions,
values and policies.2 Other assessments ascribe slightly less ideological
significance to Blair’s adaptation of Labour values to a modern setting,
arguing that New Labour was, variously, a complex modernising accom-
modation with processes of globalisation;3 a Keynesian rebirth,4 or a
social democratic revival after a rude neoliberal interruption.5 Political
historians suggest that the distinction between Old and New Labour
has never been clear-cut, given Labour’s ideological or policy shifts
in previous decades and that New Labour was a necessary marketing
device designed to obliterate the electorate’s memory of previous Labour
internal strife.6 Those who have sought to infuse Blair’s Labour leadership
with a deeper ideological significance have located ideological develop-
ment within the notion of a ‘Third Way’. Insofar as the Third Way could
be identified as a distinct entity, the concept lay in the repudiation of
rampant neoliberal individualism and rejection of blanket state absorp-
tion for all social and welfare issues, in favour of a marriage of individual
responsibility to communal values.7 A significant driver behind such a
social-political outlook tended to be ignored until more recent accounts
of Blair’s inspirations, namely, his religious beliefs, which have become
more overtly discussed only since his departure from office.8

Whether the Third Way has ever risen above the vaguely aspirational
to a tangible, definable guide to policy remains questionable. The
antecedents of Blair’s approach may lie more in the fusion of market
economics with extended social provision and support for modes of col-
lective consumption evident years earlier in David Owen’s aspiration for
a social market.9 While it might have been assumed that Owenite ideas
died with the demise of the Social Democratic Party, they arguably pro-
vided a basis for Blair’s attempted reconciliation of liberalism with social
democracy.10 For the Conservative opposition, however, Blair’s social
democracy was essentially statist democracy. While the Conservatives
concede that Labour’s ‘provision-theory accepts the free market as the
engine of economic growth’, they argue that New Labour still ‘see the
central state as the only possible guarantor of well-being through direc-
tion and control’.11 On this reading, Blair advanced social democracy
by conceding victory to capital over labour in terms of the economy,
but declined to recognise the equal validity of market-based solutions in
terms of social provision.12

Given the lack of clarity over the Blairite ideological vision, it is unsur-
prising that few academics impugn Blair’s landslide election victory in
1997 with the significance accorded to Attlee’s 1945 Labour victory or
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Thatcher’s 1979 Conservative triumph. YouGov’s 2005 survey of Politics
academics found that 85 per cent of respondents viewed either the 1945
and 1979 contests as the most important post-war elections, compared
to a mere 5 per cent lending such a perception to Labour’s 1997 triumph.
There are significant differences between political scientists (favourable,
at fifth-best post-war Prime Minister) and historians (less impressed,
ranking Blair a mere tenth) in terms of Blair’s legacy rating, poss-
ibly reflecting longer-term reflections among the latter which see New
Labour as less ‘new’ and more a modern outworking of Crosland’s 1950s
revisionism.13 Political scientists may have been more impressed by the
constitutional and political achievements of the Blair Governments. It
is surely the creation of devolved governments in Scotland, Wales and
Northern Ireland and the achievement of peace in the lattermost country
that will prove Blair’s most enduring legacies.

Devolution, Blairism and social democracy

Devolution was not Blair’s only significant constitutional reform. The
abolition of most hereditary peerages, for example, provided an example
of New Labour’s willingness to confront a transparently undemocratic
status quo which had survived for a prolonged period through a com-
bination of a lack of political will and inertia. However, devolved
government for the nations of the United Kingdom represented a far
more substantial and risky project.

Devolution was hardly a Blairite policy, being virtually the only ‘Old
Labour’ policy inheritance from the 1970s to survive the modernising
Labour purges of the 1990s. Indeed, Blair’s commitment to devolution
appeared lukewarm. Rather than herald the policy as a fundamental,
necessary repairing of the disjuncture between nation and state, or as
a radical reappraisal of the relationship between government and gov-
erned within a wider project of constitutional reform, Blair adopted a
more defensive posture. True, devolution was associated with demo-
cratic modernisation, but Blair’s nervousness was indicated by his desire
for the introduction of a second referendum question (insisted upon by
him and presented as a fait accompli to Scottish Labour) on whether
the Scottish Parliament would accrue tax-varying powers.14 Moreover,
Blair’s comment that the tax-varying power was akin to that afforded
to a ‘parish council’ appeared to highlight a lack of faith in strong fis-
cal devolution.15 Equally, Blair’s early efforts to ensure that ‘his’ First
Minister, Alun Michael, headed the devolved administration in Wales
indicated a nervousness of the implications of the project. Devolution
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was sometimes portrayed in somewhat negative terms as a means of
shoring the Union, a device to ward off the nationalist upsurge, rather
than as a positive political reform undertaken for the common good.

Whatever its origins in Labour’s calculation of the SNP threat, devolu-
tion nonetheless became associated with New Labour’s reformist agenda,
an old policy wrapped in a cloak of ‘New Labour, New Britain’. The
creation of multi-level governance and modernisation of a strained
union state represented an important departure for Labour’s social demo-
cratic vision, which hitherto had been suspicious of diversion from
economic programmes. As Wright and Gamble contend, ‘one key area
where social democracy has much to offer, as well as much to reflect
upon, is the constitutional arrangements for governance, at the level
both of organisation and of political systems. In the past this has been
largely neglected’.16 Labour’s introduction of devolution was perhaps
the most far-reaching redress of this neglect since the creation of the
Party. It was not reducible to mere electoral expediency, not least because
the subsequent rise, rather than sating, of the Scottish National Party
within the Scottish Parliament was entirely predictable. The closing of
the gap between electorate and rulers introduced via devolution has
facilitated significant further changes, including the reform of local gov-
ernment and variation in electoral systems. Furthermore, healthy access
to decision-makers in the devolved nations of the UK has contributed
to the bolstering of civil society. Asymmetrical devolution, reflecting
local circumstance and the strength of nationalism in each country, has
produced a consensus in each over the desirability of devolved govern-
ment, although caution among Labour leaders has meant that the further
transfer of powers has been slow to arrive.17

Blair’s other major legacy, the arrival of peace in Northern Ire-
land, can be regarded as a considerable achievement, given that the
project had defeated previous British Prime Ministers. Here, the religious
underpinnings of Blair’s approach to politics were again evident in his
retrospective insistence that he ‘always felt it [Northern Ireland] could
be solved … it seemed so out-of-date … this dispute between Protes-
tants and Catholics’.18 While this overstated the religious essence of
a territorial dispute, the conflict did appear increasingly anachronistic
and futile, with the IRA and its political associates within Sinn Fein
unable to achieve a united Ireland by a combination of ‘armalite and
ballot box’ and the British security forces unable to achieve an outright
military defeat of Irish republicans. Whatever the asymmetry of forces,
with the British clearly holding the upper hand, huge IRA bombings in
London and Manchester in the year before Blair became Prime Minister
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indicated that a political process which attempted to exclude Sinn Fein
was doomed to failure.

Blair’s achievement was far less in creating peace per se, given that the
IRA was already seeking to exit from its unwinnable campaign, than in
displaying the pragmatism and persistence required to sustain political
progress, culminating in the far-reaching consociational power-sharing
deal headed by the Democratic Unionist Party and Sinn Fein in 2007.
The pragmatism included downgrading the requirement for upfront
decommissioning of paramilitary weapons. The persistence involved
painstaking negotiations and difficult compromises designed to secure a
durable political settlement.19 Blair’s success owed much to his predeces-
sor, John Major, the weariness of Irish republicans and a changing global
context. Moreover, Blair’s triumph did not yield a politics designed on
social democratic norms in terms of either institutional or economic
organisation.20 Northern Ireland’s association of political elites is bereft
of a normal system of majority government and minority opposition.
Nonetheless, Blair’s rejection of any prospect of a return to unionist
majoritarian government and his explicit acknowledgement of the previ-
ous injustices endured by nationalists facilitated progress. New Labour’s
promotion of devolution for Scotland and Wales also ensured that full
integration of Northern Ireland into the United Kingdom was no longer
a realistic option within a restructured collection of nations.

Conclusion

Any assessment of Blair’s contribution to social democracy needs to go
beyond the economic reductionism entailed in analyses grounded in
whether New Labour was essentially neoliberal or statist in outlook.
For those wishing to downplay the lasting significance of Blairism as
an ideology, the location of his main legacies, those of devolution and
Northern Ireland, outside the socio-economic sphere, merely confirms
the lack of ideological distinctiveness of New Labour. Moreover, nei-
ther of arguably Blair’s two most significant successes can be said to be
Blairite policies: devolution was an Old Labour inheritance and Northern
Ireland was located in the in-tray of ‘gifts’ from the outgoing Conser-
vative Government in 1997. Nonetheless, New Labour’s constitutional
reform agenda, which embraced devolved government far more comfort-
ably than its 1970s predecessor, did fundamentally alter the relationship
between government and the governed. Devolution acted as a rejoin-
der to those associating New Labour with encroaching centralisation of
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power and its evolutionary processes are likely to ensure further diminu-
tion of Westminster authority, if not sovereignty. The introduction of
devolution was an indication of how social democratic governments can
broaden their political agenda to embrace constitutional reform; in this
respect, Blair was not an architect of social democratic advancement, but
he led its implementation.

Beyond constitutional reform, Blairism represented an updated ver-
sion of ideas concerning the social market, even if the desired Blairite
version was more market than social. New Labour did engage in more
redistributive measures than is sometimes assumed by those critics who
see the project as largely undiluted Thatcherism. The introduction of the
minimum wage, the £5 billion ‘windfall’ tax on public utilities, reduced
taxation rates for the lower-paid and a clear acceptance of state responsi-
bility for levels of employment and unemployment amounted to a social
agenda different from that offered by neoliberal Conservative govern-
ments for the previous years. This social agenda was accompanied by
considerable state direction and intervention, most notably in the edu-
cation arena, although such central direction was in evidence from the
late 1980s, before the advent of New Labour. It was in the later Blair
years in office that the emphasis switched more sharply from social agen-
das towards a desire – largely unfulfilled, not least due to a distracting
entanglement in foreign policy difficulties – to make public institutions
more receptive to market forces.
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Response
Alan Finlayson

When future historians come to assess the administrations of Tony Blair
they will surely do so with reference to the traumas of New Labour under
Gordon Brown. And perhaps they will ask themselves if Blair’s departure
was a cause of that collapse or just a symptom of a decline that was well
under way.

It is easy to see the potential merit of the former case. Blair can be
imagined as the skilful leader, managing his party, mesmerising the
media and charming the public. Brown can then be cast as the more tra-
ditional Labour leader, clumsily and charmlessly taking the Party down
with him. But such an answer neglects the longer story told by Jon Tonge,
Dennis Kavanagh and myself in the essays collected here. Each describes
different elements of the weakness that underlay and undermined New
Labour. I think these weaknesses can be summed up as ‘constitutional’
and ‘ethical’ in the broadest sense of these terms, and as they pertain
to the overall conception of government that animated New Labour in
power.

As Jon Tonge points out, devolution and reform of the House of Lords
were significant New Labour achievements. But, as he also points out,
they were not particular to New Labour, and Blair himself was ‘lukewarm’
about them. Also, of course, they were not completed. New Labour failed
to resolve the relationship of central to local government in England and
stalled Lords reform at a point convenient to an essentially oligarchic
government. New Labour expanded the range of actors involved in gov-
ernance (think-tanks, seconded advisors, private ‘partners’) but increased
the distance between this ‘core executive’ and the demos from which it
ought to derive purpose and authority. Despite much talk about citizen-
ship and the creation of a society of volunteers New Labour presided over
continued decline in political participation and added to the disaffection
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with government that characterises our political culture. Often an unfair
cynical media, or the idleness of citizens themselves, are blamed for this.
But the centralised elitist culture of Westminster politics is the primary
culprit. The ‘deficiencies of the state’ and the failures of so many of its
parts, listed starkly by Kavanagh, are the result. Government cannot
address social problems if it does not involve society. This is a constitu-
tional matter in the fullest sense but new Labour showed little grasp of it.

As Kavanagh also points out, the Government willingly accepted con-
straints upon itself. Significantly most of these were of its own invention
either as policies (such as independence for the Bank of England) or as a
rhetoric of government incompetence and market virility to which the
Government has held firm even in the face of the collapse in banking and
finance that began with the sub-prime mortgage crisis in 2007. Limiting
the extent to which it considered its own actions legitimate Blair’s New
Labour also, as Kavanagh notes, did not consider social justice a priority.
Tonge agrees noting that an evident interest in redistribution towards
education (which, as I indicate in my essay, is primarily motivated by
the desire to create ‘the people of the knowledge economy’) was soon
replaced by an emphasis on marketising public services. A social demo-
cratic party with little interest in either democracy or social justice, and
eager to encourage rather than manage commodification, New Labour
lacked, at the centre, a governing ethos. And it therefore could not share
with the country at large an ethos that might have sustained the party
through hard times.

New Labour was held together by Blair’s personal ethos and commit-
ment to winning and holding power, and by that of his opponents in
the party who were bonded by their dislike of him. When Blair left there
was nothing to hold it together and Brown proved incapable of cultivat-
ing an overall conception of the purpose of his government, his party or
himself. But both that departure and the subsequent collapse – although
precipitated by vaciliation over whether or not to hold a snap election –
were indicative of the prior intellectual, political, constitutional and
ethical weakness of the Blair project.

In the future New Labour’s legacy will, and here I echo Tonge, indeed
be the way in which the nations of the United Kingdom pursue their own
political paths. These will, certainly in Wales and probably in Scotland,
be markedly more social democratic than anything Blair and Brown
might have proposed. The question then is whether or not social democ-
racy will continue to exist at all in England. The answer the future
historians will give to that question depends on the choices English
citizens and their politicians make in the present.
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Response
Dennis Kavanagh

All three papers hedge their bets on the question whether Blair advanced
social democracy. No clear-cut answer emerges from the papers. In part
this is due to the slippery concept of social democracy and the nature
of Mr Blair. The pragmatic Mr Blair delivered some programmes for the
social democrats and something for the neoliberals. The Third Way was
about combining the benefits of statism and collective choice with those
of the market. It will not bother him that his legacy is invoked as well as
attacked by both social democrats and neoliberals.

Tonge cautions us that the full consequences of the Blair programme
may not yet be fully visible. Already Gordon Brown’s once much-lauded
stewardship of the economy as Chancellor of the Exchequer is being
revised. But some features are already clear. We know what Blairism was
not: neither pure statism nor pure neoliberalism. He often caricatured
these as the First and the Third Ways respectively before celebrating the
wisdom of his Third Way synthesis. He was always an ‘and’ rather than an
‘either-or’ person, preferring to combine what to conventional thinking
were opposites, for example, social justice and economic enterprise, or
greater equality and incentives for meritocracy.

Tonge is probably correct to suggest that constitutional reform will in
the near future be an important part of the Blair legacy. The qualifica-
tion matters because the programme is so incomplete and Blair showed
so little interest in consolidating it. Except for Northern Ireland he did
not engage with constitutional change; the agenda was largely inherited
from the Liberals/Liberal Democrats and John Smith. Devolution was
a case of ‘yes but’ – for example, the limited financial autonomy for
Scotland – as well as partisan calculation – for example, introducing
proportional representation (PR) to dish the Scottish Nationalists and
allowing Scotland to retain its disproportionate number of Westminster

32



Response – Dennis Kavanagh 33

seats to Labour’s benefit. Reform of the House of Lords has resulted in
a virtually appointed chamber and one, thanks to Blair’s lavish use of
patronage, in which Labour is now the largest party.

I am not persuaded that the constitutional changes have much to do
with any reading of social democracy. But the irony is that the Scottish
and Welsh administrations have been more social democratic or less
market-oriented in health and education than Labour at Westminster.

I agree with Finlayson’s contention that the Third Way worked better
as an electoral strategy than as a programme for government. There was
always an economistic thrust (often from Brown) to the welfare reforms
and even to education. The rhetoric of economic efficiency, value for
money and competing in the global marketplace were never far away.
The emphasis in the later years on personalisation and choice in the
public services is difficult to square with the values of universalism.

Consideration of Gordon Brown’s record is the outstanding gap in
the papers. He was seen by admirers as providing the social demo-
cratic element in the Blair–Brown duopoly. But he was also the driving
force behind the rigorous means-testing of benefits and extending pri-
vatisation, including the London Underground and the PFI. I am not
suggesting that Brown was a break on Blair’s weak socialist instincts but
note that Brown shaped much of Blair’s social and economic policy.

Blair shifted the Conservatives away from the comfort zone they occu-
pied before Cameron. Cameron may have outflanked Labour when he
strikes a One Nation and ‘civic conservative’ note with his emphasis on
the broken society, some of whose ills can be traced to the excesses of
consumerism and lack of community. What is implied, at the least, is
that the dynamics of the market and globalisation are socially disrup-
tive. Before 1997 Blair spoke eloquently about personal responsibility
and the importance of community.

Traditionally, social democracy was about means (e.g. public owner-
ship, trade union rights, high public spending, one-size-fits-all services
and benefits) as much as ends (and criticised on those grounds by
Crosland). Blair’s boldness was in ditching many of the means and even
some of the ends.
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Response
Jonathan Tonge

The contributions of Kavanagh and Finlayson highlight how the various
inputs to Blairism make it a difficult ‘ideology’ to define. Helpfully, both
authors demonstrate two points essential to any understanding of the
complex relationship between Blair and social democracy. First, Blairism
was concerned with making the Labour Party a natural party of govern-
ment, rather than an ideologically obsessed glorified debating society.
Pragmatism and electoralism were thus the two ‘isms’ that mattered
most, designed to overcome Labour’s historically justified fear of failure
at the polls. Second, Blairism was a response to the perceived failings of
social democracy – too statist, too concerned with the division of goods
rather than their creation and insufficiently pro-market.

Blair was nonetheless anxious to retain the positive aspects of
social democracy (social justice and equality of opportunity). He used
unprecedented levels of state intervention (e.g. regulation, targets,
micro-management) in attempting to promote equal opportunity and
access in arenas such as education and healthcare, while simultaneously
attempting the ‘modernisation’ of public services. Used in isolation, the
term modernisation is vacuous; it is difficult to conceive of a party pro-
moting the antiquation of public services. Used as a New Labour mantra,
the term emphasised the reformist nature of Blairism. Finlayson speaks
of ‘state withdrawal from the provision of services, or their subordina-
tion to market practices’ under Blair; modernisation was indeed used as
a cover for this. Nonetheless, tentative introductions of market practices
were more common than full state withdrawal, which was rare. Univer-
sal services, such as education and healthcare, were not amenable to full
marketisation; nor, crucially, was privatisation desired by the electorate.
This was not the 1980s.

34



Response – Jonathan Tonge 35

Antipathy to statism was confined to the economic sphere, where, as
Finlayson argues, Blairism was neoliberal in sympathy and implemen-
tation. Importantly, the same author recognises Blair’s early acceptance
of economic globalisation as irreversible. In hindsight, this might be
seen as self-evident, but it is worth recalling that only a decade before
Blair’s election as leader, his Party had presented a bizarre, garrison-state
refusal to recognise the omnipotence of global economic competition
to the electorate. Such were the cringeworthy and catastrophic nature
of aspects of Old Labour to Blair that, as Kavanagh observes, Blair felt
he had to be open about the nature of his project to his Party, unlike
Kinnock or even Smith.

In assessing Blair’s legacy, Kavanagh correctly notes that much of
Labour’s agenda has been accepted by the Conservatives. Does this mean,
therefore, that we are all social democrats now? Not really. Cameronian
Conservatism may be a thing of the centre, a legacy of the electoral
miseries heaped upon earlier versions of conservatism under the Blair
years, but it does represent something different. Finlayson describes this
correctly in identifying how Cameron is attempting to distinguish the
‘socially interventionist community’ (good) from the ‘socially interven-
tionist state’ (not good). In other words, Cameron’s vision of ‘social
democracy’ is one in which the state is mainly passive in the economic
and social spheres. This might not be that far removed from the commu-
nitarianism perhaps favoured by Blair, who, as Prime Minister and leader
of a left-of-centre party, felt obliged to use the state to promote social jus-
tice. We now wait to see if a predominantly Etonian Cameron cabinet can
promote non-statist social communitarianism as the new social democ-
racy, designed to repair a ‘broken society’, without it appearing a thinly
veneered return of organic society paternalism.
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7
Assessing the Impact of the
Third Way1

Judi Atkins

Tony Blair’s election to the leadership of the Labour Party in 1994
consolidated the process of reform begun by Neil Kinnock in the 1980s
and continued by John Smith. These reforms targeted both the organ-
isational structure of the Party and its ideological platform, with the
ultimate aim of making Labour electable again.2 The key structural
changes were Kinnock’s expulsion of the Bennite hard left from the Party,
the replacement of the trades unions’ block vote with the ‘one member,
one vote’ system, which Smith accomplished in 1993, and the rewriting
of Clause IV of the Party Constitution under Blair. In terms of ideology,
Kinnock initiated a ‘gradual transition from state socialism to a variant
of European social democracy’, which purged Labour of its traditional
socialist commitments to central economic planning and public own-
ership and led to a reassessment of key revisionist ideas.3 This process
continued during Smith’s leadership and gained momentum under Blair,
culminating in the rebranding of the Party as ‘New’ Labour.

Alongside these internal changes, Labour had to come to terms with
the economic and social legacy of Thatcherism. In the economic sphere,
the Thatcher Government replaced Keynesianism with economic liber-
alism and the strong – though minimal – state, while in social terms it
sought to create a society populated by self-reliant individuals under-
pinned by an authoritarian approach to law and order.4 These changes
fundamentally altered the political landscape and resulted in a deeply
divided society, in which the richest fifth of the UK’s population had
become wealthier since 1979, while the underclass, consisting of ‘people
on low incomes, and of people dependent on state benefits’, had
mushroomed.5 To confront these challenges, New Labour offered a
‘Third Way’ between the neo-conservatism of the Thatcher and Major
Governments and the state socialism espoused by ‘Old’ Labour. More
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specifically, it sought to temper free-market capitalism with social jus-
tice, while attempting to avoid an ‘excessive domination of the state
over social and economic life’.6 This approach, it was claimed, would
also enable New Labour to meet the challenges of globalisation – which
include changes in employment patterns and in family life – and thus
to succeed where the Old Left and Thatcherism had failed. For Blair,
‘active government’ was required to equip individuals, businesses and
communities to cope with these changes and, to this end, new modes of
delivering Labour’s core values had to be found.7

The aim of this chapter is to consider the ways in which the Third
Way offers the Labour Party novel means of realising its traditional val-
ues. The first section summarises the main assumptions of the Third
Way and examines the relationship between them. In so doing, it high-
lights the similarities and differences between the Third Way and (1) Old
Labour and (2) the New Right, and shows that the Third Way is a dis-
tinctive ideological position. The second section considers the ways in
which the Third Way offers Labour new means of realising two of its main
values, namely, equality and community. Here, it is important to note
that the former notion prioritises equality of opportunity over equality
of outcomes, and that ‘community’ has superseded ‘society’ as a core
ideological concept. The section draws on two cases, namely, the ‘New
Deals’, which are intended to promote equality of opportunity through
welfare-to-work and are supported by redistributive measures to ‘make
work pay’, and the ‘Respect Agenda’, which is New Labour’s campaign to
tackle social exclusion and promote its vision of a community in which
every citizen has a stake. It is shown that the Third Way has had a sig-
nificant impact on Labour, and its commitment to ‘active government’
affords the Party new modes of achieving old ends.

The main assumptions of the Third Way

The Third Way seeks to promote and reconcile four values, which it sees
as fundamental to its goal of creating a just society. They are equal worth,
opportunity for all, community and responsibility, and I shall outline
them in turn. Social justice is based on the assumption that each indi-
vidual is of equal worth, regardless of such contingencies as their ‘race’,
background and abilities. In Blair’s words, ‘common humanity demands
that everyone be given a platform on which to stand’.8 The principle
of equal worth is given content by people’s ‘capacity for autonomous
self-development’,9 and in turn provides the moral basis of the concept
of equality of opportunity. If all individuals matter the same, it follows
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that society should offer each of them the widest possible range of oppor-
tunities to fulfil their potential and increase their earning power. Equal
worth, and its concomitant notions of fairness and justice, also under-
pin New Labour’s core concept of responsibility, which, as we shall see
below, is a prerequisite for a strong, inclusive community.

According to Brown, ‘the essence of equality is equality of opportu-
nity’, and government has a fundamental responsibility to pursue this
objective.10 Brown’s liberal conception of equality represents a depar-
ture from the ideology of Old Labour, in which the notion of equality
was linked primarily to ‘equality of outcome and to a determination to
eradicate significant inequalities of income and wealth through redis-
tributive measures’,11 with equality of opportunity playing a secondary
role. New Labour, meanwhile, reverses this ordering and identifies a lack
of opportunity and skills as the root causes of inequality and poverty.
It proposes to ameliorate them through policies designed to create edu-
cational and employment opportunities for all, which in turn aim to
promote human capital and enhance Britain’s ability to compete in the
global economy. For Blair, true equality lies in providing each individual
with the education they need if they are to fulfil their potential.12 This is
an ongoing process, and New Labour pledged to give people the opportu-
nity to learn and acquire new skills throughout their lives. It also offers
people financial incentives, such as training grants and tax credits, to
accept the opportunities offered to them and, in so doing, enacts redis-
tributive policies. The social democratic notion of equality can thus be
seen as a two-sided concept, with Old and New Labour accepting both
of its constituent components – namely, equality of opportunity and
equality of outcome – but assigning to them different weightings.13

While the notion of ‘community’ is a core concept in the Third Way, it
has not figured prominently in recent British left discourse. Nonetheless,
the concept of community was important historically, so we can say that
New Labour has brought it back into the core of British socialism. The
Third Way conception of community is based on the assumption that
human nature is ‘cooperative as well as competitive, selfless as well as
self-interested’, and the concomitant claim that society would be unable
to function if humans were otherwise.14 For Blair, human independence
is impossible without collective goods, and the richness – or otherwise –
of our lives is affected by the communities to which we belong. This con-
stitutive notion of community underpins Blair’s pledge to ensure that
‘the country works for the good of everybody, and everybody works for
the good of the country’.15 We can say, therefore, that New Labour views
community as a moral concept because it feels a responsibility to include
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people within the community and implements policies to this end. In
contrast, a core concept of Old Labour’s ideology is society. This is a
structural concept and the Party attempted to realise its goal of greater
equality primarily through such economic measures as public ownership
or fiscal policy, though some thinkers advocate a combination of redis-
tribution and initiatives to tackle social inequalities as the best means of
promoting this objective.16

The value of responsibility finds expression in the primary precept of
Third Way politics, which states ‘no rights without responsibilities’.17

Giddens argues that those individuals or groups who benefit from social
goods should ‘use them responsibly, and give something back to the
wider social community in return’.18 Likewise, government has a range of
responsibilities toward its citizens – which include the protection of the
most vulnerable members of society. In accordance with the Third Way
commitment to equal worth, this precept is applicable to all, whether
they are rich or poor, a politician or a citizen, a business corporation or
a private individual.19 After all, Blair says, ‘the rights we enjoy reflect
the duties we owe: rights and opportunity without responsibility are the
engines of selfishness and greed’.20 This statement suggests that duty is
assigned a higher status than rights in New Labour’s system of values,
with people being given rights so that they can perform their duties.21

In practice, the precise nature of these duties was relatively undefined,
with the exception of the duty of each individual to be self-reliant.22

The notions of self-reliance and personal responsibility are taken from
the New Right and, as we shall see in the next section, New Labour seeks
to realise its vision for society by inculcating these qualities in every
citizen.

Blair believes that a strong community is characterised by shared prin-
ciples, aims and values, and that it provides the conditions in which
individuals can flourish.23 It also depends on an acknowledgement of
the duties and rights of citizenship, which include the obligation to obey
the law and pay taxes, and the duty to teach children to be responsible,
competent members of society. The process of instilling society’s values
in children begins in the family. It is here, Blair claims, that we learn to
‘negotiate the boundaries of acceptable conduct and to recognise that we
owe responsibilities to others as well as to ourselves’.24 For Blair, family
and community are both dependent on the ideals of duty and mutual
respect; indeed, the values that characterise a decent society are – to
a large extent – the same as those of the family. So, he continues, ‘the
stronger the community, the stronger the family – and vice versa’.25 How-
ever, this goal is attainable only through policy initiatives – notably in the
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areas of education and employment – that will benefit British society as
a whole. These policy areas are important because New Labour endorses
the views that a good education improves an individual’s prospects of
finding work, and that long-term unemployment ‘destroys families just
as it destroys communities’.26 Thus, employment and a stable family
unit comprise the best available policies for preventing crime.27

For Blair, an inclusive society is one that ‘imposes duties on
individuals … as well as on society as a whole’.28 These duties link to
responsibilities, which, together with the rejection of the ‘false choice
between social and personal responsibility’, form the basis of Blair’s
modern concept of citizenship.29 This new notion of citizenship has a
coercive dimension, which New Labour takes from the paternalism of the
New Right, and is expressed in Blair’s statement that, in situations where
duties are neglected, ‘we should not hesitate to encourage and even
enforce them’.30 A case in point is the use of home-school agreements,
which New Labour introduced to promote a sense of responsibility for
children’s education by setting out the rights and obligations of parents
and schools alike. If parents fail to fulfil their duty to ensure their chil-
dren attend school, Local Education Authorities have the power to take
them to court. As such, ‘attendance at school is non-negotiable’.31 The
implication of New Labour’s modern conception of citizenship, then, is
that an individual who fails to keep his side of the contract, either by
rejecting his duties or the opportunities offered to him, is deemed to
have relinquished his stake in the community, and thus is described as
‘socially excluded’.

‘Social exclusion’ is a collective term that encompasses the problems
of society’s ‘underclass’.32 This issue is a key concern for New Labour,
who lists among its causes family breakdown, poor skills, unemploy-
ment and drug and alcohol misuse. In so doing, New Labour creates
a relation of equivalence between them. These factors also contribute
to anti-social behaviour, indicating that New Labour perceives a close
relationship between the two phenomena. Indeed, the Respect Task
Force describes anti-social behaviour as a ‘major social justice issue’,33

while Blair identifies a lack of economic opportunity and job prospects
as key contributors to family breakdown. In turn, an unstable family
background can, he claims, ‘lead to children growing up without any
sense of responsibility to the society in which they live’,34 and hence
without respect for other people. If we understand social exclusion as
‘detachment from the moral order of society’,35 then we can view anti-
social behaviour as a symptom – but not an inevitable consequence –
of this disconnection.36 This interpretation is echoed in Harvey’s claim
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that, for New Labour, ‘exclusion was about behaviour as much as basic
needs, about disaffection as much as income, and about lack of oppor-
tunities as much as about inequalities’.37 In the next section, two policy
programmes intended to address the underlying causes of social exclu-
sion are examined. They are: the New Deals,38 which were introduced
to alleviate the financial hardship and poverty of aspiration it brings,
and the ‘Respect Agenda’, which was designed to address the moral and
behavioural aspects of exclusion.

New means of achieving old ends

After its defeat in the 1992 general election, the Labour Party faced
three choices regarding welfare policy. As Purdy explains, it could
continue with the market revolution that began under Thatcher and
complete the changeover to a residual welfare state; enact redistribu-
tive policies in order to protect the poorer members of society; or
remodel the welfare system along ‘productivist’ lines, supporting and –
if required – compelling those it judged able to work to ‘adapt to market
forces, providing employers with a suitably skilled and motivated labour
force and preserving social cohesion’.39 The Party resisted the first of
these options on ideological grounds and, despite its instinctive leaning
toward the second, finally settled on the third. To justify this move, Blair
argued that British society has changed dramatically since the inception
of the welfare state, with women playing an active role in the workforce,
a growing number of elderly people requiring care as well as an income,
and many people being unemployed for long periods of time. Conse-
quently, he claimed, ‘we need a new settlement on welfare for a new
age, where opportunity and responsibility go together’.40 In short, Blair
believed, a new relationship between welfare and work was required.

New Labour’s welfare-to-work programme is based on a policy frame-
work that consists of three strands, the first of which is active labour
market policies. These initiatives, in the form of the New Deals, are
intended to provide unemployed individuals with help and support that
is tailored to meet their own particular needs, and thus enable them to
reconnect with the job market. While government has a duty to provide
real work and training opportunities, benefit claimants have in return a
responsibility to take the opportunities they are offered. In cases where
people refuse to accept these opportunities, the state can compel them
to do so by threatening to suspend their benefit payments. The second
strand, meanwhile, consists of redistributive policies designed to ‘make
work pay’, such as the National Minimum Wage, changes to income
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tax and National Insurance contributions, and Tax Credits,41 and the
third comprises initiatives to tackle the barriers that prevent people from
returning to work.42 These obstacles include discrimination, health prob-
lems, a lack of good quality, affordable childcare, and poor basic skills,
and were addressed by the introduction of Jobcentre Plus.43 This agency
provides a range of services, including training, English language and
basic skills courses, and access to childcare, and is intended to be flexible,
work-focused and suited to the needs of each individual.

According to Brown and Darling, the New Deals accord primarily with
the value of equality of opportunity.44 New Labour claims that a key
objective of the New Deals is to ensure that the labour market func-
tions well for everyone in Britain – irrespective of where they live – and
that nobody is prevented from obtaining work because, for instance,
they have children to look after or they have a disability.45 Indeed,
Oppenheim identifies the ‘inclusion of the economically inactive and
not just those who count as officially unemployed’ as a key feature of
New Labour’s welfare policy.46 It is therefore clear that, for New Labour,
everyone is entitled to have the opportunity to work and thus to have
a stake in society, regardless of their circumstances. As such, the New
Deals link the notion of equality of opportunity to the values of equal
worth and social inclusion. The relationship between these values also
finds expression in New Labour’s policies to tackle workplace discrimi-
nation and to remove other barriers that prevent people from finding
employment.

Finlayson notes that a significant development of New Labour’s wel-
fare reforms is the ‘emphasis on the individualisation of service delivery,
and with it the encouragement of responsibility for gearing up for the
new economy’.47 In other words, participants in the New Deals are
meant to take responsibility for themselves by accepting the opportuni-
ties offered to them, in return for the personalised programme of training
and support they receive. As Bevir explains, New Labour endorses the
communitarian notion that work is ‘a leading tutor of responsibility’,
and shares the view of communitarians and new institutionalists that
work is the solution to poverty. Consequently, he continues, New Labour
believes that the best way to address social exclusion is to actively encour-
age people to enter the workforce, where they will ‘learn responsibility
and gain self-esteem as well as becoming able to support themselves’.48

This approach to welfare policy contains echoes of the Major Gov-
ernment’s transformation of unemployment benefit into Jobseekers’
Allowance in 1994. In Johnson’s words, this benefit ‘made much more
explicit and formal the link between job search and receipt of benefit.
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It incorporated a whole series of schemes to help with the job search
process with names like “job search plus,” “jobplan,” “workwise” and
“restart” ’.49

The core New Labour value of mutual rights and responsibilities thus
has a strong presence in the New Deals, where it is argued that govern-
ment has a duty to provide participants with real opportunities for work
and training, while those able to do so have the responsibility to accept
these offers – or at least to stop claiming benefits.50

It is clear that the New Deals embody the core values of the Third
Way. The principles of equal worth and equality of opportunity for all
are evident in New Labour’s identification of the need to tackle the bar-
riers preventing certain groups from entering the labour market, and to
make work and training opportunities available for unemployed and eco-
nomically inactive individuals while ensuring that those who are unable
to work are suitably protected. In arguing that each individual should
be given the opportunities they need to fulfil their potential and enact-
ing policies to realise this aim, New Labour is promoting its vision of a
cohesive and just society in which every citizen has a stake and nobody
is impoverished. Hence ‘social justice and full employment go hand
in hand’.51 However, this objective cannot be achieved unless people
acknowledge the rights and duties of citizenship. To this end, the notion
of mutual rights and responsibilities also has a strong presence in New
Labour’s welfare reforms. While government has a duty to provide oppor-
tunities, participants in the New Deals must act responsibly and accept
these offers. As Blair puts it, a ‘sharper focus on individual responsibility
is going hand in hand with a great improvement in the support pro-
vided by government. Responsibility from all – security and opportunity
for all.’52

The New Deals also reflect New Labour’s desire to find a middle ground
between left and right, given that they combine policies on ‘incentives,
prevention and rehabilitation, as well as a new paternalism’.53 With refer-
ence to incentives, New Labour utilises redistributive measures to ‘make
work pay’, while its policies to improve the human capital of both welfare
claimants and those who are in work belong to the category of preven-
tion and rehabilitation. These policies are compatible with a ‘progressive
social democratic agenda on welfare reform – and … mark out a substan-
tial role for the State in providing welfare’.54 The influence of the left is
also present in New Labour’s emphasis on policies intended to invigo-
rate those citizens who wish to work through the options of subsidised
employment, training, or work experience with an environmental task
force.55 At the same time, New Labour’s desire to make individuals take
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responsibility for themselves, and the element of coercion in the New
Deals, embody the paternalism of the New Right. These ideas also fea-
ture in the Third Way and offer New Labour a means of bringing the
socially excluded back into the community through the provision of
opportunities for all, and thus to realise its vision of a strong, stable com-
munity. In this way, they provide Labour with a new means of achieving
its traditional value of equality.

It is important to note that, in Blair’s words, New Labour favours
a ‘true equality: equal worth and equal opportunity, not an equality
of outcome focused on incomes alone’.56 In so doing, it departs from
Old Labour’s prioritisation of greater equality of outcome. As Fairclough
explains, the latter conception of equality was based on the assumption
that ‘capitalist societies by their nature create inequalities and conflict-
ing interests’, which New Labour’s goal of increased social inclusion
does not acknowledge.57 On this basis, Goes claims that ‘social exclu-
sion was presented as a replacement for egalitarian concerns’ in New
Labour discourse.58 The argument of Fairclough and Goes suggests that
New Labour is no longer concerned about equality, but this is not the
case. Although they are correct in noting New Labour’s move away from
the egalitarianism of traditional socialism with its emphasis on market
outcomes, they overlook the fact that social inclusion is about the pro-
motion of equality of opportunity, which is itself an egalitarian concern.
As Blair explains, social exclusion is not merely a ‘matter of money. Chil-
dren that are brought up in unstable or unhappy families are deprived
irrespective of the wealth of the parents, as are children who are badly
educated.’59 Thus, social exclusion is a broader concept than poverty
and cannot be alleviated through traditional redistributive policies alone.
This is not to say that there is no role for redistribution in tackling this
issue, as New Labour’s use of financial incentives to encourage people
to accept the opportunities they are offered has improved the absolute –
though not the relative – position of the worst-off in society since 1997.60

Alongside the provision of opportunities, New Labour also seeks to
advance its goal of social inclusion by reshaping the moral culture of
Britain.61 As Driver and Martell observe, New Labour views crime and
anti-social behaviour as ‘part of the pathology of poverty that corroded
the civic and social fabric of communities and undermined the opportu-
nities for individuals and families to prosper’.62 To tackle these problems,
New Labour launched the ‘Respect Agenda’ in 2005. This campaign built
on existing anti-social behaviour legislation to combine punishment
with early intervention, with the aim of instilling respect and a sense
of responsibility in young offenders. In dysfunctional families where
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children experience poor parenting, these values are missing. Conse-
quently, there is an increased risk that these children will engage in
anti-social behaviour,63 and face social exclusion and a lack of economic
opportunities as adults.64 For New Labour, the damage that poor par-
enting causes to the wider community provides strong grounds for early
intervention to support vulnerable families, and to ‘stop children and
young people being drawn into crime and, if they are, to halt their
offending before it escalates’.65

The starting point in New Labour’s drive to eradicate anti-social
behaviour is the family. For New Labour, the family is the best envi-
ronment for raising children, and – together with marriage – is the
‘foundation of a strong and stable society’.66 This is because strong
families ‘teach values, provide stability, offer the support that children
need, and protect them physically and emotionally’.67 New Labour draws
on this commitment to argue that stable families – together with the
healthy, safe communities they bring about – provide the ‘essential
foundation within which individual potential is realised, quality of life
maximised and our social and economic wellbeing secured’.68 In turn,
this argument supplies the ideological justification for New Labour’s
policy of intervening in the lives of vulnerable families, given that the
inculcation of society’s values in their children will help to prevent
anti-social behaviour and promote community cohesion and stability.

Early intervention can take a number of forms, one of which is the
provision of parenting classes for parents whose children are starting
to behave anti-socially. These classes support parents to ‘feel confident
in establishing and maintaining a sense of responsibility, decency and
respect in their children’ and to manage their children’s behaviour.69

Attendance at parenting classes is voluntary but, if parents fail to accept
this help, they can be compelled to do so through parenting contracts
and orders. Parenting contracts are ‘voluntary written agreements that
are used by a range of agencies to gain the cooperation of parents in rela-
tion to the supervision of their child’.70 Meanwhile, parenting orders are
court orders, which can be obtained by Youth Offending Teams (YOTs)71

and Local Education Authorities. They are utilised to secure the coop-
eration of parents and frequently contain ‘specific requirements to help
curb the anti-social behaviour of children in their care or guardianship
and to help them become better parents’.72 While many parents wish
they had been offered help at an earlier stage, some are unwilling or
unable to accept this assistance.73 By rejecting the help offered to them,
these parents are said to have failed to fulfil their responsibilities, and
should therefore be compelled to do so for their own good as well as that
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of the community. To this end, New Labour pledged to develop inten-
sive support schemes, which would provide an environment where a
child is taught to ‘develop a clear sense of responsibility for their own
behaviour’.74 One such scheme is intensive fostering, which offers an
alternative to custody and, in an echo of the individualised service deliv-
ery espoused by the New Deals, involves professionals from different
agencies working together to address the needs of the young person con-
cerned. These needs may include low educational achievement, alcohol
and drug misuse, and mental health issues. At the same time, parents are
helped to improve their parenting skills in preparation for their child’s
return home.75

From the discussion so far, it is clear that New Labour’s approach to
anti-social behaviour is founded on the core Third Way values of recipro-
cal rights and responsibilities, and community. For New Labour, ‘every
citizen has the right to live their life free from fear and distress and …
they in turn have a responsibility not to cause fear or distress to others’.76

As such, each individual is responsible for their behaviour, while par-
ents have a responsibility to set standards of behaviour for their children
and ensure that they are adhered to. They are also responsible for mak-
ing sure that their children go to school and are encouraged in their
learning. The community has a responsibility to take action against the
minority who behave anti-socially and cause misery to others, and the
public services have a responsibility to ‘use everything in their power to
ensure our communities are safe, peaceful and prosperous’.77 In return,
central government has a duty to ‘set out the framework and provide
leadership, tools and resources to ensure that local agencies and com-
munities can deliver the new approach’.78 So, argues the Home Office,
we should all take responsibility for eradicating anti-social behaviour
whenever we find it, on the ground that it is only through cooperation
that we will ‘make a real and lasting impact on our communities’.79 This
sense of collective responsibility, together with the understanding that
anti-social behaviour – in all its forms – is unacceptable, lies at the heart
of the ‘Respect Agenda’.

Blunkett draws on New Labour’s concept of a ‘something-for-
something’ society and asserts that our individual rights are based on
our responsibilities to others.80 He explains that a ‘truly civil society’,
in which every citizen can flourish and play a full and active role in
their local community, is founded on social order and security. It is also
dependent on each individual having respect for other people’s property,
our shared public spaces, and the right of our neighbours to live free
from harassment and fear.81 Thus, the duties and rights of citizenship
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are the prerequisites for a strong, cohesive community. If this vision
for Britain is to be realised, then New Labour needs to effect a cultural
change from a society in which too many people are suffering the effects
of anti-social behaviour to one characterised by mutual responsibility
and respect.82 The ‘Respect’ campaign, with its twin aims of preven-
tion and punishment, is intended to bring about this shift. While New
Labour claimed this approach was justified because it enables individu-
als to become part of a strong, inclusive community, many believed it
was excessively authoritarian. Coates, for instance, argues that, by 2004,
the ‘full weight of New Labour moralising’ had been directed against
the anti-social behaviour of young people. ‘In 1997 New Labour came
into power determined to help the poor,’ he writes, ‘by 2004 it was
increasingly policing them as well’.83 Indeed, Harry Fletcher, the assis-
tant general secretary of NAPO,84 agreed with New Labour that early
intervention was vital but criticised its use of coercion, claiming that
any action would succeed only if it was undertaken with the consent of
the families concerned.85

New Labour offers a novel approach to dealing with crime and disor-
der that incorporates elements of Old Labour and New Right thinking.
By acknowledging the social causes of crime, it brings the hitherto
marginalised notion of ‘society’ back to the centre of public discussions
about the best means of tackling criminality.86 This notion was previ-
ously associated with Old Labour, who identified economic deprivation
as a key contributor to crime. However, New Labour broadens its scope
to incorporate the social factors that are linked to exclusion, such as poor
educational achievement and unemployment.87 This demonstrates New
Labour’s belief that economic initiatives alone cannot solve the prob-
lem of crime and anti-social behaviour, and that a broader approach
is required. As we have seen, New Labour proposes tough measures to
deal with young offenders, and seeks to prevent anti-social behaviour
by inculcating respect and a sense of personal responsibility in young
people. These initiatives draw on the ideology of the New Right, as does
the view that people who fail to accept their responsibilities should be
compelled to do so. For New Labour, the use of coercion is justified
because, by making people aware of their responsibilities, it enables them
to take up the opportunities offered to them through such schemes as
the New Deals, and hence to be included within their community. By
combining ideas from Old Labour and the New Right, therefore, the
Third Way provides Labour with a new means of promoting its vision
of a strong, stable community in which every citizen can fulfil their
potential.
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Conclusion

This chapter has shown that the Third Way has had a significant impact
on the Labour Party. It has enabled Labour both to adapt to post-Thatcher
Britain and to distance itself from its old image as the excessively
statist, ‘loony’ left,88 while at the same time remaining faithful to tradi-
tional socialist ideals. The means to achieving these ends have changed,
however, and now express the Third Way commitment to ‘active govern-
ment’. As we have seen, this commitment is present in the New Deals,
which are designed to give unemployed people the skills and support
they need to secure a permanent job. It is equally evident in the ‘Respect
Agenda’, which advocates intervention in vulnerable families to instil
respect and a sense of personal responsibility in children, with the aim
of preventing them from embarking on a life of criminality and anti-
social behaviour. The high degree of consistency between the ideals of
the Third Way and the policies designed to deliver them helped New
Labour to create an image of integrity and competence, and thus to show
the electorate that it is fit to govern. Indeed, the Party has succeeded in
appealing to middle-class voters as well as to its traditional working-class
base, and has secured victory in three general elections as a result. Thus,
we can say that, under Blair’s leadership, New Labour has successfully
laid claim to the centre ground in British politics.

Gordon Brown replaced Blair as prime minister in June 2007, promis-
ing a ‘new government with new priorities’ which would provide
‘the best of chances for everyone’.89 This pledge embodies Brown’s
guiding concept of equality of opportunity, and, as such, represents a
departure from Blair’s approach, which was grounded in the notion of
community.90 It is important to note, however, that both of these con-
cepts are at the core of Third Way ideology, which suggests that Brown is
offering a shift in focus, as opposed to radical change. Indeed, Giddens
supports this point with his prediction that although Brown is unlikely
to refer directly to the Third Way, he will ‘certainly follow – and fur-
ther develop – the main framework of Third Way political thinking’.91

By doing so, Giddens continues, Brown will undoubtedly have to make
changes and search for new policy initiatives, but he will not abandon the
‘core ideas that have shifted the political complexion of the country’.92

In short, Brown must find new means of realising the values of the Third
Way if he is to build on the successes of the Blair Government and rectify
its mistakes.

An important change undertaken by Brown’s Government was the clo-
sure of the Respect taskforce, which Blair viewed as central to his strategy
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for tackling anti-social behaviour, and its replacement with a new youth
taskforce run by the Department for Children, Schools and Families.93

This move reflected both the concern among Brown’s supporters that
Blair’s unrelenting focus on anti-social behaviour criminalised a genera-
tion of young people and their alternative belief that ‘most young people
contribute to society and would benefit from the extension of youth
services, including youth clubs’.94 In practice, there is little difference
between the Brown Government’s approach and the ‘Respect Agenda’,
so any claim to novelty is purely rhetorical.

Brown was one of the main architects of the New Deals and, to date,
has left this policy programme unchanged. However, the abolition of the
10p income tax band contradicts New Labour’s policy of making work
pay, and indeed has left over five million of Britain’s poorest house-
holds worse off, with the groups who are ineligible for tax credits most
seriously affected.95 At the same time, the Brown Government made a
number of concessions to its proposed annual levy on people with non-
domicile tax status, in response to protests from those affected. If we
take these points together with Hickson’s observation that ‘the higher
rate on income tax – the major means of redistributing income directly –
has not been raised since 1997’, it is clear that New Labour has done ‘lit-
tle, if indeed anything, to alter the existing income inequalities’, despite
the redistributive impact of its fiscal policy.96 By refusing to impose on
the wealthy a duty to pay higher taxes, while at the same time assigning
a number of responsibilities to the socially excluded under both the New
Deals and the Respect Agenda, New Labour violates its commitment to
the ideal of equal worth. After all, if each individual matters equally, it
follows that nobody should be exempt from the ties of reciprocal duty
that form the basis of a strong, cohesive community. New Labour needs,
therefore, to do more to tackle income inequalities, while maintaining
its commitment to greater equality of opportunity. This will allow it
to realise its traditional ends without sacrificing its core value of equal
worth.
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What Makes Progressive Ideology?
Lessons from the Third Way
Will Leggett

Anthony Giddens has suggested that had he simply called his seminal
book The Third Way ‘The Renewal of Social Democracy’ instead, it would
probably have been far less influential or controversial.1 It is true that
‘Third Way’ was perhaps an unfortunate choice of label, leading to pro-
tracted definitional debates and making for an easy object of ridicule.
However, Giddens is also right that, whatever we call it, many of the
Third Way’s key tenets are now widely accepted as common sense across
the political spectrum, and will outlive the expression itself. After a brief
recap on the Third Way’s main themes, this chapter argues that academic
critics and political opponents on both left and right were wrong to dis-
miss it as merely spin, or as a smokescreen for another (usually neoliberal)
ideological agenda. Whatever one’s political views on the Third Way, it
should be recognised as an important analysis of the fundamental trans-
formations of late modernity; this has profound implications for politics
in general and the centre-left in particular. In view of this analysis, the
Third Way seeks to recast the relationship between state and citizen in
pursuit of what it sees as both economic efficiency and social justice.
This attempt to graft a political project onto sociological theory raises
important questions about how we should understand ideology under
late modern conditions. Looking ahead, it seems that the Third Way
account of the challenges facing progressive politics will outlive New
Labour and – in an updated form – is set to continue to define contem-
porary politics. However, successful future strategies will need to be more
adept than New Labour at developing a distinctive political narrative as
to how they will respond to and shape change. And progressives should
be warned: the colonisation of the Third Way’s territory could just as
easily come from the political right as well as the left.

53
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What the Third Way was, and was not

The early 1990s saw a resurgent centre-left, inspired by the return to
office of the Democrats in the USA under Bill Clinton, engage with
a range of new ideas in a bid to cohere their project of modernisa-
tion. These included, for example, theories of stakeholding and
communitarianism.2 However, it was what eventually became known as
the Third Way which became the closest thing to a governing philoso-
phy for the global centre-left, led by New Labour in Britain. New Labour’s
election victory in 1997 was followed the next year by Giddens’s theo-
retical and programmatic account of the Third Way and a pamphlet in
which, unusually for a Prime Minister, Tony Blair directly aligned himself
with the concept.3 The Third Way defines itself in relation to two pre-
vious ‘ways’: the socialism and Keynesian social democracy of the Old
Left (first way), and the neoliberalism of the New Right (second way).
As with all such attempts at political synthesis, the Third Way seeks to
maintain what it sees as positive in these traditions, while distancing
itself from their negative aspects. Thus, the Third Way wants to hold
on to social democracy’s concern with equality of opportunity (but not
of outcome), social cohesion and a role for the state in delivering both
social justice and an efficient economy. However, it sees the Old Left as
being overly statist, lacking innovation and neglecting individual aspi-
ration. As such, Third Wayers embrace neoliberalism’s emphasis on how
markets produce economic dynamism and encourage individual respon-
sibility. But the more extreme neoliberal critique of the state and seeking
of universal market solutions are rejected: these are seen as threatening
social cohesion and failing to understand the role of government. Thus,
rather than advocating the top-down, command-and-control state of
the Old Left, or the minimal state of neoliberalism, Third Wayers seek
an active or enabling state. So in its account of the role of the state, the
Third Way aims to reconcile – or even transcend – what were previously
seen as political opposites. Similarly, rather than talking of economic
efficiency (associated with the right) or social justice (associated with
the left), it seeks economic efficiency and social justice. The same can
be said of wanting to combine rights (from the left) and responsibilities
(from the traditional right). It is noticeable that while Gordon Brown has
taken great pains not to use the term ‘Third Way’, his sustained focus on
how to reconcile economic efficiency and social justice, as well as rights
and responsibilities, puts him squarely within Third Way territory.4

The period following New Labour’s first election victory, and the
publication of Blair’s and Giddens’s accounts of the Third Way, saw
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considerable debate among commentators trying to define where exactly
the Third Way stood in relation to left and right. Matters have not been
helped by inconsistencies among Third Wayers themselves on this issue.
These have ranged from claims about the project being genuinely beyond
left and right, to the more orthodox view that the Third Way is simply
the latest incarnation of revisionist social democracy. Criticism from the
left portrays the Third Way as representing either an accommodation
to – or even radical extension of – neoliberalism, but with rhetorical
window-dressing to make it palatable to centre-left voters.5 The mirror
image of this critique from the right is that the Third Way is, on the
contrary, a continuation of Old Left tendencies (particularly in terms
of state interference), with rhetorical gestures towards the centre-right
for electoral purposes.6 Others have pointed to the Third Way’s eclectic
character, with novel combinations of left and right elements amounting
to something genuinely new.7 Still others have reached back to more
traditional political theory in defining the Third Way, drawing parallels
with the New Liberalism of the early twentieth century in its ambition
to combine economic efficiency and social justice.8

While debates over the Third Way’s relationship to left and right sub-
jected its claims to useful scrutiny, they largely failed to engage with what
makes it distinctive. What is most striking about the Third Way as an
ideology is that unlike, say, socialism or neoliberalism, it is not driven pri-
marily by normative claims about what makes the good society. Instead,
the starting point of the Third Way is an empirical one. This takes the form
of a sociological account of a radically changed world, and correspond-
ing prescriptions for how politics in general – and the left in particular –
must adapt to it: it is no coincidence that Giddens, the leading Third Way
intellectual, is a sociologist.9 The key development, evident in speeches
by Bill Clinton and Blair throughout their premierships and beyond,
is held to be globalisation. The free movement of capital has dimin-
ished the capacity of nation-states to manage their domestic economies
in isolation, and certainly not on the old Keynesian lines. The task
instead is to create conditions favourable to business investment, and
to equip workers to be able to compete in the global knowledge econ-
omy. However, equally if not more important in Giddens’s Third Way
account are the effects of cultural globalisation. Increasing and rapid
flows of information, facilitated by new communications technologies,
force individuals to become more reflexive, that is, they must continually
monitor and act upon competing sources of information. This in turn
leads to a process of detraditionalisation: traditional institutions, prac-
tices and belief systems – such as the family, patterns of work and political
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ideologies – become fragmented, harder to justify and lose their grip
over an increasingly informed and critical public.10 This detraditional-
ising pressure in turn both reflects and drives what sociologists refer to
as individualisation: the casting adrift of individuals from traditionally
binding social structures.11 Defining the political character of individu-
alisation is set to become a key battleground of contemporary politics,
and is returned to below.

To the student of politics, such macro-sociological theorising may
seem remote. But a sense of these processes is essential to understand the
types of political claims made by the Third Way. Under the detradition-
alised conditions described above, publics are sceptical of the totalising
political ideologies of left and right, evidenced in the well-documented
decline of class- and partisan-based voting among the electorate, the rise
of consumer models of voting and post-materialist values (often around
identity and lifestyle). While this presents a challenge to all political
actors, the left has to confront the fact that, in increasingly complex
and individualised societies, the command-and-control state is no longer
viable, with all that this implies for traditional models of social demo-
cratic governance. It is in the context of these sociological arguments,
then, that the Third Way’s claims about the decline of left and right, its
concern with supply side economics and its programme of recasting the
role of the state need to be understood. However, basing a political ide-
ology so closely upon a sociological analysis raises fundamental issues:
what does the Third Way indicate about the nature of contemporary ide-
ology per se, and what makes for successful progressive ideologies in late
modernity?

What is ideology? The Third Way case

To base an ideology upon appeals to social change in the world ‘out
there’ raises questions about the role of values and, indeed, whether
there is a space for politics at all. The Third Way’s strongest claims have
resulted in a sociological reductionism, which diminishes the capacity for
values and politics to shape the direction of change. The result is a poli-
tics of ‘there is no alternative’ of the sort that was often associated with
Mrs Thatcher, although she was simultaneously regarded as a conviction
politician prepared to confront inconvenient realities. In the Third Way
work of Giddens, reflected in the rhetoric of New Labour politicians, ‘the
overall aim of third way politics should be to help citizens pilot their way
through the major revolutions of our time’, as detailed above.12 This can
be a technocratic position, in that the task of ‘politicians’ becomes to
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discern the thrust of economic and social change, and then devise a
project to meet its imperatives. Competing visions of the character and
direction of change become irrelevant: there are simply correct and obso-
lete ways of thinking about the world. For example, Giddens’s motto of
‘no rights without responsibilities’, adopted by New Labour, is based on
the observation that ‘old style social democracy … was inclined to treat
rights as unconditional claims. With expanding individualism should
come an extension of individual obligations.’13 On this view, strength-
ening people’s obligations does not come out of an a priori preference in
favour of such a move as good in itself, but rather as a response to the
sociological fact of expanding individualism in late modernity.

It is because of these sociologically led claims that the rhetoric of
modernisation is so central to the Third Way and New Labour: politics
becomes a battle between modernisers – who understand and seek to
adapt to social change – and the rest who do not. Political objections
to policy on grounds of, for example, equality or social justice, can
be dismissed as being outdated. This mindset was epitomised in former
German SPD leader and Blair ally Gerhard Schroeder’s observation that
there are ‘no politically distinct economic policies, only modern and
unmodern ones’.14 Modernisation serves a number of specific functions
in Third Way politics. Its most political role is to align the Third Way
with a modernising ‘radical centre’ which marginalises – in Blair’s famous
phrase – the ‘forces of conservatism’ on both left and right who are
blocking national modernisation. In addition, modernisation becomes a
catch-all expression to signify the rapid social and economic change (e.g.
globalisation) to which we must adapt. At the same time, modernisation
is also a description of the actions of the Labour government itself – it
is the process of dragging the country into the modern world, and is
used to justify a host of often controversial reform measures. Given the
range and flexibility of the concept, then, it is no wonder that political
parties compete fiercely to be identified with modernisation – consider
former Liberal Democrat leader Charles Kennedy’s insistence that his
Party was not to the left or right of New Labour but ahead of them, or
David Cameron’s attempts to appear as the real heir to Blair’s moderni-
sation programme. To be seen on the wrong side of modernisation is
bad news: what politician would want to appear as being insufficiently
modern?

Despite New Labour’s sometime claims about a modernising politics
responding to change in a manner that was beyond left and right, it soon
became clear that the normative, value-driven aspect of politics hadn’t
simply disappeared. Much criticism of New Labour has focused on the
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technocratic approach arising from its sociologically reductionist analy-
sis. Most fundamentally, critics portrayed the Third Way as representing
an anti-political politics, artificially smoothing over the inevitable ide-
ological and material conflicts that are the basis of a democracy.15 This
was seen to lead to an arrogance and authoritarian streak in New Labour,
where any kind of dissent could be dismissed as reactionary or part of the
old politics. More specifically, the absence of a vision of the good society
was strategically risky. When governments become bogged down, face
crises or start to lose support, they need to be able to refer to a famil-
iar set of values and a narrative which makes sense of their actions to
the party, media and wider public. The absence of such a narrative partly
explains the difficulty that Gordon Brown had dealing with plummeting
support, from almost the outset of his premiership. New Labour simply
had not developed a clear, forward-looking vision with which they could
navigate a difficult climate. This came as no surprise to either Labour’s
‘critical friends’ – who had long wished to see a bolder, more expansive
strategy – or to enemies on left and right who had always seen the Third
Way as vacuous and lacking conviction.

During the Blair years, Third Wayers themselves increasingly came to
realise that managerial ‘what-matters-is-what-works’ language was fail-
ing to provide an overarching story that would cohere the project in the
public mind. When someone describes themselves as ‘Thatcherite’ it is
clear enough what they mean. But Blairite? Or the even less likely ‘Third
Wayer’? Giddens identified this problem as the New Labour project
unfolded. In 2003 he outlined the need to ‘create more deep support for
left of centre policies … touching an emotional chord among citizens,
not just appealing to their pragmatic interests’.16 Then, looking beyond
Blair in 2007, he pointed to an ‘ideological failure’ in New Labour, in
which the lack of a ‘clear political vocabulary’ has unjustly led to pro-
gressive achievements being neglected.17 Giddens has responded to this
deficit by trying to locate the Third Way more clearly in the tradition
of revisionist social democracy.18 In addition, it would be unfair to say
that New Labour Third Way rhetoric completely neglected values, indeed
at times it spoke of little else. Thus, interestingly from the ‘old right’
of the Labour Party, former Deputy Leader Roy Hattersley consistently
criticised Blair, New Labour and the Third Way not for failing to have
values – but for having the wrong values, and most notably for giving
up on equality.19 The most cited statement of Third Way values is from
Blair’s original pamphlet, in which he outlined ‘equal worth, opportu-
nity for all, responsibility and community’, the last three of which had
formed the core statement of New Democrat values prior to Clinton’s
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presidential run in 1992.20 Blair’s keynote vision speeches also at times
adopted a strongly value-led line, and this reached full expression in
his addresses on global politics: in 2006 he suggested that global con-
flicts come down to a stark choice over ‘what are the values that govern
the future of the world?’ and argued that global terrorism can only be
defeated by ‘showing that our values are stronger, better and more just,
more fair than the alternative’.21 Where Blair seems more comfortable
talking of values in foreign policy, Brown has invoked them with regard
to the domestic agenda, referring to himself in his first address as Labour
Leader as a ‘conviction politician’ guided by a ‘moral compass’.22

However, despite general appeals to values or conviction at various
times, no specific set of values or narrative has ever really stuck with New
Labour in the way that, for example, ‘freedom’ did for the Conservatives
before them. Indeed, the more that New Labour politicians and thinkers
have cast around for a statement of values, the less convincing they
have become. Even a cursory glance at government relaunches, media
commentary and treatises on the future of Labour reveals a multitude
of shifting lists of what the party’s values are/should be. Thus, Giddens
has suggested that while the original formula of ‘opportunity, respon-
sibility and community’ remains relevant, it needs to be supplemented
by ‘security, identity and diversity’.23 From the left, meanwhile, Deputy
Leadership challenger Jon Cruddas called for the reclaiming of ‘frater-
nity’ and ‘equality’ – but then confusingly defined the latter in terms
of the ‘equal worth’ associated with Blair’s formula.24 Other examples
abound, from within and between the various shades of Labour politics.

The problem is that each time the latest list of values is presented it is
as if the Party has only just discovered what it believes in. Some critics
have suggested that this is because of the permanent electoral position-
ing and triangulation of New Labour, reflecting the logic of the Third
Way. On this view, New Labour’s attempt to address such a broad coali-
tion of interests – telling right-leaning voters one thing and traditional
Labour supporters another – makes consistency over core values impos-
sible. Thus, Stuart Hall argues that ‘The linguistic operation – generating
a veritable flowering of Third Way waffle, double-talk, evasions and
“spin”, depending on which audience was being addressed – was criti-
cal to the whole [New Labour] venture.’25 However, the problem of
presenting a plausible narrative or set of values is hardly confined to
Labour: similar claims of vacuity and slipperiness have attached them-
selves to Cameron’s modernising Conservatives from the outset. It may
be that precisely in the age of a more critical citizenry who are not
receptive to grand ideological schemas – as recognised by Third Way
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sociology – claims to ‘values’ will always be received with scepticism.
The information-saturated public sphere, driven by rolling news cover-
age, is also hardly conducive to embedding a lasting, coherent narrative.
It seems that the politicians themselves cannot win in this respect. They
are constantly implored to be authentic, and to say what they stand for,
but when they do so are dismissed as insincere, cynical or – as with Blair
and his convictions over foreign policy – even messianic.

So the Third Way and New Labour have always been caught in a bind.
On the one hand, appeals of the ‘there is no alternative type’, which
invoke globalisation and other forces apparently beyond our control,
have led to charges that the project is an empty vessel and doesn’t believe
in anything. More seriously, some critics have read this as a deliberate
depoliticisation strategy, which is damaging for democracy and increases
the alienation of the public from politics. On the other hand, where ana-
lysts and politicians do attempt ‘the vision thing’, repeated relaunches
and new lists of guiding values have an arbitrary back-of-an-envelope
feel, giving the impression of being either shifty (always changing what
they claim to believe) or preachy. In its own way, having recourse to
a non-negotiable set of values is as reductionist and anti-political as
over-relying on sociological analysis is. This is most evident in politi-
cians’ desire to appear as authentic and the view that politics is above all
about trust. The implied message is that the content of the values doesn’t
matter; it is enough that I hold them and believe I am doing the right
thing – a rhetorical strategy adopted by Blair over Iraq. The worst of
all worlds occurs when both sociological and value forms of reduction-
ism occur together. Indeed, Alan Finlayson suggests that precisely this
unholy combination came to characterise Blair’s approach to governing:

[Blair] often argues his case ‘backwards’. Policy is announced and then
justified by reference to the imperative of change rather than shown to
derive from it in any convincing way – an argumentative failure made
up for only with insistent conviction, contributing to New Labour’s
appearance of arrogant vacuity but in truth expressive only of the
intellectual weakness at the core of the project.26

Beyond these extremes of sociological reductionism and the dogmatic
assertion of values there is – appropriately enough – a Third Way to think
about successful ideologies under late modern conditions. On this view,
the art of politics is to maintain a hard-headed analysis of the social
and economic context which frames political action, as the Third Way
has done. But, in contrast to the more determinist forms of Third Way
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analysis, these processes should not be seen as immovable facts of life,
but subject to being shaped in definite political directions. It is here that
the values side of the equation remains important, as it is a normative
or ideological tradition which is brought to bear upon current circum-
stances. For example, there has been longstanding debate over whether
the Conservatives are driven by ‘statecraft’ (adapting to the realities of
governing in order to maintain power) or ‘ideology’. But on the view
being proposed here, this is a false dichotomy. Indeed, it was leftist crit-
ics of Thatcher who first perceived her success in both identifying the
grain of social change (e.g. an upwardly mobile and aspirant working
class) and then fusing that with a very particular form of neoliberal ide-
ology and rhetoric (‘no such thing as society’; the primacy of markets).
Below, we consider where this understanding of the relationship between
operating environment and ideology points to in imagining a post-New
Labour politics.

All modernisers now? The Third Way beyond New Labour

With the passing of the Blair era and the wider decline of New Labour,
the Third Way tends only to be referred to in the past tense. Indeed, mod-
ernisers themselves had become increasingly reluctant to use the term
well before Blair’s departure, preferring others such as ‘progressive gover-
nance’ or Giddens’s ‘neoprogressivism’.27 Critics see this as confirming
the shallowness of the Third Way; it was a marketing tool and vehicle for
the Blairite project, and could not outlast him. However, core Third Way
assumptions have become part of mainstream political common sense.
Just as Thatcher claimed that the emergence of New Labour (and defeat
of the old left) represented the victory of her project, the modernisation
of the Conservatives under Cameron could be seen to embody the hege-
mony of Third Way ideas. Which of the main political parties does not
now try and explicitly claim to seek to address both economic efficiency
and social justice, or to develop an appropriate balance between rights
and responsibilities? Familiar Third Way sociological analysis has also
become common currency; the spectre of globalisation and the chal-
lenges of an increasingly individualised and diverse citizenry preoccupy
all the major parties. In this sense the Third Way has created a deeper,
lasting legacy in ways that have yet to be fully recognised, and which
the focus on Blair’s exit and Brown’s shortcomings have obscured. As
protagonists in the debate over Labour’s future line up, however, two
polarised positions are emerging, neither of which have learnt lessons
from the experience of the Third Way.
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The first polarised strategy comes from a traditional left position which
was never comfortable with New Labour and especially Blairism. The
hope is that with the demise of both there can be a return to what are
imagined as ‘real Labour’ values which discard Third Way spin and obfus-
cation. The onset of economic problems from 2007 is treated as giving
weight to this view, exposing the Third Way as a politics that could only
work on the back of an economic boom when the really tough decisions
could be deferred.28 But such an approach tends to judge governments
against a set of values which it believes exist independently of context,
and therefore inevitably leads to the familiar charge of betrayal against
Labour cabinets. From this perspective, all of New Labour’s insights into
the changing shape of society are dismissed as reflecting either pure prag-
matism or neoliberal ideology. To be sure, the Third Way did emerge in
easier times, and some of the more excitable talk about being beyond left
and right, or abolishing the economic cycle, appears naive and hubristic,
looking back from the perspective of current economic and political tur-
moil. But this is not to say that key Third Way insights into the deeper,
changing shape of late modern societies can simply be discarded. What-
ever the merits of aspects of this traditional leftist critique, it sets itself
up as a sitting target for the Conservatives, their allies in the media and
the ultra-Blairites within the Labour Party to dismiss as unreconstructed
dogma.

The second polarised position is the more prominent one within the
senior reaches of New Labour. It is associated with what we might call
the hypermodernisers, such as current and former Blairite ministers and
the journal Progress, whose only disappointment with Blair was that
he did not take his modernising reforms far enough.29 The hypermod-
ernising perspective offers an increasingly dogmatic insistence on the
need for more choice in the public services and on meeting the demands
of business at all costs; the main vehicle for both is more marketisa-
tion. Interestingly, however, this insistence seems to come not from
an a priori commitment to a neoliberal vision of markets and liberty.
Rather, the eulogising of choice and the virtues of the private sector
derives from precisely the reductionist, one-dimensional reading of social
and economic change that was discussed above. Hypermodernisers have
bought fully into the analysis that neoliberal globalisation is a force of
nature to which nation-states can only adapt their economies and soci-
eties. Consequently, the complex and uneven sociological process of
individualisation (which is not the same as simple self-interest) is read
as consumerist possessive individualism, and every new policy challenge
is seen through this lens.
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There are two weaknesses with the hypermodernising position. The
first is that, ironically, while it sees itself as being in the avant-garde of
modernisation, it is in fact still fighting the political battles of the 1990s.
The perspective neglects how New Labour was fairly successful (despite
being famously unwilling to say so) at demonstrating the importance
of well-funded public services and an active state; this is a significant
achievement after a generation of politics seeking to undermine public
action. At a time of great economic and geopolitical uncertainty, there is
a clear sense that not only the intellectual dominance of neoliberalism
but also its grip on the public imagination is waning; people are looking
to government for bold, collective solutions to threats such as terrorism,
climate change and global market instability. The strength of the mod-
ernisers in the early 1990s was that they claimed to be in touch with
the hopes and anxieties of the electorate – but in the late 2000s they
have lost this connection. Thus, contrary to the marketising zeal of the
hypermodernisers, the evidence that citizens want endless choice on a
consumerist model when using public services is patchy at best – they
just want good services that meet their needs.30

The second weakness of the hypermodernising approach is that, by
continuing the triangulation strategy of the 1990s and trying to colonise
Conservative territory, Labour finds itself locked into a zero-sum game
which it is always likely to lose. The Conservatives, if they so choose, will
always be able to outbid Labour in terms of appeals to individual choice,
liberty and the role of the market in delivering them. Modern Conser-
vatism has a well-established repertoire in this respect, with which voters
can easily identify. Parties of the centre-left will always be constrained in
terms of this agenda because of their own traditions, supporters and how
they are perceived by the media and wider electorate. After all, why vote
for a Labour Party that has discovered the virtues of market-based choice
when there is a competent Conservative alternative that can provide the
real thing? Cameron has exploited this fact as part of his effective opposi-
tion strategy, consistently pointing to the ‘nanny statism’ of New Labour
and playing up the Conservatives’ more socially liberal traditions.

Conclusion: marketisation – where left/right still matters

In looking beyond New Labour, then, neither a strategy of harking back
to an imagined real Labour, nor a hypermodernising Blairite agenda meet
the criteria for a successful ideological programme identified above: one
that engages with the realities of social and economic change but argues
for the power of particular (social democratic) values to steer it. But in
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debating post-New Labour scenarios, the Third Way’s insights into the
challenges facing the centre-left should be retained. A distinction can
be made between Third Way theory and its New Labour variant. New
Labour had a sociological analysis but used this as a way of shutting down
discussion of different political responses. Successful political strategies
beyond New Labour will continue to engage with what Giddens origi-
nally identified as ‘the social revolutions of our time’, and their more
recent incarnations such as challenges from terrorism, climate change
and migration. However, this terrain will need to be approached in
politically new, distinctive and perhaps bolder ways.

In particular, this new battleground will be framed by the Third Way’s
insights into individualisation and its implications for governing increas-
ingly complex societies. This is evident in the rise of the politics of
individual well-being, which all parties are having to address. From
the point of view of governance, policy must increasingly be conducted
through changing the attitudes and behaviours of individuals themselves
by, for example, persuading them to adopt healthier lifestyles. However,
contrary to ‘there is no alternative’ forms of reasoning or the view that
because the parties are converging around these types of issues ‘they are
all the same’, a clear left/right division remains: this concenrs the place of
the market in determining the character of individualisation and political
responses to it.

Cameron’s Conservatives have already begun to occupy the ground
of individual choice, autonomy and empowerment, using the vocabu-
lary of freedom that is so easily associated with the centre-right. In this
sense, the Conservatives have seized the hypermodernising flag from
Blairites, giving weight to their initial taunts that it is they (not Brown)
who are the real heirs to Blair. They have done so in ways which are not
just narrowly focused on hard work and consumption but which also
address contemporary concerns about the effects of neoliberalism and a
fragmenting society. In doing the latter, they are able to draw on more
traditional Conservative themes such as support for the family and social
cohesion, and as a result sometimes appear as being to the left of New
Labour. Thus, the Conservatives have spoken of re-empowering the pro-
fessions, the role of localism and of third-sector organisations in contrast
to top-down New Labour ‘nanny statism’. They have also pointed to the
importance of work-life balance (in contrast to New Labour’s apparent
obsession with work above all else) as well as problems of the broken
society, the objectification of women and even of rising inequality. This
is a skilful and potent mix which has clearly disoriented Labour under
Brown. As Neal Lawson and Hetan Shah note: ‘there is a real danger
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[for the centre-left] if the Tories occupy this space first. They can offer a
seductive post-materialistic aspirational agenda in a simpler form than
the democratic left, aimed solely at the better off.’31

Given this modernising Conservative strategy, what prospects are there
for an effective post-New Labour centre-left? As we have seen, there is
space for a position that doesn’t revert to Old Left statism, but is also more
recognisably of the left and in tune with contemporary concerns than
the hypermodernisers. It seems possible that a coalition could emerge on
this ground if it is not drowned out by internecine warfare between tra-
ditionalists and Blairites. Such a position is articulated by the influential
pressure group and think-tank Compass. Interesting potential elements
of such an agenda are also evident in the recent work of Giddens, which
takes stock of the New Labour record and suggests new directions for the
future.32

The task is to engage with modernising Conservatives on the ground
of autonomy, localism and social cohesion, but to show that addressing
these issues in a progressive way necessitates a critique of marketisation
which the Conservatives – and ultra-Blairites – cannot offer. Thus, in
terms of public services, Labour could show how the improvements that
have been made since 1997 have involved an active state of the sort
the Conservatives disavow. However, they could go on to argue that the
next step is to move beyond a crude target culture towards more devolved
decision-making and a focus on the quality of outcomes. Vitally, this does
not simply mean writing a blank cheque for private providers: the state
can provide certain services, and regulate using robust public-interest
criteria in other areas. More fundamentally, rather than rubbishing the
analysis of a broken society offered by Cameron, Labour could acknowl-
edge deeper-seated problems of aggressive and self-directed behaviour
and overstretched families. But whereas the Conservatives continue to
equate these problems simply with a collapse of values, the centre-left
can show how such pathologies are intricately linked to the inappro-
priate extension of the market across social life: markets have become
masters instead of servants, undermining the social fabric. This neces-
sitates a defence of the idea of a public realm, which leading centre-left
thinkers have returned to in recent years.33 The Conservatives, too, have
made moves towards embracing ‘civil society’ contra the state. How-
ever, they do not imagine this as a public realm for deliberation over
the sorts of behaviours and institutions society wishes to harness, which
would involve identifying where marketisation is anathema to them.
An example focused on by Compass is the widespread concern about
marketing aimed directly at children and the wider commodification
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of childhood.34 The centre-left can use such cases to illustrate the need
to regulate or roll back marketisation where it is contrary to the public
interest.

To understand possible futures for the Third Way, then, we need to dis-
entangle it from its manifestation in New Labour. The Third Way remains
a significant attempt to understand the place of the centre-left at a time
of rapid social and economic change. New Labour, for all its progressive
achievements, represented a one-sided and restricted reading of what
could be achieved in the face of such change. At worst it combined a
dogmatic insistence on our powerlessness in the face of global forces,
with a hectoring certainty in the ‘values’ it derived from them. But as
the New Labour era ends, the challenges identified by the Third Way –
and new ones – need to be engaged with in creative ways. Thus far, it
has been Cameron’s Conservatives who have delivered a lesson in how
to graft a set of (centre-right) values onto the grain of social change and
public concerns. The old left and the ultra-Blairite right have floundered
in the face of this challenge. But an emerging, more nuanced agenda may
yet ensure that the centre-left has the best story to tell about responding
to the complexities of late modernity.



9
Response to Atkins and Leggett
Anthony (Lord) Giddens

I stopped using the term ‘Third Way’ several years ago, frustrated by my
inability to get people to understand what I meant by it. For me it was
all about bringing social democracy up to date, not an attempt to find
a middle ground between left and right, a sort of fuzzy compromise. I
wanted to help develop a political philosophy and practice that would
move beyond statist socialism and market fundamentalism, not tread the
middle of the road between them. Such an approach also had to come
to terms with the rise of issues and problems that do not fit classical
right-left distinctions, such as environmental problems.

The Third Way in my eyes was never about endorsing what many peo-
ple loosely call neoliberalism. We must recognise that the traditional
Marxist critique of markets turned out to be false. We cannot substi-
tute state control of economic life for markets, since only markets can
deal with the multiplicity of price and production decisions that consti-
tute a modern economy. Yet the point of the Third Way was to mount
a renewed defence of the public sphere – of the integral importance
of active government and public institutions to the good society. The
public sphere has to be carefully distinguished from the state. The state
can be destructive of the public sphere whenever it is overly bureau-
cratic, remote from citizens’ needs and aspirations, inefficient, captured
by sectional interests or destructive of civil society.

I tried to integrate theoretical concerns with political policy by empha-
sising the sheer scope of the changes transforming so many aspects of
our lives. Three overall sets of changes were and are especially important.
All have now become widely accepted, but in the late 1980s and early
1990s they were not only widely contested but by and large were not
part of the thinking of political leaders at all. The first is that familiar –
now over-familiar – term globalisation. When I first became involved
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in Labour think-tank circles some two decades ago, I couldn’t get any-
one interested in it at all. Tony Blair was the first political leader I met
who from the beginning grasped its significance. As Leggett remarks, I
see globalisation as not only economic – important through intensified
global competition – but also driven by communications, and as cultural.
This consideration has turned out to be crucial to understanding the rise
of new ethnic divisions and of new-style terrorism, both of which tend
to feed upon the technologies of instantaneous communication.

The second was the rise of the knowledge-based economy, an idea
at first resisted by many. The proportion of the labour force working
in manufacturing industry and agriculture has dropped radically in all
the developed countries, mainly as a result of technological innovation
and improved productivity, not because of the transfer of production
to China and India. The implications for politics and for policy are
profound. Left-of-centre parties can no longer depend upon a large
working-class vote, but must appeal to large numbers of people working
in service and IT jobs. Where well over 80 per cent of the workforce must
find a living from the use of service or cognitive skills, education and edu-
cational reform assume a particular significance. If there is one major
reservation I have about the interesting articles by Atkins and Leggett
it is that they don’t give nearly enough importance to economic revi-
sionism in their accounts of the Third Way. Before the advent of New
Labour, the Party had only rarely been trusted by the electorate to run
the economy effectively.

The third influence, or cluster of influences, was the development of
a more reflexive citizenry, deriving in some part – as Leggett discusses –
from the retreat of tradition and custom in our lives. Deference to author-
ity figures diminishes, individualism advances, and the media intrude
into more and more aspects of both public and private life. I don’t see
individualism as selfishness, but as grounded in what I have described
as the reflexive project of self – a process that is emancipatory. How-
ever, there is a pathology to all this, visible in the advance of addictions,
which invade large parts of our lives. Binge drinking, obesity, some forms
of criminal behaviour and even violence bear the imprint of addiction.
In my view this means that policy must address the emotional content
of social life, not just more instrumental forms of behaviour.

My stress upon the need to develop a new contract between citizens
and the state, based upon the theme of connecting rights to responsi-
bilities, come directly from the analysis of reflexivity. I never had much
time for the idea of ‘community’, which seemed to me too vague. (As
Atkins says, it was important to Tony Blair.) The point is that new forms
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of solidarity are emerging, and should be supported politically. I don’t
endorse the idea that social order is breaking down, or that we are liv-
ing in a broken society, which seems to me to depend upon a phoney
comparison with an idealised past.

In an open, pluralistic society, equality of opportunity, as both com-
mentators note, assumes great importance, although the barriers to
getting anywhere close to it in Britain are formidable. Equality of oppor-
tunity and equality of outcome, as I have argued many times, have to
march hand in hand. New Labour was greatly handicapped by its deci-
sion to concentrate only on the poor in seeking to reduce inequalities.
For instance, more thought should have been given to how to break
the stranglehold of the private schools over educational chances, such
as the ideas proposed by the philanthropist Peter Lampl. He proposed
that access to private schools should be open to all regardless of abil-
ity to pay. The Belvedere School in Liverpool where he introduced such
a ‘needs-blind’ admission has a much wider social composition than
before, without compromising results.

As I write, it looks all over for New Labour. It isn’t all over for the Third
Way. Whatever may happen in British politics, left-of-centre parties must
continue to preserve leftist values while adapting policy to a world of
far-reaching social and economic change.
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New Labour, New Liberalism and
Revisionism’s Second Wave1

Simon Griffiths

New Labour’s statist roots?

In the early summer of 2008, two influential ‘progressive’ thinkers
launched a strongly worded attack on the direction in which the Prime
Minister, Gordon Brown, was leading the Labour Party. Philip Collins,
a former speech writer to Tony Blair, and Richard Reeves, now Direc-
tor of the left-leaning think-tank Demos, asserted ‘a Labour tragedy
is unfolding’.2 The cause of this, they argued, was at least in part
ideological:

Labour is failing to win – or even to grasp – the big political argu-
ment: how to ensure people are in control of their own lives. The
government has tested, often to destruction, the idea that a bigger,
higher-spending state can deliver a better society … For New Labour
to survive, it must become new liberal.3

The claim was made as Labour was heading down a steep slide in popu-
lar support from a temporary high the previous Autumn. Labour’s lead
in the polls fell from +13 points over the Conservatives in September
2007 to −13 in May 2008 when the article was published, and the slide
continued for months afterwards.4 The article came out in the month of
Labour’s ‘worst local election result for forty years’.5 It created a minor
media furore, which tended to reduce the story to an account of factional
fighting, and fed increasing speculation about a leadership challenge to
Brown.

Away from the immediate furore was a more profound assertion: that
Brown’s Labour is intellectually over-reliant on an authoritarian, statist
form of Fabian social democracy. ‘Labour’s faith in central government’,
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wrote Collins and Reeves, ‘draws from the deep, poisoned well of its
Fabian tradition’ – a tradition that ‘Labour has been in thrall to … for
decades’.6 To the authors, Brown and his allies posses a benign view of the
power of the central, expert state, which makes it deaf to the importance
of individual liberty. They argue, for example, that ‘the government …
has a tin ear on civil liberties’.7 In sum, government knows best and it
will step in and tell citizens what this is. Labour’s Fabian past, they argue,
provides it with a paternalist – or even ‘authoritarian’ – framework that
dominates its approach to contemporary challenges.8

The only way of avoiding this ‘Labour tragedy’, the authors argue, is
for a return to the New Liberalism of the early twentieth century. Their
prognosis is blunt: ‘Labour’s future, after three terms, looks bleak. The
only hope for the party is to excavate its liberal treasure. The choice is
stark: liberalise or die.’9 For Collins and Reeves, the social democratic and
liberal traditions appear to be incompatible. They dismiss those, such as
the Foreign Secretary, David Miliband, who has argued that the future
for the British left lies in a marriage of these two traditions.10

Although Collins and Reeves’s article was largely a polemical case to
move the Labour Party towards a more liberal, market-driven approach, I
argue that their characterisation of the intellectual heritage of the ‘mod-
ernising’ project, of which Brown is a part, is unfair. In particular, the
authors overemphasise the Fabian heritage and neglect the contribution
of ‘second wave revisionists’ in the 1980s and 1990s, who explicitly
sought to revise social democracy on liberal grounds. There has been
a considerable amount of discussion over New Labour’s heritage: the
influence of Thatcherism, New Liberalism or revisionism, for example.11

The aim of this chapter is not to lay claim to New Labour. Instead it
examines the work of the Labour peer and academic, Raymond Plant. It
seeks to show, for those who have questioned it, a liberal strand in the
Labour modernising project that began in the 1980s, the centrality of
freedom in Plant’s ‘second wave revisionism’, and the closeness between
Plant’s social democracy and New Liberal arguments. This ‘liberal’ strand
should not be neglected in discussing Brown and other contemporary
‘New Labour’ figures.

Two waves of revisionism

Social democracy was buffeted by two waves of revision in post-war
Britain.12 The first, in the 1950s, is associated with Roy Jenkins, Denis
Healey, Hugh Gaitskell and Anthony Crosland, among others.13 This
wave was largely a social democratic response to the left. The Labour
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Government that lost office in the general election of 1951 had been
composed of a variety of fellow travellers who until the 1950s had found
themselves on the same track, but with little agreement about their
final destination. The electoral loss of 1951 further opened up disagree-
ments about ends which had previously rarely been explicit among the
Labour leadership.14 Perhaps the most significant area of debate was over
the economy. On the left, followers of Aneurin Bevan pushed for fur-
ther nationalisation.15 By contrast, revisionists such as Tony Crosland
rejected greater nationalisation and sought to revise social democratic
argument. An important strand of Crosland’s work rejected Fabianism
and drew on a more liberal heritage. For example, Crosland entitled a
much-read section in The Future of Socialism (1956), ‘Liberty and Gaiety in
Private Life: The Need for a Reaction against the Fabian Tradition’.16 The
first wave of revisionism provided a libertarian correction to Fabianism.

Discussing what they saw as Labour’s continuing reliance on its Fabian
roots, Collins and Reeves argue that ‘It is telling that there has been
no big work of social democratic theory since Crosland’s The Future of
Socialism in 1956.’17 Yet, in asserting that Labour needs an injection of
liberalism, Collins and Reeves neglect an important part of the second
wave revisionists’ project of the 1980s and 1990s. It is these thinkers who
shaped Labour’s ‘modernisation’ after the 1983 general election defeat,
by providing an account of social democracy that placed freedom at its
core. It is a discussion of this second wave of revisionism that forms the
main part of this chapter.

While the first wave of revisionism was a response to the left, the
second was a response to the rise of a neoliberal right, and in particular its
hold over significant parts of the Conservative Party, which remained in
government from 1979 to 1997. If the Conservative Party had a ‘public
philosophy’ during that time, it was derived from the contribution of
neoliberal thinkers such as Milton Friedman and, above all, Friedrich
Hayek.18 Conservative Prime Minister, Margaret Thatcher, praised the
‘powerful critique of socialist planning and the socialist state’19 found
in Hayek’s book, The Road to Serfdom (1944). Brandishing a copy of his
The Constitution of Liberty (1960), Thatcher once told an audience, ‘This
is what we believe.’20

The electoral success of Conservative proponents of neoliberalism led
to a period of re-evaluation on the left. Raymond Plant, for exam-
ple, became involved in the creation of the Socialist Philosophy Group,
which was explicitly set up to rethink and reconstruct socialist ideas after
the 1983 general election defeat21 and give those ideas a ‘public philo-
sophy’ – what in contemporary terms might be called a narrative – which
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the group felt that Thatcher’s Government was beginning to achieve.22

This group was one part of a much wider re-evaluation of the left in the
UK and wider world that occurred during the 1980s and 1990s.

It is the second wave revisionism of Plant that is the main subject of
this chapter. The focus is on Plant for two broad reasons. First, given that
this wave of revisionism was an attempt to shore up a social democratic
argument against the right, it was Plant who provided arguably the most
comprehensive rejoinder.23 It is through a detailed engagement with
Hayek that Plant’s own form of revisionist social democracy emerged.
By contrast, a generation before, Crosland only mentioned Hayek once
in The Future of Socialism, and then to reject his argument as ‘unplausi-
ble (sic) enough … in a British context, even when it was first advanced
[and now] … thoroughly discredited’.24 Plant is significant in provid-
ing an account of revisionist social democracy that explicitly takes the
argument onto ground formally claimed by the neoliberals.

Second, Plant has been an important influence on political debate
in both party politics and academia. He has made a significant aca-
demic contribution since the early 1970s.25 Plant was also influential
on key figures within the leadership of the Labour Party during the
early stages of Labour’s ‘modernisation’. Brian Gould, one-time Shadow
Treasury Spokesman, drew on Plant’s work in his book Socialism and Free-
dom (1985). Perhaps more significantly, the former Deputy Leader of the
Party, Roy Hattersley, also acknowledged Plant in his book, Choose Free-
dom: The Future for Democratic Socialism (1987). Plant remains an active
member of the Labour Party and was made a life peer in 1992. In this role
he has been a Party Spokesman in the Lords on Home Affairs from 1992
to 1996 and has also spoken for the Party on constitutional and welfare
issues. He has sat on a variety of groups which helped to shape con-
temporary British politics. He chaired the Labour Party Commission on
Electoral Systems between 1991 and 1993 and the Fabian Society Com-
mission on Taxation and Citizenship between 1999 and 2000. Plant was
also a columnist for The Times between 1986 and 1988. He was given an
award for ‘Lifetime Achievement in Political Studies’ from the Political
Studies Association in 2003.26

The assertion that there were ‘two waves’ of revisionist thought can be
contested. There are similarities with the debate within feminism over
the common account of two waves. As Dale Spender implied in her 1983
book, There’s Always Been a Woman’s Movement in This Century, descrip-
tions of ‘waves’ neglect the activity of those authors writing between the
peaks of activity. It is undoubtedly true that there were significant writers
working in the revisionist tradition between, say, Crosland in the 1950s
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and Plant in the 1980s, including JP Mackintosh and Evan Luard.27 How-
ever, the argument that there were waves of activity in this area does not
deny this. There is as much water under the trough of a wave as there is
at the peak, but the total amount of activity rises and falls.

The neoliberal assault and the revisionist defence

It is significant that Plant, a social democrat, bothered to write a
commentary in The Times for Hayek’s ninetieth birthday, and a demon-
stration of Plant’s ‘willingness to engage with contrary points of view’.28

In his piece, he argued that Hayek’s challenge ‘is one of the main reasons
for socialism’s intellectual decline’.29 The claim shows the importance
which Plant places in his engagement with Hayek’s work. In this section
I examine Hayek’s neoliberal attack on socialism30 and Plant’s response
to it, in order to provide a sketch of Plant’s revisionism. (This approach
and the limited space available only allows for a rather stylised account of
Plant’s argument, which does not do justice to its complexity or scope.)
Plant’s most detailed engagements with Hayek’s arguments appeared in
a cluster of works published in the 1980s and early 1990s. These include
chapters in The Socialist Agenda: Crosland’s Legacy (1981), Market Socialism
(1989) and Hayek, Coordination and Evolution (1994); think-tank pam-
phlets such as Equality, Markets and the State (1984), Social Justice, Labour
and the New Right (1991) and Citizenship and Rights in Thatcher’s Britain;
and sections of a textbook, Modern Political Thought (1991). Plant contin-
ues to publish in this area, but it is this earlier engagement with the right
that I focus upon in this chapter, when the engagement with the argu-
ments of the neoliberals was at its most intense. Below I set out Hayek’s
arguments before turning to examine Plant’s revisionist response to them
in more detail.

1. The limits of central planning

A first line of attack taken by neoliberals against the left was over
economic planning. Hayek understood socialism, as did many of its
twentieth-century proponents, as largely concerned with state plan-
ning of the economy. To Hayek, socialism meant the creation of a
planned economy in which the entrepreneur is replaced by a central
planning body.31 In making his epistemic argument Hayek drew a con-
trast between two approaches to political economy. Central planning is
defined as the ‘direction of the whole economy according to one unified
plan’, whereas competition is defined as ‘decentralisation between many
separate persons’.32
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Hayek then argued that which ‘of these systems is likely to be more
efficient depends mainly on the question under which of them we can
expect the fuller use will be made of the existing knowledge’.33 To Hayek,
socialism was an attempt to use knowledge in a way that it could not
efficiently be used. Most knowledge could not be collected centrally in
the way that the socialist planners believed it could; it existed in people’s
heads at particular times and in particular places. In his later work Hayek
incorporated ‘tacit knowledge’ from Michael Polanyi into his account of
the ‘knowledge of time and place’. Returning to Hayek’s question over
which economic system is likely to be the most efficient, we are closer
to an answer:

[T]he ultimate decisions must be left to the people who are familiar
with these circumstances, who know directly of the relevant changes
and of the resources immediately available to meet them. We cannot
expect that this problem will be solved by first communicating all this
knowledge to a central board which, after integrating all knowledge,
issues its orders. We must solve it by some form of decentralization.34

This still left Hayek with the problem of how one could communicate
to ‘the man on the spot’ such further information as he needed to fit
his decisions into the whole pattern of changes of the larger economic
system.35 The answer is found in the price system of the market – ‘a mech-
anism for communicating information’.36 It is a ‘marvel’ upon which we
have been able to ‘develop that division of labour on which our civilisa-
tion is based’.37 So, to Hayek, the social order arises as a ‘spontaneous’
by-product of the interactions of many individuals acting within a mar-
ket system upon information given to them in the price mechanism. In
later work, Hayek developed the role of the state in this system. It should
be limited, he argued, to protecting this spontaneous order. This, in sum,
is Hayek’s epistemic argument against socialism (understood in terms of
economic planning) and forms a large part of the basis for his free-market
conclusions. Socialism wastes knowledge, which, as we have seen, ‘must
be left to the people who are familiar with these circumstances, who
know directly of the relevant changes and of the resources immediately
available to meet them’.38

The social democrat revisionists of the 1980s and beyond have
conceded significant ground to this argument. Plant has commented
that Hayek’s epistemology seems to be ‘in the right neck of the
woods’.39 Plant’s acceptance of the limits of state planning, there-
fore, is more profound than Crosland’s. Crosland argued that calls for
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further nationalisation mistook ends, such as equality, with means;
Plant by contrast conceded significant ground to the right, explicitly
accepting Hayek’s epistemological case that nationalisation would lead
to economic inefficiencies – a significant contrast with earlier Fabian
thinkers.

To some degree Plant played down the novelty of this concession. In
1989, for example, he evoked the seriousness with which the left engaged
with the right about the possibility of economic planning during the
Calculation Debate earlier that century, arguing that:

Socialists have recognized since the 1930s that this argument about
the dispersed and fragmentary nature of human knowledge is one
of the strongest arguments in favour of markets and against central
planning or government strategic action in the economy.40

However, Plant leaves it for others to launch more detailed engagements
with the Hayekian critique of central planning.41 He largely accepted it,
although would note that efficiency is not the only value, and that it
should often be traded. Plant would not accept Hayek’s strongest claim,
that planning necessarily slides into totalitarianism, put forward in The
Road to Serfdom (1944). His account of Hayek’s argument against central
planning, however, is largely presented in terms of a debate about social
justice, freedom and the imposition of values, not its epistemological
difficulties. It is to these questions that I turn in the next two sections.

2. Positive views on justice and freedom

A second attack that neoliberals, such as Hayek, made against the left was
over their understanding of justice and freedom. There is a distinction
between ‘procedural’ and ‘end-state’ arguments in political thought.42

Socialists, Plant noted, have invariably argued that justice is a matter of
end-states. These end-states are traditionally derived from ethical argu-
ments about the kind of world in which we should live – perhaps based
on ‘need’, ‘desert’ or greater equality of some kind. By contrast, neolib-
erals have tended to argue for ‘negative’ or procedural justice. Hayek’s
argument for the market, for example, does not support any particu-
lar end-state. Justice is conduct that avoids interfering in individual’s
liberty, property or contractual rights in the market; it is a procedural
matter, not one of achieving a particular end. The market, notes Plant
quoting Fred Hirsch, is ‘in principle unprincipled’.43 Socialists had to
meet the neoliberal claim that justice was procedural or negative – the
result of an absence of intentional action. Unintentional action, argued
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Hayek and others, could not result in injustice. To say hurricane damage
is unjust, for example, would be a literal ‘nonsense’. Injustice could not
result from the outcomes of uncoerced market transactions because they
were unintentional.

Plant was one of the few thinkers on the left to accept the force of
the neoliberal argument that linked freedom and justice to the market
and rejected social democratic ends. To Plant, a convincing account of
social democracy had to answer this challenge. Plant argued that the
socialist must dispute the negative view of justice put forward by Hayek
and other defenders of the free market that injustice occurs only as a
result of intentional action. Central to Plant’s argument is the claim that,
although the results of the market may well be unintended, as Hayek
argues, because they are foreseeable they do become a matter of justice.44

Plant presents both logical and intuitive arguments against Hayek’s neg-
ative conception of justice.45 First, under the logical argument, Plant
noted that when Hayek offered his argument he did so in relation to
individuals, yet socialists have tended to present their arguments in rela-
tion to groups – class being the most obvious example. The claim is that
there is a class of people who will enter the market and, although it is
intended by no one, will foreseeably get less from it.

One step that socialists could take, Plant contended, was to argue that
we are responsible not only for our intended actions but also the foresee-
able results of our actions, so that these too become a matter of justice.
This claim avoids a problem suffered by Hayek’s negative understanding
of the concept. If one accepts his view that injustice can only be caused
intentionally ‘there would constantly be a strong incentive continually
to narrow down the characterization of intention so that it does not
include the foreseeable consequences of action’.46 To Plant, the conse-
quence of this widening of the scope of justice is that ‘those who support
the market do bear responsibility for the least well off’,47 because this
group do foreseeably end up with less after entering the market.

A second argument against Hayek’s negative conception of justice is
derived from what Plant sees as our intuitive understanding of the term.
Plant noted that ‘we could argue against Hayek at this point that justice
and injustice is not only a matter of how a particular outcome came about
or arose but is rather a matter of our response to that outcome’.48 Plant
gives a hypothetical example. He sees a frail and elderly person fall after
a gust of wind, knock themselves out, and end up face down in a gutter
full of water. He could save that person’s life at no great personal cost.
The issues of justice here, he suggests, are not just how the person came
to be there, but his response to the outcome – it would be an injustice to



78 British Party Politics and Ideology after New Labour

walk on by.49 Plant’s view that justice is, in part about our responses – and
its extension that justice demands responsibility in citizens – is redolent
of New Liberal thinkers almost a century before as well as New Labour’s
link of rights with responsibilities.

A parallel philosophical challenge to socialists from neoliberals occurs
when it comes to defining freedom. The neoliberal’s view of freedom (like
justice) tends to be negative – it is defined as the absence of intentional
coercion.50 This is related to the distinction made famous by Isaiah Berlin
in his seminal essay, ‘Two Concepts of Liberty’.51 Here negative liberty is
contrasted with the positive freedom of being able to do or be something.
For neoliberals there is a categorical distinction between freedom and
ability. If they were not distinct then, it is argued, any kind of inability
would be an unfreedom – Plant uses the case of a man’s inability to bear
a child as an example.52

For neoliberals, this negative understanding of liberty is then applied
to the market. The market, they argue, is not coercive: first, because it
lacks agency and intentionality; and second, because there is a categori-
cal distinction to be drawn between freedom (as the absence of coercion)
and ability (including the ability to act in the market). Again the same
choice faces those people who want to combine the market with social-
ism as in the first argument regarding justice: they must either accept
this view of freedom and abandon the argument that markets can cause
unfreedom or they must reject this view of freedom and the market to
argue for a (positive) or effective notion of freedom, based at least in part
on ability. The argument for liberty and the market is found, notably,
for neoliberals, in the opening chapter of Hayek’s The Constitution of
Liberty.53

Just as Plant attacked Hayek’s negative conception of justice he also
attacked Hayek’s negative conception of freedom, arguing that the neo-
liberal gives no account of why freedom is valuable to us.54 At several
stages in his work Plant stresses, in an unfashionably un-postmodern
manner, that we are beings of a particular type who value freedom.55

Sometimes this argument is expressed in more straightforward terms. In
his 1984 pamphlet, Equality, Markets and the State, Plant argued, ‘In order
to live a purposive life shaped by my own values and not those of others
I need opportunities and resources to choose my own way of life and
values.’ As well as negative protection from coercion, we need positive
economic and social resources.56

Elsewhere the argument is more philosophical. In 1980 Plant asked,
‘[A]re there any basic human ends that are wanted by all persons, with
basic needs being the necessary means for the pursuit and realisation
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of those ends’? He continued, if there are ends that generate such basic
needs then, following Rawls, he argues they could be described as ‘pri-
mary goods which could be the basic concern of social policy’.57 He
argued that every moral code, whether personal or shared, relies on peo-
ple having certain moral capacities which allow them to pursue the moral
goals enshrined in that code.58 Thus, the capacity to act as a moral agent
becomes the basic human end which generates basic human needs, as
Plant wrote, ‘There are some conditions necessary for doing anything
at all … No matter what morality one adopts, these conditions will be
necessary for carrying it out.’59 These basic human needs, he argued,
following the work of the philosopher Alan Gewirth, are ‘survival’ and
‘autonomy’ (understood as the freedom to act morally).60

Plant gave an account of positive freedom or autonomy. To live a mean-
ingful life as ‘purposive creatures’61 he claims we need both negative
protection from arbitrary constraint and a bundle of resources and skills.
For freedom to be valuable to us it must be ‘effective’. Hayek’s attempt
to define freedom negatively is rejected in favour of a positive view of
liberty, with a heritage that stretches, in the British tradition, back to
proto-New Liberals such as J. S. Mill and T. H. Green in the late nine-
teenth century and beyond. It is largely in this New Liberal tradition
that Plant writes. In the next section I examine the relation between
equality and freedom (qua autonomy) in Plant’s work.

3. Democratic equality

A third line of attack that neoliberals took against the left was over their
attempt to ‘impose’ particular end-states on the wider polity, particu-
larly forms of equality. Hayek’s argument against end-state conceptions
of social justice is over the intractable problem of trying to provide a jus-
tification for the nature of that end-state. The most important target of
Hayek’s argument was the socialist view of justice, which he characterised
as ‘distributive’ or ‘social’.

To Hayek, values are incommensurable: one can value ‘equal entitle-
ment’, ‘need’, ‘desert’ or ‘merit’ for example. When values clash, there
is no higher principle to which one can appeal to resolve the dilemma.
For many neoliberals dilemmas of the kind raised above can never be
solved by rational argument. Hayek, with many of the ‘Chicago’ and
‘Austrian School’ thinkers, argued that values are irreducibly subjective
and attitudinal. Alongside this claim, Hayek also made a complemen-
tary sociological argument against end-state values. Society, he argued,
is now so morally diverse in character that the kind of consensus needed
to support socialist end-states could never be achieved.62
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This raises a challenge for the left, who have traditionally argued that
claims for a more equal, socially just society are either objective or will at
least command wide support. If claims for social justice are ‘subjective’
and ‘attitudinal’ then the only way to achieve socialist end-states would
be, in John Gray’s phrase, through ‘the political conquest of state power
and the subjugation of rival value systems’.63 By contrast, in a market,
no set of philosophically unjustifiable ends are followed. Instead there
is a procedural system for following our own good in our own ways. ‘All
of this’, Plant concluded, ‘adds up to a formidable critique of traditional
forms of socialism and demands a response’.64

This marks a significant challenge to social democrats, who have
traditionally argued for particular end-states based on greater equality.
Historically, equality is the value that divides right from left. In short,
as the Italian philosopher Norberto Bobbio commented, ‘the left is egal-
itarian and the right is inegalitarian’.65If Plant is to take seriously the
neoliberal claim that equality is simply the value that one group is
attempting to impose on another, where does this leave the left?

Plant responds to the neoliberal assault with a sophisticated defence of
a particular form of equality. For Plant, the left may be concerned with
‘equality’, but more important is a question that follows from this: as
Amartya Sen asked, ‘Equality of What?’66 Equality of outcome is only
one possibility. Plant largely accepted the neoliberal criticism of end-
state values, such as equality of outcome, yet he still argues that equality
is important.

Arguments for equality are found across the political spectrum. Neo-
liberals, for example, are more comfortable with arguments based on
equality of opportunity than outcome. They tend to be uncomfort-
able if an individual is denied an opportunity – a job interview, say –
based on discrimination according to gender or ethnicity. Yet Plant,
like Crosland before him, rejected equality of opportunity as insuffi-
cient for several reasons. First, it failed to take into account the moral
arbitrariness of genetic endowment;67 second, he noted that there were
limits to what can be achieved with the attempt to equalise starting
positions – particularly because any radical action in this direction
will lead to considerable intervention within the family;68 and, third,
he argued that equality of opportunity ‘takes the existing structure of
equality for granted and is concerned about recruitment to it’.69

Plant’s own account of equality emerges out of a simultaneous accep-
tance of much of the neoliberal critique of end-state arguments, such
as equality of outcome, with his rejection of equality of opportunity as
inadequate. A first step in his defence of what he (and others) describes
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as ‘democratic equality’ is to re-examine why equality is important to
us. This, he argues, is because it is a means of securing other values. For
example, the left tended to argue that a more equal society would be
more peaceful, crime free, comradely and so on. To Plant, equality is
valuable because it is a method of securing greater freedom.

In the previous section, Plant gave an account of positive freedom or
autonomy. His argument is supplemented by a further, egalitarian step.
He moves from a defence of the provision of basic needs in order to
achieve autonomy, to an argument for their more equal distribution, so
that liberty is of roughly equal value to all people. Plant gave several reasons
for the equalisation of the value of freedom, but one in particular is
derived straight from his engagement with Hayek’s work. Plant turned
Hayek’s argument that there are many conceptions of the good and that
we cannot prioritise any one conception on its head:

If this is accepted, then it could be argued that no individual mer-
its more or less in the distribution of those basic resources which
are necessary to enter the market on a fair basis and thus those
resources should be distributed as equally as possible because, if the
neo-liberal is correct, there is no other criterion which would not
involve weighing up incommensurable merits and deserts.70

Plant’s account of equality is based around a view of liberty, and avoids
the neoliberal criticism that socialists are attempting to impose one
particular set of values on all. Instead it frames the social democratic
argument in terms of making the value of freedom more equal. In
dong so, Plant uses many of the neoliberals’ own arguments around the
importance of freedom. Despite his egalitarianism, Plant accepts vari-
ous inequalities. He accepted, for example, that there could be a ‘rent of
ability’ on grounds of efficiency, which would be set at the amount of
legitimate inequality that citizens should accept if they want ‘to mobi-
lize skills which otherwise would no longer be mobilized and without
which we should be worse off’.71 However, the difficulty often raised
with Rawlsian-like difference principles for those on the left concerns the
question, how much equality do they actually allow? If the trickle down
of market economics really is of ‘greatest benefit of the least advantaged’
then Rawlsians should accept that system.72 While Rawls, arguably, did
not answer this question, Plant does. His answer was that there should be
a presumption of equality. For Plant the question is, how much inequality
do we allow? Equality is the basic rule and the burden of proof lies in
departures from it.73
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Marrying social democracy and New Liberalism

The philosopher Karl Popper wrote that,

[I]f there could be such a thing as socialism combined with individ-
ual liberty, I would be a socialist still. For nothing could be better
than living a modest, simple and free life in an egalitarian society. It
took some time before I recognized this as no more than a beautiful
dream.74

The attempt to combine the values of equality and individual liberty
has been the project of a significant, but often neglected strand in left-
wing thought. The work of Plant and other second wave revisionists is
one version of this project. Plant’s engagement with neoliberals in the
1980s married the egalitarianism of social democracy with the concern
for liberty found in the New Liberalism of the early twentieth century.75

Plant was close to both New Liberal and social democratic tradi-
tions. He knew the earlier revisionist Anthony Crosland personally
and admits that Crosland made a great impact upon him. Plant
discusses Crosland’s work at several points.76 Plant comes from Grimsby
where Crosland’s parliamentary seat was and even sought selection there
after Crosland’s death in 1977. Discussing his academic development
Plant admitted to ‘a bit of hero worship’ towards Crosland and to being
‘fascinated by this … heavyweight, intellectual’. Looking back at his ear-
lier work, Plant commented that ‘I was interested in revitalising social
democratic thought, [developing] a new form of revisionism in the same
way as Crosland.’77

Similarly, Plant is candid about the New Liberal aspect of his thought,
commenting modestly that ‘I suppose in a way, if there’s anyone who
I would now see as being a kind of model for my life it’s been some-
body like Green [although] I’m not conceited enough to think I’m in
the same league … ’78 Plant would not demure from the label ‘New Lib-
eral’ as a description for his own thought, commenting, ‘I mean I call
myself a social democrat but New Liberal wouldn’t stick in my throat – so
long as you didn’t mean neoliberal.’79 To Plant, writing in The Times in
1990, there were considerable parallels between his own political debate
with the neoliberals and those between classical and New Liberals earlier
in the century: ‘I have commented before in these columns about the
resemblance between contemporary political debates and those which
took place within Liberalism at the end of the last century.’80 Plant’s
ability to combine the liberal and social democratic traditions in part
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comes from his intellectual approach. Many political thinkers on the
left, particularly in the twentieth century, drew on an account of politics
and ideology which methodologically derived from Marxism, in which
arguments were seen as deriving from and serving the interests of the
class location of those who advanced them. The response of socialists
writing in the Marxist tradition to arguments from neoliberals such as
Hayek in favour of private property or the market had been to criticise
the interests that those arguments were taken to promote and the values
and aspirations for which they were instrumental. If this view of political
argument is held, it is difficult to give an argument for the market seri-
ous attention in its own right or to ‘engage’ with it. Plant’s approach to
political argument marks a break with the Marxist tradition. It depends
on a world-view in which, although political thinking may interact with
other forms of social life, it is neither dependent upon nor merely derived
from them. Plant’s background here owes more to Hegelian Idealism
than Marxist materialism.

Collins and Reeves, whose commentary began this chapter, claim that
Labour must return to New Liberalism to survive. This would be an unnec-
essarily long detour. Crosland, and other first wave revisionists, explicitly
rejected the authoritarianism of the Fabian tradition. Two decades ago,
second wave revisionists challenged neoliberalism on explicitly liberal
grounds: arguing that its view of liberty did give a convincing account
of the reasons that people care about freedom, and that greater equality
was needed because it would produce greater freedom. It rejects equality
of outcome, largely because it would infringe upon individual auton-
omy, and because equality is a means not an end in itself. Plant was not
alone in this liberation of social democracy. David Miller wrote in 1989
that ‘Freedom as a value … has recently returned to prominence on the
Left’, yet Plant put positive freedom at social democracy’s core.81

Perhaps what is most striking about Plant’s thought from the mid-
1980s is its prescience about contemporary New Labour. Julian Le Grand
has argued that the Socialist Philosophy Group, of which Plant was a
key part, ‘In many ways … was a kind of precursor of New Labour.’82

Writing in 1984, Plant argued that ‘egalitarian policies should always be
designed to secure and promote the greatest amount of freedom possible
within the institutions which it endorses.’83 His example, that schools
have greater freedom to chose subject and specialism, anticipates the
introduction of specialist schools under Blair. Similarly, his claim that

freedom in the field of social policy suggests services in cash rather
than in kind to give those in receipt of the services the widest
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discretion to spend their money in their own way and to avoid as
far as possible the dependency and paternalism which might come
from the provision of services in kind

presages exactly the arguments made around the introduction of Indi-
vidual Budgets in social care twenty years later (as does his argument
for social workers close to the user to make choices, rather than the
state, where the user is unable to do so).84 Plant has admitted being
far closer to Brown than Blair. Reeves and Collins’s claim, that New
Labour is overly reliant on an authoritarian, statist intellectual heritage,
neglects an important strand in New Labour thought by ignoring the
contribution and influence of Plant and other second wave revisionists
to the Party’s ‘modernisation’ during the 1980s and 1990s, the linkages
between Plant’s thought, earlier revisionism and New Liberalism, and his
continuing relevance for those in the Party seeking to combine liberty
and equality today.
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Response to Simon Griffiths
Roy (Lord) Hattersley

I am second to none in my admiration for Raymond Plant as a politi-
cal philosopher and a man. In consequence, I regard commenting on
his work – even vicariously – as an act of shameful lèse-majesté. It is
an impertinence for me to write that I share his positive view of jus-
tice and freedom. For it was he who made sense of my instincts about
‘agency’ and gave an ideological meaning to the old Bernard Shaw apho-
rism about every Englishman being free to have tea at the Ritz as long
as he can afford to pay the bill. That being said, it has always seemed
to me that he is overgenerous in his attitude towards Friedrich Hayek.
He is absolutely right to say that the apparent success of the free mar-
ket – combined with the advance of the global economy – has had a
profound effect on social democratic thinking, but it is the competitive
system’s visible popularity with an expanding middle class, rather than
the force of the supporting theoretical argument, which has commended
it to politicians.

Perhaps more important, Hayek seems to believe that inactivity –
letting the market have its way or doing no more than preventing its
constriction – is not, in itself, a policy decision. Plant corrects him. Leav-
ing the hypothesised old lady to die in the gutter is a conscious decision.
Anyone who thinks otherwise – the morality of abdication aside – has
made a simple intellectual error. Criticisms of Hayek’s work are often
complicated by the need to question his premises and the implications
of his assertions. I need to be convinced that nationalisation is inevitably
and invariably – because of the wasteful concentration of knowledge –
economically inefficient. But Hayek often writes as if, by definition, effi-
ciency is all that matters. Conversely, he argues that the market does not
support any particular ends. It supports the rich – who, Marshall tells us,
are likely to leave the market richer than they entered it. But the point
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which Hayek misses is that society should be directed towards a specific
objective. Social democrats think that objective is greater equality.

Adherents to the ‘negative theory of freedom’ have always seemed to
me to be equally in error. We can all agree with Isaiah Berlin that it
would be ‘eccentric’ for a man who was born blind to say, because ‘I can-
not read … to that extent I am unfree’. But if, alternatively, he had been
blinded as a punishment by a tyrannical regime, he would have been
denied the freedom of which Sir Isaiah wrote. What if a government,
which believes that the least government is the best government, refuses
to finance treatment that it knows would prevent blindness in a large pro-
portion of the population? Are they, by their inaction, denying a basic
freedom? Anyone who thinks the example inappropriate must blame
Isaiah Berlin. He chose to examine the relationship between sight and
freedom. Extending the analogy leads to the conclusion that, when free-
dom is properly defined, its sum is extended not limited by the greater
equality that comes from redistribution.

Plant is right to suggest that the time has come to answer the hoary
old questions about what sort of equality we want. Not equality of
outcome which is as impossible as it is unattractive. Nor equality of
opportunity which is no more than shifting patterns of inequality.
Social democrats want the agency of the state – perhaps through ‘Fabian
paternalism’ – to encourage the diversity which comes from different
personalities but to eliminate the inequalities which are imposed on indi-
viduals by the way society is organised – great disparities of income being
the most obvious example. Would that we had a government that read,
understood and acted on Plant’s work.
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Gordon Brown, ‘Britishness’ and
the Negation of England
Simon Lee

Introduction

On becoming leader of the Labour Party and Prime Minister, Gordon
Brown sought to distance himself from the previous decade of New
Labour government under Tony Blair. He claimed that the security, envi-
ronmental and economic challenges confronting the United Kingdom in
the decade ahead would require ‘a new government with new priorities’.1

This would mean ‘a new kind of politics in this country’ and ‘a new
style of government in the future’, delivered by a ‘servant state’. The
past propensity for the British state to intervene, through ‘a top-down
approach’ with ‘a government that simply pulled the levers’, would no
longer be viable. As an alternative, Brown’s new politics necessitated ‘a
more accountable government, a stronger parliamentary democracy and
a more active population’.2 To demonstrate his own and his colleagues’
commitment to the new politics and new style of government, the early
weeks of the Brown Government witnessed the publication of a draft
legislative programme and a Green Paper on constitutional reform. In a
sign of the political, legal and historical confusion to come, both docu-
ments were called The Governance of Britain, even though they referred to
the legislative programme and constitutional future respectively of the
United Kingdom.3

This chapter seeks to show how, during Gordon Brown’s first year as
Prime Minister, the Brown Government has not delivered the promised
‘new kind of politics’. On the contrary, rather than marking a depar-
ture from the statecraft of the Blair-led New Labour project, the Brown
Government has delivered continuity by maintaining the British state’s
nationalisation of political power, policy design and resource allocation
in England – as practised during the Blair decade.4 To succeed Tony
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Blair’s Third Way modernisation rhetoric for New Labour’s agenda of
political, economic and social renewal, Brown has further developed
the same British Way of top-down modernisation that he nurtured dur-
ing his decade as Chancellor of the Exchequer.5 A prime-ministerial
rhetoric focused upon Britain and Britishness has been deployed to dis-
guise the constitutional and fiscal asymmetries of parallel deficits in
democracy, accountability, identity, policy and resources that continue
to negate citizenship in and the political identity of England and its
people. The consequence has been a gathering resentment in England
over its fiscal disadvantage and the absence of checks and balances upon
the power of Number Ten, Whitehall and Westminster, relative to the
other constituent nations of the United Kingdom. The chapter concludes
by noting the emerging debate over the possibility of an alternative civic
identity and constitutional future for England – an English Way – that is
separable and possibly separate from that of the British state and United
Kingdom.

The British way

During his decade as Chancellor of the Exchequer, Gordon Brown did
not confine his attention to questions of macroeconomic stability and
fiscal prudence, and the specification of a British model of political
economy.6 On the contrary, no opportunity was lost for Brown to asso-
ciate himself with Britain and Britishness, and policies and initiatives
that would reinforce the British Union. Brown sought to restore a shared
sense of national patriotic purpose which he believed Britain and the
British to have lost. To this end, Brown proposed the creation of a British
youth national community service; a British Day; the reclamation of the
Union flag ‘as a flag for Britain, not the BNP’, to be honoured, and not
ignored; a national Veterans’ Day; the introduction of a biometric British
national identity card; and English language and British history lessons
for immigrants.7

Brown first identified the three tenets of his British Way in his Novem-
ber 1997 Spectator/Allied Dunbar Lecture. First, the British Way consisted
of a commitment to liberty through the protection of the individual
against the arbitrary power of the state. This had been realised, not
through the pursuit of crude individualism but through the exercise of
mutual responsibility and duty, initially through civil society associa-
tions and subsequently through the welfare state and National Health
Service. Second, the British Way had been manifested in adaptability, the
willingness ‘to embrace not fear constitutional reform’, and the breaking
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up of ‘centralised institutions that are too remote and insensitive and so
devolve power’.8 Paradoxically, one of the definitive features of the state-
craft of Blair’s ‘earned autonomy’ and Brown’s ‘constrained discretion’
was their centralisation of control over policy and resources in England,
and their refusal to devolve anything but responsibility for adminis-
tration and service delivery.9 Third, the British Way had involved the
pursuit of an outward-looking and internationalist patriotism.

This initial vision of the British Way was subsequently embroidered
by Brown with a pattern of shared core values of Britishness, interwo-
ven with three distinctive British national qualities. The core values were
‘being creative, adaptable and outward looking’, and the national quali-
ties ‘our belief in liberty, duty and fair play’. Together, these shared values
and qualities had produced ‘a distinctive Britishness’, and a unique politi-
cal settlement which had balanced the rights and responsibilities of
individuals, communities and the state.10 These very values and quali-
ties could now be mobilised to generate a distinctive political agenda
with three key elements. First, the ‘British desire for liberty’ could be
mobilised to ‘refashion the settlement between individual, community
and government’. Second, the British sense of responsibility could be
harnessed ‘to empower people in their own neighbourhoods’. Third, the
British sense of duty and fair play could be mobilised to enhance citizen-
ship through a national debate about rights and responsibilities which
embraced ‘new literature, new institutes, new seminars, new cross-party
debate and the reclamation of the Union flag’ to become ‘a flag for all
Britain-symbolising inclusion, tolerance and unity’. Through these ini-
tiatives, Britishness would embrace a commitment to ‘liberty for all, and
responsibility from all, but fairness to all’.11

Patriotism for a purpose

Gordon Brown was patriotic for a purpose. The British Way was Brown’s
answer to one of the key consequences of devolution, namely, the Kirk-
caldy and Cowdenbeath Question, the successor to the pre-devolution
West Lothian Question originally coined by Tam Dalyell MP.12 The Kirk-
caldy and Cowdenbeath Question (named after Brown’s constituency)
asked the vital constitutional question of why Brown, representing a
Scottish constituency (although it would be applicable equally to an MP
representing a Welsh or Ulster constituency) should be able to vote on
policy matters affecting people in England alone. After all, the result-
ing policy choices in areas devolved to the Scots’ Parliament would not
have to be experienced by Brown’s own constituents, without the express
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consent of the Scots’ Parliament. Simultaneously, the absence of the
equivalent devolution for England would deny voters in England the
parallel extension of democratic citizenship to hold their elected repre-
sentatives to account. Whatever else it might yield, such constitutional
asymmetries would not deliver the responsibility from all, and especially
liberty and fairness for all, that Brown had identified as the quintessential
foundation of Britishness.

In April 1999, Brown had asserted that, with the rediscovery of the
shared values of ‘a special and unifying identity’, Britain could move
‘from an over centralised and uniform state – the old Britain of subjects –
to a pluralist and decentralised democracy – the new Britain of citizens’.13

In practice, through the negation of citizenship and accountability in
England, and with it the potential for the creation of a new plural and
inclusive civic identity for England and its people, the British Way also
denied two of its own core tenets, namely, the willingness to embrace
rather than fear constitutional change, and the devolution of power to
break up overly remote and centralised institutions. Brown sought to
finesse this contradiction by picturing ‘a Britain of regions and nations’,
in which the nations would be Scotland, Wales and Britain, and the
regions those of England.14 In Brown’s British Way, England’s political
identity as a discrete nation would be denied on all fronts and on all
occasions. Brown’s May 1999 promise that the whole of Britain would
benefit from ‘the birth of new centres of power and initiative’, embracing
a ‘commitment to participatory democracy’ and ‘a unifying and inclusive
idea of citizenship’ was quickly forgotten.15

The greatest flaw of Brown’s British Way was that it could be sustained
only by drawing upon examples of English history or quotations written
specifically about England and Englishness, and then imagining them to
be about Britain and Britishness.16 From the Magna Carta, the Peasants’
Revolt, the Putney debates during the English Civil War, to the Bill of
Rights in 1689, in a series of major speeches Brown recycled as British
examples of English history predating the Act of Union and the creation
of the United Kingdom. On the literary front, Brown portrayed quota-
tions from Voltaire, Montesquieu, Burke, Gray, Wordsworth, Hazlitt,
Lord Henry Grattan, de Tocqueville, Churchill and Orwell as elegies
about Britain and Britishness, when they were actually written about
England and Englishness.17

The misquotation of George Orwell was particularly interesting since
he constituted about the only significant thinker from the Labour Party’s
own history of ideas that had featured in Brown’s articulation of Britain
and Britishness. Brown had referred to ‘in Orwell’s words, the British
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genius’,18 when in fact Orwell had used Socialism and the English Genius
as the subtitle for his work The Lion and the Unicorn. Far from making a
statement about British qualities, Orwell’s focus had been upon England
and Englishness. Indeed, Orwell claimed that ‘it is only by revolution
that the native genius of the English people can be set free. Revolution
does not mean red flags and street fighting, it means a fundamental shift
of power.’19 Orwell was not thinking in terms of a British Way, but an
English Way as the road ahead for socialism. Thus, as he stated in his final
essay on ‘The English Revolution’, Orwell had concluded that ‘the task
of bringing the real England to the surface, even the winning of the war,
necessary though it is, is secondary … I believe in England, and I believe
that we shall go forward’ – a very different agenda to that suggested by
Brown’s misinterpretation.20

When confronted by the anomalies and asymmetries of the British
Way, Brown protested that ‘England is 85 per cent of the Union’, before
adding ‘and England at any point can out-vote the rest of the Union’.21

This was an entirely disingenuous defence. Politics at Westminster is not
conducted on the basis of nationality, but upon the basis of party politi-
cal affiliation and, on occasions, principles of conscience. As long as MPs
from outwith England remained able to vote on laws affecting England
alone, the people of England and their elected representatives would
be denied the democratic autonomy and accountability devolution had
extended to the constituent parts of the United Kingdom. Brown had
conveniently forgotten that when Donald Dewar, the Secretary of State
for Scotland, had introduced the White Paper on Scotland’s Parliament
in July 1997, he had argued that the objective of devolution, namely,
‘entrusting Scotland with control over her own domestic affairs’, would
be ‘a fair and just settlement for Scotland’. Moreover, it would not only
‘strengthen democratic control and make government more accountable
to the people of Scotland’, but also ‘better allow the people of Scotland to
benefit from, and contribute to, the unity of the United Kingdom’.22 By
the logical and democratic extension of the very same principle, entrust-
ing England with control over her own domestic affairs would equally
deliver a fair and just settlement for England, strengthening democratic
control and enhancing accountability. In the absence of such a settle-
ment during the Blair decade, the ultimate postcode lottery in citizenship
was left to fester.

Brown justified the confinement of devolution to only 17 per cent of
the United Kingdom’s population on the grounds of the need ‘to recog-
nise the different views and the decision-making processes in some other
parts of the country’.23 He failed to explain why this process should
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stop at the borders of England when its population of more than 50
million embraced a plural, diverse and far more multicultural popula-
tion than Scotland, Wales and Northern Ireland. Indeed, the very scale
of England as 83 per cent of the British Union’s population and Gross
Domestic Product would appear to be the strongest possible justifica-
tion for its recognition as a distinctive political community and identity.
Brown and his fellow Scottish member of the Cabinet, Douglas Alexan-
der, subsequently contended that the status quo of the British Union
was defensible because ‘a million Scots live south of the border – more
than three-quarters of a million people who live in Scotland were born in
England. Half of us have relatives in England and people throughout all
parts of the UK move freely to set up home.’24 This was an equally spu-
rious argument since devolution had already extended political power
and democratic citizenship to the other constituent parts of the United
Kingdom, each of which possessed a citizenry and electorate drawn from
many nations and families.

The Governance of Britain: The negation of England

Since Gordon Brown’s installation as Prime Minister, there has been lit-
tle evidence of the ‘English Revolution’ envisaged by George Orwell, or
of Donald Dewar’s ‘fair and just settlement’ envisaged in the devolution
agenda for Scotland. On the contrary, the pattern of centralised gover-
nance and negation of English citizenship and identity established by
the British Way during Brown’s tenure at the Treasury has been strength-
ened and deepened not only by his Government’s constitutional reform
and domestic policy agenda but also by Brown’s steadfast belief, redolent
of John Major’s rhetoric during the early 1990s, that ‘we must defend
the Union’.25 At the same time, in proposing an annual house-building
target for England of 240,000 houses by 2016, a total of two million
new homes by 2016, and three million in England 2020, and the cre-
ation of up to five new English eco-towns by 2016 and ten by 2020,
the reform of the planning laws in England through the creation of an
unelected Infrastructure Planning Commission, which will be responsi-
ble for ‘examining applications for development consent for nationally
significant infrastructure projects’;26 and the proposal for an NHS Con-
stitution for England, the Brown Government has furnished a reform
agenda with two definitive characteristics.27 First, these proposals have
been drawn up as top-down initiatives, the product of reports by an
unelected and democratically unaccountable elite, which have bypassed
any process of participation by the people of England. This would not
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have been possible in Scotland, Wales and Northern Ireland, because of
the democratic checks and balances afforded by devolution, which is
why such proposals have not been introduced there. Second, none of
the proposals (including The Governance of Britain agenda for England)
were included in the 2005 General Election manifesto upon which the
Labour Party was elected.28 Once more, democratic accountability in
England has been negated.

To demonstrate that it had renewed momentum following Tony Blair’s
departure, the Brown Government quickly published both its draft legi-
slative programme and constitutional reform agenda under the heading
of The Governance of Britain. The rationale for the further constitutional
reforms was the forging of a renewed British national purpose. The White
Paper set out to consider ‘the relationship people have with the institu-
tions of the state, at a local, regional and national level’.29 As before in
Brown’s vision of the British Way, the localities and regions would be
England’s, but the nationalities and political identities would be all of
those of the United Kingdom, except England.

Brown dismissed immediately any proposal for ‘English votes for
English laws’. This, he argued, would create ‘two classes of MPs – some
entitled to vote on all issues, some invited to vote only on some’. The
Brown Government would ‘do nothing to put at risk the Union’.30

This further specious argument overlooked the fact that devolution had
already created two classes of MPs. First, MPs representing constituen-
cies in Wales, Ulster and Scotland, who could vote on laws affecting
England alone, while elected representatives for the devolved assemblies
and Scottish Parliament could make democratic choices and be held to
account directly for policies affecting health, education and other impor-
tant public concerns. Second, MPs at Westminster representing English
constituencies, who could neither vote on purely English legislation
(without the intervention of MPs from outwith England) nor vote on
policies devolved to Edinburgh, Cardiff or Belfast.

The constitutional reform agenda outlined in The Governance of Britain
did acknowledge that, following a decade of constitutional reform
under New Labour, nevertheless ‘power remains too centralised and too
concentrated in government’. Consequently, the Government would
invigorate British democracy by clarifying the role of government, both
central and local, and making people ‘proud to participate in decision-
making at every level’.31 However, rather than devolved government,
this would mean the appointment of nine Ministers for the English
regions, to provide ‘a clear sense of strategic direction for their region’
and to ‘give citizens a voice in central government’. These ministers in
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turn would be accountable through the possible creation of nine regional
select committees.32 Brown had promised to listen to and learn from the
people, but there had been no calls from the people of England for the
creation of such regional structures. Indeed, in a November 2004 referen-
dum, the electorate of the North East had voted overwhelmingly against
New Labour’s proposals for a limited form of regional government.33

Thus, the proposed reforms were about the more efficient administra-
tion of English territory and a strengthening of central government.
Enhanced local accountability would not mean the extension of direct
elections, the removal of centralised performance and service delivery
targets or genuine autonomy for local government. Instead, there was
only a pledge to ‘assess the merits of giving local communities the ability
to apply for devolved or delegated budgets’.34

In its implementation of The Governance of Britain, there has been
a marked disparity between the Brown Government’s soaring rhetoric
on empowerment of citizens and the reality of its policy agenda. This
disparity has been exemplified by the July 2008 White Paper on com-
munities and local government in England. Given the uplifting title,
Communities in Control: Real People, Real Power, the chapters of the White
Paper begin with a remarkable series of quotations from Aristotle, The
Hitchhikers’ Guide to the Galaxy, Lao Tzu, Mahatma Gandhi, John Mil-
ton, Abraham Lincoln, John Stuart Mill and (concluding with) Thomas
Paine, celebrating the virtues of democracy, participation, transparency
and accountability.35 However, the substantive proposals contained in
the White Paper could not be further away either from such lofty virtues
or the implied devolution of real political power.

Remarkably, Communities in Control commenced with a Foreword from
Gordon Brown and an Introduction from Hazel Blears in which neither
(in a document about communities and local government in England)
was able to bring themselves to mention England, although Britain
(Brown) and Zimbabwe, Scotland and London (Blears) are mentioned.36

The Executive Summary, however, did conclude by asserting ‘there are
no limits to the capacity of the British people for self-government, given
the right platforms, mechanisms and incentives’.37 The White Paper
repeated The Governance of Britain mantra that ‘power still remains too
centralised and too concentrated in government’, and proposed coun-
cils and unelected, appointed public bodies be given both a new ‘duty to
promote democracy’ and a ‘duty to involve’.38 Although the key themes
were ‘power, influence and control’, central government’s power, influ-
ence and control would not be challenged. Indeed, the performance
framework for English local government would retain no fewer than 198
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National indicators, with local authorities having to prioritise as many
as 35 centrally driven indicators. Such a performance framework could
only be cast as an act of empowerment when set against the previous
total of 1,200 ‘centrally imposed performance indicators’.39 The reten-
tion of centralised control was despite the White Paper’s own citation of
a February 2008 opinion poll finding that no fewer than six out of ten
people did not feel they were given an adequate say in how their local
councils were run, and as many as nine out of ten believed their councils
could be more accountable.40

At the heart of the Brown Government’s legislative programme have
been a series of policies which have negated further the realm of
local accountability in England by rolling forward the frontiers of the
unelected quango. A prime example has been the creation of the Homes
and Communities Agency, itself the product of a merger of two other
quangos – English Partnerships and the Housing Corporation. Weir has
described the Corporation as a ‘super-quango’ that, with Regional Devel-
opment Agencies and the Government’s Regional Offices, has set the
seal ‘on a troika of power that is accountable, though imperfectly, only
upwards’.41 The creation of such an architecture of top-down, unelected
and locally unaccountable institutions would not have been feasible
in other parts of the United Kingdom, because of the checks and bal-
ances provided by the directly elected devolved institutions. But, as Weir
has noted, ‘local government in England is neither local, government
nor representative. Local authorities are ruled from above by central
government departments and major quangos.’42

This negation of democracy and citizenship in England has been high-
lighted further in a review of the pattern of power and participation
by Democratic Audit. It has noted that ‘modern “local governance”,
especially in England, is neither local nor often directly democratic’.
Consequently, Democratic Audit has recommended nothing less than ‘a
fundamental reversal of existing policies towards local government and
the quango state so that elected local authorities can be made consider-
ably more autonomous in terms of their policies, revenues and expen-
diture and protected against constant central government meddling’.43

Indeed, for communities in England to be truly under the control of
real people with real power, the Government must locate consultation,
participation (including participatory budgeting) not, as proposed, out-
with but ‘within the framework of elected representative government at
local and regional level’. Moreover, in England the government ‘must
lift the weight of central financial and policy controls from local author-
ities to give them freedoms to make policy and sufficient resources
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and local tax-raising capacity’. This should include the dismantling
of ‘the undemocratic scaffolding of English “partnership governance”
where major decisions are to be taken at near regional level out of
reach of popular participation’. Any future written constitution should
give local government constitutional protection, and the unelected,
unaccountable English quango state should be democratised.44

The frustration at the lack of opportunity for meaningful partic-
ipation has also extended to the representatives of directly elected
political authorities. For example, the Local Government Association
has expressed its exasperation at the manner in which the Brown Gov-
ernment’s eco-towns initiative has bypassed local democracy, and is
imposing the developments upon communities ‘in the face of fierce
opposition’.45 The Association’s Chairman, Sir Simon Milton, has
asserted that the initiative has ‘significant flaws’, not least the Govern-
ment’s failure ‘to learn its lesson by relying on “new town” powers of
the past to impose a Whitehall diktat’. Indeed, the eco-towns will pos-
sess ‘unelected management bodies to help develop and manage them,
effectively neutering the role of local government. This flies in the face of
the Government’s stated intentions to devolve decision-making to local
councils.’46 At the same time, eco-towns have relied upon the use of a
national planning policy statement designed ‘to enable decisions to be
made outside the established regional and local planning regime’, and
which has enabled the Brown Government to act ‘as both planning judge
and jury’.47

The scale of the popular opposition to the proposed eco-towns and
the development of a third runway at Heathrow Airport, allied to the
scale of the backbench rebellion by Labour MPs against the Planning
Bill, has reflected the widespread frustration at the manner in which the
British Way of state-led modernisation has attempted to bypass directly
elected, locally accountable structures in England. This frustration has
extended beyond proposed developments in the built environment to
the English democratic deficit that has been entrenched by the Blair
and Brown Government’s reforms of the public services. In the final
report of its Health Commission, the Local Government Association has
noted how, since 1997, the performance management of the National
Health Service has been driven by central targets founded upon central
government priorities and allied to devolved administration within a
framework of national standards for England. This has left ‘a system of
accountability that remains strong nationally and weak, or non-existent,
at local level’.48
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As an alternative, the Commission has proposed that health service
management should be held to account locally by local people or their
representatives in a formal process giving citizens the opportunity to
pass judgement and, if necessary, impose sanctions. Indeed, the Com-
mission’s own survey found that no fewer than six out of ten members of
the public in England wanted a greater say in the running of their health
services.49 Consequently, the Commission has concluded that ‘centrali-
sation has gone too far’, generating ‘diminishing returns with little sense
of ownership of reform and de-motivation among managers and clini-
cians’, and that ‘current arrangements for local accountability are not
fit for purpose’. Indeed, upwards accountability to central government
had created ‘a dependency culture which has stifled innovation and dis-
torted priorities’.50 Thus, the price paid for the centralised prescriptions
of the nationalised policy design and resource allocation of the British
Way has not been merely a deficiency in local accountability. There is
growing evidence that they have materially damaged the efficiency and
effectiveness of England’s public services.51

An alternative English way

To counter the negation of England, and in works such as Billy Bragg’s
The Progressive Patriot, Paul Kingsnorth’s Real England and Mark Per-
ryman’s edited collection, Imagined Nation: England after Britain,52 the
quest has begun to define an ‘English progressive patriotism’, an inclu-
sive English identity and ‘a multicultural Englishness that challenges the
Whig interpretation of history and is at ease with the Scots, Welsh and
Irish making their own arrangements’.53 The process has been illumi-
nated by some thoughtful academic contributions on where the debate
currently stands.54 The imagining of an English Way will not be an easy
task for at least two reasons. First and foremost, because of the legacy
of Enoch Powell and ‘the deeply xenophobic cast of English nationalism
and its fundamental association with a version of national culture which
can only make sense in exclusionary, racial terms’. Second, because while
the potential exists for the creation of a positive agenda for English inde-
pendence, rooted in alternative conceptions of identity, governance and
political economy for England, it will require a political imagination
that leaves behind Britain, Britishness and Unionism when defining the
future of England and Englishness. The way forward most certainly does
not reside in the portrayal either of the English as being caught in a pin-
cer movement by the dual challenges of multiculturalism and European
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integration or as the insular, complacent, slow-witted victims of devo-
lution, with the Scots and Welsh as instinctively socialist populations,
more wedded to welfare and subsidised ‘for centuries’ by the gullible
English.55

The difficulty that separating England and Englishness from Britain
and Britishness might present for traditional Unionists has been reflected
in the evolution of Conservative Party policy towards the governance
under David Cameron’s leadership. Scarred by the experience of the
unsuccessful 2001 and 2005 general election campaigns, in which the
Conservative Party’s manifesto promised the introduction of English
votes for English laws at Westminster,56 and in which the Conservatives
had won only one and four seats respectively outside England (having
won none in May 1997), Cameron has resisted thus far the many Conser-
vative voices who have advocated the Party’s abandonment of Unionism
and its reinvention as an authentic English nationalist party.57 Indeed,
Cameron has taken several steps firmly in the opposite direction. First,
he has reaffirmed his own personal commitment to the British Union in
a series of keynote speeches and thereby converged with Gordon Brown’s
New Unionism.58 Second, he has entered talks with the Ulster Unionist
Party to establish a working group to determine whether there should
be a formal merger between the two parties.59 Third, he has appointed
Kenneth Clarke MP, a known sceptic on the merits of ‘English Votes for
English Laws’, to chair the Conservative Party’s Democracy Task Force.

While recognising the ‘obvious apparent logic and justice’ of the prin-
ciple and policy of ‘English Votes for English Laws’ as a means of resolving
the iniquities arising from devolution, Clarke’s Task Force chose not to
recommend it. As an alternative, the Task Force recommended a variant
of ‘English Votes for English Laws’, that would restrict voting at West-
minster on the Committee and Report stages of legislation to English
MPs only, but which would allow all MPs to vote on Bills as far as the
Second Reading and, critically, at the Third Reading stage. The justifi-
cation for this constitutional fudge was that it would prevent a United
Kingdom Government being confronted by a House of Commons with
a majority of MPs from another party or parties.60 While this solution
would ‘give protection’ and, ‘under most circumstances’, that legislation
could not be imposed upon England by the votes of Scottish, Welsh or
Ulster MPs whose constituents were not affected by it, it could not and
would not provide a guarantee against that imposition. Moreover, the
Task Force confirmed that its recommendation would ensure that the
United Kingdom Government would retain ‘something very similar to a
presidential veto’ in its ability to reject legislation approved at its Second
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Reading by a majority of the democratically elected representatives of
the citizens of England.61

The Conservative Party’s Democracy Task Force had therefore
answered the English Question by reaffirming the very Unionist prin-
ciple of ‘United Kingdom votes for English Laws’ that was the very
root of the English grievance encapsulated in the (pre-devolution) West
Lothian and (post-devolution) Kirkcaldy and Cowdenbeath Questions.
Clarke’s fellow Conservative MP, Sir Malcolm Rifkind, immediately chal-
lenged the Task Force’s proposals, pointing out that they would not have
prevented the passage of the legislation on foundation hospitals and uni-
versity tuition fees in England which had been passed during the Blair
Government’s second term only with the votes of MPs representing con-
stituencies in Scotland, Wales and Ulster. Moreover, as Rifkind noted,
under these proposals, if all United Kingdom MPs voted for a Bill before
its Second Reading, amendments supported by a majority of English MPs
at Committee stage would not be able to reverse the basic objective of
such legislation, because ‘any attempt to do so would be designated a
“wrecking amendment” and ruled out of order’.62

Such was the immediate attractiveness of Clarke’s proposals for the
Brown Government that Michael Wills, Minister of State for the Mini-
stry of Justice, declared that the Government would be prepared to look
at the proposals.63 However, Clarke’s Task Force proposals were immedi-
ately dismissed by the Constitution Unit as ‘neither new nor workable’.
Indeed, Robert Hazell, the Unit’s Director and a former Home Office
civil servant, claimed that it was not feasible to restrict the voting rights
of Scottish MPs because ‘no-one has yet satisfactorily defined how you
identify an “English law” ’.64 However, the notion that the collective
legal, political and administrative resources of Whitehall could not in
future draft legislation pertaining to England only is simply not credi-
ble, especially should England gain its independence from the United
Kingdom. Bills might have to be drafted in a completely different way,
but the forces of conservatism within the British Establishment should
not be allowed to derail the principle of English votes for English laws
and greater democratic accountability of government to the people of
England.

Conclusion

Like John Major before him, Gordon Brown’s repeated defence of the
British Union has done nothing to bolster either the waning popularity
of his political party or himself as Prime Minister. Indeed, with Labour
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(25 per cent) trailing the Conservatives (47 per cent) by 22 per cent in
one national opinion poll, only 15 per cent of those questioned thought
Brown upto the job of being Prime Minister.65 Only Major had ever
recorded a lower approval rating as Prime Minister. At the same time,
Brown’s own backbench English MPs have become ever more vocal in
identifying the political and electoral disadvantages of Brown’s refusal
to address English resentment over the fiscal and constitutional disad-
vantages of the devolution settlement. For example, Frank Field has
described the existing inequities as ‘not defensible’, and has noted that,
during the 2007 Scottish Parliamentary elections, opinion polls had
recorded ‘a higher proportion of voters in England in favour of greater
independence for England than there were Scottish voters wanting that
independence for their country’. Since answering the English Question
could not be avoided, Field has contended that there would be political
advantage for the Labour Party in providing a resolution that ‘should
also set new parameters to the debate on House of Lords reform’.66

One way forward for Brown and the Labour Party has been the sug-
gestion of the filling of the vacant post of Deputy Prime Minister with
a senior Cabinet minister, representing an English constituency, who
would speak for England and assume responsibility for all English domes-
tic policy. This demand has been led by Labour backbenchers, notably
Stephen Ladyman, whose highly marginal South Thanet constituency
was won at the June 2005 General Election with a majority of only 664
votes. Ladyman has asserted that, ‘it is important to recognise that the
election is won or lost in England. We need to have English voices speak-
ing and giving messages that make sense in English communities.’67 In
this regard, Keith Vaz, MP for Leicester East and a member of the Labour
Party’s National Executive Committee, has urged Brown to appoint Jack
Straw as Deputy Prime Minister, with full responsibility for English
domestic policy and economic policy. The need for a more visible English
representation in the Cabinet has been echoed by the suggestion from
Lindsay Hoyle, the Labour MP for Chorley, that, ‘voters are looking to
see a better balance within the Cabinet to ensure that all the regions are
represented’.68

With the onset of the global credit crunch, its recessionary impli-
cations for the domestic economy, and with the manifestation of the
Labour Party’s and his own plummeting popularity in successive opinion
polls and consecutive by-election defeats, there is one very great irony.
Had Brown extended devolution to England, and devolved responsibil-
ity for domestic policy onto a Deputy Prime Minister for England and
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empowered English votes for English laws, he would have had liber-
ated himself to become more proactive in addressing the very global
economic, security and environmental challenges he had argued neces-
sitated both a new kind and style of politics. Moreover, he would have
done so at a time when, in Barack Obama, he would have found a poten-
tial President of the United States and international statesman with the
very vision of international cooperation in the traditions of the Demo-
crat Party that had oriented Brown’s own moral compass and agenda
for a new Marshall Plan and global New Deal.69 However, by choosing
to articulate a British Way that has negated England, Brown has under-
mined simultaneously his own prospects of remaining Prime Minister
and the Labour Party’s prospects of a fourth consecutive General Election
victory. Indeed, one leading commentator has predicted confidently that
‘Brown will be Labour’s last Scottish leader’.70
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Response to Simon Lee1

Arthur Aughey

Jim Bulpitt once argued that though they dominate the United King-
dom the English never took the Union seriously, either ignoring it
or regarding it as a mere extension of England and Englishness. This
unthinking-ness about the Union was the historical ballast of the British
state but it could also become, when alarmed into reflection by change,
the undoing of that state. That undoing point Simon Lee believes we
have now reached. For one inference from Bulpitt’s analysis is that tradi-
tional British statecraft intentionally misrecognised the English Question
because government ‘attempted to relate to (or distance itself from) all
parts of the periphery in similar fashion. For the centre then, if not
for the English, England was part of the periphery.’2 If the popular
English understanding of the United Kingdom assumed a correspon-
dence between British Government and English identity, Westminster
assumed otherwise. The Government’s overriding concern was with
what Madgwick and Rose called the ‘fifth nation’ – ‘the United Kingdom
is a fifth “nation” in Westminster’.3 This fifth nation embodied an ideal
and a principle. The ideal was multinational solidarity and the principle
was an association of the willing. The objective of New Labour’s con-
stitutional reform was to strengthen that fifth nation. Reform was not
concerned with ‘constitutional symmetry’ but with the practical accom-
modation of ‘difference and rough edges’.4 As Lee clearly shows, one of
those asymmetrical rough edges turned out to be England and, with the
failure of its policy of English regionalism, Labour gave the impression
that England was a difference that neither could be nor should be accom-
modated. That it could not be accommodated was a technical matter of
British constitutional design (the West Lothian Question). That it should
not be accommodated was not a technical but a national – the English –
Question.
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This is the context for Lee’s chapter. Its argument, expressed with pas-
sionate but logical intensity, is that the old confusion of British with
English now seriously disadvantages England’s interests and upsets the
political contract of the Union because solidarity is now an exploitative
imposition. It is an argument, moreover, which inverts the traditional
cultural and political grievances of Scottish and Welsh nationalists. The
cultural grievance claimed that national achievements were appropriated
by Englishness through the collective term of ‘British’ and the political
grievance claimed that national interests were marginalised by English
dominance at Westminster. In Lee’s dramatic expression, it is now Eng-
land which is doubly ‘negated’. It is disadvantaged nationally because
the ‘patriotic purpose’ of Labour’s British Way denies the distinctive-
ness of England (and falsely appropriates English literature to sustain
a British identity). It is disadvantaged civically because democratic par-
ticipation and accountability are sacrificed to centralised convenience.
Though Lee’s analysis is mainly concerned with questions of citizenship,
his argument is driven by English national sentiment. England needs
self-governance for two reasons: to address New Labour’s constitutional
deficit and to give the English a democratic identity sufficiently strong
to determine their own affairs. Lee is willing to follow through the logic
of his argument and accept that England could ‘possibly separate’ from
the United Kingdom. The anger of the case evinces little sorrow at that
conclusion.

Lee makes a strong moral claim, captures a certain English mood but
so far that mood has not become a movement for constitutional change.
But is it capable of transforming from mood to movement? While people
are more willing to call themselves English rather than British and there
is wide sympathy for an English Parliament, for the moment popular
support for radical change is not deep.5 Though Lee may have exagger-
ated English alienation and anxiety, the points he raises are unlikely to go
away and any future government needs to confront them intelligently.
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Built on Sand? Ideology and
Conservative Modernisation under
David Cameron1

Mark Garnett

In an article of July 2008, designed to advertise his credentials as a
future prime minister, David Miliband chose to attack the opposition
leader instead of praising his own chief, Gordon Brown. David Cameron,
Miliband conceded, ‘might be likeable and sometimes hard to disagree
with’. However, with no ‘vision for Britain’, Cameron was ‘a politician
of the status quo … not change’. ‘His problem’, Miliband concluded, ‘is
that he is a conservative’.2

It was rather odd for Miliband to imply that anyone who failed to
appreciate the need for radical change after more than a decade of Labour
rule must be guilty of dangerous complacency. But whatever it said about
his own Party’s record, his remark was highly revealing about the recent
history of the Conservatives. At one time ‘Conservative leader is a con-
servative!’ might have ranked no higher than ‘New Pope is a Catholic!’
in its capacity to startle. But since the Party chose Margaret Thatcher as
its leader in 1975 it had become obligatory for senior Conservatives to
assert their radical intentions. For the benefit of that rare breed – the
Conservative-supporting Guardian reader – Miliband was thus trying to
say that Cameron represented a significant departure from his Party’s
recent past. Once the Conservatives had boasted of their readiness to
‘think the unthinkable’, but those days had passed and now only Labour
was courageous enough to engage in unflinching speculation.

The main purpose of this chapter is to ask whether Miliband was right
in his characterisation of David Cameron. Is Cameron really a ‘conserva-
tive’, rather than a radical? The second part of this question is easier to
answer, if we can agree to define ‘radical’ in terms of a belief in the need
for fundamental reform. At one time, ‘radical’ implied an adherence to
the progressive side of politics, and was contrasted with ‘reactionary’;
but nowadays the radical label is usually a synonym for unquestioning
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faith in the virtues of the free market (at least, one suspects that this is
Miliband’s understanding of the word). Unfortunately, ‘conservative’ is
much more tricky; its meaning has been hotly contested for much of the
post-war period, so that any attempt to provide an authoritative answer
would take us far beyond the scope of this chapter. However, we can at
least offer some clues which might help to illuminate Cameron’s ideo-
logical position, and speculate about the extent to which his personal
views are likely to influence his policies should his Party’s extended spell
in the wilderness come to an end while he remains leader.

‘Built to last’

The obvious reference point for those who wish to investigate the ide-
ology of the Conservative Party under David Cameron is Built to Last,
the statement of principles which was accepted in September 2006 after
a ballot of party members.3 The document made free use of the word
‘Revolution’, consistent with the theme of ‘change’ which Cameron had
used in the previous year’s campaign to succeed Michael Howard as Con-
servative leader. However, as students of Yes, Prime Minister know too
well, this rhetorical style is often utilised by politicians who want to
make a modest programme sound exhilarating. As it was, many grass-
roots activists were said to find the original draft of Built to Last unduly
cautious, and even after it had been revised the turnout in the ballot was
little more than a quarter of the party membership.

Even in its final form, Built to Last was certainly not as radical as the
statement of principle published by Michael Howard soon after his own
elevation to the leadership in 2003. In its unmistakable symptoms of
state-hating, Howard’s ‘I Believe’ only made sense within the tradition
of nineteenth-century liberalism.4 Built to Last was much less abstract,
fleshing out basic principles with practical goals across a wide range of
policy areas. One key theme, calling for a ‘responsibility revolution’, was
reminiscent of Tony Blair. Yet Blair had combined a call for people to take
control of their own lives with a heavy-handed approach to personal con-
duct, prohibiting activities which had previously been considered to be
private choices. In other respects, Blair had taken Thatcherite centralism
well beyond the limits established by his heroine. Cameron’s Conserva-
tives were more permissive, ‘recognising that persuasion can sometimes
be a more powerful tool than compulsion in bringing about lasting
change’. They also seemed sincerely to believe that decision-making
should be devolved wherever possible to local communities.5 On one
level, this line of argument echoed familiar Conservative clichés about
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the over-mighty central state. But it also chimed in with the repeated
protestations of senior party figures after 1997 that there was such a
thing as society after all.6

In his own version of this mantra, included in his leadership accep-
tance speech of December 2005, Cameron had borrowed a phrase from
his colleague Oliver Letwin and added that society was ‘not the same
thing as the state’.7 Built to Last duly referred to the potential role of
the voluntary sector in service provision. In this context the appeal to
voluntarism was given a more rounded rationale than had ever been the
case during the Thatcher years, when it was difficult to see why Conser-
vatives should undertake any activity without the incentive of financial
reward, and at the time the argument could be interpreted as a thinly
veiled attempt to reduce the cost of the welfare state. In Built to Last,
the emphasis had shifted to the presumed practical expertise of some
non-governmental organisations in relieving distress, within a context
in which the Party pledged itself ‘to fight social injustice and help the
most disadvantaged’. Far removed from Thatcherite idiom, this goal was
more reminiscent of social democracy. Elsewhere the document stated
that ‘there is more to life than making money’, and claimed that part
of a worthwhile existence came from living within a society which was
‘just’ as well as ‘strong’.

Even when expressing reservations about the role of the central state,
Built to Last thus departed from the habitual rhetoric of Thatcherism.
In view of what had gone before – particularly the brief Howard inter-
lude – the most interesting remark was that ‘we believe in the United
Kingdom and in the role of central government as a force for good’. This was
a very astute piece of drafting, yoking a viewpoint which Thatcherites
would applaud with a much more subversive sentiment. In keeping with
the first part of the sentence, Cameron has adopted a strong pro-Union
stance, trying (for example) to forge links with Unionists in Ulster. He
has also followed Howard in taking an approach towards the EU which is
barely compatible with continued UK membership. Despite these sweet-
eners, his admission that the state is at least potentially a force for good
must have been a bitter pill for right-wingers to swallow. It was, though,
a necessary statement if the Conservatives were to re-emerge as a cred-
ible party of government. If their published views were taken at face
value, Cameron’s immediate predecessors seemed more attracted by the
idea of abolishing the state entirely than the argument that government
should be respected even within a restricted sphere. By contrast, Built to
Last envisaged a state which could command respect, not least because
in certain sectors it would stand back and allow civil society to perform
tasks which central government had mishandled in the past.
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Cameron’s critique of Thatcherism

It would be a mistake to regard Built to Last as a purely personal statement
by the new leader. But great care was taken in its preparation, and its mes-
sage was compatible with earlier pronouncements. Perhaps even more
revealing than the official statement of principle was a speech delivered
by Cameron before he had been identified as a likely candidate to replace
Michael Howard. In March 2005 he delivered the annual Keith Joseph
Memorial Lecture, at the Centre for Policy Studies. Given the occasion –
and the audience, which contained several hard-line right-wingers – it
was a tactful performance, in which Cameron argued that Keith Joseph
and Margaret Thatcher were pragmatists who spoke and acted as they
did because they recognised the need for radical change.8 Regrettably
their successors within the Party had become obsessed with ideological
purity, allowing the Conservatives to be branded as dogmatic and divi-
sive. Cameron implied that he was as guilty as anyone in this process; he
noted that he had joined the Conservative Research Department in 1988,
just at the time when the Party should have adopted a fresh approach. It
was right to have remembered Keith Joseph’s impassioned case for free
markets, because that argument was not over. But the fall of Communism
provided the scope for Conservatives to widen their appeal, addressing
concerns about the quality of life, criticisms of the public services, and
fears for the environment.9

Given Cameron’s close association with Michael Howard at the time
of his lecture, the text was a noteworthy appeal for a retreat from ‘tooth-
and-claw’ Thatcherism as a new election approached. In some respects
Cameron’s message can be compared to that of David Willetts, dat-
ing back to his Modern Conservatism (1992). But there is an important
distinction. In Modern Conservatism Willetts had made the best possi-
ble case for regarding free markets as an ally, rather than a potential
enemy, of a strong society. The implication of Cameron’s speech was
that the ideological obsessions of Thatcher’s supporters had introduced
a note of dissonance. Through their excessive focus on economic the-
ory, they had lost sight of the practical impact of their ideas on society.
Despite the obligatory kind references to the memory of Keith Joseph,
Cameron’s text is more reminiscent of the moderate Lord Hailsham, who
memorably and appositely described Joseph as ‘dotty’.10

When, in his first speech as leader, Cameron referred to Britain’s ‘bro-
ken society’, he was clearly hoping that most voters would lay the blame
on Labour governments since 1997. However, through his Joseph lec-
ture he had already signalled an awareness that Thatcherism shared the
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blame, and duly distanced himself from the ideologues in his own party
who had helped in the breakage. Three years later he implied that his
only quibble with the Thatcher record was the extent of centralisation
in the 1980s – and even here he was ready to excuse and explain the
mistake.11 Yet this is best interpreted as a diplomatic exercise, written for
a newspaper whose readers believed that Thatcher was incapable of error.
The depiction of Joseph and Thatcher as pragmatists in the 2005 lecture
should almost certainly be regarded as a similar prudential move. The
Keith Joseph lecture could actually be used as the basis for a plausible
narrative explaining how Britain had reached the predicament it faced
in 2005. On this view, misguided Conservatives had begun to damage
the country’s social fabric between 1979 and 1997, but instead of using
its crushing majority to rectify the mistake New Labour had only made
matters worse.

A One Nation revival?

By describing Cameron as a conservative, David Miliband evidently
wanted to portray him as a privileged person who had no desire to make
the changes which would bring about a fairer Britain. But it is possible to
label Cameron a conservative without accepting Miliband’s partisan pur-
pose. This interpretation of Cameron’s speeches would characterise him
as a representative of the ‘One Nation’ tradition, which was once pow-
erful within the Conservative Party but has languished since Thatcher
was elected leader in 1975. Debate on this subject has been sidetracked
in recent years by scholars who have tried to argue that the ‘One Nation’
label has become adulterated by myths propagated by the left wing of
the Party.12 However, the obvious rejoinder is to ask why, when the left
felt embattled, it chose to make its stand around the concept of ‘One
Nation’. In choosing that name, the admittedly miscellaneous founder-
members of the One Nation Group were making an overt reference to
a clearly defined tradition within the Party, represented by Baldwin and
Disraeli among many others. If one was to define ‘One Nation’ ideas
without relying unduly on the various personalities among the group
that adopted the name, the viewpoint could be characterised as a belief
that, while economic inequality in some degree was unavoidable and
even welcome, if it grew to excessive proportions it would endanger
national cohesion.13 For most Conservatives who have identified them-
selves closely with ‘One Nation’, the state should take an active part
in ensuring social tranquillity. Although Conservatives of this stamp
could disagree about the extent of state intervention, it is fair to say
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that any member of ‘One Nation’ who thought that the state had no
business at all in this sphere could only have joined the group under a
misapprehension.

Cameron himself has been happy to claim kinship with One Nation,
having joined the group in 2003. A current member, Andrew Tyrie, has
written a pamphlet anticipating a fourth flowering of the tradition, fol-
lowing on from the periods when Disraeli, Baldwin and R. A. Butler were
dominant figures.14 Although it is noticeable that Tyrie lists suspicion of
the state as a leading characteristic of the One Nation tradition – a highly
dubious claim – his discussion is persuasive. Given Cameron’s situation
after his rise to the Conservative leadership, would One Nation politi-
cians of the past have taken a very different approach? The most likely
answer is that they would have proceeded along similar lines. In par-
ticular, they would have acknowledged the errors of the Thatcher/Major
years by stressing that Conservative governments should pay heed to the
interests of all members of the nation, rather than siding openly with the
affluent against the poor.15

The approximation between Cameron’s views and those of the One
Nation tradition goes beyond economic policy to moral questions. Taken
as a whole, it is fair to suggest that One Nation Conservatives have
tended towards the liberal side in their ethics, following the example
of Butler in his time at the Home Office (1957–62). Like Butler, Cameron
has courted unpopularity within his party by showing tolerance for
groups which habitually incur the wrath of the right, and refusing to
base his policies on nostalgia for a reputed pre-lapsarian age before the
1960s. In this respect, Peter Dorey is right to characterise Cameron’s
early pronouncements as ‘bold and innovative’.16 Cameron’s most con-
troversial intervention came in July 2006, when he suggested that the
problem of delinquent teenagers could be addressed with love as well as
condemnation.17 Arguably, this outlook means that Cameron has come
closer than any of his immediate predecessors to resolving the key ideo-
logical dilemma facing the Conservatives since Thatcher’s time: how can
a party which supports the amoral market also stand up vociferously for
‘traditional’ values? Cameron’s solution is to offer more muted support
for the market, while accepting that Thatcher’s ‘Victorian Values’ are no
longer shared widely, even among readers of the Daily Mail. In speaking
out on behalf of the family, for example, he clearly favours the tradi-
tional model of that institution. However, a positive attitude towards
heterosexual married couples need not imply a desire to discriminate
against less ‘orthodox’ domestic arrangements. Thus, although critics
were keen to point out inconsistencies in Cameron’s voting record during
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his early days as an MP, he offered support to measures like the 2004 Civil
Partnerships Act.

A One Nation radical?

On this analysis it does seem permissible to characterise Cameron’s per-
sonal position as an updating of the One Nation tradition within the
Conservative Party. It would be tempting to conclude that his form
of revisionism merely invites the Party to embrace a different (and
more coherent) kind of liberalism, after its prolonged dalliance with the
Thatcherite version (‘The Free Economy and the Strong State’). However,
Cameron’s apparent beliefs do retain one crucial point of contact with
traditional conservative ideology, thanks to his evident concern to rec-
oncile the unsettling changes of recent years with some sense of social
cohesion. Ironically, though, in contemporary Britain a desire for social
cohesion is likely to inspire a demand for radical change, rather than
acceptance of the status quo. The notion that Britain is now a ‘broken
society’, which Cameron shares with senior colleagues like Iain Duncan
Smith and Liam Fox, suggests a daunting restorative task. If their analysis
is correct, the challenges are greater than those faced, in very different
contexts, by Disraeli, Baldwin, Butler or the founding members of the
One Nation Group.

For understandable reasons, Cameron has been reluctant to commit
himself to specific policies in the short term – and when members of his
team have floated ideas, those ideas have been filched by New Labour
(cuts in inheritance tax), or subjected to harsh criticism from his own side
(David Willetts’s proposals on grammar schools). Other key policy ques-
tions, concerning taxation and the level of public spending, obviously
depend on the situation which the Conservatives will inherit if success-
ful at the next election. However, based on the early announcements it
would be reasonable to suggest that Cameron’s ‘One Nation’ diagnosis
of the condition of Britain has not been echoed in his policy prescrip-
tions, which in most instances do not indicate a radical rupture from
the Thatcher/Blair consensus. At most, one could argue that Cameron
has shown an instinct to avoid policy ideas which might deepen exist-
ing social divisions (hence, for example, his brutal verbal response to a
suggestion from the think-tank Policy Exchange that further attempts
to regenerate cities like Sunderland and Liverpool would be futile).18 In
itself, this is another symptom of his distance from the confrontational
Thatcher. But it also provides some support for Miliband’s picture of a
risk-averse politician. At times, indeed, it has seemed that Cameron is
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preparing to fight the next election chiefly on the question of compe-
tence, assuring voters that, after a brief spell of ideological indulgence,
the Conservatives have recollected that they are ‘the natural party of gov-
ernment’ and are ready to implement a broad policy framework which
scarcely differs from that of the current usurpers: to ‘govern as New
Labour’, as it were, without New Labour’s sleaze, spin and cock-ups.

Even before he became Conservative leader, Cameron was attacked
for his apparent resemblance to Tony Blair; and some of his supporters
seem to have retained their admiration for the ex-prime minister long
after he lost his lustre among Labour voters. The parallels were never
exact; for example, as Cameron himself was keen to stress, there was no
Conservative totem like Clause IV to abolish. Even so, there is a danger
that, like Blair, Cameron and his team might follow Blair’s example by
evaluating policy ideas not by their likely practical results but rather
by the extent to which a reluctant party can be persuaded to accept
them. In Blair’s case, this resulted in the sincere but surreal belief among
ministers that they were being ‘radical’ even when they were merely
pushing further the policy agenda which had been established as the
ruling orthodoxy under Thatcher and Major.

It can even be argued that, when they have departed from Blair’s own
strategy in opposition, Cameron and his allies have remained faithful to
his spirit. Between 1994 and 1997 Blair saw no need to make concessions
to his internal opponents; indeed, as Major’s Government continued to
plummet in the polls Blair exploited his stature as prime minister-in-
waiting to push his party ever further in the rightward direction which
he favoured. Things might have become much more complicated if,
in 1995, the Conservatives had toppled Major and installed a leader
with greater public appeal. In the summer of 2007 Labour seemed to
have profited from this example, and the elevation of Gordon Brown
provoked a crisis of confidence in Cameron’s leadership. Thus, for exam-
ple, the former Party Treasurer Lord Saatchi chose this moment to warn
that the Tories would not recover unless they found ‘an expression of
true Conservative ideology’.19 Saatchi, of course, had no professional
duty to define his terms before speaking out: in his mind, ‘Conservative
ideology’ meant Thatcherism, no more, no less.

Though outwardly he appeared unruffled by the criticism, it does seem
that Cameron responded to the first ‘Brown Bounce’ by attempting to
mollify his own core support. As Tim Bale has argued, ‘traditional’ Tory
themes like immigration and crime were given renewed prominence,
and Cameron suddenly seemed anxious to name-check Lady Thatcher
as often as possible, even roping her into photo-opportunities.20 For
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students of Conservative Party politics since 1997 the pattern seemed
painfully familiar. Faced with the prospect of heavy defeat, in 2001 and
2005 the Party had abandoned half-hearted attempts at ‘modernisation’,
and pitched its appeal to its most reliable supporters, in the hope that
they would at least make the effort to turn out and thus minimise the
scale of the looming catastrophe. Even under Hague and Howard this
looked pretty desperate, not only ensuring that the Conservatives could
not win but also adding to the legacy of distrust which had accumulated
during their long years in office. Coming from David Cameron, the ‘core
vote strategy’ would have made an even worse impression; after all, on
taking the leadership he had sworn that he would never budge from the
centre ground of British politics.21

If Gordon Brown had retained his initial popularity, one cannot be
certain that the Conservatives could have avoided the temptation of a
rightward lurch, under Cameron or another leader. After all, while Blair
had been able to calculate that core Labour voters would continue to
support him because they had nowhere else to go, Cameron was faced
with the possibility that disgruntled right-wingers might defect to UKIP
or even the BNP. As it was, a growing feeling of public contempt for New
Labour, soon to be given additional force by a grim economic outlook,
produced a transformation in the prospects for Cameron and his Party.
Suddenly Cameron was enjoying something like the ‘prime minister-
in-waiting’ status which had helped Blair to launch his frontal assault
on Old Labour after 1994. There were signs that Cameron was indeed
exploiting his opportunity, continuing to describe himself as a ‘progres-
sive’ and breaking the cardinal rule of Thatcherism by refusing to rule
out tax increases if the economic situation demanded tough action to
restore the nation’s finances.22

However, now that the public seemed prepared to listen without prej-
udice, it was possible for Cameron and his colleagues to make a virtue
of their enforced change of strategy, and to keep on raising the spe-
cific issues which energised the Party’s grass roots while also playing
well to the wider public. Polling evidence showed that these mixed mes-
sages left many voters unsure of where the Conservatives now stood.
But, even if a fully-fledged economic crisis provides a perverse election-
winning boost for Brown, this uncertainty was much better than the
old assumption that any Tory utterance must be ‘nasty’ by definition;
and public misgivings about Mrs Thatcher had not prevented her Party
from winning a decisive victory over an unpopular government in 1979.
In short, the Labour Government’s problems in the summer of 2008
had presented Cameron with an ideal scenario in which he could reach
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out to uncommitted voters of varying views while keeping his core sup-
porters relatively happy. At times he ran the risk of overplaying his new
hand, and inadvertently conceding too much ground to critics within his
Party. For example, during the July 2008 by-election campaign at Glas-
gow East – the ‘Broken Society by-election’, as he dubbed it – Cameron
spoke out against a ‘moral neutrality’ which prevented people from con-
demning those who brought problems on themselves. While he specified
obesity, alcohol abuse and drug addiction as self-inflicted difficulties,
other members of his Party could easily have supplied a more extensive
list of activities which deserved condemnation. The speech was widely
interpreted as ‘a conscious shift in strategy’.23 The New Statesman editor
John Kampfner saw it as part of a more general shift, from the emollient
‘Cameron Mk I’ to a harsher operator who wanted to exploit an uglier
mood within the electorate.24

While Cameron’s outburst in Glasgow must be viewed as a gratuitous
own-goal, it was at least (if only just) consistent with Built to Last ’s pref-
erence for exhortation over compulsion. Also, Cameron did allow that
adverse social conditions could contribute to detrimental behaviour –
something that ardent Thatcherites were notoriously reluctant to con-
cede. In any case, the incident was overshadowed by the Government’s
disastrous defeat in the by-election, so the perceived strategic shift prob-
ably only registered with the least-repentant members of the old guard,
who had kept on sniping at Cameron even after the Conservatives
had established themselves as serious contenders for power.25 Equally,
although the media has done its best to publicise apparent schisms in the
party ranks – like David Davis’s sensational resignation from the House of
Commons in June 2008 – the stories have proved transient compared to
tidings of Labour’s chronic divisions. Events outside Cameron’s control
have certainly helped to create this situation, but without his strenu-
ous efforts to ‘decontaminate’ the Conservative ‘brand’ the opportunity
might easily have fallen to the Liberal Democrats. Only a (telegenic) One
Nation Conservative could have given his Party the opportunity to pro-
voke a constructive discussion on issues which have come to be seen as
the exclusive preserve of the antediluvian right.

An opportunist?

Like Blair, Cameron has often been accused of opportunism – of believ-
ing in nothing except his own ambition to be prime minister. However,
the two cases do seem to be different for several solid reasons. For
example, in Blair’s case the accusation of insubstantial convictions arose
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from genuine puzzlement about his ideological identity, which was com-
pounded by his own flirtation with the nebulous notion of a ‘Third Way’.
Social democracy was itself a perfectly respectable Third Way between
socialism and unrestrained capitalism and, in hindsight, Blair’s reluc-
tance to call himself a social democrat was a sign that, far from seeking
a via media between the old ideological alternatives, he was actually a
fervent devotee of the free market. By contrast, Cameron has made no
attempt to defy serious analysis by adopting an ambiguous term to define
his personal position.

Even so, Cameron’s professions of allegiance to the One Nation tra-
dition could be dismissed as just another form of opportunism – after
all, the One Nation slogan sounded attractive enough for Tony Blair to
adopt it at one time. I have argued above that a One Nation position
implies a radical programme for reform if one accepts that Britain is
now a ‘broken’ society. Without casting doubt on Cameron’s sincerity,
however, it is evident that his personal beliefs have come into conflict
with tactical necessities ever since he decided to embark on a political
career. When he joined the Conservative Research Department in 1988 –
the year of Lawson’s tax-cuts and unbridled Thatcherite triumphalism –
Cameron can have harboured few illusions about the chances of ever
holding office within a wholly congenial party. The fact that he could
play a central role in the composition of the Party’s 2005 manifesto
does suggest a degree of ideological versatility which should raise doubts
among the few remaining Conservative ‘wets’. This interpretation would
depict Cameron as a politician of One Nation views, who recognises that
he owes his elevation within a right-wing party to his pleasing persona
rather than his principles, which were not representative of majority
opinion among his parliamentary colleagues when he became leader.26

In the latter respect this was the dilemma which faced Mrs Thatcher her-
self in 1975; but whatever else he might be Cameron certainly does not
seem to be an iron-clad crusader in the Thatcher mould. Whenever cir-
cumstances allow, he will try to put his ideas into practice; but if events
are not propitious he is prepared to bow to the inevitable and persevere
with the same agenda which has dominated British politics since 1979.

Leaving aside the perceived need to appease the die-hard Thatcherites
within his Party – and to avoid scaring the key voters in swing seats –
Cameron will face the problem of ‘path dependency’ should he ever
arrive in Downing Street. Three decades of Thatcherism have left Britain
with a senior bureaucracy which thinks that there is ‘no alternative’ to
market solutions, and regards the idea of ‘public service’ as a risible,
unprofitable myth. When one adds to this unsavoury mix the impact
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of global forces on an economy which is still skewed towards the City
of London, it seems unrealistic to expect from a Cameron premiership
much more than another failed attempt to give Britain ‘Thatcherism with
a human face’. In particular, his speeches on law and order have sounded
like a more thoughtful version of Blair’s glib ‘tough on crime, tough on
the causes of crime’ soundbite. Once in government, Blair entirely forgot
the underlying causes – because any concerted attempt to resolve them
would have required a shift in resource allocation which he had neither
the courage nor the inclination to carry out. Cameron, for his part, has
continued to call himself a ‘progressive’ while alluding to his tax-cutting
instincts. This might be clever electioneering, but it still sounds like a
circle which cannot be squared.

If his Party returns to power, the key test for Cameron will be the issue
which he chose to make a key theme of his leadership – the environ-
ment. In this respect, Miliband did make a shrewd sally when he noted
the difficulties facing a supposed environmental campaigner who has
taken every opportunity to lay claim to Eurosceptical credentials: a politi-
cal leader who obstructs the European Union over a wide range of policy
areas is unlikely to galvanise other national leaders into action to combat
climate change. Yet this issue, which cuts across traditional ideological
divisions, brings into sharp focus the distinction Miliband drew between
a radical and a believer in the status quo. It could be argued that, up
until the time of writing (August 2008), Cameron’s approach to environ-
mental questions has been broadly similar to that of New Labour – that
is, to make ritual noises about the looming menace of climate change,
while refusing to warn the public that effective precautionary measures
will entail anything more than a minor adjustment in living standards.
For example, in June 2008 Cameron declared that ‘with the right politi-
cal and business leadership we can go green while strengthening our
economy and saving people money’.27

Despite Cameron’s own protestations, this approach appears to be
much more ‘blue’ than ‘green’. Having staked so much on the envi-
ronmental issue, Cameron risks ridicule if in office he retreats from his
bold rhetoric to a combination of complacent policies and ostentatious
cycling. Only then will it be possible to judge whether the Conservative
leader is an instinctive supporter of the ‘status quo’ – like David Miliband
himself – or a politician who is capable of translating a venerable politi-
cal approach into a vehicle for radical action in the early twenty-first
century.
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In the third year of David Cameron’s leadership, the Conservative Party
looked well-placed to regain power having established a substantial
and enduring opinion poll lead over Labour. This was a remarkable
turnaround in the fortunes of a party which in little over a decade
had suffered three heavy election defeats, had five leaders and strug-
gled to establish a coherent narrative or attractive policies. Cameron has
addressed many of his Party’s recent failings but, this chapter argues,
has yet to tackle effectively some of the main reasons for Conserva-
tive decline. This is particularly true in four areas – the constitution,
the Union, Europe and the politics of nationhood – which were crucial
elements of Conservative statecraft in the twentieth century but which
have been problematic for the Party in the last three decades. The story
of Conservative decline is not simply one of short-term failings but of
the end of ‘Conservative Britain’ and a crisis of identity for the Party. If
they are to once again become the dominant force in British politics, the
Conservatives must answer the strategic questions posed by the end of
Conservative Britain and rethink their identity.

Perspectives on Conservative decline

To evaluate Conservative modernisation under Cameron, it is important
to understand the reasons for the Party’s dominance in the ‘Conser-
vative century’ and its subsequent decline. Four broad perspectives on
Conservative success and failure can be distilled from the literature: state-
craft, electoral performance, ideology and hegemony (see Table 15.1).
This is not an exhaustive list and it involves a significant degree of
generalisation given the time period covered so cannot take full account
of the finer details of Conservative history. There is, of course, also some
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Table 15.1 Explaining Conservative dominance and decline

Explanatory Conservative dominance Conservative decline
framework

Statecraft Governing competence: Failures of Major
‘party of government’ governments

Sound economic ERM exit
management

Party unity Divided party
Divided opposition New Labour

Electoral Cross-class appeal: Decline in middle-class
appeal middle-class and significant support; New Labour as

working-class support ‘catch-all’ party
National party: won seats Support largely confined to
across Great Britain, in town southern and rural England
and country

Lead among female voters Fall in support of women

Ideology 1. Pragmatic adaptation; 1. Ideological rather
Conservative narrative and than pragmatic party
‘middle Britain’

2. Agenda-setting: Thatcherism 2. Thatcherism undermined
conservative values

Hegemony ‘Conservative Britain’ End of ‘Conservative Britain’
Party self-image and narrative: Strategic uncertainty and

identity crisis:
1. Constitution: symbiotic 1. Constitutional reform and

relationship with UK state multi-level polity
2. Empire and Europe 2. European integration
3. Nationhood: ‘national party’ 3. National identity
4. Economy: market economy 4. Role of state and market

and welfare
5. Society: party of middle 5. ‘Broken society’

England

considerable overlap across the four perspectives. Success in one area
may promote success in another, just as failure in one is likely to under-
mine the prospects of success in others. So, effective statecraft and a party
ideology in tune with elite and popular concerns increase the chances
of Conservative electoral success. But, to employ Gamble’s terminol-
ogy, an effective ‘politics of support’ (i.e. electoral strategy) is not the
same as, and does not automatically produce, an effective ‘politics of
power’ (i.e. statecraft or hegemony).1 Despite these limitations, the four



Cameron, Modernisation and Conservative Britain 121

approaches used here draw our attention to the range of factors behind
Conservative dominance and decline, and allow us to judge the successes
and limitations of the Cameron project.

The first perspective is statecraft. Conservative success, it claims, is
best explained by the Party’s record in office.2 The Conservatives were
the ‘party of government’, holding power alone or as the major coalition
partner for 72 years of the 98 years from 1895 to 1997. They achieved
a degree of governing competence and sound economic management
that eluded their rivals (although they presided over long-term economic
decline). Party unity is another important factor. The Conservatives
avoided the splits that damaged Labour and the Liberals, although they
have experienced significant internal divisions (e.g. on tariff reform and
monetarism). The authority and popularity of Conservative leaders is
another contributory factor in the Party’s success.

Conservative decline is here explained by statecraft failings. Under
John Major, the Party lost its reputation for governing competence
and economic competence, Sterling’s exit from the Exchange Rate
Mechanism in 1992 being a defining moment. The Conservatives also
experienced damaging divisions over Europe, weakening Major’s author-
ity. The Party seemed to have lost its ‘appetite for power’.3 The emergence
of New Labour as a moderate, united party with a popular leader made
the situation still more serious.

A second perspective on Conservative success focuses on the Party’s
electoral performance. The Party won 8 of the 12 general elections
held between 1951 and 1992. The Conservatives established a cross-
class appeal, winning a majority of middle-class votes and a significant
share of working-class support. Explanations for this include statecraft,
populism, the expansion of the middle class and the effectiveness of
Conservative Party organisation.4 The Conservatives also had a national
appeal, winning seats in Scotland, Wales and metropolitan England as
well as their southern English heartland, and led among women voters
for much of the period since female suffrage. In explaining Conserva-
tive decline, this perspective notes how the Party has lost considerable
middle-class support, trails Labour among women voters and holds
few seats beyond southern and rural England. In a period of elec-
toral dealignment, valence issues, trust and party leaders have become
more important in determining how people vote. On each, Labour has
established large leads.5

Ideology is the focus of the third perspective, which in fact provides
two competing accounts. The first posits that it was the non-ideological
character of the Conservative Party which contributed to its success, the
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party representing a coalition of opinion.6 This enabled it to adapt prag-
matically to social and political change, adopting new ideas that had
proved popular and dropping those that were out-of-date. The accep-
tance of the welfare state and Keynesian economics after the 1945 general
election is thus regarded as crucial to the Party’s return to power in 1951.
However, an alternative account presents a distinctive ideology as cru-
cial to Conservative success.7 Thatcherism in particular is depicted as
a coherent ideology which set the political agenda. One Nation Con-
servatives argue that decline occurred because the Party became overtly
ideological and prone to division.8 Former Thatcherite John Gray claims
that its individualist ethos undermined conservative values (e.g. respect
for authority) and institutions (e.g. the traditional constitution).9

The final explanatory framework, hegemony, is the most comprehen-
sive and persuasive. The twentieth century, it claims, was one of Conser-
vative hegemony in which the Party’s dominance extended beyond the
political realm to encompass the state, economy and society.10 As Gam-
ble argues, the Party’s close relationship with the UK state and capitalist
economy sustained it in power. The Conservatives had a strong sense of
identity as:

1. the defender of the traditional constitution and the Union;
2. the party of Empire and, from the 1960s, the party of Europe;
3. the patriotic party, defending the nation-state from enemies within

and without;
4. the party of property, upholding property rights while providing some

protection to the poor;
5. the party of ‘middle England’, defending traditional values yet

adapting to social change.

The account of Conservative decline that follows from this is also the
most persuasive. The environment which nourished the Party, that of
‘Conservative Britain’, is no more. Modern Britain is much less conducive
to Conservatism, presenting the Party with a series of strategic problems
which continue to confound and divide it.11 Taking the five foundations
of Conservative identity above, several problems have emerged:

1. the Westminster Model has been undermined by constitutional
reforms and multi-level governance;

2. European integration threatens the Conservative project and has
provoked serious intra-party divisions;

3. national identity has weakened and patriotic discourse is no longer a
Conservative preserve;
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4. questions about the role of the state and feasibility of market solutions
remain unanswered;

5. modern society is regarded as ‘broken’ and the Conservatives struggle
to balance economic individualism with civic association and social
responsibility.

Cameron and Conservative modernisation

Under David Cameron, the Conservatives have had some success in
addressing the reasons for their decline, particularly its electoral and
ideological elements. Cameron has also avoided some of the mistakes
made by his predecessors. Under William Hague, Iain Duncan Smith and
Michael Howard, the Conservatives were unable to foster perceptions
that they were a government-in-waiting with an effective leadership
team. Little progress was made in the 2001 and 2005 general elections:
the Party continued to fare poorly among middle-class and women vot-
ers, and won few seats beyond southern England. The failure to develop
a coherent narrative and headline policies with a positive appeal were
an important factor in the poor electoral performance and a symptom of
the continuing ideological malaise of post-Thatcher Conservatism. The
Party’s message on taxation and spending was confused; debates between
‘modernisers’ and ‘traditionalists’ had not been resolved.

Cameron identified the Conservative Party’s image and message as
critical to their defeats: the Conservatives were ‘out of touch’ with mod-
ern Britain. He accepted much of the ‘moderniser’ critique of the rever-
sion to a supposed ‘core vote’ strategy under Hague and Howard. Central
to the first stage of Cameron’s modernisation project was a concerted
effort to ‘decontaminate the brand’, transforming the Party’s image and
broadening its appeal.12 These were essential first steps towards the elec-
toral and political centre ground.13 Cameron was projected as a new-style
leader and the ‘A-list’ initiative would increase the number of women
Conservative MPs. The Party’s message also changed: traditional issues
like tax and Europe barely featured, new issues such as the environment
and issues ‘owned’ by Labour like health figured prominently, and a more
progressive tone was adopted on crime and welfare.

The change in message reflects a more concerted attempt to revitalise
and reconfigure Conservative ideology. ‘Compassionate conservatism’
made a brief appearance under Hague and informed Duncan Smith’s
policy on social justice, but has become an overarching theme under
Cameron – although Cameron himself soon dispensed with the phrase,
preferring to speak of liberal conservatism and social responsibility.
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Cameron’s conservatism rejects both Thatcherite individualism, claim-
ing that ‘there is such a thing as society, it’s just not the same as the state’,
and New Labour’s regulatory state with its centralised targets. Greater
social responsibility and the reinvigoration of civic institutions and vol-
untary associations are key objectives. Early in Cameron’s leadership, it
appeared that social liberalism would become a second strand of Con-
servative ideology. This is critical both of the Thatcherite authoritarian
populist approach to crime and morality, and of New Labour’s ‘nanny
state’ and disregard for civil liberties. But Cameron has tempered social
liberal values with traditional conservative ones by, for example, stress-
ing the importance of the family while backing civil partnerships. In
2007 and 2008, social liberalism became less prominent with Cameron
identifying family breakdown, a decline of social norms and ‘moral
neutrality’ as causes of Britain’s ‘broken society’.14 Social liberalism has
also remained divisive within the Party: Cameron was in a minority of
Conservative MPs supporting civil partnerships and gay adoption.

By late 2008, the Conservatives had made significant gains in local
and devolved elections, enjoyed a significant lead in the polls and were
viewed in a more positive light by voters. Yet despite this success, it
is important to recognise the limitations of Cameron’s modernisation.
There has been a revitalisation of Conservative thought – evident in the
work of the Party’s policy review, centre-right think-tanks and blogs –
but a coherent theory of the state is lacking. Social responsibility, civic
association and localism are overarching themes of a new Conserva-
tive narrative but it is unclear, for example, what role the state will
play in steering community initiatives, enforcing environmental stan-
dards or promoting social norms. Concrete policy proposals have also
been in short supply and some that have been announced may have to
be reassessed in the light of recession. Conservative recovery also owes
much to the statecraft failings of Gordon Brown’s Government – but gov-
ernment misfortune has historically often been crucial to Conservative
revival.15

The Cameron project does not mark the dramatic break from the
Hague–Duncan Smith–Howard period that is sometimes assumed. His
predecessors moved the Party towards the electoral and political centre
but had little success: voters did not believe that significant change had
occurred, so modernisation brought little reward for the leadership.16

The core ideas underpinning Cameron’s Conservatism, such as social jus-
tice, social responsibility and localism, also emerged earlier in the Party’s
spell in Opposition. What is distinctive about Cameron’s modernisation
project is not necessarily its strategy, ideas and policies but the way in
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which they have been marketed, their consistency (Cameron’s predeces-
sors did not share his personal commitment to modernisation and were
closer to the right than he is), the Conservative Party’s greater willing-
ness to accept modernisation, and the more favourable environment in
which they have been received.

Reversing Conservative electoral and ideological decline is no guaran-
tee of successful statecraft and it does not presage a return to Conservative
hegemony. Indeed, it is in this final area of Conservative decline that the
Cameron project has had least success. It has not provided a great deal
of new thinking or compelling answers to the questions posed by con-
stitutional reform, devolution, European integration and the decline of
Britishness. Without them, the self-identity of the Conservative Party
remains clouded. Aside from a change in discourse, Cameron has not
pursued a path very different from his immediate predecessors on these
issues.

The Conservatives and the Constitution

For much of the twentieth century, the Conservative Party was a staunch
defender of the traditional constitution. Then Thatcherism mixed radi-
cal reform of the constitution (of the civil service and local government)
with wilful neglect (of the Union and Parliament), undermining its legiti-
macy. Now they must adapt to the emergence of a multi-level polity in
which parliamentary sovereignty and the autonomy of the executive
branch have been eroded. The Conservatives have been critical of New
Labour’s constitutional reform programme. The Blair Governments pro-
ceeded without a proper understanding of the subtleties of the traditional
constitution, introducing changes that damaged its fabric and left new
problems in their wake. This created a dilemma for Conservatives: how
should a party committed to the status quo respond when much of it
has been swept away?17

The Conservatives had opposed legislative devolution and major
reform of the House of Lords in 1997, but soon recognised that a
reactionary response to Labour’s agenda was no longer viable. Devo-
lution had been legitimised by referendums in Scotland and Wales
and a defence of the hereditary principle was barely credible. But the
Party remains in defensive mode on some issues, for example, opposing
change to the simple plurality system for Westminster elections.

The Conservative leadership has, for the most part, adopted a reformist
approach that seeks to repair and rebalance the constitution through
pragmatic change. This is evident in two reports from the Conservative
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Party’s Democracy Task Force, chaired by Kenneth Clarke, An End to
Sofa Government and Power to the People: Rebuilding Parliament, their aim
being to restore the balance between the legislature and executive by
strengthening Parliament and collective government. But other Con-
servative proposals have been more radical. The 2005 manifesto called
for a ‘substantially elected’ House of Lords, but none of the options for
reform could secure majority support from Tory MPs in March 2007.
Cameron wants to repeal the Human Rights Act and replace it with a
British Bill of Rights, although this might still be subordinate to the
European Convention on Human Rights.

The Conservatives and the Union

Conservative policy on the Union has also been marked by pragmatic
adaptation. Since 1997 the Conservatives have sought to develop a ‘new
unionism’ that blends three main elements: (1) support for the Union,
(2) a constructive approach to devolution and (3) policies to rectify the
perceived anomalies of Labour’s devolution settlement. There have been
developments on each under Cameron, but a change in tone has not
been accompanied by a change in policy direction. Cameron has recog-
nised that the Conservatives committed ‘a series of blunders’ in the 1980s
and 1990s, notably the poll tax and their failure to recognise devo-
lution as the ‘settled will’ of the Scottish people.18 At that time, the
Conservatives blamed Scotland’s economic woes on its political culture
and depicted devolution as leading to the break-up of Britain. But for
Cameron, ‘the ignorance of the English people about Scots and Scotland’
is ‘almost more damaging to the Union than institutional or economic
difficulties’.

A new unionism is also evident in the Scottish Parliament and Welsh
Assembly where the Conservatives have been a more constructive partici-
pant. The minority Scottish Nationalist Party government got its budget
through the Scottish Parliament only with Conservative support. The
Scottish Conservatives are also working with the other pro-Union parties
on the Calman Commission, which is likely to recommend the transfer
of further competences from Westminster. Some Conservatives favour
fiscal autonomy, giving the Scottish Government greater power to raise
finance and control spending. This more constructive attitude has not,
though, brought great electoral reward for the Scottish Conservatives. In
Wales, the Party came close to entering a coalition with Plaid Cymru and
the Liberal Democrats after the 2007 elections, until the latter pulled out
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of discussions. Welsh Conservatives opposed the provisions of the Gov-
ernment of Wales Act 2006 that propose an extension of the powers of
the Assembly, but have accepted the case for a referendum on primary
legislative powers. With many in the Welsh party at odds with leader
Nick Bourne’s support for more powers, Cameron established a review
of policy on devolution.

Cameron’s position is ‘better an imperfect Union than a broken one’.19

This echoes the Whig perspective on the Union which holds that
asymmetries were inevitable and were to be tolerated because of the
Union’s overriding importance. He believes that Scotland and England
are stronger, wealthier and more secure together than they could be
apart. Cameron has refused to adopt an English nationalist position,
but recognises that devolution has triggered grievances that must be
addressed if the Union is to remain healthy. Foremost among these is
the West Lothian Question which asks why MPs representing Scottish
constituencies should be permitted to vote on legislation on English mat-
ters at Westminster when English MPs cannot vote on matters devolved
to the Scottish Parliament. Under Hague, the Conservative’s preferred
solution was ‘English votes for English laws’. Bills dealing with purely
English matters (e.g. local government in England) would be certified as
‘English-only’ by the Speaker. Only MPs representing English constituen-
cies would be permitted to vote; those from Scotland would be barred.
Cameron has endorsed a variant of this proposed by Clarke’s Democ-
racy Task Force. All MPs would vote on the second and third reading of
‘English’ Bills but only English MPs could vote at committee and report
stages.20

But neither offers a neat answer to the West Lothian Question.21 A
governing party without a majority in England would have either to
accept amendments made by English MPs or to lose the Bill as a whole.
Designating Bills according to their territorial application may also be
problematic, though not insurmountable. Bills on university tuition fees
and foundation hospitals in England, enacted thanks to the votes of
Scottish MPs, had implications for Scotland. The changing legislative
competences of the Welsh Assembly are an added complication. Bills that
alter public spending also have a wider impact because the Barnett for-
mula translates changes in public expenditure in England into changes
in block grants to Scotland, Wales and Northern Ireland. The Barnett
formula is a target for some Conservative MPs who complain about the
relatively high levels of public spending in Scotland compared to parts
of England. Cameron believes that a new UK needs-based formula is
required.22
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A key question for the Conservative leadership is whether scrapping
the Barnett formula and ‘answering’ the West Lothian Question would
restore balance to the Union or instead create new problems that push
it closer to breaking point. Dealing with perceived anomalies on an
ad hoc basis may create problems still more detrimental to the Union.
Cameron’s unwillingness to adopt populist solutions that might further
inflame separatist opinion is welcome from a pro-Union perspective.
Should Cameron secure a parliamentary majority, the West Lothian
Question will be of little practical import.

If the Conservatives are serious about the Union, then they must
develop a more coherent and convincing case for it.23 Cameron’s
speeches on the Union have provided a starting point, but a clearer view
on the purpose and benefits of the Union in the twenty-first century
is required. Britishness, as we shall see, is one element. International
status, national security, prosperity and fairness are, as Cameron recog-
nises, also part of the case for the Union, but each raises questions. How,
for example, would a future Conservative government, committed to
localism, ensure fairness in welfare provision and prosperity across the
Union? Cameron has argued that his party’s ‘progressive policies’ on wel-
fare would promote ‘a shared purpose of fighting our social ills’.24 But a
Conservative government in London would not be responsible for large
swathes of ‘domestic’ policy in Scotland. It would have to work with
an SNP government pursuing a different agenda and working towards a
referendum on Scottish independence. Cameron at least recognises that
the Conservatives will have to treat Scotland with ‘respect’ if they are
not to play into the SNP’s hands by living up to the caricature of the
Conservatives as an anti-Scottish party.

The Conservatives and Europe

The Conservatives experienced serious divisions over ‘Europe’ after the
Single European Act. These resulted from a potent combination of con-
cerns about the impact of European integration on executive autonomy,
nationhood and political economy which go to the heart of the Conser-
vatives’ identity.25 In Opposition, the Conservatives have developed a
moderate Eurosceptic position which is encapsulated by the phrase ‘in
Europe, not run by Europe’, coined during Hague’s leadership. Many
of its core elements remain in place under Cameron. On institutional
reform, the Party wants to strengthen the EU’s intergovernmental ele-
ments by, for example, strengthening Westminster’s scrutiny role and
allowing national parliaments to block EU legislative proposals on the
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grounds of subsidiarity (a ‘red card’ rather than the ‘yellow card’ of the
Lisbon Treaty).26 The Conservatives support flexibility with states able
to opt-out of new policy areas (e.g. asylum and immigration) and, under
treaty provisions on enhanced cooperation, those Member States want-
ing to pursue further integration when others do not being permitted
to do so. Since Duncan Smith became leader, Conservative policy has
been that the UK should not join the euro zone but the issue, which so
divided the party in the 1990s, has barely featured in British politics since
Gordon Brown announced in 2003 that only one of the five economic
tests had been met.

Flexibility should not, however, be limited to new EU policies, for
the Conservatives also seek a limited renegotiation of existing commit-
ments. At the 2004 European elections, they proposed the repatriation
(i.e. the return of responsibility to Westminster) of a number of policy
competences, including the Social Chapter, international aid and fish-
eries. Cameron has retained the commitment to repatriate social and
employment policy, but abandoned the pledge to pull out of the Com-
mon Fisheries Policy, calling instead for its reform. The Conservatives cite
the 2001 Laeken Declaration to support their case.27 It stated that the EU
must become ‘more democratic, more transparent and more efficient’
and that ‘restoring tasks to the Member States’ might be considered.
The Tories claim this signals that the acquis communautaire (the body
of existing EU law) is reversible, but this is a selective interpretation of a
document that began moves towards a European Constitution.

If the Lisbon Treaty has not yet been ratified by all Member States,
then a Conservative government would hold a referendum on the Treaty
and campaign for a ‘no’ vote. If the Treaty had entered into force, the
government would ‘not let matters rest’.28 This is a deliberately ambigu-
ous phrase but it is safe to assume that the Tories would seek opt-outs
on social and employment policy. Achieving this would not be easy,
requiring treaty amendment and thus the support of all Member States.
The Conservatives might find sympathetic governments in the Czech
Republic and the Netherlands, and persuade others that denying the UK
such opt-outs would create greater problems. But some would strongly
resist British opt-outs, fearing that they would give the UK a competitive
advantage and unravel the acquis. The Conservative leadership is under-
standably reluctant to speculate on what would happen if they failed to
secure new opt-outs. John Redwood’s Economic Competitiveness poli-
cy group suggested as a ‘last resort’ the amendment of the European
Communities Act 1972 to allow the UK to disapply EU regulation.29

Cameron has refused to comment on another option, a manifesto pledge
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to renegotiate the terms of EU membership with a referendum to follow
once negotiations had concluded.30 A post-ratification referendum on
Lisbon was supported by 47 Conservative signatories to an Early Day
Motion in 2007.31

The Conservatives have opposed each of the EU treaties – Amsterdam,
Nice, the Constitutional Treaty and Lisbon – agreed during their spell in
Opposition. Their position is that any new treaty of constitutional sig-
nificance should be put to a referendum. The demand for a referendum
on the Constitutional Treaty was the central element of Conservative
European policy under Howard. Blair eventually promised a referendum
too, but he and Brown refused to hold one on the Lisbon Treaty claim-
ing that it was an amending treaty and that British objectives had been
achieved through additional safeguards on the Charter of Fundamen-
tal Rights, the new EU foreign policy post and opt-outs on justice and
home affairs. The Conservatives dispute this, claiming that Lisbon is
little different from the Constitutional Treaty and would have signifi-
cant implications for British sovereignty. They point to a ‘ratchet clause’
allowing further integration without treaty change, and the extension of
supranationalism in justice and home affairs plus foreign, defence and
security policy.

Cameron and Hague, the Shadow Foreign Secretary, have structured
debate on Lisbon around a theme of trust and democracy. Hague has
criticised Brown for ignoring Labour’s manifesto commitment to hold
a referendum and opinion polls showing popular support for one. But
he also blames the EU’s democratic deficit for popular disenchantment
with politics, pointing to the Agency Workers Directive and problems in
deporting foreign criminals as issues on which accountability had broken
down.32 The traditional Tory concern with parliamentary sovereignty
has figured more prominently in speeches from the backbenches than
in those from the leadership.

This illustrates a new discourse on Europe under Cameron, who has
followed Duncan Smith and Howard in according European issues a
low profile but has been more explicit in blaming his Party’s ‘bang-
ing on about Europe’ for public perceptions that it is out-of-touch. In
his first major speech on the EU, Cameron argued that the EU should
focus on globalisation, global warming and global poverty.33 The choice
of issues is interesting. On global warming, Cameron does not pro-
pose new EU competences, but that nation-states work together on a
voluntary basis. Howard had identified international development as
an EU competence that should be repatriated. Cameron does not, but
has repackaged Tory opposition to the Common Agricultural Policy in
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terms of its negative impact on the environment and the developing
world.

Cameron is a pragmatic Eurosceptic wary of re-opening divisions
within his Party. The parliamentary passage of the European Communi-
ties (Amendment) Act 2008, which ratified the Lisbon Treaty, saw a high
level of Conservative unity. Only three MPs – Kenneth Clarke, David
Curry and Ian Taylor – disobeyed the whip to support the Bill at sec-
ond and third reading, confirming that pro-Europeanism is very much a
minority position in the parliamentary party. More interesting was the
vote on a new Clause 9 proposed by Bill Cash, which stated that ‘noth-
ing in this Act shall affect or be construed by any court in the United
Kingdom as affecting the supremacy of the United Kingdom Parliament’.
Most Conservative MPs abstained but 40 supported the clause, includ-
ing most of the 2005 intake. In May 2006, 136 Conservative MPs had
voted for an amendment to the Legislative and Regulatory Reform Bill
reasserting the supremacy of Parliament and requiring the British courts
to comply with Westminster legislation even if it is incompatible with
EU law.

The fate of Cameron’s proposal to withdraw Conservative MEPs from
the European People’s Party-European Democrats (EPP-ED) group in
the European Parliament also highlighted the problems that Europe
poses.34 Cameron had made the promise during the 2005 leadership
contest when it helped him secure Eurosceptic support, and indicated
that withdrawal would occur within months. He believed that the Con-
servative vision of Europe could not be voiced effectively from within
the pro-federalist EPP. But being part of a smaller group would reduce
Conservative influence in terms of major posts held in the European Par-
liament. In July 2006, Cameron announced that a new group would not
be formed until after the 2009 European Parliament elections, angering
many Eurosceptics. Postponement had become the least worst option. A
search for credible mainstream parties willing to join the Conservatives
in a new group had identified few potential partners (the main one being
the Czech Civic Democrats) and only a minority of Conservative MEPs
unequivocally supported Cameron’s policy. The post-2009 Conservative
delegation is likely to be more Eurosceptic, but in 2008 the European
Parliament changed its rules on group formation, making it harder for
the Tories to form a new group.35

Life in the 1990s became very difficult for a Conservative Government
that was in a minority position in the EU and suffering serious divisions
at home. A Cameron Government might find greater goodwill in Brussels
than Major did and the Conservatives are more united. But it will still
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prove difficult for it to bring about major reform of the EU and, if this
is not forthcoming, then a period of difficult relations in Brussels and
Eurosceptic discontent on the backbenches is likely.36

The Conservatives and nationhood

The Conservative Party’s identification with the nation-state and
national identity brought it significant advantages over its rivals in the
late nineteenth century and for much of the twentieth century. This Con-
servative politics of nationhood had three main pillars: (1) a coherent
vision of nationhood and conservative state patriotism; (2) the effec-
tive use of a patriotic discourse which portrayed the Conservatives as a
national rather than sectional party, popularised its vision of nationhood
and questioned the patriotic credentials of its rivals; and (3) a politi-
cal strategy in which the defence of the nation-state had a prominent
position.37

Constitutional reform, devolution and European integration have all
posed problems for the Conservative politics of nationhood – as has the
development of a multicultural society, which lies beyond the scope of
this chapter.38 New Labour, with Gordon Brown at the forefront, have
developed an alternative patriotic discourse which defends Britishness
within the context of the post-devolution UK, supports constructive
engagement in the EU but defends British interests, and views the con-
trol of immigration and citizenship lessons as necessary for community
cohesion.39 Cameron has dismissed Brown’s ‘enforced patriotism’ which,
he claims, assumes that the state can play a key role in promoting
a shared identity. But there is not a great deal of difference between
Brown’s vision of Britishness and that of Cameron. The Conservative
leader defines Britishness as an inclusive civic nationalism built around
a shared history, common values and institutions. Both include fairness,
toleration and enterprise in their list of values. The institutions identi-
fied by Cameron include the monarchy, the Westminster Parliament and
the National Health Service, the first two being typical of Conservative
state patriotism. Both view the decline of Britishness as an important
factor in the rise of separatist sentiment, yet the British institutions they
identify (e.g. Westminster and the NHS) are not the unifying factors
they were in the pre-devolution Union. Rather than the ‘flags on lawns’
and British day suggested by Brown, Cameron proposes the teaching of
British history and active citizenship.

Two visions of nationhood have emerged within the Conservative
Party in Opposition. The first is authoritarian individualism. It draws
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upon the Tory vision of the nation, particularly its core beliefs in par-
liamentary sovereignty and state authority, and the political thought of
Enoch Powell. It is robustly Eurosceptic, viewing European integration
as incompatible with British sovereignty, interests and identity. Adher-
ents favour a fundamental renegotiation of British membership or, in
the case of the Better Off Out campaign, withdrawal from the EU and
new global trading relationships.40 The Tory position was once staunchly
Unionist, viewing the UK as a unitary state with authority firmly located
within the Westminster Parliament. It now believes that devolution has
damaged the Union beyond repair and seeks radical reform to redress
its perceived anti-English bias. Many authoritarian individualists are
staunch advocates of English interests and identity, promoting a revival
of English identity, both cultural and political. This has been expressed
most forcibly and elegantly by conservative commentators rather than
MPs.41 Roger Scruton’s Englishness embraces sovereignty, a Tory concept
of liberty, Anglicanism, high culture and rural life, all of which are under
threat.42 Simon Heffer’s celebrates the re-emergence of English identity
and demands political expression for it in an independent England.43

Few Conservative MPs have backed an English Parliament and it has
been ruled out by the Party leadership. The repeal of the Human Rights
Act is another example of the constitutional radicalism advocated by the
Tory position.

The second perspective on nationhood is a pluralist civic national-
ism. Its roots lie in the Whig vision of the nation-state which was the
dominant strand in Conservative politics for much of the ‘Conservative
century’. It treated the UK as a union state in which the distinctive iden-
tities and interests of its component national identities were recognised
by the centre. In the 1960s it became pro-European, supporting a pooling
of sovereignty in an intergovernmental European Community. It is this
pluralist civic nationalist account that the Conservative leadership has
sought to rework in Opposition. The revised version sets out a positive
case for the Union within the context of a multi-level polity, supports
continued membership of the EU, albeit a reformed one in which the
UK gains additional opt-outs, and rejects a narrow English nationalism
in favour of a civic nationalist British identity.44

Conclusions

Under David Cameron, the fortunes of the Conservative Party have
been transformed. Since becoming leader of a beleaguered party that
had suffered its third successive heavy election defeat in 2005 Cameron
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has led the Conservatives to a healthy and lasting lead in the opin-
ion polls and revitalised its image. His Party has developed a more
coherent narrative, benefiting from an extensive policy review process.
Cameron has addressed the electoral and ideological causes of Conserva-
tive decline more effectively than his immediate predecessors did. In late
2008 the Cameron project entered a different phase, seeking to establish
its credibility as an alternative government at a time of global economic
turbulence, dampening down expectations and emphasising the Party’s
preparedness to take difficult decisions. Attention is turning to the chal-
lenges a Conservative government would face in its first year in office
should the party win the next general election. Dealing with the after-
math of the credit crunch and recession is likely to absorb much of its
energy.

But Cameron’s modernisation project has yet to develop a coherent
response to the end of ‘Conservative Britain’. If asked what his or her
Party was for, a Conservative of thirty years ago would most likely have
mentioned the constitution, Union, nation and Europe in their answer.
But these are now problematic for today’s Conservatives, posing dif-
ficult questions about the Party’s self-identity. Cameron’s response to
the challenges of constitutional reform, devolution and further Euro-
pean integration has been one of pragmatic adaptation, but these issues
threaten to make life difficult for a Conservative government. Should
he enter Downing Street in 2010, Prime Minister Cameron will have to
deal with an SNP Government preparing for a referendum on indepen-
dence and an EU whose Member States may or may not have ratified the
Lisbon Treaty. The effectiveness of a Cameron administration’s statecraft
may well depend on how it addresses these issues.
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Response to Garnett and Lynch
Andrew Gamble

Since becoming leader in 2005 David Cameron has revived his Party’s
fortunes and during the first half of 2008 the Conservatives became
strong favourites to win the next election. What was surprising was that
it had taken so long. After 1997 the Conservatives’ famous instinct for
power seemed to have deserted them. The Party had never lost three
elections in a row to the Labour Party, and in the modern era had never
before been excluded from government for more than ten years. The
Conservatives even after suffering major defeats as in 1945 or 1966 had
always come back very strongly at the next election. Labour had never
been able to consolidate itself in power.

The ascendancy of Tony Blair and New Labour after 1994 seemed to
change all that. The Tories flatlined in the polls after Black Wednesday
and continued to flatline throughout Blair’s premiership. Blair may have
warned his Party that the Conservatives were not dead, only sleeping,
but the difference was not obvious, especially in 2005, when, despite the
obvious unpopularity of the Labour Government and of Blair himself,
the Conservatives still failed to make a breakthrough. Much of the prob-
lem appeared to be that the Conservatives became mesmerised by Blair,
and were unable to find a way of defusing his appeal. Many Conserva-
tives secretly, and some not so secretly, came to admire him, and this
made it harder to find ways to oppose him.

Another key factor in Conservative disarray is highlighted by Philip
Lynch. By the 1990s Conservative Britain had lost many of the themes
and arguments which had sustained it for so long and made it such a
formidable political force. For a variety of reasons, some of them of its
own making, the Party found itself considerably weakened and uncertain
of its direction. The disappearance of familiar enemies, both at home and
abroad, and the reinvention of the Labour Party which made it possible
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for many voters to vote for it again, left the Conservatives adrift. Their old
tunes no longer seemed to work, and they were very short of new ones.
They had acquired an image in the 1990s, whether fairly or unfairly,
of economic incompetence and sleaze. They were widely regarded as
uncaring, whether about the plight of the poor or the state of the public
services.

After the Conservatives lost office many in the Party saw no reason
for any fundamental change in the Party’s policies or beliefs. Labour, it
was argued, had moved towards the Conservatives. The great ideological
battles of the 1970s and 1980s had been won by the Conservatives, and
their ideas were still in the ascendancy, so there was no need to jetti-
son them. The voters would soon tire of Labour and come back to the
Conservatives. In the meantime the Party should stay true to Thatcherite
principles, particularly on tax, on Europe, on immigration and on law
and order. The Party elected three leaders in quick succession who all
offered continuity, and spurned the opportunity of going in a different
direction, suggested by Ken Clarke and Michael Portillo. It took a third
consecutive election defeat to make David Cameron and the Cameroons
possible.

David Cameron has liked to present himself as the heir to Blair, trying
to cast Gordon Brown as the heir to old Labour. He and his immediate
circle have made a meticulous study of the methods by which Blair and
his allies established their control of the Labour Party and changed the
Labour Party brand. Many of the techniques have been copied, so that
at times in the period after 2005 the Conservatives have seemed to be
following an almost identical strategy to Labour before 1997, trying to
persuade the electorate that the Party had really changed and could now
be trusted to govern again. The only ingredient missing has been the
branding of the Party as New Conservatives.

In certain respects, however, as both Philip Lynch and Mark Garnett
point out, the Conservatives under Cameron have not yet achieved the
kind of dominance Blair and New Labour secured between 1994 and
1997, and both question how much the Conservative Party has changed
and how prepared it is for office. So many questions, including the Union
and Europe remain unresolved. As many opposition leaders in the past,
the real nature of Cameron’s Conservatism is unlikely to emerge until he
is forced to define it by the nature of the choices he makes in office.

Conservative fortunes have fluctuated, particularly in the summer of
2007, when the Party suffered internal rows and for a short period was
put on the defensive during Gordon Brown’s brief honeymoon. With the
collapse of Brown’s and Labour’s ratings after September 2007 Cameron
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and the Conservatives moved into a commanding lead, but they began
to lose support again during the financial crisis in the autumn of 2008.
Cameron’s strategy had been to reassure voters that he would not undo
many of the changes of the Blair years, but would build on them in a
way which Labour itself he suggested no longer could. This was the new
One Nation strategy which Mark Garnett describes. It was never popular
with Thatcherites and the right of the party but during 2008 it seemed
to be bringing success. The financial crash poses difficult issues for the
Conservatives, not least because, however culpable the Government may
be, David Cameron and George Osborne have in the last few years been
champions of the City of London and the virtues of deregulated finan-
cial markets, and the need to keep the involvement of government to a
minimum.

The new politics of recession offer the Conservatives the opportu-
nity to resurrect a tough economic message, coupled with a populist
rhetoric on Europe, immigration, climate change, and law and order.
But Cameron’s whole strategy up to now has been opposed to this.
A battle over who is best placed to protect citizens in a major economic
downturn was not part of the script for the Cameroons. Until recently
their economic policy was concerned with how to distribute the proceeds
of growth.

The real test for Cameron, as Lynch and Garnett suggest, is still to
come. He has to show that his new Conservatism can be more than just a
rerun of new Labour which relied on much more benign times. He has to
craft a new Conservative message which resonates with the mass of vot-
ers who are going to suffer during the recession, and do it in a way which
establishes the credentials of the Conservatives to govern. As Lynch and
Garnett show, the main failing of Cameron’s leadership, rather remi-
niscient again of Tony Blair, is that he has been unable to dispel the
impression that his new Conservatives are mostly style rather than sub-
stance. In the grim politics of recession the Conservatives start with a
major advantage – they are not the Government – but they will need to
find a new narrative and a new purpose which persuades the voters that
they can manage the crisis better than the present Government.
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Mutualism and the Reinvention
of Civil Society: A Conservative
Agenda?1

Charlie Ellis

I am glad that in the friendly society movement we know no poli-
tics. Politics have such powers of penetrating most things that I am
thankful that this movement has never been captured by any of the
political machines. (Stanley Baldwin, ‘Friendly Societies’, 1924)2

Though the ‘demutualisation’ of insurance and building societies has
been rapid in recent years,3 the promotion of the third or mutual sec-
tor has, since the early 1990s, become a fashionable theme in British
politics.4 In essence its proponents seek to devolve activities currently
performed by state institutions to communally run and mutually owned
providers. Mutualism has taken over from stakeholding, communitari-
anism, citizenship as a ‘buzzword’ in think-tank publications, opinion
pieces and political speeches, which often contain wistful invocations
of friendly societies and self-help. Mutualism forms a sub-theme of the
wider debate surrounding the desire to reinvigorate or ‘reinvent’ civil
society,5 and attempts to promote ‘localism’6 and has attracted interest
from those holding differing ideological positions and party affiliations.

A political ideology is generally conceived of as a ‘set of beliefs about
political and social arrangements’.7 Instead, the concept of ideology
employed here is that it can consist of the claiming of a set of attrac-
tive values or ideas for a particular political tradition. Often what is
competed over is an abstract value such as ‘liberty’ or ‘freedom’, but
similar ideological disputes can relate to the rightful ownership of par-
ticular policy approaches. What is examined here is not mutualism as
an ideology in itself or the practical questions involved in its implemen-
tation but as a policy agenda claimed by those of differing ideological
persuasions. In particular I focus on the claim to mutualism by British
Conservatives.
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Mutualism has, as Robert Whelan notes, been ‘pounced upon by
members of all political parties, who tried to coopt it into their
manifestos’.8 This is an agenda which transcends not only the party
divides but also, it is suggested, traditional conceptions of the left-right
spectrum. Paul Hirst argued that the agenda is not ‘tied to any given part
of the old-left-right spectrum’,9 while, for Jonathan Sacks, the politics
of the ‘third sector’ has ‘nothing to do with left or right, Labour, Con-
servative or Liberal Democrat’.10 While Peter Kellner posits that ‘[n]ew
mutualism is not an ideology in the Marxist or free market sense’11

and thus well suited to ‘a post-ideological era’,12 it will be evident from
what follows that it is certainly discussed in a highly ideological manner,
often by well-known ideologues. On the left, the notion of ‘associative
democracy’ has been prominent and the themes of localism, mutual-
ism and the reinvigoration of the voluntary sector have been evident
in the rhetoric of New Labour, who have claimed it as part of their
Third Way approach.13 However, the most sustained treatment has been
within the ‘Conservative movement’,14 where mutualism and associated
ideas such as ‘civic capitalism’ and ‘civic Conservatism’15 have become
regular themes of think-tank publications, and has found its way into
Conservative Party rhetoric and policy pronouncements.

What is odd about the recent Conservative embrace of mutualism
and the ‘third sector’ is the apparent disjunction with their approach
when they were last in power. A major line of criticism, not least by
some conservatives, of Thatcherism was that its promotion of the private
sector undermined the intermediary institutions of the public domain
and weakened Britain’s civil society.16 The social commentator Melanie
Phillips has become one of the principal advocates of this agenda, and
has also charted its rise to prominence. According to her, the concepts
of civil society, mutualism and localism could constitute the next set
of dominant political ideas. She also argues that its popularity among
free-market thinkers was significant for the future direction of British
Conservatism. As Phillips points out, the IEA were a (perhaps the) ‘engine
room’ of neoliberal ideas which had, by the late 1970s, come to ‘char-
acterise Conservatism’ and subsequently altered the political landscape’.
Hence the ‘split’ in the IEA, signalled by the creation of a new, separate
think-tank (Civitas),17 represented a distinct ‘change of emphasis’18 in
Conservative thinking. In terms used by Oliver Letwin, this is the shift
from an ‘econo-centric’ to a ‘socio-centric’ paradigm;19 the idea that,
after concentrating on the economic sphere in the 1980s and 1990s,
the Conservatives now need to focus on healing Britain’s ‘broken soci-
ety’. A number of influential Conservative voices, including Iain Duncan
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Smith’s Centre for Social Justice, have argued that the third sector has
‘unique potential’ to do this.20

An unsullied sphere

Contemporary mutualists tend to be critics of both the post-war ‘col-
lectivist’ settlement and Thatcherism. They argue that, despite Bev-
eridge’s efforts to ensure that ‘voluntary action’ remained ‘vigorous and
abundant’,21 his report signified the relegation of the voluntary and
mutual sectors.22 Hence part of the attraction is the sense that the mutual
sector, unlike ‘the state’ or ‘the market’ is something of an unsullied form
of social organisation which cannot be blamed for the failings of the post-
war and post-Thatcherite eras. Kellner suggests that because ‘mutualism
has not figured in mainstream 20th century debate’, it has not ‘left a trail
of change and contradiction, or dispute about its meaning’. It was there-
fore an ‘advantage’ that mutualism had been ‘largely dormant through
the 20th century’.23 Implied in the notion that mutualism was ‘dormant’
throughout much of the twentieth century is the notion that it was some-
thing inherent in British society, just waiting to be released. This is indeed
the argument made by contemporary mutualists, for whom mutualism is
not some abstract doctrine but one of the ‘outstanding features of British
life’.24

Certainly many of those who have written about the character of
British society have celebrated its mutualist and voluntaristic nature.
In his ‘sketch’ of British society and its people Ernest Barker talked, in
language now popular among contemporary Conservatives,25 of the dis-
tinction between ‘the State’ and ‘society’. In contrast to the State, with
its basis in the rules of law and representative institutions, ‘society’ con-
stituted ‘the members of the nation … living a voluntary life in a number
of freely formed groups or associations each acting on the principle and
by the method of voluntary cooperation’. Historically, the ‘major pro-
portion’ of activities had been left to society and Barker hoped this would
continue to be the case. While he was aware that there had been a ‘growth
of State action’ in the early twentieth century he believed that this ‘in
no way involve[d] the suppression, or even the curtailing, of the old free
voluntary activity of social groups’.26 Contemporary mutualists do not
share Barker’s benevolent view of the state but do accept the notion that
voluntary and mutual activity is a traditional part of British society. To
suggest that what you propose is consistent with the traditional pattern
is a powerful form of ideological argument. For instance, a major theme
of Conservatives such as David Green, Shirley Letwin and David Willetts
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has been the notion that the free market is a traditional aspect of British
society27 and that it operated in harmony with a thriving mutual sector
until the growth of government throttled both. Despite this narrative,
some of the most determined advocates of mutualism have belonged
to ideological traditions which lie in opposition to the free market and
Conservatism.

The socialist roots of mutualism

In The Socialist Movement (1912), Ramsay MacDonald defined social-
ism as ‘an application of mutual aid to politics and economics’,28 and
contemporary mutualists often refer to it as a lost part of the socialist
heritage. Even a Conservative mutualist such as Ferdinand Mount has
written that ‘one of the charms of the “third way” – non-state, non-
commercial, cooperative endeavour – is that it has genuine, though
neglected and overgrown, connections to the earliest and most enduring
traditions of socialism, from Robert Owen to the Guild Socialists’.29 In
similar fashion Gordon Brown has argued that ‘it is too often forgotten
today that the Labour Party itself grew out of voluntary organisations,
friendly societies and mutual aid organisations’.30 Implied in much of
this is a suggestion that mutualist socialists are an extinct ideological
breed. Though endangered, such ideas persist; particularly through the
writings of Colin Ward, Paul Hirst and Frank Field.

According to Greenleaf, the ‘basic antithesis in British socialism’
between ‘a stress on the role of the power of the state’ and ‘fear of it or
at least unease about its growth, has persisted and been clearly observ-
able since the end of the Second World War’.31 However, it is generally
the case that British socialism has largely come to be associated with
a belief in the efficacy of the state. This has left those, such as Field,
who favour ‘collectivism without the state’, in a rather isolated position.
Field’s attempt to argue that ‘collective action was [once] the antithesis
of state action’32 is not, however, unsupported.

Colin Ward is another who belongs to the anti-statist socialist tradition
and who views the post-war era as one in which British socialism took the
wrong ‘road’.33 However, as Wheatcroft notes, alongside Ward’s rejection
of ‘collectivist socialism’ was a ‘fierce hostility to capitalism’.34 For Ward,
an ‘expansion of the cooperative principle’ is necessary in the twenty-
first century as ‘both free-market capitalism and state socialism have been
tried and found wanting’.35 Despite his critique of the free market, Ward
has some ‘unlikely admirers’36 on the right. Mount describes Ward as the
‘indispensable anarchist’,37 while David Green has praised Ward’s work38
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(the compliment is returned by Ward, who describes Green’s ‘neglected’
work on self-help as of ‘great virtue’).39 Ward went on to endorse Green’s
Reinventing Civil Society as a ‘criticism of the automatic assumptions of
the political Left and its faith in the state’40 and shares Green’s view of
the evolution of British welfare provision: that increased state involve-
ment has been to the detriment of those most in need. For Ward, the
statist socialists had wrongly assumed that the friendly societies and
other mutualist organisations were the ‘precursors of the welfare state’,
and therefore failed to appreciate the qualitative difference between the
welfare state and the ‘welfare society’.41 Ward believed that the social
failure of the welfare state suggested that the statist brand of socialism
had ‘reached a dead end’, and thus ‘[f]or the sake of the future it has to
turn back to the route it abandoned long ago, of local self-managed popu-
lar administration and control, and to the principles of cooperation’.42

Ward considers the idea of the ‘welfare society’ to be ‘far too valuable an
idea to be confined to the political right’, and was one the left needed to
‘seize back’.43 Ward therefore claims the mutualist agenda for a politics
that fundamentally rejects the collectivist state and the free market, both
of which, from his perspective, threaten civil association.

Ward’s arguments are echoed by Hirst in his writings on the fashion-
able theme of ‘associational socialism’.44 He too believed that the left had
become ‘mesmerised by the state’ and, instead, their aim should be to
‘devolve activities from the state to civil society as far as is possible’;45 step-
ping away from the state represented a means of reinvigorating socialist
values, not embracing capitalist ones. However, Hirst also suggested
that associationalism could deliver ‘the benefits economic liberals seek
from the market without the same scale of economic costs and injus-
tices that unregulated markets impose’46 and would assist in ‘embedding
the market system in a social network of coordinative and regulatory
institutions’.47 Thus, although Hirst is keen to convince non-socialists
of the efficacy of associationalism, he argues that it is most congruent
with socialist values. Thus ‘associational socialism’ was a ‘most invalu-
able alternative to the undiluted individualism of the free-market right
and to the centralist and authoritarian trends in modern society’.48

The Conservative case

Despite the efforts of Hirst et al., it is among the thinkers of the Conser-
vative movement that this agenda has, in the post-Thatcher era, been
most prominent. It has been a common theme in the output of the IEA,
Civitas, Politeia and the CPS, particularly in relation to welfare provision.
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The Conservative claim to mutualism links to the idea that Britain is – as
well as being naturally conservative – naturally mutualist in character.
Their major historical argument is that ‘remutualising’ British society
would be to return it to its natural, pre-collectivist condition. Mount
talks of the period before the ‘coming of the welfare state’, when ‘volun-
tary endeavours of one sort or another dominated British society’, and
that what ‘made the country in the second half of the 19th century such
a remarkable place was the wealth, vigour and variety of her private social
institutions’.49

The naturalness of mutualism in British society is endorsed by Roger
Scruton, for whom a core element of English society has been a vibrant,
decentralised sector of civil associations. Scruton suggests that ‘[a]lmost
the entire social order of the country arose from private initiatives’, and
that, in the main, the core institutions of the country – schools, uni-
versities, hospitals, theatres – were initiated by ‘some public-spirited
amateur’. The role of the state in this process was very much secondary
and tended to be to ‘guarantee the survival and propagation of good
works that it would never have initiated by itself ’.50 The ‘networks of
self-help’ were ‘natural’ and existed ‘whenever the state has not extin-
guished them’.51 Scruton suggested that the ‘English view’ was that
‘[c]harity heals communities, whereas politics divides them’.52 By ‘poli-
tics’, Scruton essentially means the activities of an interventionist state:
this concern regarding the ‘politicisation’ of institutions pervades much
contemporary conservative thought. For Green, this is what separates the
socialist and ‘civic capitalist’ versions of this agenda. While the social-
ist will place faith in the ‘political sphere’ the liberal or civic capitalist
remains ‘suspicious of political power’ and instead stresses ‘the impor-
tance of restoring tasks away from the state to voluntary associations’ or
to ‘mediating structures’.53

The prominence of the mutualist agenda within the Conservative
movement has, in large part, been due to the influence of Green.
The central themes in his work are echoed by a number of others,
including Whelan, Mount, Prochaska and Willetts, and thus his ver-
sion encapsulates the free market and Conservative take on this agenda.
This mutualist aspect has been present since Green’s ‘pioneering’54

work of the early eighties:55 it has been central to his work in both
the pre-Thatcherite and post-Thatcherite eras. His earlier work offers
a description of an approach that socialists had neglected,56 while his
later work (although thematically very similar) has become very influen-
tial among Conservatives. What is interesting about his own ideological
evolution57 is that misgivings regarding the collectivist-left position led
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him to adopt not a left-libertarian outlook (such as that of Ward or Hirst)
but one consistent with Hayekian neoliberalism.

What Green ultimately seeks is a return to the type of social organisa-
tion that existed in the pre-collectivist era, and this requires a reversal,
in Oakeshott’s terms (which he employs and are central to his account)
of the ‘steady evolution from civil association to enterprise association’,
which characterised ‘the development of Western democracies in the
20th century, and especially Britain’.58 As Oakeshott himself put it, ‘col-
lectivists’ tended to reject the ‘whole notion of the diffusion of power’
and of ‘a society organised by means of a multitude of genuinely vol-
untary associations’.59 Green’s conception of civil association also owes
much to that of Edward Shils, for whom civil society not only provided
‘the institutions by which the state is kept within substantive and pro-
cedural confinement’60 but also – and this is an important aspect of
Green’s recent work – ‘must be more than a set of markets and market-like
institutions’.61

Thatcherism’s missing dimension

A. J. Davies alleges that the Conservative re-embrace of the voluntary
and mutual sectors constituted an ideological ‘backpeddling’. It was, he
argues, the ‘free market philosophy’ which ‘helped to promote such a
marked loss of confidence in those same societies and associations dur-
ing the 1980s’. Thus, ‘[r]ather belatedly perhaps, right-wing ideologues
have begun to recognise that the full-blooded expression of market
forces requires some form of institutional framework or foundation’.62

According to Hirst, the right’s interest in mutualism revealed that some
‘conservative intellectuals’ had ‘come to recognise that something has
gone very wrong with the project of the New Right’.63 Certainly Con-
servative mutualists such as Green and Mount do propose mutualism
as something of a corrective to some of the ‘rationalist’ oversights of
Thatcherism, though, as we shall see, not in any sense a recantation of
its essential features, such as its belief in the essential efficacy of free
markets.

Willetts argues that mutualism represents a rediscovery of Conservative
insights regarding the importance of social institutions, which had, he
argues, been ignored by ‘free market neoliberals’. While the Conserva-
tives had ‘made a useful alliance of convenience’ with neoliberals, they
had to remain sceptical as these thinkers lacked ‘any understanding of
the institutions, values and ties which are not just good in themselves
but are anyway essential for any free market to thrive’.64 Mount, one of
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the foremost advocates of mutualism, argues that ‘[t]he retreat of the
state … left behind an ideologically confused scene’, and that in this
climate, Mount suggests, free marketeers had ‘grasped, for the sake of
simplicity, at the principle of profit, without pausing to think when and
where the profit motive is most effectively employed’.65 However, like
the ‘free market neoliberals’ Conservative mutualists reject the view that
the state could have the primary role in ‘promoting’ these institutions
and values, as it will inevitably fail in this realm as it had done in the
economic. Instead the ‘solution’ lay in the ‘promotion’ of the ‘voluntary
and traditional’, a route which, Ashford believed, ‘did not contradict the
basic principles of [economic] liberalism’.66 Or, as Willetts puts it, that
this ‘radical free market agenda’ can serve the ‘long-term Tory objective
of strengthening the little platoons within society’.67

The key Conservative text in this area is Green’s Reinventing Civil Soci-
ety which, as Ward notes, was, in part a ‘criticism, not a defence of
Thatcherism’.68 While E. H. H. Green has suggested that Thatcherism
was ‘the ultimate expression of the Conservative belief in agencies of civil
society as the fulcrum of social life’,69 this view is not shared by David
Green, according to whom ‘the renewal of civil society was simply not on
the agenda of the Thatcher governments of the 1980s’.70 Echoing some
of the Conservative critics of Thatcherism, such as Ian Gilmour, Green
was concerned that ‘[e]conomic rationalism’ had ‘dominated’ thinking
during the 1980s and was keen to emphasise that ‘[c]ontrary to the view
attributed to Mrs Thatcher, that “there is no such thing as society”, there
is indeed such a thing’ (a view now common in Cameroonian rhetoric).71

Hence Green supplemented the standard neoliberal critique of the wel-
fare state (that it suppressed ‘the incentive system of the competitive
market’), with the argument that it also ‘suppressed those institutions
which served as proving grounds for men and women of good character
and which provided outlets for idealism, service and achievement’. To
re-energise and ‘reinvent’ civil society, Green called for ‘civic capitalism’
in contrast to the ‘hard-boiled economic rationalism’ of the Thatcher
era.72 Despite Thatcher’s own rhetoric, the nature of ‘Victorian values’
had only been partly digested. A central theme of Green’s work (and that
of the free-market conservatives more generally) has been an attempt to
rescue the reputation of the Victorian era. Thus Green outlines that,
while ‘Victorian Britain tends to be thought of as the heyday of laissez
faire’, in fact it was a period in which cooperative and mutualist activity
had thrived.73

For Green, there was among Thatcherite thinkers an overemphasis
upon what they rejected and insufficient consideration of what needed
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to be done: simply shifting away from collectivism was insufficient. As
Green put it, ‘Certain New Right schools have only embraced part of
what is necessary in a civil association’. While ‘limited government’ was
important, the next ‘challenge’ was to ‘confine government to its proper
tasks rather than to seek to reduce its scope as an end in itself’. The major
issue was not ‘the size of government … but its character’. Thus there was
a need, as a corollary of the limiting government, to achieve a ‘disper-
sal of decision-making’.74 This would require, ‘without waiting for the
government, champions of liberty [to] establish voluntary associations
for assisting the less fortunate and run them in a spirit compatible with
liberty’.75 While, as he pointed out, some critics ‘would see mutual aid
as the very antithesis of a free market’ and furthermore that ‘the collec-
tivism of the welfare state’ was ‘a form of mutual aid’, he believed the
reality to be ‘very different’. Green held that ‘[w]ithout a free market’
and ‘freedom of choice for the individual’ mutual aid was ‘incompre-
hensible’, and there was ‘no validity in the common supposition that,
in a free market, profit-seeking will inevitably come to reign supreme’.
Instead, mutual aid was ‘one of the possibilities that may emerge in a
free market, but not in a state economy’.76

David Marquand provides, from a social democratic perspective, a cri-
tique of the idea that the state inevitably undermines voluntary and
mutualistic activities. Marquand considers these a key element of the
‘public domain’, the creation of which was ‘an essentially Victorian
achievement’, but was a counterweight to the market, and not as a
sphere engendered by it. Thus the ‘great work of the Victorian era was
to carve out from the encircling market and private domains a distinct,
self-conscious and vigorous public domain governed by non-market and
non-private norms’.77 Furthermore, Marquand argues, ‘the ‘emergence
of a regulatory state’, rather than subduing such efforts, actually ‘went
hand in hand with a remarkable growth in private philanthropy’. Thus
while ‘the upsurge in philanthropy did not imply a conscious back-
lash against free market dogmatism’, the charitable and mutual sectors
‘belonged unmistakably to the public domain, and not to the market
domain’.78 While the free-market advocates of mutualism do not contest
the view that the mutual or third sector is distinct from the market, they
believe that the state damages it rather than protects it. As Green puts it,
civil society or the mutual sector were ‘not intended to be synonymous
with “the market”’ but that the fundamental contrast was ‘between civil
society and the state’.79

In contrast, Marquand argues that it is the state, not the market,
which creates the space for voluntary and mutual institutions to flourish.
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Marquand’s challenge to the free market case is echoed by Margaret
May who contends that a ‘vibrant voluntary sector’ and ‘state welfarism’
should not be viewed as ‘mutually exclusive options’ and that the two
had ‘for much of the 20th century’ enjoyed a ‘fruitful collaboration’.80

Furthermore, she argues, the ‘major threat to the long-term vitality of
the voluntary sector did not come from the growth of post-war state wel-
fare so much as the restructuring of the 1980s and early 1990s’, when
the sector was remodelled on ‘competitive, market-based, lines’.81 What
Marquand, May and others are arguing is that the attempt by ‘civic con-
servatives’ to portray the Thatcherite era as one in which the true social
values of the market were ignored is false and hence the mutual sector
would suffer under a Conservative government employing the ideas of
Green et al.

As noted earlier, Hirst and Ward offer an implicit critique of the free
market attempt to claim mutualism. In a review of Green’s Reinventing
Civil Society, Hirst makes this critique more explicit. Hirst welcomed
Green’s attempt to interest Conservatives in mutualism and suggested
that his enthusiasm about the virtues of the friendly societies meant
he ‘could almost be mistaken for an anarchist or associational socialist’.
According to Hirst, the critique of the state which underpins Green’s
mutualism needed to be matched by a critique of private corporations,
as both tend to be ‘top-down and managerialist’. More fundamentally
Hirst alleges that the working-class mutualist institutions celebrated by
Green et alii were largely destroyed by the disrupting and uprooting
effects of the economic forces promoted by governments of the right
(the ‘new wave of uprooting and brutalisation that began in the 1970s’).
For Hirst, the ‘major problem’ with Green’s argument was that though
Britain did once have an ‘experience of working-class voluntary action
almost unrivalled in Europe’, by 1900 this tradition was ‘more or less
dead’: Green was lauding institutions which by 1900 were already ‘in
the process of marginalisation’.82 Further, Hirst argues that what Green
and others ‘assume to be necessary for a stable market society’ actually
had to be fought for by members of the working class: they had not
emerged naturally. Hence it was not just politically expedient for the
mutualist agenda to be claimed by the left but was only coherent as part
of a wider effort to ameliorate the effects of the free market.83

Cameron’s ‘Green’ agenda?

This indicates the nature of a potential ‘external’ challenge to the Con-
servatives’ claim (though it seems unlikely that the Labour Party is likely
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to promote associationalism as part of an explicitly socialist programme).
The internal challenge may emerge from those Conservatives concerned
about the social values often associated with this agenda. Hence while
part of the appeal of mutualism is that it represents a ‘softening’ of
Conservatism away from an over-reliance on ‘hard-boiled economic
rationalism’, mutualism appears difficult to tally with the social lib-
eralism promoted by many Conservative ‘modernisers’. Many of the
prominent advocates of mutualism see it as part of a project to re-moralise
British society and hold the type of social attitudes associated with
Conservative ‘traditionalists’ such as Norman Tebbit and Simon Heffer:
attitudes from which, according to the ‘modernisers’, the Conservative
Party should disassociate itself.84 Indeed Green has been concerned about
some aspects of Cameronian Conservatism,85 and more fundamentally
he rejects the notion that the free market should be accompanied by ‘per-
missive’ social attitudes (a view evident in his critique of Samuel Brittan’s
social libertarianism).86

So, while mutualism is sometimes considered merely a devolved and
more effective mode of social organisation, most of its advocates see
it as part of a wider social revolution, not least in social and moral
values. A. H. Halsey talks of the ‘authentic tradition of local collective
self-help outside the state’,87 which he saw as part of the ‘ethical socialist’
tradition, central to which was the ‘doctrine of personal responsibility
under virtually all social circumstances’.88 Halsey has described himself
as ‘[i]n short both a socialist and a conservative’.89 Frank Field might be
described in similar terms and he has been one of the most determined
advocates of mutualist ideas. Like Green et alii, Field links his support
for mutualism with a narrative that links the decline of the mutual and
voluntary sectors with a decline in Britain’s moral fabric (according to
Phillips, Field seeks ‘nothing less than the re-moralisation of Britain
through the welfare system’).90 Indeed Field has been keen to empha-
sise (and indeed celebrate) that the ‘mutual aid movement’ must not be
‘divorced from another of the social objectives of the Victorian period’,
namely, the ‘emphasis on character’.91 Without ‘collective checks’, Field
argues, individual freedom had a tendency to descend into ‘anarchy’,
the ‘sworn enemy of social virtues’.92 But these ‘collective checks’ need
not be carried out by the state: the mutual sector offered the means to
achieve re-moralisation, as it had done in the Victoria era.93 A view such
as this seems closer to that of Conservative ‘traditionalists’ rather than
the ‘modernisers’ and this suggests that mutualism may, in the longer
term, be a source of tension among Conservatives: it may be a small c
conservative agenda but not necessarily a Conservative one.
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Conclusion

As we have seen, the desire to ‘reinvent’ the third or mutual sector as
part of a wider renewal of civil society is shared by members of differ-
ing ideological strands. It is viewed as necessary to resolve the perceived
social failures of post-war social democracy and Thatcherism. As with the
notion of ‘civil society’ more generally, the mutual sector is conceived of
as ‘neither state nor market’ but there remains no consensus as to the bal-
ance between the two that best allows it to flourish. Green’s rediscovery
of mutualism has been welcomed by Phillips, Field, Ward and others.
However, what attracts them is the exposition of the agenda, and not
necessarily the link he makes between it and an economic agenda that
might be described as ‘market fundamentalist’ (the type of society Green
wishes to see would include not only a greater role for the mutual sector
but also for the market than is currently the case).94 Because of the rela-
tive novelty of this agenda, its advocates are likely to limit their criticisms
of fellow mutualists (Hirst’s critique of Green is a rare example). How-
ever, if this agenda is to become a major player in the political sphere
(as opposed to a popular theme in political rhetoric) its advocates can-
not avoid the central question of what balance between the state and
the market provides the best environment for the mutual sector. As with
other attempts to create a new ‘paradigm’ in politics, traditional ideolog-
ical divides will soon reappear once mutualist ideas are translated into
policy. The financial crisis of 2008 is likely to increase interest in rebuild-
ing mutualist forms of social and economic organisation but this will
help end Mutualism’s ‘depoliticised’ status.
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Response to Charlie Ellis
David Willetts

Charlie Ellis offers a useful and wide-ranging review of what he calls
neo-mutualism. I regard it even more broadly as the renewed interest
in the institutions of civil society. It is an important area of intellectual
enquiry with intense research on social capital. It is also an important
area of political competition with both main parties vying for the true
centre ground of British politics – recognition of the value of non-state
collective action. I tried to link this to the renewal of Conservatism with
my essay, Civic Conservatism, published by the Social Market Foundation
in 1994.

I would like to add some key factors explaining the revival of interest in
this subject which are not covered in his account. In particular they may
help to explain why some of the potential conflicts with free-market
economics are not as intense as he fears. The origins of the renewed
political interest in what he calls neo-mutualism can be traced to the
humbling of a certain sort of naive free-market economics. Two events
were crucial, one international and one domestic.

The international event was the failure of economic reform in Russia
after the collapse of the Soviet Union. Economic reform in Chile
strengthened the influence of the Chicago boys, but twenty years later
the Harvard boys who arrived in Russia were to have no such success.
They had a rational plan for constructing a free-market economy. How-
ever, it failed. The reasons lay outside their economic model. Russia was a
country where there was no independent judiciary and where if you had
money it was because you were part of the old Communist hierarchy or
the new Russian Mafia or both. It was the absence of the culture and insti-
tutions of the West that made it so hard to create a modern free-market
economy. Suddenly capitalism seemed less like a system of universal
economic laws and more like a precious cultural artefact sustained by a
rather unusual set of institutions.
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The domestic event was the failure to deliver credible monetary policy
simply by the Treasury formulating monetary rules. The aim of such
rules was to gain credibility with other economic actors and thus lower
the transitional costs of the shift to a lower inflation world. But during
the 1980s the Treasury kept on changing the rules. It became like the
proverbial smoker who was good at giving up smoking – he had given
up lots of times. No single rule seemed to capture all the key informa-
tion so discretion was needed yet no-one trusted the Treasury to exercise
such discretion. The answer was institutional reform. It began with the
creation of a far more transparent exchange of information and moni-
toring of monetary performance involving the Treasury and the Bank –
the so-called Ken and Eddie show. This is turn was the precursor to the
independence of the Bank of England in 1997. Credibility was gained
not by rules but by institutions.

So many of us who were free marketeers became more and more inter-
ested in the institutional underpinning of a modern market economy.
You could say it was the discovery that the Adam Smith of The Wealth of
Nations also had A Theory of Moral Sentiments.

Meanwhile the social problems which it was hoped might be tackled
through economic growth proved frustratingly intractable as the state
seemed all fingers and thumbs. By contrast the voluntary sector seemed
far more effective at tackling the problems of the whole person. The third
sector came to seem potentially significant in tackling social problems.

All this in turn led to the rediscovery of the civic tradition in British
politics. It cannot be claimed exclusively by any one party but there are
certainly strong Conservative elements to it. It was expressed in Disraeli’s
High Victorian medievalism – with the Pre-Reformation monasteries
playing the role of the third sector today. The Chamberlainites brought
a recognition of the value of municipal government. The Conservative
critique of Lloyd George was a recognition of the role of the Friendly Soci-
eties as an alternative to conventional state delivery. And one of the best
single essays on Conservatism in the post-war period, The Conservative
Faith in the Modern Age, by David Clarke, the head of the Conserva-
tive Research Department after the Second World War, deployed these
arguments as a critique of the Attlee model. He contrasts the respect
for schools as free-standing institutions in Butler’s Education Act with
Bevan’s nationalisation of voluntary hospitals. This approach carries on
with our current critique of Gordon Brown’s top-down model of public
service delivery. Charlie Ellis has done well to show the wide and diverse
origins of this important part of the Conservative tradition.
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Icarus Turns Back: Liberal
Democrat Constitutional Policy
Matt Cole

Liberal Democrats believe the role of democratic government is to
protect and strengthen liberty, to redress the balance between the
powerful and the weak … That is the Liberal Democrat vision: of active
government which invests in people … and is answerable to them for
their actions. (Make the Difference, Liberal Democrat manifesto, 1997)

Britain’s political system has changed for the better since 1997… But
the gap between government and the governed is still too great. Pub-
lic bodies are not sufficiently accountable. Voters do not have a strong
enough voice or choice. No wonder that more and more people feel
alienated from politics. (Freedom Justice Honesty, Liberal Democrat
manifesto, 2001)

Every time you open a newspaper or see the news, the Government
seems to be taking more power for itself, and in particular for the Prime
Minister … I have served in Parliament for thirty years, nearly twenty
in the Commons and ten in the Lords. I have never been so worried
about the safety of British democracy. (Baroness Shirley Williams, The
Real Alternative, Liberal Democrat Manifesto, 2005)

The principles of the Liberal Democrats on constitutional questions
including devolution, electoral and parliamentary reform and the role
of the judiciary are distinctive and consistent. They reflect convictions
held by liberal thinkers and proposals advanced by Liberal politicians for
centuries. The challenge for Liberal Democrats since 1997 has been how
to move from those principles and policies to legislative measures which
will put them into practice. This journey from ‘virtual’ to ‘real’ policy has
been undertaken by Liberal Democrats in an atmosphere of increasingly
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adverse opinion at Westminster and arguably among the public, as the
growing pessimism in the tone of the Party appeals above demonstrates.
Like Icarus, the Liberal Democrats increasingly feared that flying too
close to the heat of power threatened to melt the very policy which had
got them there, and – unlike the legendary figure – they turned away. The
flight path of timing and tactics adopted by leading Liberal Democrats
in this has not enjoyed universal Party approval, and in one matter there
has been substantial disagreement about policy itself; but for the Liberal
Democrats the journey has, by comparison with the experience of recent
decades, been an impressive one.

Background

Constitutional reform is, more than anything else, the unique selling
point of the Liberal Democrats, and ‘has remained at the core of the
Party’s ethos’ according to Michael Foley, ‘integrally connected to its
identity and strategy’.1 Even the Party’s bitter critics like Simon Jenkins
acknowledge that fact, arguing that ‘it has no cause, theme, culture or
strategy, beyond a yearning for the eternal coalition of proportional
representation’.2 From John Locke to John Wilkes to John Stuart Mill
British liberals have championed constitutional devices to guarantee
civil liberties, disperse power to the regions and between the branches
of national government, and to make Parliament more representative
of popular opinion. Liberal governments in the nineteenth and early
twentieth centuries were associated with the most important measures
limiting the powers of the Lords and extending the franchise.

As the twenty-first century approached, these principles were reiter-
ated in the proposals agreed by a committee under Liberal Democrat
constitutional affairs spokesman Robert Maclennan and his Labour
Party opposite number Robin Cook between 1995 and 1997.3 These
committed both parties to reform of the Lords, the introduction of pro-
portional representation for elections to new devolved bodies and for
European elections, legislation to incorporate the European Convention
on Human Rights into UK law and to grant freedom of information rights
to British citizens. Most advanced of all was the promise by the Labour
leadership – included in the 1997 manifesto – to hold a referendum on
the question of whether a proportional electoral system should be used
to elect the Commons. There was widespread optimism among Liberal
Democrats that large parts of their programme for constitutional reform
would be enacted. Even sceptical former Liberal MP Cyril Smith could
declare the Cook-Maclennan document ‘a wonderful agreement’.4
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For the earliest stages of the Blair governments, however, the deter-
mination of some of the New Labour leadership to dilute the proposals
became evident. The Liberal Democrats came quickly to adopt the role
of the Government’s radical conscience on constitutional questions.
After 2001, they became openly hostile to some of the consequences
of Blair’s strategy for tackling terrorism, and they divided over how to
react to Labour’s drift from constitutional reform. What became clear
was that the Liberal Democrats valued constitutional reform more than
the promise of office and less than their independence.

Liberal Democrat constitutional policy is examined here in four
areas: electoral reform; parliamentary reform; devolution and local
government; and civil liberties and judicial reform.

Electoral reform

The Liberal Democrats advocate the introduction of the Single Transfer-
able Vote (STV) system for elections at all levels in the UK. This has been
Liberal Party policy since 1922. They argue that as a preferential, multi-
member constituency, proportional system it simultaneously gives voters
a greatly increased choice of representative, and undermines the power
of party leaderships and organisations in Parliament and outside. When
the Blair Government established a commission under Liberal Demo-
crat Leader in the Lords Roy Jenkins to determine which system should
be proposed as an alternative to the current one in the promised refer-
endum, the Liberal Democrats made the case for STV as a system which
‘meets in full the criteria of the Electoral Reform Commission’ and which
‘is best suited to meet the needs of a modern parliamentary democracy’.5

STV has been introduced only in a small number of elections in main-
land Britain, and only recently. However, Liberal Democrats have been
able to take satisfaction that in Great Britain, where in 1997 only First-
Past-the-Post was used, four new systems have been introduced, each
representing at least a concession to the proportional and preferential
characteristics of STV. In each case, however, Liberal Democrats came
to fear that the concession they were being offered closed the door to
what they really wanted, and worse still that the association with other
choices was undermining the integrity of their own policy.

The first reform was the introduction of proportional representation
for European Assembly elections, a matter on which the British had
already been under pressure from the European Community itself, and
on which the Liberals had even pursued the British Government to
the European Court of Human Rights 17 years earlier.6 Instead of STV,
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however, the Labour Government chose to implement the party list sys-
tem using large multi-member constituencies. This had been part of the
Cook-Maclennan agreement, and could be explained partly by the small
number of representatives to be elected, and by conformity with some
other systems in use in Europe. However, the Liberal Democrats took
exception to the ‘closed list’ system adopted by Home Secretary and
ardent opponent of PR Jack Straw, because it obliged voters to choose a
party’s list of candidates without allowing them to identify which of the
candidates they preferred. Straw assured Liberal Democrats that the case
for an ‘open list’ system would be fully considered in the formulation of
regulations, and on this basis Liberal Democrat MPs voted through the
supporting legislation after Alan Beith announced:

The Liberal Democrats welcome the Bill. It gives us an opportunity to
provide fair voting for Europe. It fulfils a commitment that successive
British Governments have made through treaty obligations, and it
implements an agreement that was made publicly between my Party
and the Labour Party before the election and put to the voters at the
election.7

At least one Labour MP opposed to proportional representation later
commended Straw on ‘playing a blinder’.8 Even though Beith and
another Liberal Democrat MP, Adrian Sanders, joined the Standing Com-
mittee on European Elections Regulations in March 1999, the ‘closed
list’ system was retained, and many in the ‘First-past-the-post’ group
of Labour MPs opposed to reform believed Straw had wilfully exposed
the weaknesses of proportional systems which allow party machines to
choose representatives. The Liberal Democrats had been outmanoeuvred
but had nonetheless established the principle of the value of proportion-
ality – one which, among other effects, gave them 10 and later 12 seats in
the European Assembly, where they had never had more than 2 before.

The principle of proportionality was also recognised in the electoral
systems for the new representative bodies of Northern Ireland, Scot-
land, Wales and London in 1998, 1999 and 2000 respectively. Only in
the first of these was STV used, and only because it has been used in
Northern Ireland at all elections other than to the Commons since 1973.
In the last three cases, it was by variants of the Mixed Member system
used in Germany and New Zealand, which the Liberal Democrats again
did not favour. Its proportionality depends upon the balance between
the number of representatives in it elected under the first-past-the-post
system, and the number of ‘top-up’ or ‘additional’ members chosen by
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the List system already in place for Europe. Where – as in Wales – the
number of ‘additional’ members was relatively low, the proportional-
ity was limited, and so Labour with less than 40 per cent of the vote
was able to form an Executive on its own after both the 1999 and 2003
Assembly elections. In Scotland and Wales, however, multi-party politics
has prospered as Liberal Democrats have for generations hoped to see
at national level. Scotland’s coalition Executive implemented the most
authentic copy of Liberal Democrat policy on electoral systems in 2003,
when the Liberal Democrats insisted as the price on continuing their
relationship with Labour that Scottish local elections would in future be
decided using a variant of STV. As a result, since 2007 there have been
only two single-party administrations in Scottish local government. STV
was also recommended for use in the election of a larger and more pow-
erful Welsh Assembly in the 2004 report by Lord Richards commissioned
by the Welsh Executive.9

In English local government, another diluted version of Liberal Demo-
crat policy was used for the election of executive mayors from 2000
onwards. For the election of single figures, as in large depopulated par-
liamentary constituencies, the Liberal Democrats favour the Alternative
Vote, in which electors rank as many candidates as they like in order
of preference. In the Supplementary Vote system chosen by the Labour
Government, however, voters can indicate only two preferences: when
no candidate has over half of the first preference votes, the second pref-
erences of all but the two most popular candidates are redistributed to
determine the winner. Thus in 2008 Boris Johnson benefited from win-
ning most of the second preferences of Liberal Democrat Brian Paddick’s
voters in his bid to become London Mayor. Attempts were made in
the House of Lords by Liberal Democrat peers to have the Alternative
Vote considered for mayoral elections outside London met with frustra-
tion. Former Liberal MP Graham Tope complained of Labour Minister
Lord Whitty that ‘I am not surprised that the Minister rejected the
amendments. On these Benches, one tends to get used to that’.10

These frustrations were only echoes of feelings over the central issue
of electoral reform, namely, the question of a referendum on the elec-
toral system for choosing the House of Commons. Before the end of
1997, the Government had established the Jenkins Commission to iden-
tify the alternative which would be put up against First-past-the-post
in a public referendum. In this, STV had by October of the following
year been rejected in favour of a combination of the Alternative Vote
and a 10–15 per cent top-up from a List system. Though ‘AV-plus’, as it
was known, would not be fully proportional, and would have allowed
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Labour an overall majority in 1997 on 44 per cent of the vote, Paddy
Ashdown immediately expressed approval of it as ‘the opportunity to
break out of the prison of First-Past-the-Post’, and the Jenkins system
seeped far enough into Liberal Democrat policy to be officially recog-
nised in a paper prepared by a working group under Robert Maclennan
as ‘a first step towards our ultimate goal of STV’.11 No sooner had Ash-
down modified Liberal Democrat tactics, however, than even the hope
of campaigning for this second-best option receded over the horizon as
leading Labour figures poured cold water on the prospects of a referen-
dum before the next election. Most notorious to Liberal Democrats was
Straw, who toured TV studios upon publication of the Jenkins Report to
announce wryly that the complexity of the proposed system meant a
referendum before the next election could not be guaranteed; but even
Blair was non-committal, saying merely that Jenkins made ‘a well-argued
and powerful case’.12

For Paddy Ashdown this was a bitter blow: he told Blair he was ‘very
angry and very depressed’, and that Blair’s sticking to his commitments
about the timing of the referendum ‘would have been of immense help
to me’. Even a keen supporter of Ashdown’s negotiations, future leader
Menzies Campbell, acknowledged that ‘this was to be the rhythm of
Paddy’s talks with Blair over the next eighteen months. Hope was fol-
lowed by disappointment’;13 but for Liberal Democrat policy it was in
a sense a liberation. Liberal Democrats were at once denied the chance
to achieve something close to their chosen policy, and at the same time
released from the obligation to help promote a system they regarded as
ultimately unsatisfactory. Significantly this was the point at which Ash-
down knew his leadership was over, because the Liberal Democrats would
not stand for his relationship with Blair unless there was some sort of
PR on offer, and they would not entertain a closer relationship even if
PR were offered. When Charles Kennedy took over in 1999, his biog-
rapher writes he was aware that Party opinion was turning against any
concessions to Blair: ‘Lib Dem members would certainly have looked
with suspicion on the Alternative Vote’.14 Icarus’ wings were uncom-
fortably hot, so the order of priority was clear: first Party identity; next
reform policy; last, office.

The most recent Party policy papers have reiterated the commitment to
STV and to the more recent decision to back voting at 16,15 and STV was
the focus of a recent Lords debate initiated by Liberal Democrat Peers.16

This is not to say that Liberal Democrat policy has lost its significance
outside the Party: apart from the reform of Scottish municipal elections,
Liberal Democrats have kept the issue of electoral reform on the political
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agenda more consistently since 1997 than for any similar period since
the Second World War – which contributed, for example, to Gordon
Brown’s fulfilment of the Labour manifesto promise of 2001 to under-
take an Official Review of electoral systems in the UK when he became
Prime Minister. For the time being, however, the trade-off between policy
and practice on electoral reform has for the Liberal Democrats swung in
favour of the former.

Parliamentary reform

Liberal Democrat policy seeks reforms of the Commons which will give
more legislative opportunities to back-bench MPs, strengthen Depart-
mental Select Committees, fix the terms of Parliaments at four years
and strengthen the Speaker’s obligations to limit partisanship in the
Chamber.17 Pale forms of some of these proposals have emerged since
1997 in the use of fixed terms for all elected bodies in the UK other
than the Commons, and in experiments such as the MPs’ debates in
Westminster Hall. Robin Cook’s radical attempt to take control of Select
Committee membership out of the hands of party whips in May 2002 was
supported by Liberal Democrat MPs, but defeated by a combination of
most Conservative, and some Labour, MPs. The defeat was seem by some
as a sign of Cook’s distancing from Labour Whips,18 and Cook himself
acknowledged two days later in reply to his Liberal Democrat opposite
number that there had been ‘an alliance between the Conservative party
and old Labour’19 to defeat their reforms. More recently there has been
some convergence between the proposals made by Gordon Brown on
becoming Prime Minister for the handing of certain Executive powers,
such as the declaration of war and making of treaties, to Parliament, and
the long-standing demands of the Liberal Democrats.

For Liberal Democrats, however, the greatest excitement, and the
greatest division, over Parliamentary Reform has concerned the House
of Lords. Liberals have been committed since at least the early twen-
tieth century to the replacement of the Lords by an elected Second
Chamber. The preamble to Asquith’s Parliament Act of 1911 famously
looked forward to the establishment of the Upper House ‘on a popu-
lar basis’. The growing role of Life Peers in the Lords, however, has
produced tensions within the Party which have been clearly visible
in recent debates over Lords reform. While Liberal Democrat official
policy favours election as the main characteristic of a reformed second
chamber, consistent with liberal principles of accountability and the dis-
persal of power, some important voices reflect the contrasting liberal
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tradition which fears an excess of democracy and seeks to check tran-
sitory majorities. The 1958 legislation to allow the regular creation of
Life Peers caused a split between Liberals in the Commons, who’s Leader
described the measure as ‘a pretence’, and those in the Lords, where
it was approved as ‘a small advance’.20 Liberal Democrats today suffer
from the same uncertainty about the value of an appointed element in
the Lords.

In 1997, following the Cook-Maclennan agreement, the Liberal Demo-
crat manifesto promised a ‘predominantly elected’ Chamber, chosen
by STV and, when the Government’s White Paper of 1999 was pub-
lished, Robert Maclennan declared himself ‘delighted there is now the
prospect of proposals for proper reform before the next election’.21 As
Blair warmed to an appointed House and Robin Cook lost influence in
the Cabinet, however, doubts were already emerging about the consis-
tency of the White Paper with Liberal Democrat policy. Even Ashdown
had already dismissed the Paper angrily to Blair as ‘clearly inimical to
what we signed up to in Cook-Maclennan’.22 The manifesto phraseol-
ogy was replaced in 2001 by a pledge for a ‘directly elected’ Upper House,
and the Liberal Democrats’ response to the Government’s White Paper
on the Lords in 2002 stated carefully that ‘there should be a transition
period during which appointed members should be replaced by elected
members, with a final decision to be made at the end of the transitional
period on retaining some appointed independent members’. The paper
indicated that these appointed members would not account for more
than 20 per cent of the new House.23

This compromise, however, did not prevent a public division when the
issue came for consideration in February 2003. Though Liberal Democrat
MPs voted overwhelmingly for a wholly – or predominantly – elected
House, a third of Liberal Democrat Peers, including notable former MPs
such as Lords Bill Rodgers and Russell Johnston, voted for a wholly
appointed House, and a quarter voted down the Party’s policy of pre-
dominant election. The 2005 manifesto returned to the formula of a
‘predominantly elected’ second chamber, but the same voting pattern
occurred in Parliament in March 2007, when former Leader Lord Steel
wrote publicly that

the conditions in which Prime Minister Asquith made his com-
mitment have changed in three important respects: the hereditary
principle has all but gone; the primacy of the House of Commons is
universally accepted; and it has now been agreed by all parties that
none should have a majority in the Lords.24



Icarus Turns Back: Liberal Democrat Constitutional Policy 163

Steel voted with a quarter of his Liberal Democrat colleagues against
Party policy and for an appointed Lords. Party Leader in the Lords Tom
McNally replied insistently that ‘a veto on constitutional reform by the
House of Lords is not acceptable. It is now up to the House of Commons
to assert its primacy. The Liberal Democrats’ 100-year-old commitment
to an elected House of Lords remains intact.’25

Following this split in the Lords, official Party policy hardened. It now
favours a wholly elected Senate, smaller than the Lords, and chosen by
STV for non-renewable 12-year terms, in staggered 4-year elections of a
third of the House at a time. However, it is doubtful whether party policy
is fully meaningful when its main objects – the Lords – cannot, even in
the Party itself, be brought to act upon it cohesively. Like Labour, the
Liberal Democrats have found building a new second chamber harder
than breaking the old one and this has produced the most serious and
sustained split over constitutional reform which the Party has endured
in recent years.

Devolution and local government reform

The Liberal Party has favoured decentralisation for well over a century.
In the nineteenth century it demanded Home Rule for Scotland and Ire-
land; in the mid- twentieth century its MPs were enthusiastic supporters
of the Parliament for Wales campaign. The establishment of the Scot-
tish Parliament and the Assemblies in Wales and Northern Ireland, as
well as the creation of the Greater London Assembly and the process for
instituting directly elected Mayors, were developments which the Party
endorsed through the Cook-Maclennan agreement, and supported in the
referendum campaigns of 1997 and 1998. The Party favoured a stronger
Welsh Assembly, but recognised in 1997 that the demand in Wales for
devolution was less intense than in Scotland, and backed the Assembly;
but it seeks primary legislative powers for the Assembly, and its MPs sup-
ported the Government of Wales Act 2006, which set out the procedures
whereby such a change could be endorsed in a new referendum, against a
Conservative amendment at its Second Reading. Welsh Liberal Democrat
Leader Lembit Opik argued that:

Labour deserve some credit for grasping the nettle in 1998 and kick-
starting the devolution process in 1997. The Bill that the Government
presented then was a cautious one; it created the Welsh Assembly, but
it kept the Assembly’s powers firmly in check. In effect, Westminster
still ran a large part of the show. The Government now have a mandate
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to give Wales the deal that it deserves – an Assembly with primary
powers.26

In the same debate, Opik’s colleague, Brecon and Radnor MP Roger
Williams went on to assert that because such a change was manifestly
necessary and popular no referendum was necessary to approve it.

It is in the area of regional devolution that Liberal Democrats have had
tactical differences of opinion. Here again the Party has long-standing
and strong credentials as a supporter of reform, having demanded elected
assemblies to govern the English regions throughout the post-war era,
and made the case for this strongly in Parliament in the 1970s. The most
recent Liberal Democrat policy paper committed the Party to a substan-
tial increase in the powers of local government at all levels, the creation
of consumer boards to govern local services, and ‘the establishment of
directly-elected regional government in those regions that want it, taking
powers and functions from central government’.27

The proposals for regional devolution produced by the Labour Gov-
ernment after 2001, however, met with immediate criticism from Liberal
Democrats. Liberal Democrat MP for St Ives Andrew George criticised the
White Paper for dictating inappropriate regional boundaries and retain-
ing too much power to Westminster and Whitehall, particularly over
expenditure. He pointed to the example of powerful but organically
developed Canadian regional government as a preferable model, and
to demands for Cornish self-determination rather than the larger-scale
units the Government had in mind.

The White Paper is entitled ‘Your Region, Your Choice’, but peo-
ple who want devolution believe that it should be re-entitled ‘The
Government’s Region, The Government’s Choice.’ Throughout the
White Paper,’ George went on, ‘the Government seem not to have
sufficiently constrained their control freak tendency.28

Junior Minister Nick Raynsford’s defence later in the year reflected the
distance and tension which had by this stage developed between Liberal
Democrat and Labour approaches:

As far as Liberal Democrat opposition is concerned, they support
the principles of regional devolution, which we welcome. However,
they will no doubt claim that we should go further and faster. We
look forward to hearing their debates, but I suspect that they will
reveal all too clearly the characteristics of a party that has not held
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national office for 80 years and is strong in ideas but not necessarily in
experience.29

The first attempt to establish a regional assembly was made in the
north-east, where a referendum to endorse the Government’s proposals
was held in November 2004. As arrangements were confirmed in Par-
liament, Matthew Green MP, deputising for Alan Beith, declared for the
Liberal Democrats that ‘we will be fully behind the “Yes” campaign …
There has been long-standing demand for a regional assembly in the
north-east from the … Liberal Democrats.’30 The campaign, accused
by many of being lacklustre, was led by Deputy Prime Minister John
Prescott, and few other members of the Government participated.31 The
proposal was resoundingly rejected in the referendum by four votes to
one in a turnout of nearly 50 per cent. Though most Liberal Democrats
did support a ‘Yes’ vote, they did so with varying levels of enthusiasm
given the limited powers on offer. For some Liberal Democrats, rather
like some Scottish Nationalists at the 1979 devolution referendum, the
scheme on offer was too feeble to be endorsed. Former Liberal Democrat
leader in the Lords Bill Rodgers, who wanted a ‘Yes’ vote, acknowledged
that ‘there was a lot of cross-voting in the region’ and that ‘some Liberal
Democrats … may have voted “No”, despite a firm and longstanding
commitment to regional government’.32 Alan Beith agreed on reflection
that the vote had been lost because ‘what was on offer was a distinctly
underpowered model of devolution’.33 Lord Tony Greaves, a veteran of
decades of service in local government, was one of these, but insisted that
the split in the Liberal Democrats was tactical rather than substantial:

The referendum was a complete botch the whole way through and
the Government got exactly what they deserved. I kept well out of
it. I took the view that it was not my job to interfere with what my
colleagues in the north-east might or might not wish to do. But had
I been an elector in the north-east, I would have voted ‘No’. One of
my reasons for that is that I am a passionate believer in devolution
to the English regions, particularly to those regions in the north of
England. Devolution to the north-east was simply not on offer in the
referendum that took place. I disagree with many of my colleagues on
that but, at heart, I think we agree on what we want to see.34

Once again, the Liberal Democrat leadership’s flexibility in policy had
been greater, and their patience with Labour longer, than that of some
of their followers.
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Civil liberties and judicial reform

Reforms aimed at entrenching protection for civil rights were the sub-
ject of controversy throughout the Blair era, and were the source of the
greatest single achievement, and some of greatest frustration, of Liberal
Democrats.

The Human Rights Act (HRA), passed in 1998, was the fulfilment
of the policy of incorporating the European Convention on Human
Rights (ECHR) into English Law which had featured in Liberal man-
ifestos since the 1970s. The Act was first promulgated in the Lords,
where Liberal Democrat human rights lawyer and erstwhile advisor to
Roy Jenkins Lord Lester was a key figure in crafting the Bill and its pas-
sage through to the Commons. Liberal Democrats not only supported
the introduction of the Human Rights Act, but have remained loyal
to it after ten years in which it has become the object of sustained
attacks from the Conservatives and the right-wing press. After the 2005
London bombings Tony Blair himself warned judges, who had used the
Human Rights Act to demand an end to the indefinite imprisonment
without trial of foreign suspects of terrorism, that ‘the rules of the game
have changed’ and that ‘the independence of the judiciary is a prin-
ciple of our democracy, but I hope that recent events have created a
situation where people understand that it is important that we protect
ourselves’.35

By contrast, Liberal Democrat MPs and Peers led debates in February
and March 2007 to celebrate the successes of the Act,36 and the following
year Chris Huhne responded to demands from the Conservative confer-
ence for the scrapping of the Act by referring to the case of Jean Charles
de Menezes, shot in error by the Metropolitain Police who believed him
to be a terrorist, and saying that

it is easier to call for the Human Rights Act to be scrapped and for
people to take the law into their own hands because it saves the Tories
from having to come up with any real policies to cut crime.37

The Liberal Democrats would like to see the Act strengthened so that
it has jurisdiction over primary as well as secondary legislation, and they
want fuller explanation of the relationship between new legislation and
the ECHR as Bills go through Parliament; ultimately, they would prefer a
constitutional Bill of Rights. For now, however, Lester describes the HRA
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as ‘the next best method of constitutional protection’.38 Simon Hughes
concurred that

I am proud that we have this strong convention. I hope that the Gov-
ernment are resolute and stand firm on this issue, and do not wobble
again … If we build on that and seek a consensus, we could end up
with a document that would be as valuable in the 21st century as the
Magna Carta has been in past centuries.39

The Liberal Democrats have had a much rougher ride with their policy
on Freedom of Information, provision for which was the subject of Bills
presented to the Commons by Clement Freud in the 1970s and Archy
Kirkwood in the 1980s and 1990s. A Freedom of Information Act was one
of the pledges in the 1997 Cook-Maclennan agreement; but it carried
the rider that ‘there would of course be a need for exemptions in areas
like national security, personal privacy and policy advice given by civil
servants to ministers’40 and it was the issue of exemptions which came
to split the Labour Government from the Liberal Democrats, and the
Liberal Democrats from one another.

Preparation of the Bill was initially in the hands of Chancellor of
the Duchy of Lancaster David Clark, who published a White Paper in
December 1997, Your Right to Know,41 which was well received by Liberal
Democrats and the civil liberties lobby. In July of 1998, however, Clark
was dismissed, and his legislation handed from the Cabinet Office to Jack
Straw, the Home Secretary. As with electoral reform, Straw became the
villain of the piece for Liberal Democrats and other reformers, limiting
the terms of the Bill and leaving them with a tactical dilemma. Straw’s
legislation, published in May 1999, abandoned the need for ministers
to show that ‘substantial harm’ would come from publication in favour
of the more achievable test of ‘prejudice’; the security services and civil
service advice to ministers were exempted from the Bill altogether.

As soon as these changes became public knowledge, 23 reform groups,
ranging from the Campaign for Freedom of Information and Charter 88
to Greenpeace, the Consumer Association and the Methodist Church,
launched a campaign against them. Liberal Democrat members of the
Joint Consultative Cabinet Committee came under criticism from col-
leagues and commentators for allowing the Bill past the Committee and
for staying on it at all. In The Guardian, Hugo Young said they were ‘acces-
sory before the fact … What, any longer, is the point of their presence if
they let one of their own signature issues be travestied under their very
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noses, making them complicit?’42 Robert Maclennan replied equivocally
that:

There are significant weaknesses in the draft Bill, but it is a con-
sultation document. We will not know whether a crime has been
committed until the ink is dry on the final Bill. Liberal Democrats
are consultees, like the rest of the population, and we will leave the
government in no doubt of our detailed criticisms.43

Not all Liberal Democrats were impressed: former MP and Liberal Party
Chairman Richard Wainwright, just retired from the Presidency of the
Yorkshire Liberal Democrats, scoffed that

Robert Maclennan dodges, implausibly, Hugo Young’s accusation that
Lib Dems on the Lib/Lab Cabinet Committee failed to resist a deeply
flawed Freedom of Information Bill; nor did he attempt to answer
Hugo Young’s question as to why Lib Dems remain on that commit-
tee … Lib Dem activists, who have to answer for their Party on the
doorstep and in the media, need to hear more from Mr. Maclennan.44

Maclennan became increasingly weary of defending the Bill, and
within a year was acknowledging that

I must admit candidly that I sometimes felt that the entire process was
going backwards. Most of us could have signed up with enthusiasm
to the White Paper introduced by the Hon. Member for South Shields
[David Clark] … whereas in the present Bill … there were real flaws,
and they still deface the Bill.45

Liberal Democrat MPs’ amendments seeking to restore some of the
original rigour of the White Paper were voted down by both major
parties, but in the Lords – where they held the balance of power and
could determine the fate of the Bill – they succeeded in squeezing some
very limited concessions out of Straw. The deal the Liberal Democrat
Peers struck won too little for their colleagues in the Commons, and
Maclennan was forced to acknowledge that there had been ‘a failure of
communication between ourselves and our peers’.46 Hugo Young was
more forthright:

The progressive alliance … is turning into a conspiracy to gut true
reform. From the Government this has been signalled for a long time.
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What is new and shocking is the willingness of the Liberal Democrat
peers to assist in the butchery … It’s a political blunder suggesting they
have crossed a crucial line from the territory of constructive scepticism
into that of compliant, abject governmentalism.47

‘We are reaching the absurd situation’ said the Campaign for Free-
dom of Information, ‘when the Conservatives will be able to claim the
high moral ground on this issue’.48 When the Bill returned to the Com-
mons under a severe guilloutine, The Guardian reported that ‘Mr. Straw’s
biggest critics came from the Liberal Democrats’,49 and, though Maclen-
nan could not vote with the Tories against the Bill, 30 of his colleagues
did. The episode had begun with the promise of achieving a key Liberal
Democrat goal but it had ended in division and failure.

In the later stages of the Blair era, Liberal Democrats took some satis-
faction from their role in the passage of the Constitutional Reform
Bill, which moved Britain some distance towards the structurally inde-
pendent judiciary which Liberal Democrats had always wanted to see
enshrined in a written constitution. Once again, however, they were
forced to support a measure which slipped away from their own preferred
policy.

The Liberal Democrats have always supported a formal and complete
separation of the judiciary from the legislature as a measure to guarantee
the independent exercise of the greater powers which their envisaged Bill
of Rights would grant to the courts. Ideally, the Liberal Democrats would
effect this change as part of the introduction of a written constitution,
Lords reform and ‘a new way of law-making’ which Lester had set out
in an article published shortly before New Labour came to office. Lester
acknowledged that the Constitutional Reform Bill did not achieve this
overall approach, but argued that it contained ‘much-needed reforms’
and should be welcomed. Lord Goodhart explained Liberal Democrats’
endorsement of the measures:

We on these benches … support the setting up of the Judicial
Appointments Commission. We support the ending of the office of
Lord Chancellor and the creation of a Supreme Court. These are all
ideas which we have advocated since long before the Government
underwent their remarkable conversion last June.50

Liberal Democrat Peers, however, began to have misgivings when, fol-
lowing opposition from some judges and the Conservative Peers, the
Bill was sent to Committee in March, jeopardising its passage before
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the coming General Election; and Lord Chancellor Lord Falconer indi-
cated that his office might not be abolished altogether, though most of
its connections with judicial work would be severed. Baroness Shirley
Williams sounded a much graver note than her colleagues had the
previous month:

This is a very serious moment for the House. As Members on the other
side will know, the Liberal Democrats supported what they regarded
as a serious attempt to try to move towards a reformed situation with
regards to the judicial functions of the Lord Chancellor … We will
consider very carefully on these benches any way that we can rescue
the Bill and the essential amendments that should be made to it.51

The most consistent approach of Liberal Democrats in this area has
been the most negative toward the Government, which is on the
question of civil liberties. They opposed legislation strengthening state
powers against terrorism in 2000, 2001 and 2006, as well as resisting
measures to introduce ID cards, the restriction of trial by jury and –
successfully – increasing police detention powers in 2005 and 2008. Here
two powerful forces pulling in diametrically opposed directions made
accommodation between Liberal Democrats and the Government all
but impossible: on the one hand, the strength and distinctiveness of
the liberal commitment to natural and civil rights as the raison d’être of
the state and, on the other, the Blair Government’s determination to
strengthen state powers in response to the threat from international ter-
rorism. ‘Labour doesn’t seem to understand that in fighting crime and
terrorism, the point is to defend Britain’s justice and democracy, not
give it away’, wrote Lord Dholakia in the 2005 Liberal Democrat mani-
festo: ‘We won’t surrender Britain’s liberties.’ Even visceral opponents of
the Party like Simon Jenkins acknowledged the Liberal Democrats’ stand
against the Government: ‘it was left to the Liberal Democrats to confront
the new “9/11 authoritarians”’.52

Even in this area there exists the potential for tactical division between
Liberal Democrats which are exposed when electoral pressures or rela-
tions with other parties are at issue. Dholakia, for instance, expressed
disapproval of the decision to give David Davis a free run as the cham-
pion of civil liberties at the Haltemprice and Howden by-election of 2008,
because these convictions were not ‘part and parcel’ of his views and the
Conservatives were not to be trusted on the vital issues concerned.53 The
appointment of former Liberal Democrat MP Lord Carlile as Independent
Reviewer of legislation on terrorism since autumn 2001 has put him at
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odds with the policy of his own Party on key issues. At least one MP who
joined the Liberal Democrats in the Commons in 2005 has recognised
the tensions between purist civil libertarianism and a ‘common-sense’
approach to policy. ‘In the past the Party had a number of stupid posi-
tions’, said John Hemming, ‘which nobody in their right minds would
take, and that’s stopped.’ Hemming illustrated the point:

For instance, a viewpoint that says a 16-year-old should be allowed to
be paid to be in porn movies. There’s no good reason for that, because
you have people exploited … And similarly, we did have a very odd
position on anti-social behaviour at one stage, which was not really
recognising how serious the problem can be if you’re on the other
side of it.54

None of these differences of emphasis has yet surfaced in a major
split, however, and the primacy of individual rights in Liberal Demo-
crat thinking makes that unlikely. Policy has remained clear, because
it has been unadulterated by compromise with other parties. The 2007
Party conference confirmed this position with a thoroughgoing debate
and resolution on the topic. This strategy has, however, usually put the
Liberal Democrats on the losing side.

Conclusion

Non-partisan observers generally recognise that ‘the Liberal Democrats
have the most detailed policies for constitutional reform’55 and that
‘the Liberal Democrats are the most enthusiastic supporters of reform.
Their list of demands … is impressive, but Liberal Democrats make no
apology for it.’56 Yet the experience of the last decade has raised for
the Liberal Democrats the question of what ‘policy’ effectively means.
The Party has found that all levels of policy – from parliamentary
positions, to pronouncements in the media and even official policy
papers and conference decisions – are eventually affected (some would
say infected) by the process of their implementation. This is nothing
new: the distinction between policy and its implementation was one
the Liberals also discovered during the Lib-Lab Pact, when David Steel
encouraged Archy Kirkwood to think of policies as both ‘principles’ and
‘demands’;57 even the great constitutional reforms of 1911 and 1832
involved compromise and negotiation. The trade-off between theoretical
purity and achieved compromise has caused tactical divisions between
Liberal Democrats in most of the areas examined above, and produces
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a graduated continuum of responses from members: in one Commons
debate on regional devolution, Matthew Green described the Govern-
ment’s proposals as ‘three-quarters of a loaf’ only to be interrupted by
his colleague Ed Davey shouting ‘half a loaf’.58

Liberal Democrat short- and medium-term policy has been determined
partly by the Party’s relationship with either other parties or elements of
other parties. The Liberal Democrat Icarus came to land before long-term
principles were endangered; even the most flexible of compromisers,
Robert Maclennan, wrote in 2004 that the Liberal Democrats on the Joint
Cabinet Committee ‘came to find the position of privileged petitioners
almost as unrewarding as did the different Labour Ministers who had to
attend the sessions’.59 An article by Nick Clegg seemed almost to forget
his Party’s constitutional journey of the previous decade, saying that
‘I am certain that once it begins, and people see that change really is
achievable, the tide will be unstoppable’.60 The Liberal Democrats are
back in ‘outsider’ mode for now, but it is not impossible that the same
trade-offs as before could be on offer from other governments – Labour
or Conservative – in the future, as Gordon Brown’s 2007 constitutional
reform statement showed. The Liberal Democrats have come closer to
getting what they want, and have got more of what they want, in the
last decade than for a hundred years, and they have established a profile
for the issues they still want to pursue. Having turned back, Icarus can
fly again. He may even fly further next time.
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The Liberal Democrats and
the Role of the State
Duncan Brack

The impact of New Labour on Liberal Democrat policy-making and
positioning has been mixed. On the one hand, the centralising and
authoritarian nature of much of New Labour’s legislation has helped
focus attention on long-standing Liberal positions on decentralisation
and civil liberties. On the other, the Government’s substantial injec-
tion of extra funding into public services, notably health and education,
has undermined one of the Liberal Democrats’ key policy messages of
the 1990s – the need for investment in public services – and revived an
internal debate over the role and size of the state that had seemed to be
settled a decade before.

Liberalism and the state

British Liberalism has a distinctly different approach to the role of the
state than does the other main progressive tradition in British politics,
that of the Labour Party. Partly this is because it has much older historical
roots, stretching back to the political and constitutional struggles of the
seventeenth and eighteenth centuries, revolving primarily around issues
of freedom, particularly of thought, conscience and religion.1 Thus,
through to the late nineteenth century, Liberals were mainly concerned
with the removal of constraints and the establishment of freedom from
external restrictions, whether imposed by state, public opinion, religion
or custom. The state was to be kept as small and constrained as possi-
ble, and economic policy meant freedom to trade and the reduction of
taxation to the lowest level practicable.

This set of beliefs, which can best be described as ‘classical liberalism’,
and also often as ‘economic liberalism’,2 still underpins the approach

173



174 British Party Politics and Ideology after New Labour

of many continental European liberal parties. For classical liberals, free-
dom means what Isaiah Berlin called ‘negative freedom’: the absence of
obstacles, barriers or constraints. The state has to be limited in order
to protect individual liberty, the rule of law and the functioning of the
market economy; free markets and free trade are more efficient than any
form of state planning or interventionism, and state welfare must not
undermine incentives to hard work and self-help.

In Britain, however, Liberalism followed a different path. From at least
the 1870s onwards, Liberal local councillors started to use the powers at
their disposal more actively to improve the conditions of life of their citi-
zens, including establishing municipal utilities (gas, water, electricity),
clearing slums and constructing new public buildings. The New Liberals
of the turn of the century broadened this approach, arguing that the sim-
ple removal of constraints on the individual – the central aim of classical
liberals – would not necessarily lead to freedom of choice for all, as not
everyone enjoyed access to the same opportunities. In reality, poverty,
unemployment, ill-health, disability and a lack of education were seri-
ous enough constraints on the ability of people to attain individuality
through personal self-development and self-realisation that state action
was justified to redress them. The New Liberalism justified the role of
the state in undertaking collective action, not just to remove barriers to
individual liberty but to equip individuals and the community to make
the most of their opportunities.

Thus it was that the Liberal Governments of Campbell-Bannerman
and Asquith for the first time used fiscal measures – redistributive taxa-
tion – as a tool to achieve social ends, and laid the foundations of the wel-
fare state that Attlee’s Labour Government was to build on after 1945 (in
turn the design of the post-war welfare state owed much to another Lib-
eral, William Beveridge). This approach, which is generally termed ‘social
liberalism’, was also adopted by some European liberal parties, chiefly
though not exclusively in northern Europe; some countries, includ-
ing Denmark, Lithuania and the Netherlands, now possess two liberal
parties, one classical or economic liberal and one social liberal.

The distinction between classical and social liberals, therefore, revolves
around attitudes to the balance between the free market and state
intervention. Social liberals do not, in general, question the value of
market-based economies, but accept a significant role for state action
in adjusting or supplementing market outcomes, for example, through
generous welfare provision, socialised medical care, state education and
so on. This usually implies a higher level of taxation than classical liber-
als would desire, and also a greater role for the use of redistributive fiscal
policy. In recent years, social liberals have also tended to accept a growing
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role for the state in regulating economic activity to tackle environmental
degradation.

The growth in the size of the state throughout the twentieth cen-
tury, however, led to new problems for supporters of state intervention,
including the increased power of bureaucracies and the infringement on
civil liberties that this could result in, the tendency for elites to capture
elements of state power (leading to market distortions such as subsidies),
the growth of corporatism, a rising burden of taxation and so on. The
case for a return to classical liberal approaches was made most notably
by Friedrich Hayek in The Road to Serfdom (1944) and steadily grew in
influence with the gradual collapse of the post-war Keynesian consensus
in the 1970s. In Britain, however, its main effect was on the Conservative
Party under Margaret Thatcher; the Liberal Party stayed true to its social
liberal inheritance. The association between the revived classical liberal-
ism and other aspects of the Thatcher style – authoritarian, nationalistic
and socially reactionary – helped to keep the Liberal Party firmly in the
social liberal camp. This was reinforced by its Alliance, and then merger,
with the Social Democratic Party in the 1980s (David Owen’s attempts
to move the SDP in a more pro-market direction, through his concept
of the ‘social market economy’, were not, in the main, successful), and
also by the growing influence of local councillors within the Party, com-
fortable with using the power of the state at local level to improve their
constituents’ lives.

Constraining the state: constitutional reform,
decentralisation and non-interference

Although they accept the need for state intervention, social liberals have
also responded to the dangers of the growth in state power highlighted
by Hayek and others. The social liberal answer, though, is not, in general,
to seek the withdrawal of the state from areas of activity, but to make it
more accountable and responsive to its citizens, for instance through
decentralisation of power, the creation of federal systems of government
and electoral reform, and to constrain it through mechanisms such as
written constitutions and bills of rights. All of these elements have played
an important role in Liberal, SDP, and Liberal Democrat policy platforms.
Under the New Labour Government, in particular since 2001, with its
focus on the ‘war on terror’ and obsession with seemingly endless new
criminal legislation, Liberal Democrat proposals for the defence of civil
liberties have come to occupy a much more politically salient position
than hitherto. This is dealt with at greater length in Matt Cole’s chapter,
so is not considered further here.
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Alongside this, the Party’s proposals for localism and decentralisation
of government have also played a crucial role in its approach to con-
straining the central state, and spreading state power to local levels closer
to its citizens. This has had two elements. First, a belief that decentral-
isation of power was by its nature more empowering of individuals;
the more local the level at which decisions are taken the more the
decision-making process is receptive to individuals’ wishes and needs.
Consequently, individuals are more likely to take on the role of active
citizens in both local government and their wider communities; as ratio-
nal actors, they will see that their actions and views can have a significant
influence on matters which concern them.

Second, decentralisation flows from the view that the more centralised
government is the less likely it is to be efficient, a position which
gained in strength throughout the period when New Labour was sig-
nificantly increasing funding for public services, with, however, often
disappointing outcomes.3 As Chris Huhne MP put it in 2007:

There is something with the way we are attempting to deliver pub-
lic services … If you complain locally, the odds are that managers
will blame Whitehall. If you attempt to hold Whitehall to account,
ministers or officials are likely to say that the information is not held
centrally or that local bodies are responsible. The most pervasive feel-
ing in the British public sector is of the enormous difficulty of change
and responsiveness to new circumstances … In my view, the failure
of the British state is essentially a failure of giantism …4

So, in the 1997 election manifesto, the Liberal Democrats called for
home rule for Scotland and Wales, the establishment of elected regional
assemblies in England where there was public demand, the creation of a
strategic authority for London, and strengthened local government, with
greater powers, including more discretion over councils’ own finances.5

By 2001, of course, Labour had devolved power to Scotland and Wales
(an outcome of the Cook-Maclennan agreement reached between Labour
and the Liberal Democrats before the 1997 election) and to London. The
2001 Liberal Democrat manifesto, accordingly, called for greater powers
for the Scottish Parliament and Welsh Assembly, as part of ‘steps towards
the creation of a federal United Kingdom where services are delivered at
the lowest level possible’.6 The other commitments remained essentially
the same as in 1997, with slightly more detail added on regional gov-
ernment in England. What was new was a stress on ‘freedom’, which
was not only reflected in the title of the manifesto (Freedom, Justice,
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Honesty), but also in ‘Setting you free’ text boxes within each mani-
festo section. These included commitments to, for example, reducing the
number of centrally set targets for public services, reducing restrictions
on local government, and ending unnecessary regulation of business – all
of this as a response to the perceived ‘nanny-state’ governmental style
of New Labour. The Party remained hostile, however, to the removal
of public services from local government control; in autumn 1998 the
party conference had heavily defeated a proposal from the leadership
for ‘neighbourhood schools trusts’, a similar idea in some ways to the
Academies later introduced by the Labour Government.

In 2002 the Party published a major policy paper on public services,7

with a focus on ensuring local accountability and stopping Whitehall
interfering with operational decisions. In the NHS, Primary Care Trusts
were to be made accountable to local authorities (thus ensuring also
that health and social services would be more effectively integrated) and
strategic health planning handed over to elected regions.

This former policy was reflected in the Party’s 2005 election manifesto,
which contained similar commitments as before on Scotland, Wales and
local government, though no mention was made of elected regional
assemblies – largely thanks to the resounding defeat, in a referendum,
of the Government’s proposals for an elected assembly in North East
England in November 2004.8 These policies were situated in a mani-
festo section entitled ‘Stop the abuse of power’, which also contained
proposals to curb the power of the Prime Minister and cut back central
government (by reducing the number of departments and ministers) – a
response in particular to the actions taken by the Government leading
up to the invasion of Iraq in 2003. In addition, the manifesto contained
a commitment to abolish the Department of Trade and Industry, as part
of a series of proposals for ‘getting government off the back of business’.9

Thus although the main policy commitments in 2005 remained essen-
tially the same as before (with the exception of the disappearance of
the commitment for regional assemblies), the tone was rather more
sceptical of government activity than it had been in 1997, or even
in 2001.

Policy developments after 2005 took on an important new dimension.
A pair of policy papers in 2007 contained the familiar commitments
to increase the powers of the Scottish Parliament and Welsh Assembly,
establish elected regional government where there was a desire for it, and
strengthen the powers and financing of local government and reduce
central interference.10 Two further papers in 2008, however, contained
new proposals to establish directly elected authorities to manage primary
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health care and the police.11 Both proposals were controversial within
the Party, particularly with many of its local councillors, who argued
that local authorities should become the route of democratic account-
ability in each case. The proposal for directly elected local health boards
(replacing existing Primary Care Trusts) was accordingly amended to
comprise two-thirds directly elected members and one-third local coun-
cillors. Supporters of the case for new directly elected authorities pointed
to the relative unpopularity and poor image of local authorities with the
public; indeed, Liberal Democrat MPs are often elected on the back of
campaigns against the poor services delivered by their local councils, and
the compromise proposal clearly satisfied many Liberal Democrat coun-
cillors at the spring 2008 conference. The proposal for directly elected
police authorities included a similar structure for cases (the majority)
where police forces straddled several local authority areas, with two-
thirds directly elected members and a third nominated by councils; for
the minority of cases where police authorities were coterminous with
local authorities, the council was to be solely responsible. An amendment
to make police authorities directly accountable only to local authorities
in all cases was defeated; once again, although most of the amendment’s
supporters were councillors, many councillors were happy with the orig-
inal proposal, probably not wanting their own authorities to take over
responsibility for the often poisoned chalice of police oversight.

Critics of the proposals for new directly elected authorities questioned
how many more bodies would need to be established to run particular
services, but actually it seems likely that there are no more candidates;
apart from health and policing, there are no obvious remaining public
services that are not already at least partly subject to local control. So
while this represents an important modification of the Liberal Democrat
approach to decentralisation, it is not a wholesale abandonment of the
Party’s proposals to strengthen local councils, and it does not represent
a move away from the overriding commitment to decentralisation and
localism.

It seemed possible at one point, that the question of local control over
education could provide another controversial issue. The 2005 manifesto
was entirely silent on the issue of Academies, but in his first speech as
party leader, in January 2008, Nick Clegg called for the establishment
of ‘Free Schools’, ‘under local government strategic oversight but not
run by the council, and free to innovate’.12 In the end the concept was
not pursued further, as Clegg was unable to convince the Party’s Federal
Policy Committee of its merits in the preparation of the policy paper on
school education debated at the Spring 2009 conference.
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The size of the state: taxing and spending

In other respects, however, the Liberal Democrat approach to the role
of the state may be changing. From the late 1980s, although the eco-
nomic policies of the Liberal Democrats – along with those of the other
political parties – shifted to a more pro-market emphasis, in its support
for an interventionist role for the state, particularly over public services
and environmental issues, and in its taxation policy, it was identifiably a
social liberal party – until a possible, and still contested, change in direc-
tion from 2004 onwards and, more strikingly, from Nick Clegg’s election
as party leader in December 2007.

Against the background of a decade of Conservative government ded-
icated to reducing both taxation and public expenditure, from the early
1990s onwards the Liberal Democrats made the need to invest in pub-
lic services a key part of their platform. They concentrated in particular
on education, accompanying this with a commitment to raise taxes to
pay for it – the famous penny on income tax for education. Initially
viewed by commentators as a risky move, the 1992 election campaign
proved it to be a popular selling point, and the message was given a
much higher profile in 1997, and hammered home repeatedly in a highly
focused campaign. The Party was also critical of much of the Conser-
vative Government’s introduction of market mechanisms into public
services.

The Liberal Democrats also identified a clear role for the state in the
area of environmental policy – chiming with the growing concern over
the environment, and particularly climate change, exemplified by the
1992 ‘Earth Summit’ in Rio, and the gradual understanding that envi-
ronmental degradation was an inevitable consequence of the way in
which Western economies were structured, culminating in the concept
of environmentally sustainable development. The Party responded to
these developments by arguing for a shift in taxation from income and
employment to pollution and resource use, and calling for much stricter
national targets for reducing pollution. It also argued for some environ-
mental constraints on free trade, recognising the impact that trade could
have on magnifying the effects of unsustainable patterns of production
and consumption.

These positions remained largely unchanged for the 2001 election,
though environmental policy became even stronger, with green policy
points picked out in every major policy area in an attempt to demon-
strate the sustainable development-led imperative of integration of
environmental concerns throughout government and the economy.
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By 2005, however, the argument for increasing taxation to pay for pub-
lic investment was becoming rather weaker, as the Labour Government
had injected substantial additional expenditure into public services in
any case – and, as noted above, with less effect than had been anticipated.
The policy of raising the basic rate of income tax was therefore aban-
doned (it was dropped in the Party’s ‘alternative Budget’ of 2003), and
Liberal Democrat taxation policy concentrated instead on being ‘fair’ –
through replacing the Council Tax with a local income tax and raising
the top rate of tax to 50 per cent. The extra revenue this would generate
was allocated primarily to pay for providing elderly and disabled peo-
ple with free personal care and abolishing university tuition and top-up
fees; the Party thus hoped both to appeal to the growing sense of dis-
quiet over Labour’s failure to reverse the significant growth in income
inequality that had taken place under the Conservatives and to provide
electoral rewards for particular groups in the electorate. (In fact, while
the commitments on education funding may well have helped win the
Party a string of university seats in 2005 [though the association between
levels of education and voting Liberal long predates 2005],13 the policy
of providing free personal care appeared to have little impact; the Lib-
eral Democrats actually did worse in the older age groups than in the
younger.)

Social versus economic liberals?

Shortly before the 2005 election, however, a challenge arose to the social
liberal tone of party policy, with the publication of The Orange Book:
Reclaiming Liberalism14 just before the autumn conference in 2004. The
book was heavily trailed before its appearance, The Guardian, for exam-
ple, leading an article with the claim that the ‘Liberal Democrats are set
to be shaken by a controversial call for the Party’s young Turks to adopt
new “tough liberal” policies which are pro-market and more Eurosceptic
and place new responsibilities on persistent offenders.’15 Similar stories
appeared elsewhere.

The opening chapter of the book, written by one of its two editors, the
former party policy director David Laws MP, analysed Liberalism along
four axes: personal, political, economic and social. Laws argued that the
Party had too often veered towards ‘a well-meaning “nanny-state liber-
alism”, in which respect for personal rights and freedoms has at times
been compromised by the pursuit of other, no doubt well-intentioned,
objectives’;16 he cited the taxation of road travel and aviation as exam-
ples, together with policies on animal welfare that ignored personal
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liberalism. Similarly, he criticised the Party’s European commitment as
sometimes overriding its belief in decentralisation and complained that
‘in the decades up to the 1980s, the Liberal belief in economic Liberalism
was progressively eroded by forms of soggy socialism and corporatism,
which have too often been falsely perceived as a necessary corollary of
social liberalism’.17 While being careful not to reject the social liberal
agenda explicitly, Laws called for the Party to draw on its economic lib-
eral heritage to address public service delivery, introducing more choice,
competition and consumer power. He drew attention to the problems of
inequality of opportunity, particularly as caused by child poverty, though
he failed to set out any proposals to deal with them, and did not discuss
issues of redistribution.

Despite The Orange Book’s pre-release spin and the tone of some its
chapters, in fact its contents were almost entirely existing party policy.
Almost the only new proposal was Laws’s call for a social insurance
basis for health care, an idea which had been explicitly rejected by the
Party’s policy working group on public services in 2002. Issuing a call for
such a major revision of policy, accompanied by the broad criticism of
the Party’s approach as ‘nanny-state Liberalism’, could well have been
acceptable two or three years before an election, or immediately after
one – but to do so just before a campaign (everyone expected the autumn
2004 conference to be the last before the election) struck many Liberal
Democrats as unnecessarily divisive and likely only to give ammuni-
tion to the Party’s opponents (as it did, with Labour canvassers in the
Hartlepool by-election the week after the conference claiming that the
Liberal Democrats wished to privatise the NHS). Laws was subject to
bitter criticism within the parliamentary party, the book’s conference
launch meeting was cancelled and several speakers in conference debates
took the opportunity to denounce The Orange Book, its authors and its
contents.

Nevertheless, the publication of the book triggered a wide-ranging
debate over the future direction of party policy, particularly after the elec-
tion in the following year. Although the 2005 election result had been
good, many in the Party felt that it ought to have been even better, given
the Party’s high profile over opposition to the Iraq War and the failure
of the Conservative Party to stage a significant revival; the period after
the election saw several displays of unhappiness with Charles Kennedy’s
lacklustre leadership. Journalists enjoyed identifying divisions between
economic liberals and social liberals that did not exist to the extent they
claimed, but there was no clear leadership on offer to damp down differ-
ences of opinion and take the party in any particular direction. In fact
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the supposed divisions became a short-hand for all sorts of other dis-
agreements within the Party, including the normal tensions that always
exist between the parliamentary leadership and the grass-roots activists.
‘Economic liberals’ became equated with parliamentary ‘modernisers’,
eager to short-circuit the Party’s internal democratic structures and put
more power into the hands of the MPs, while ‘social liberals’ were por-
trayed as the grass-roots activists unwilling to compromise the purity of
their beliefs in the pursuit of power, happier to stay in opposition as a
party of protest.

Most of this was exaggerated, but it had a core of truth. Certainly
the bulk of the parliamentary party – who, through their constituency
surgeries, routinely saw those whom the state had failed – tended to be
more sceptical of the use of state power than the bulk of the grass-roots
activists, a high proportion of whom were councillors engaged in run-
ning local authorities, comfortable with using state power at local level to
improve their constituents’ lives. The 2005 party conference saw a couple
of clashes over policy issues (including one over the part-privatisation of
the Royal Mail) that could be seen in these terms.

Party policy development after 2005 gave a slightly confused picture.
In debates on two papers on tax policy, in 2006 and 2007,18 the com-
mitment to a 50 per cent top tax rate was dropped, on the grounds that
it appeared to be too much of an attack on aspiration. The new policy,
however, which abolished most exemptions and reliefs for top-rate tax-
payers and reduced the basic rate of income tax sharply, paid for by much
higher environmental taxes, was in fact more redistributive than the pre-
vious one – though it did not look like it very obviously; the scrapping of
the higher top tax rate made it seem as though the Party was abandoning
its position of the previous two decades and becoming a low-tax party.
At the same time, a major policy review exercise conducted in 2005–0619

concluded that tackling the extent of inequality in British society should
be one of the top two priorities for further party policy development.
This led in turn to the 2007 proposal for a ‘pupil premium’, provid-
ing extra resources for schools taking in children from disadvantaged
backgrounds. The other top priority identified in the policy review was
climate change, and in 2007 the Party also reaffirmed its environmental
credentials, endorsing an ambitious programme for a zero-carbon Britain
by 2050 and opposing the new generation of nuclear stations supported
by the other two parties.20

The publication of The Orange Book also led, three years later, to the
appearance of an explicitly social liberal alternative. Reinventing the State:
Social Liberalism for the 21st Century21 was put together by two former



The Liberal Democrats and the Role of the State 183

party policy directors (including this author) and one MP; it contained
contributions from a series of Liberal Democrat MPs, peers and activists,
including several who had written for The Orange Book. It set out to make
the case not only for state action in a series of areas but also for the
need for a different kind of state, not the centralised and insensitive
bureaucracies created by governments of both the other parties: ‘it is
about reinventing the British state so that it delivers social justice and
environmental sustainability through a decentralised and participatory
democracy’.22

The book dealt with the social liberal–economic liberal division by
arguing that Liberalism in Britain had been of the social variety since the
late nineteenth century. Like their classical liberal forebears, social liber-
als (perhaps better described as ‘social justice liberals’)23 believed in the
core value of freedom. They held that the state should as far as possible
leave people alone to make their own decisions on how to live their lives,
but they believed in addition that freedom was not attainable without a
fair distribution of wealth and power. This in turn led to support for redis-
tributive taxation as a way of fairly distributing wealth, and for democ-
racy as a way of fairly distributing power. Economic liberalism was not a
distinctive and opposed strand of liberalism but simply ‘a preference for
market mechanisms not in opposition to redistribution but as a method
to be used in the detailed design of mechanisms for it’,24 and those
party members who journalists liked to identify as economic rather than
social liberals were in reality both. The question of whether a particular
public service could best be delivered by the market or the state had
no general answer but depended on circumstances. Differences between
Liberals over the details of policy were more appropriately viewed as a
continuous spectrum between ‘maximalist’ and ‘minimalist’ social lib-
erals, who differed primarily over the extent of the redistribution they
believed necessary to achieve the conditions for political freedom.

Other chapters set out the case for state action to reduce income and
wealth inequality (arguing that the degree of inequality was itself dam-
aging to social outcomes such as standards of health, crime levels and
social cohesion) and to tackle climate change; the argument was also
made that nation-states were not as supine in the face of globalisation as
their governments sometimes claimed. A major theme of the book was
localism, and a series of chapters explored how decision-making and
public service provision could be decentralised.

The launch of Reinventing the State caused far less controversy than had
that of The Orange Book, partly because its editors, aware of the unfortu-
nate precedent, went out of their way to avoid presenting it as a challenge
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to the party leadership; and also, as with The Orange Book, its differences
from existing policy were more a matter of tone and direction than spe-
cific details. Nevertheless, the way in which policies are communicated,
and the emphasis given to particular aspects, is usually more important
than precise policy details, and election manifestos based on the two
books would look significantly different from one another.

New leader, new direction?

Like most Liberal leadership elections, that of late 2007 was not fought on
particularly ideological grounds. Both candidates, Nick Clegg and Chris
Huhne, had contributed chapters to both The Orange Book and Reinventing
the State, though Huhne’s policy platform and supporters were rather
more in sympathy with the latter than the former. After the election, the
victor, Nick Clegg, argued in several speeches that he was both a social
and an economic liberal. As he said in his first major speech as party
leader, in January 2008: ‘marrying our proud traditions of economic and
social liberalism, refusing to accept that one comes at the cost of the
other. On that point, if not all others, the controversial Orange Book in
2004 was surely right.’25

The argument took on a new form, however, with the publication
of the Party’s ‘vision and values’ paper, Make it Happen,26 in July 2008.
The paper contained a cautiously worded commitment hinting at reduc-
ing the overall size of public expenditure as a result of dropping Labour
spending commitments the party opposed: ‘if there’s money to spare,
we won’t simply spend it. We’re looking for ways to cut Britain’s over-
all tax burden, so ordinary families have more of their money to help
themselves.’27 This proposal was highlighted much more strongly by
Clegg himself at the launch of the paper and in a series of media inter-
views before the autumn conference at which it was due to be debated,
though he was never very clear about the likely size of the cuts. The
position became confused by the fact that the amount of money ear-
marked for reducing the basic rate of income tax in the tax package
agreed in 2006 (paid for by removing reliefs and by new green taxes)
was the same (£20 billion) as the sum earmarked for reductions in gov-
ernment spending programmes in Make it Happen. When Clegg and his
supporters talked about tax cuts for the lowest paid, it was often not clear
which commitment they were referring to.

In the debate on the paper at the autumn 2008 conference, critics of
this approach highlighted the lack of clarity in the proposals, which they
feared would lead to the party being attacked as possibly contemplating
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cuts in key public services – and indeed, the weeks following the confer-
ence saw a series of Labour MPs, including the Prime Minister, portray the
Liberal Democrats as seeking a total £20 billion worth of spending cuts.28

They also argued for the need for continued public spending to improve
health and education and to tackle climate change. They failed to con-
vince the Liberal Democrat conference, however, and their amendment
was defeated by a margin of more than two to one: a combination of a
desire to reduce the burden of taxation against a background of sharply
rising food and fuel prices, confusion between the 2006 tax package and
the new (though unspecified) cuts and a wish not to defeat the Party’s
new leader at his first autumn conference proved a powerful argument.

Does the Make it Happen commitment to reducing overall levels of
taxation and public expenditure represent a major change in the direc-
tion of party policy and a possible shift from a social liberal to an
economic liberal direction? Some of the media commentators thought
it did: the Independent on Sunday believed that ‘after some years of posi-
tioning themselves to the left of Tony Blair’s Labour, this looks like an
attempt to be to the right of David Cameron’s Conservatives’,29 while
The Times claimed to detect in it the triumph of liberalism over social
democracy: ‘between the liberals and those whom Keynes derided as the
“watery Labour men” there can be no permanent reconciliation. Though
the organisational merger was clean, a philosophical merger has proved
impossible.’30

This was not, however, the predominant tone either of the debate,
where supporters of the paper repeatedly stressed that the new commit-
ment did not represent a shift to the right, or of the bulk of the media
comment, which simply regarded the tax-cutting proposals as a sensi-
ble adjustment to the prevailing political climate (The Independent, for
example, saw the proposal as adjusting ‘the Party to the new, more con-
servative times’).31 The rest of the policy proposals debated at conference
did not represent a determined effort to move the Party in an economic
liberal direction, with a transport paper, for example, containing a highly
interventionist programme of investment in public transport, includ-
ing a new high-speed rail network, funded by new road user charges
and the taxation of aviation.32 Criticism of state spending was gener-
ally couched in practical rather than fundamental terms, concentrating
on the need for decentralisation and greater efficiency rather than any
desire to shrink the size of the state as a matter of principle. The Party’s
Treasury spokesman, Vince Cable MP, for example, argued that ‘we have
a public sector which is, all too often, bloated, over-centralised, incom-
petent and unaccountable’ (rather confusingly, he also implied that high
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levels of taxation and spending in countries such as Sweden or Denmark
were acceptable since those countries had more decentralised systems of
government than the UK – apparently forgetting Liberal Democrat pro-
posals for exactly such decentralisation).33 And of course, as supporters
of the leadership claimed, there was nothing sacrosanct about the level
of public expenditure reached by Labour at any given time, and the cuts
contemplated in Make It Happen were tiny in comparison with the total
size of the public sector.

In any case, the argument for reducing overall public expenditure
largely evaporated in the months following the 2008 conference, with
the Government’s huge expansion of public spending in response to the
banking crisis and the recession. Given sharply rising unemployment
and higher welfare spending, and in the light of general public approval
for the stronger state action taken by Gordon Brown’s Government, it
seems unlikely that the Liberal Democrats can now credibly – or popu-
larly – argue for shrinking the size of the public sector in the short term –
and, indeed, party spokespeople tended to downplay this aspect of party
policy in their response to government proposals, focusing instead on
the need to make the tax system fairer, along the lines of the tax policy
agreed in 2006.

Conclusion

Are the Liberal Democrats, then, social or economic liberals – and does it
matter anyway? In reality, the party’s policy agenda remains essentially
a social liberal one: an interventionist, though decentralised, state using
redistributive taxation, public expenditure and regulation to create the
conditions in which individuals and communities can fully exercise their
liberty. This is an approach that the New Liberals of a hundred years ago
would have recognised, and is quite different from a strict classical liberal
approach.

Nevertheless, there are a number of reasons to think that in the next
few years attempts will be made to change this image. The starting point
is the limited impact of some of New Labour’s spending programmes.
Despite advances, there are also areas where people believe that services
are inadequate or, whether justified or not, have even got worse since
1997. Although it is clear that public services, particularly education and
health, have improved in response to the substantial increase in funding
they have received, the results are not in proportion to the money spent,
and the accompanying bureaucracy, targets and controls imposed by
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central government have helped to weaken the case for further increases
in public expenditure.

Second, although it does not seem as though Nick Clegg has any
detailed plan to move the Party in an economic liberal direction, his
instincts appear to be rather more inclined in that direction than any of
his predecessors; thus the tax proposals in Make it Happen were an indi-
cation of a rough direction of travel rather than part of a detailed and
worked-out set of proposals. Reinforced by the economic liberal tenden-
cies of the majority of the Liberal Democrat shadow cabinet (in contrast
to the wider parliamentary party and the party membership as a whole),
and also by a broad loyalty to the leadership and a dislike of factionalism
(particularly after two leadership elections in the space of less than two
years), the Liberal Democrats may simply continue to drift gradually in a
more economic liberal direction. This should not be exaggerated; it seems
very unlikely, for example, that the redistributive nature of the party’s
tax policies will change or that the Party will abandon its environmental
policies, but there may well be continued attempts to introduce policies
to reduce the overall size of the state, to withdraw state control from
some areas, to extend the use of market mechanisms in public service
delivery and to oppose stronger measures to reduce inequality in British
society (e.g. by raising taxation on the rich).

The third factor making this shift in direction more likely is the Party’s
lack of a clear image. To a large extent this is a problem suffered by all
third parties, but the Liberal Democrats themselves must share some of
the blame for it. With a general election vote under New Labour ranging
between 16 and 22 per cent, the Party has won seats in increasing num-
bers largely by running very effective local campaigns. In effect, general
elections have been fought as a series of by-elections within a small num-
ber of winnable seats, ruthlessly targeting resources on good prospects
and presenting candidates primarily as strong advocates for the local
community. A clear national image is not necessary to this approach
(though, in 2005, the Party’s opposition to the war in Iraq undoubt-
edly helped) and in some cases it can be viewed as actively unhelpful;
local campaigners sometimes downplay national policy commitments
which appear to be unpopular in their area. Thus the Party has no strong
or distinctive public image on economic policy and has not really tried
very hard to develop one; rather, it has tended to drift with the mood
of the times, calling for greater public investment under a Tory govern-
ment and downplaying this under a Labour one. Clear and distinctive
messages like the penny on income tax for education, in the 1990s, have
been the exception rather than the rule.
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To an extent this lack of a clear message on economic policy has been
consistent with the Party’s basic philosophy, which, as noted above, is
based on a set of beliefs about the distribution of power and opportunity
in society rather than on any fixed views about the role and size of the
state. In particular, economic policy is only important as a means to
an end, because it affects the distribution of power in society and can
thereby enlarge, or diminish, the life chances of individuals. There is no
real hard-and-fast distinction between the so-called social and economic
liberals – or, more accurately, in David Howarth’s phrase, between maxi-
malist and minimalist social liberals34 – within the Liberal Democrats;
rather, there is a spectrum of views and positions, depending strongly on
the economic and social circumstances of the time. Other aspects of the
Liberal approach – commitments to individual rights and civil liberties,
for example, or to internationalism and European integration – have
generally been more important, and have united social and economic
liberals more than economic policies have divided them.

Nevertheless, the differences of approach within the Party have been
thrown into relief by New Labour’s approach to government, the poor
cost-effectiveness of some of its recent investments in public services
and its attachment to centralised control. These have all made the job
of the social liberals within the Party more difficult in arguing for an
active state and a clearer commitment to social justice. It does not seem
likely that these differences of opinion will lead to any fundamental
divisions, however, or the kind of bitter infighting that characterised
Labour in the 1980s or the Conservatives in the 1990s. Whether this
rather flexible approach to the role of the state, however, will enable the
Liberal Democrats to develop and promote a coherent, distinctive and
popular policy platform for the election expected in 2010, and beyond,
remains to be seen.
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Response to Cole and Brack
Alan Beith

The annual conference of the Liberal Party, as Duncan Brack will remem-
ber, used to be referred to officially not as the Federal Conference but
as a ‘Joint Assembly’. Only constitutional enthusiasts and some of the
Scots ever remember that this was because of the autonomous status of
the Scottish and Welsh Liberal parties. When some people write about
‘social Liberals’, ‘economic Liberals’ and/or ‘classical Liberals’ they make
it sound as if the Liberal Democrats are a ‘joint’ party in which these
different traditions sit in uneasy coalition on opposite sides of the con-
ference hall. Indeed, it is notable that this presumed division attracts
slightly more attention than any division between former Liberals and
former Social Democrats, with which it is by no means co-terminous.
Duncan Brack spends some time seeking to prise apart the classical and
social Liberal traditions within the Party, only to discover that they are
inseparable. If classical liberalism cannot find a way of freeing people
from the obstacles to liberty which arise from poverty, ill-health or lack
of education, it ceases to be liberal; if ‘social’ liberalism loses sight of
the corrupting and enfeebling dangers of state and centralised power, it
ceases to be liberal. Freedom is the lifeblood of liberalism.

There is a tension which is created by having a need to use the power of
the state in order to protect and enhance freedom, and the need to pre-
vent that accretion of power from damaging freedom. It is dealt with in
Liberal Democrat terms by insisting that power over the individual is not
taken by the state unless it is for the purposes of protecting or enhanc-
ing freedom and maintaining a society in which freedom can flourish. If
such power has to be taken it must be subjected to effective mechanisms
of democratic accountability and transparency within a clear framework
of law and justiciable civil rights; and it should be exercised at as local a
level as is consistent with carrying out the purposes for which it is taken.

189
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The very possession of such a framework of belief is a uniting force
within the Party, and it is the answer to those who would seek, like
old-fashioned botanists, to classify us as ‘social’, ‘economic’ or ‘clas-
sical’. This ideology distinguishes us very clearly from parties which
accept some of the policies which arise from Liberalism but do not have
this basic framework of belief, and do not test policies by the stan-
dards it sets. Mrs Thatcher is often referred to as an economic liberal
because she believed in free markets, but she was emphatically not a lib-
eral because she enthusiastically enhanced the centralised nature of the
powerful state and because she was an economic and political national-
ist. There are people on the left of the Labour Party who make common
cause with Liberal Democrats on some civil liberties issues but whose
faith in the value of state economic power and trade union corporatism
is never tested by liberal principles.

Duncan Brack makes the point that Liberal Democrat election cam-
paigning emphasises community issues and that this does not present a
clear picture of the Party’s philosophy and beliefs in areas such as eco-
nomic policy. That is partly true, but perhaps the section was written
before Vince Cable came to be recognised nationally as by far the best
analyst of the country’s economic problems in any party. Duncan’s criti-
cism that the Party called for greater public investment under a Tory
government and not under Labour is incorrect in relation to education
spending; to the extent that it is true it is hardly surprising, since the
Tories failed to recognise some of the most pressing needs and Labour
has spent vast sums ineffectively, as he goes on to point out.

Duncan Brack’s conclusion is no different from mine. He experiments
with separating the components of liberalism, but in the end he recog-
nises that the philosophical glue is too strong for them to be pulled apart.

Matt Cole’s chapter is about the constitutional issues which are such
a defining characteristic of Liberalism and the Liberal Democrats. He
presents an image of the wings of Icarus, in danger of melting as he gets
too close to the sunlight of power. The wings melt if the Party loses its
philosophical commitment when in or close to power, and fails to apply
liberal tests to policy and action. The analogy is inventive but, in the
end, unproductive.

Loss of commitment was not a feature of the Cook-MacLennan coop-
eration on constitutional change. The success of that process, until it hit
the buffers on electoral reform for Westminster, depended on Ashdown-
Blair cooperation. I fundamentally disagreed with Paddy Ashdown over
the whole idea of close alignment or even merger with New Labour. I did
not believe that a Lib-Lab coalition was sensible or sustainable when
the Government had a large majority and we could not threaten it with
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defeat. But I was entirely happy to use the Blair-Ashdown relationship
to deliver real constitutional reform.

The reforming record achieved by the cooperation is better than Matt
Cole claims, with proportional elections for the Scottish and Welsh par-
liaments, and the Freedom of Information Act and the Human Rights
Act. For the European elections, it was absolutely vital that we secured
a proportional system. To allow first-past-the-post to continue because
we did not have the votes to force Labour to accept open lists would
have been absurd. First-past-the-post is a closed list of one which dis-
torts the wishes of the electorate on a massive scale, but without the
reform we would still be stuck with it.

Freedom of Information, which Matt Cole strangely thinks was a fail-
ure, has in fact been very successful at many levels, with the flaws in the
legislation far outweighed by the extent to which it has enabled indi-
vidual citizens, organisations and the media to dig out information. It is
becoming embedded in our political system.

Another puzzling conclusion is that subjecting the Bill setting up the
Supreme Court to more detailed scrutiny – a course strongly recom-
mended by the Committee I chair – imperilled its passage. The Act is
now on the statute book, and it would have been seriously flawed if it
had not been significantly amended.

Matt Cole says that I agreed ‘on reflection’ that the vote for a North-
East Assembly had been lost because it was such a weak proposal. That
was actually my view, publicly stated, from the beginning of the referen-
dum campaign: but I believed that an Assembly, once set up, would gain
more power, as has happened in Wales. I am not convinced that the vote
would have been won even with a stronger assembly, because there was
so much mistrust of New Labour by the time of the referendum, but it
was impossible to sell what could too easily be derided as a talking shop.

Lords reform remains the challenge, not least because in all parties,
even ours, there are some peers who become seduced by the advantages
and convenience of an appointed house, an argument which is too easily
disguised as ‘maintaining the primacy of the elected Commons’. It is an
absurdity that, while MPs vote for reform, the unelected House claims to
be looking after the legitimacy of the lower house by blocking change.
Reform will depend on a substantial Liberal Democrat effort in the next
parliament.

When you add to what was achieved from the Cook-MacLennan agree-
ment the leadership shown by Liberal Democrats in the battle against
New Labour on civil liberties, it adds up to a pretty good record. It is one
of the most important defining characteristics of the Party.
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Reforming Public Services:
The Views of the Main Parties
Rajiv Prabhakar

The NHS of the future will be more than a universal service – it will be
a personal service too. It will not be the NHS of the passive patient –
the NHS of the future will be one of patient power, patients engaged
and taking greater control over their own health and healthcare too.
(Gordon Brown, Speech on the NHS, 7 January 2008)1

[The] design of our public services is out of date. They too often reduce
the individual user to the status of a unit, and they disempower the
professionals whose vocation is all that makes public services work.
(David Cameron, Speech on the Conservative approach to improving
public services, 26 January 2007)2

Give real power and responsibility to people who use public services
and people who work in them. And change those services so they’re
human in scale and personal in nature – bringing an end to the faceless
bureaucracies that alienate and confuse us all. (Nick Clegg, Speech at
the Liberal Democrat’s Manifesto Conference, 12 January 2008)3

This chapter examines the ideas of the main political parties in Britain
towards the reform of public services. I suggest that a growing empha-
sis among Labour, Conservatives and Liberal Democrats is to organise
public services more closely on the needs and wants of users. This is
supposed to mark a shift from a model of public services dominated by
the interests of producers to one shaped more by the interests of users.
This informs initiatives such as ‘personalisation’ and choice. This focus
on users has consequences for how public services are delivered, with
interest in encouraging a diverse range of providers of public services.
I chart some of the main reasons for this change and outline some of
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the differences that are emerging between the parties on this broad ter-
rain. I consider some of the dilemmas that a focus on users is likely to
provoke.

The reform of public services is high on the political agenda. Andrew
Rawnsley writes that the

enduring question of British politics is about our public services. How
do we make them responsive to those who use them and accountable
to those who pay for them? … Those questions will intensify as we
approach the next election. The outcome of that election may well
depend on who offers the most plausible answers.4

Labour has made significant investments in areas such as health and
education since coming to office in 1997. For example, between 1997 and
2006, public spending on health increased from 5.4 per cent to around
7.3 per cent of Gross Domestic Product (GDP). In 2007/08, spending
on the NHS will be approximately £92 billion as compared with £33
billion in 1996/97. Between 1997 and 2006, government spending on
education rose from 4.5 per cent of GDP to roughly 5.5 per cent of GDP.5

Shadow Conservative Chancellor George Osborne has pledged that an
incoming Conservative administration would abide by some of Labour’s
key spending commitments, for example, honouring the spending plans
for education.6 This mirrors the promises that Tony Blair and Gordon
Brown made to stick to the Conservative’s spending plans just before the
1997 general election.

Although issues of funding are still important, much of the current
debate is about the way that public services are delivered. In remarks to a
Liaison Committee in Parliament on 13 December 2007, Prime Minister
Gordon Brown called for a widening and deepening of the reform of pub-
lic services. He stated that the ‘next stage is to combine the diversity of
supply with greater attention to diversity in demand. In other words, ser-
vices that meet the personal needs of the individual citizen.’7 Opposition
politicians have also called for reform of the public services. One promi-
nent criticism of Labour is that the money invested in public services has
not been well spent. Just before he was elected Conservative party leader
David Cameron commented that the Labour Government has failed to
‘deliver genuine public service reform. That’s why all the extra billions
spent by Labour have not produced what we want: more police on the
beat, rigour in education, and shorter hospital waiting times.’8 Conse-
quently, both government and opposition are concentrating efforts on
reforming the delivery of public services.



Reforming Public Services 197

I look at the main ideas informing proposals for reform. Of course,
there may be a significant gap between rhetoric and reality. Policy is
typically shaped by a series of factors, not simply ideas. Electoral calcu-
lations, unexpected events and deals struck with vested interests often
influence the shape of policy. Therefore, ideas and intentions may offer
an imperfect and misleading guide to eventual policy and policy posi-
tions. None of this means that ideas are unimportant. Ideas often provide
a framework for guiding the development of policy and are useful for
trying to identify differences between political parties. However, these
qualifications also caution against overstating the significance of ideas.

Also, when studying ideas, some degree of simplification is inevitable.
Differences of opinion exist within as well as between parties. For exam-
ple, attitudes vary among Labour MPs on the desirability of extending
choice within the National Health Service. Variations are also likely to
occur within the same party now that devolution has been granted to
Scotland and Wales. Politicians in different parts of Britain may pursue
increasingly varying paths. However, when summarising the views of the
main parties towards public service reform, some simplification of the
range of opinion within parties is unavoidable. The discussion also sim-
plifies differences among the public services. Health, education, social
care, transport, pensions and the police all have specific challenges and
features. It is unlikely that exactly the same policies will be appropriate
in all the areas of the public services. For example, user choice probably
has less meaning with the police than education. However, a simplifica-
tion of these differences is unavoidable when discussing public services
in general.

This chapter is organised as follows. First, I set out the main drivers of
the reform of public services today. These include rising public expecta-
tions, rising costs and the impact of New Right, especially public choice,
criticisms of the welfare state. Second, I examine how these challenges
are feeding into strategies for reform among the main political parties.
The combined effect of these challenges is leading politicians to place
more weight on organising public services around the needs and wants
of users. Third, I look at some of the consequences of this stance, exam-
ining how this is fuelling calls for the personalisation of services as well
as a need to encourage a diverse range of providers. Fourth, I highlight
some of the differences that emerge within this broad territory, looking
at the different stances adopted towards the freedoms of public servants
and how far choice should be extended. Fifth, some of the key problems
that a focus on users is likely to provoke are considered, including con-
flicts between users and producers as well as the possible impact upon



198 British Party Politics and Ideology after New Labour

equality. A conclusion briefly summarises the ground covered in this
chapter.

Challenges facing public services

Rising public expectations

There is common agreement among politicians about some of the key
challenges facing public services today. It is not possible in the space
provided to examine all the relevant issues, such as the impact on pub-
lic services of immigration. I focus instead on the main themes that
occur within party material. The first key challenge concerns rising pub-
lic expectations of public services.9 For example, in a speech on the NHS
given on 7 January 2008, Gordon Brown argued that ‘rising aspirations
and expectations challenge the traditional way of delivering NHS care’.10

Similarly, Conservative Party leader David Cameron refers to the ‘rising
expectations in the NHS and schools’.11 Liberal Democrat leader Nick
Clegg contends that the spread of knowledge throughout society has
raised ‘people’s expectations of their public services’.12

The basic idea is that members of the public expect more of the pub-
lic services they experience. The rise of consumer society is often cited
as a key motor behind the rising tide of public expectations.13 Widen-
ing global markets and technological change have increased the range of
goods and services available to individuals in the private sector. Although
the precise origins of the rise of consumerism is open to debate, for exam-
ple, it is arguable how far ‘Thatcherism’ during the 1980s instigated
change rather than furthering developments that were already occur-
ring, there is a broad acceptance among politicians of the significance of
consumer society today.

There is a belief that the public will increasingly compare the services
that they receive in the private sector and expect similar standards from
the public services. This means that people will demand that public ser-
vices are tailored increasingly to their own wants and needs. A document
produced by the Prime Minister’s Strategy Unit charting the progress
made in delivering public services records that ‘people who are accus-
tomed to high standards in commercial markets want the same from
those services that they have even greater reason to value – healthcare,
education and other public services’.14 A concern among politicians is
that if public services fail to satisfy these expectations, then this might
undermine public support for the taxes that are used to pay for these
services. Failure to deliver effective reform could then undermine the
sustainability of tax-funded public services.
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Rising costs

A second challenge concerns the rising costs of providing public ser-
vices. Demographic change and technological development, especially
in health, are often identified as key reasons for this.15 A Liberal Demo-
crat health policy paper prepared for their 2008 Spring Conference notes
that the NHS has to be ‘capable of adapting to new challenges presented
by medical science and increasing life expectancy, as well as the rising
aspirations of patients’.16 An ageing of the population is expected to give
rise to a wider set of welfare needs and demands. For example, the recent
review conducted by the Prime Minister’s Strategy Unit states that the
proportion of the population over 60 years old will rise from 21 per cent
in 2006 to 29 per cent in 2050. The review estimates that, over roughly
the same period, the cost of providing pensions, healthcare and long-
term care will increase from around 14.6 per cent of GDP to 19.3 per cent
of GDP.17

Technological change is also raising costs. Although technological
development usually reduces the costs of providing a good or service,
this does not often hold in areas such as health. Technological change
allows doctors to pursue more sophisticated, but often more costly, pro-
cedures. For example, Magnetic Resonance Imaging (MRI) scanners help
with the diagnosis of illness but this equipment is expensive.

Public choice critique

A third factor shaping political debate is the impact of ‘public choice’
arguments. Although this features less explicitly within party documents
than either rising expectations or rising costs, it appears important for
shaping party attitudes towards the different interests of users and pro-
ducers. Public choice theory rose to prominence during the 1970s as
part of a broader ‘New Right’ critique of the welfare state.18 Tradition-
ally, those working in public services were thought to be motivated by
an ethic of service. Public servants were assumed to be ‘knights’ who
acted in a benign, impartial and responsible manner towards the users
of public services.19 Public choice theorists such as James Buchanan and
Gordon Tullock used a different model of human motivation.20 They
applied the methods of orthodox economics to the study of social policy
and suggested that public servants – like everyone else – were motivated
by rational self-interest rather than a service ethic. This casts doubt on
a ‘trust’ model of public services. Julian Le Grand notes that a trust
model suggests that the best way to deliver public services is to trust
the professionals who provide those services. They possess the exper-
tise and benign motives to deliver good public services. Questioning the



200 British Party Politics and Ideology after New Labour

motives of public services questions this approach. Placing professionals
in charge means simply that public services are driven by the interests
of producers.21

Although a literature has arisen that challenges the assumptions of
public choice theory, this theory nevertheless appears to influence wider
debates.22 One sign of this is the attention now paid within policy
discussions to separating out the interests of users and producers and
recognising that these interests may conflict. Also, the emphasis on
attending to incentives springs from an assumption about the impor-
tance of self-interest within public services. Policy discussion often
implies that public services were dominated historically by the inter-
ests of producers, whereas there is a need now for a different approach
that places the interests of users at its heart. David Cameron states that,
‘Now, you often hear that public services suffer “producer capture” – that
they work according to the convenience of the producers, not the users
they actually exist for. And in a sense … that’s true.’23 A policy review
conducted by the Prime Minister’s Strategy Unit calls for a ‘new concept
of modern public services: one built around the user of the service’.24

Users at the heart of reform

The above challenges are fuelling political interest in organising pub-
lic services around the needs and wants of users. Gordon Brown refers
to a ‘new recognition that real and lasting change must come from
empowering the users of services themselves, with professionals and
government playing a supporting role’.25 Of course, public services were
always designed to serve users, whether they were school pupils, patients
or the travelling public. In this sense, users have always been central
to public services. However, there is a growing view that users were
treated as passive individuals who should accept whatever service was
provided to them by professionals. Julian Le Grand contends that users
were viewed as passive ‘pawns’ to be moved at will by professionals.26

Today, more weight is placed on encouraging users to play a more active
role, with services revolving around the needs and wants of users rather
than the other way around. For example, general practices should be
open at times that suit the public rather than the public having to fit
their schedules around the needs of general practitioners.

A focus on users is thought to address the above challenges. According
to this standpoint, the way to adapt to rising expectations is to tailor pub-
lic services to the preferences of users. Rising costs mean that individuals
should take greater responsibility to look after themselves as government
cannot afford to pay for everything. The public choice critique suggests
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that the best way to protect the interests of users is to place users at the
heart of public service reform. This emphasis on users appears in the
current attention to personalised public services – that is, public services
tailored to the personal needs and preferences of users. One aspect of
personalisation concerns efforts to promote user choice. All the main
parties embrace some version of user choice. Gordon Brown writes that
the next stage of Labour’s reform is to ‘not only further enhance choice
but also empower both the users of services and all the professionals who
deliver them to drive standards for all’.27 David Cameron says that Con-
servative efforts at reform involve, ‘most of all, individuals and families
who are empowered with choice’.28 Liberal Democrat Leader Nick Clegg
states that, ‘Freedom. Innovation. Diversity. Yes, choice too. These are
liberal words. Let us take them back.’29

An example: health

Choice can be shaped in a variety of ways. For example, people can make
choices between providers or choose from a menu of options from a given
provider.30 I now sketch some of the current party ideas within health to
illustrate what personalisation and choice may mean in concrete terms.
Health is significant because it is one of the most important items of gov-
ernment spending and features prominently in present political debates.
For example, David Cameron and Andrew Lansley, the Shadow Secretary
of State for Health, write that, ‘improving the NHS is Conservative Party’s
number one priority’.31 A range of proposals is being developed across
the parties to coincide with the sixtieth anniversary of the foundation
of the NHS in 2008.

On 4 July 2007, Secretary of State for Health Alan Johnson announced
in the House of Commons the establishment of a review of the NHS by
Professor Lord Ara Darzi. This surgeon is a member of Gordon Brown’s
‘government of all the talents’ – a range of experts, not all previously
within Labour Party circles, who were brought to advise the Govern-
ment shortly after Brown became Prime Minister. Darzi delivered his
final report in summer 2008. Of course, Labour might choose to ignore
many, perhaps most, of Darzi’s recommendations. However, present
signs are that the Government will take this report seriously.32 Extend-
ing patient choice is one of the themes of the Darzi review. He aims to
extend choice to primary care; that is, the family doctor or GP. One of
his ideas, which courts controversy, concerns the development of GP-led
health centres. These centres are intended to be open at more convenient
times for the public, from 8.00 a.m. to 8.00 p.m. throughout the week.
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People would be free to use such centres, regardless of which GP ser-
vice they are registered with locally. Critics allege that these ‘polyclinics’
will involve the closure of local GP centres as GPs are forced to work
in larger, more remote, health centres.33 Choice is also a key element
of a draft constitution he proposes for the NHS. Darzi is also interested
in extending direct payment schemes, which currently provide some
people with disabilities with personal budgets with which they can pur-
chase social care services. He suggests that personal budgets could be used
in health for those with long-term health conditions. He announced
that a national pilot programme on such budgets would be launched in
early 2009.34

Personal budgets are also a feature of other party proposals. David
Cameron proposes combining a person’s entitlement to community
healthcare and social care into a personal budget, thereby breaking down
a division between health and social care services. Patients can then com-
mission care from whomever they choose.35 A Liberal Democrat health
policy paper suggests piloting personal budgets for those with long-term
conditions, mental health issues and those with learning difficulties. The
document also highlights the importance of informed choice. Patient
advocates, drawn for example from the voluntary sector, could provide
information and support for those with direct payments. A Conserva-
tive Party White Paper on health, which draws from recommendations
from a recent policy review conducted by its Public Services Improve-
ment Group chaired by Stephen Dorrell MP and Baroness Pauline Perry
also addresses the issue of information by proposing the release of
high-quality information from the NHS’s Information Centre to support
patient choice.36

Diversity of supply

The emphasis on personalisation, especially user choice, has implications
for how public services are delivered. There should be sufficient capacity
on the supply side to allow for the choices of users, and building this
capacity is thought to imply that a wide range of organisations should
be used to deliver health services. Part of this involves giving more free-
doms to NHS organisations. For example, there have been calls to extend
the foundation hospital initiative. These are hospitals that enjoy various
freedoms from central control and are required to act in the public inter-
est. They are an example of a ‘public interest company’ or ‘public benefit
organisation’. Currently, foundation hospitals are drawn from the ranks
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of the best-performing hospitals in the NHS. The Conservative Party
plans to encourage all NHS Trusts to become self-governing Foundation
Trusts.37 Liberal Democrats have also shown interest in encouraging pub-
lic benefit organisations to supply health services.38 Efforts are also made
to encourage providers from the private and voluntary sectors to deliver
health services. For example, the Darzi review highlights the role that pri-
vate bodies and voluntary organisations can play in supplying primary
care and out-of-hospital services.39

‘Payment by results’ is attracting support as a way of opening up the
supply side. Here money follows the choices made by patients. The NHS
sets a tariff for a specific service. Patients are free to choose any organisa-
tion willing to provide a service for the NHS tariff, regardless of whether
the provider is from the state, voluntary or private sectors. For instance,
a Liberal Democrat policy paper suggests that those entitled to receive
NHS support for glasses are free to go to whatever optician they choose
provided that the glasses are within a given price bracket.40

Differences between the parties

Care should be taken not to exaggerate the above developments. Direct
payment schemes are currently not a major part of public policy. More-
over, the discussion of health policy is inevitably partial and selective as
there are steps among the political parties to encourage patient ‘voice’ as
well as choice as part of personalisation. For example, Liberal Democrats
want to enhance democratic processes in health by introducing directly
elected Local Health Boards that would be responsible for commission-
ing services in local areas.41 However, the above does map out some
important themes within current debates about reforming public ser-
vices. Although I have suggested there is a shared focus on tailoring
services on the individual user, it is possible to detect important differ-
ences among the parties. I now mention several of the differences within
this broad terrain.

The first difference concerns the role of the state. There is a shared
belief among the political parties that creating personalised public ser-
vices involves rejecting a model of delivery that relies on the centralised
state. Often this is expressed in a repudiation of the view that the
‘man in Whitehall’ knows best.42 Currently, there is debate about pro-
viding the NHS with its own constitution to protect its independence
from the state.43 However, one criticism that Conservative and Liberal
Democrat politicians level at Labour is that Labour is wedded to central
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control, whatever the rhetoric to the contrary. For example, Nick Clegg
argues that

Gordon Brown may have rejected the old nationalization which puts
the commanding heights of industry into government hands. But he
still believes that command and control from the centre is the answer
to the problems of public services and social justice.44

Similarly, Shadow Conservative Chancellor George Osborne argues that
Labour’s attempts to deliver choice are flawed because they are controlled
by the guiding hand of the central state.45 Conservative and Liberal
Democrat politicians allege that evidence of this intervention can be seen
in things such as government targets over processes and outcomes in
public services. Opposition politicians call for the scrapping of national
targets, arguing that this stifles local innovation and demoralises public
servants.46

Labour has made extensive use of national targets in its approach to
reforming public services. Gordon Brown argues that the first stage of
Labour’s reform effort required national targets and extra governmental
spending to save public services that had fallen into disrepair after years
of underinvestment under previous Conservative Governments. These
measures helped halt the decline in public services and ensure a basic
standard among schools and hospitals. Brown continues that the second
stage of reform involved introducing greater choice and competition into
public services, and the third, and latest step, means continuing this
process of empowering users and professionals.47 It is open to debate
how far Brown is willing to relinquish central control, belonging to the
so-called stage one of reform, and embrace the third stage of devolving
power and responsibility to the local level. However, it is likely that
Labour would still have a more extensive role for state intervention than
either the Conservatives and Liberal Democrats.

A second difference is over user choice. Although the main political
parties show interest in user choice, this policy is more controversial
for the Liberal Democrats and Labour than the Conservatives. A related
point is that Conservatives are more comfortable than the other par-
ties with the private sector delivering NHS services. Conservatives have
backtracked on some of their earlier ideas about choice. The Conserva-
tive 2005 general election manifesto contained proposals for a ‘patient
passport’ that would allow those who opt out of NHS care to take private
treatment to be entitled to claim some of the money that the government
would have spent on them.48 In a speech to the health policy think-tank
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the King’s Fund on 4 January 2006, David Cameron dropped this idea,
saying that politicians should not encourage people to opt out of the
NHS.49 However, Tories are probably still more in favour of extending
choice than the other parties.

One Conservative criticism of Labour is that the Government does not
have enough support among its backbenchers to pursue the necessary
reforms of public services. One tactic here has been to try to drive a wedge
between previous Prime Minister Tony Blair and the rest of the Labour
Party. George Osborne argues that, although Blair recognised the impor-
tance of choice, he was constrained by lack of support from his successor
Gordon Brown and the rest of the Labour Party. Osborne contends that
only the Conservatives can finish the task that Blair started.50 Although
Prime Minister Gordon Brown has called for an extension of choice, this
remains divisive among his Party and broader centre-left circles.51 For
example, former Labour Deputy Leader Roy Hattersley argues that choice
simply means that those with ‘sharp elbows’ will be able to push them-
selves to the front of the queue for the finite resources provided by public
services.52 Disquiet has arguably been greater among Liberal Democrats
where there has been a lukewarm reaction to the calls from some politi-
cians and activists who contributed to The Orange Book that examined
the case for extending choice to public services.53 Although internal dis-
sent does not mean Labour and the Liberal Democrats reject choice,
Conservatives will probably go further than either party in extending
choice.

A third difference concerns the autonomy of professionals. As the quo-
tations at the head of the chapter reveal, there is recognition that empow-
ering professionals should run alongside a strategy of empowering users.
Public services depend crucially upon the efforts of its workers. Con-
servative politicians have tended to talk more about entrusting public
services to professionals than either Labour or the Liberal Democrats.54

This does not mean that Conservatives support a return to a ‘trust’ model
of public services that simply places professionals in charge. They back
user choice as a way of guaranteeing that professionals are accountable
to their users. If professionals fail to deliver an adequate service to users
then choice encourages users to ‘exit’ from this relationship and go else-
where. A failing professional then faces the loss of their client base, and
this puts pressure on them to improve their service. However, Conserva-
tives stress the autonomy of public servants as a contrast with what they
say is Labour’s approach of regulating workers through targets set by cen-
tral government. Professionals are likely to experience greater freedoms
under the Conservatives than the other parties.
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Dilemmas

Emphasising a user-led model of public services raises potential problems
or dilemmas as well as opportunities. I now present some of these issues.
First, implementing personalisation is likely to be costly. I have noted
that there needs to be sufficient capacity on the supply side – of schools
or hospitals, for example – to deliver user choice. This may require the
Government ‘buying in’ spare capacity from the private or voluntary
sectors and this is unlikely to be cheap. Costly interventions may also
be needed to boost demand as well as supply. For example, a system of
‘patient advocates’ that provides a tailored and personal set of support
and information for users to allow them to make informed choice is likely
to be expensive.

Second, user choice may be politically difficult to deliver. Choice
may require those providers deemed to be failing to reduce their activ-
ities or even close down. However, it may be very difficult politically
to shut down a school or hospital. Julian Le Grand notes that in the
2001 general election, Labour lost a seat in the Midlands when a doctor
Richard Taylor stood as an independent campaigning against the clo-
sure of Kidderminster hospital’s accident and emergency department.55

Although Le Grand makes suggestions about how to avoid public oppo-
sition, such as allowing an independent regulator to intervene in the
case of failing providers, this might still raise political difficulties.

Third, new conflicts will probably open up between users and produc-
ers. Emphasising the role of users will alter the interests and incentives
of professionals. Tensions are likely to arise between users and public
servants and these may not always be easy to resolve. Teachers may
be wary of parents coming to parents’ evenings armed with informa-
tion downloaded from the internet about the best way to teach their
child. One recent example of conflicts concerns the drive by the Gov-
ernment to get GPs to extend their surgery hours at weekends and after
the normal working day to provide a more flexible service for the public.
This has provoked unhappiness among organisations representing GPs.
For example, Dr Laurence Buckman, Chairman of the British Medical
Association’s General Practitioner Committee, expresses his disquiet in
a letter to the profession on 20 December 2007 that rejects Government
proposals.56 Although the Government eventually overcame such oppo-
sition by going over the heads of the BMA and appealing directly to GPs
themselves, this episode suggests that there may be resistance to reforms
from within the professional community.

A fourth issue concerns the effect of personalisation, especially choice,
on equality and citizenship. Some commentators argue that public
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services should embody a commitment to equality and citizenship but
express concern that choice undermines these values.57 For instance,
where there is limited capacity on the supply side, it may be that
providers rather than users will exercise choice. Oversubscribed schools
may adopt covert selection that ‘cream-skims’ pupils who are best able
to perform well in examinations and this may entrench inequality.58

There is also a worry that choice involves an individualistic ethos that
conflicts with a collective ethos that is a necessary part of citizenship.59

Others present more positive views of choice. Julian Le Grand argues
that inequality is a feature of a state-centred system and reviews evi-
dence that suggests that choice improves equality by causing poorer
providers to improve their standards.60 Tom Beauchamp and James Chil-
dress contend that a robust sense of individual autonomy should involve
the capacity to exercise choice.61 Similar discussions arise with regard to
voice. Although some observers support creating forums that allow users
to exercise voice, others argue that voice might worsen inequality as the
most articulate individuals are likely to dominate debates and bend pub-
lic services to serve their needs and wants.62 Debates on choice and voice
are not settled and will continue as the reform unfolds.

Conclusion

This chapter has examined the approaches of the main political parties
to the reform of public services. Several main themes have emerged in
this discussion. First, there is a shared focus on creating a ‘user-led’ ver-
sion of public services. There is a broad acceptance that for much of the
period after the end of the Second World War public services too often
treated users as passive ‘pawns’. Now attention is paid to reforming pub-
lic services around the needs and wants of users. This informs interest in
personalisation and initiatives such as choice.

Second, differences exist between the political parties within this broad
terrain. Key differences exist over the proper role for the state, the extent
of choice and the level of freedom to be granted to professionals.

Third, the shift to a user-led service, more advanced as yet at the level
of rhetoric rather than reality, will probably create as many problems as
it will solve. This will alter how users and professionals interact with each
other, and the overall effect of personalisation on features such as equali-
ty and citizenship is not as yet certain. The role of choice is also likely
to be expensive, whatever other efficiency gains are introduced into the
system. The stances of the parties will probably change as reform evolves,
and some of the differences between the parties will widen. However, the
focus on bolstering user involvement is likely to remain steadfast.
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Response to Rajiv Prabhakar
Noel Thompson

With an election less than two years away at the time of writing it is
interesting to speculate on the ideological and policy terrain over which
it is likely to be fought, and issues surrounding the public services have
traditionally provided some of the nodal points around which conflict
has revolved. Prabhakar’s chapter is therefore timely, focusing as it does
on where the major parties stand as regards past-and-future reform of
the public services and what, if anything, differentiates their respective
positions.

Of course such differentiation is a much more difficult task than it
would have been before the advent of New Labour. In the 1960s and
1970s, Labour’s conception of public service provision was predicated
to a great extent on its delivery by professionals whose activity was
informed by a public service ethos distinguished by integrity, expertise,
independence and a measure of altruism. Labour also defended service
provision that was characterised by collectivised industrial relations and
standard employment practices. In so far as the exercise of bureaucratic
power needed to be constrained, or rendered accountable, this was to
be achieved, for many on the left, by the democratisation of service
provision, with users being given voice and representation.

In the same period, under the influence of New Right thinking, the
Conservative position was characterised by an attempt to replace public
services run, as they saw it, in the interests of bureaucrats intent on maxi-
mising their own utility, by marketised provision. This would involve the
contracting out of services by measures such as compulsory competitive
tendering (CCT) with front-line staff therefore being answerable to a
financially accountable contractor who in turn would answer to those
public bodies that had commissioned service provision. In short, public
service providers would be subject to the disciplines of the market: a
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view which also privileged the needs of the service user as consumer. As
consumers they would not only have voice, through democratisation,
but also the right and opportunity to exit.

Much has changed since then, with New Labour embarking on its own
sustained attempts at public service reform. Of course in this endeavour,
in what it has done and what it still seeks to do, New Labour has not
embraced the Thatcherite legacy uncritically. But, as one commentator
has phrased it, the ‘new reforms’ have nonetheless been couched (in
terms of) ‘the 1980s ideological revival of laissez-faire economic think-
ing, which reflects a lack of confidence in the ability of the state to
solve economic problems and, instead, proclaims the virtues of pri-
vate ownership and market incentives as more cost-effective media of
service delivery’.1 This is reflected in New Labour’s embrace of the pri-
vatisation of public service delivery, the embedding of market-based
principles in public management practice, the replacement of public
service command structures by contractual relations and an effective
rejection of the ideal of the public servant as someone inspired by
non-self-interested, professional motives to work for the public good.
Moreover, private sector activity is frequently taken as the epitome of
efficiency and the benchmark against which public sector performance
should be assessed. In short the new ethos of public service provision is
one with which the New Right, the Virginia School and the IEA can feel
at ease.

So, for example, New Labour has embraced public-private partnerships
(PPPs), the injection of private capital into the public services through
PFIs, New Public Management with its commitment to an application
of private sector values and styles of management, the recasting of the
public as customers not citizens, a deep distrust of the motivations of
public servants and the replacement of a service ethos by the external
imperatives of targeting and monitoring: all with the expectation not
only of reducing cost but of subjecting the public sector to market or
quasi-market forces.

Of course it can be argued that New Labour has been less dog-
matic about the virtues of market solutions to aspects of public service
provision. It was a Labour Government that replaced Compulsory Com-
petitive Tendering (CCT) with Best Value, the latter necessitating neither
privatisation nor competitive tendering but simply that public-sector
organisations should not deliver services where more efficient deliverers
were manifestly available. It is also the case that New Labour instituted
benchmarks of efficiency, such as Charter Marks, which transcended
market reference points.
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Further, New Labour has used the rhetoric of partnership, coopera-
tion and trust, in an echo of the discourse of a public service ethos
that prevailed in an earlier pre-public-choice-theory era. It was, after
all, ‘mutually-supportive networks’ which were to supersede the Con-
servatives’ internal market in the National Health Service. As some
commentators have phrased it, there has, under New Labour, been
a ‘shift from hierarchies to market and then to networks’.2 But net-
works and partnerships have not usually superseded a reliance on market
imperatives; rather they have been devised to work with them to deliver
allocative efficiency and improved productivity.

So the question arises as to whether what is in place, and what is pro-
posed, is all that different from what a caring-sharing New Model Conser-
vative Party is proposing. Can we detect political daylight between what
increasingly look like competing Third Ways? According to Prabhakar
three differences are pertinent and important. First, with New Labour,
choice in relation to public services is still seen as ‘controlled by the
guiding hand of the central state’; specifically here there is the setting
of targets for processes and outcomes. But, as Prabhakar and other com-
mentators have made clear, New Labour has articulated its reforms in
terms of a two-stage process – the first involving target setting but the
second and third concerned with user and professional empowerment.
And as the latter is integral to Conservative thinking, this suggests a
trajectory of convergence.

Second, there is the fact that the goal of user choice creates more ide-
ological tensions within the Labour and Liberal Democrat parties than
that of the Conservatives. But again, as Prabhakar accepts, the Conser-
vatives have revised some of the more extreme New Right proposals for
choice that could damage public provision; while whatever reservations
there are within New Labour as regards the concept, this has neither
slowed the reforms that are branded in this way nor reduced the inci-
dence of consumerist discourse in policy documents and speeches. Of
course the Conservatives have an interest in exaggerating the degree
of dissent but the oft-cited distinction between spin and substance is
pertinent here.

Third, as to the different positions of New Labour and the Conserva-
tives on the autonomy of professionals, Prabhakar’s argument is that the
latter now deploy the rhetoric of entrusting professionals while backing
user choice and the possibility of exit as a means of ensuring accountabil-
ity and standards. The contrast is with ‘Labour’s approach of regulating
workers through targets set by central government’. But since the start
of Labour’s second term there has been a growing disillusion with the
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capacity of target setting to deliver and the emphasis has been rather on
user choice with providers offering quality services or suffering the con-
sequences. Both Conservatives and New Labour are therefore thinking
in terms of a quasi-market model.

Of course there is scope for the differentiation of political product
as regards the stance on public services, even accepting the context
established by New Labour’s public service reforms and the ideolog-
ical imperatives that inform them. The threat posed to the ideal of
public service by the work intensification, lowered levels of job secu-
rity, poor pay and lack of training integral to some PPPs could be more
openly recognised and countered. But at present the language of partner-
ship is too often used to obfuscate marketisation, essentially contractual
relationships and what can follow from these.

While the concept of a ‘public ethos’ has been, and continues to be,
contested, what seems to have merged in recent years is ‘a synthesis
between the traditional ethos and private sector models of customer
care’,3 one to which politicians across the political spectrum subscribe.
Here New Labour might differentiate itself by admitting a possible ten-
sion between probity and fairness and value for money and put in place
what is needed to resolve such conflicts in favour of the former. Fur-
ther, In addition the incentives to efficiency furnished by pseudo- or
quasi-public service markets, which are at present ‘structured to leave as
little room as possible for ethical motivation’, could be reconfigured in
a manner that might redress the balance.4

If New Labour is serious about recreating something of the traditional
public service ethos and differentiating itself from the Conservatives and
Liberal Democrats, then these are the kinds of issues it might address.
However, at present, in relation to public service reform and the princi-
ples underlying public service provision, it would seem that the political
will is not there to put clear pinkish water between themselves and their
political opponents. As in so many areas of traditional political engage-
ment, what was once a battleground has become a terrain for ideological
convergence.
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The Continuing Relevance
of Social Justice
Raymond (Lord) Plant

In most respects the battle for the continuing salience of social justice as
a political ideal has been won at the political level in the United Kingdom
in that all the major parties are committed to policies which are under-
pinned by an appeal to social justice. This contrasts very sharply with
the situation of twenty years ago, at the time of writing. At that time the
ideas of thinkers like Hayek and Friedman were in the ascendancy and
these thinkers were very opposed to the idea of social justice. Indeed
Hayek called it a ‘mirage’ and argued, as did Friedman, that the futile
pursuit of this mirage would have devastating social and economic con-
sequences. Now in the UK the Conservative Party which was the vehicle
for these ideas is committed to social justice. Indeed, one of its previous
leaders, Iain Duncan Smith, who is widely perceived to be on the right
of the Party, has established the Centre for Social Justice to help promote
policies which are held to be in the interests of social justice and it has
been a salient force in re-establishing the importance of the ideal of social
justice in Conservative Party politics.

There are several factors that have led to the re-emergence of the idea
of social justice as an important ideal. These would include intellectual
changes, institutional developments and a concern with the perceived
consequences of a lack of concern with social or distributive justice.
In fact all of these factors are interrelated but they can be considered
independently.

The intellectual debate

The intellectual context has changed very markedly since the 1980s. The
economic liberal ideas which at one time seemed to reign supreme and
were hostile to social justice have been vigorously challenged since the
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mid-1980s, and what was at that time called the ‘New Right’, the ‘Radical
Right’ or even the ‘New Right Enlightenment’1 has lost a great deal of
its lustre and has been put on the intellectual defensive. At stake in the
intellectual dispute were several distinct issues: the relationship between
liberty and social justice; a procedural as opposed to a substantive con-
ception of justice; the possibility of agreement about principles of social
justice in a situation of moral pluralism and diversity; the alleged bureau-
cratisation of society that New Right thinkers held would follow from
the politics of social justice; and the ways in which the politics of social
justice would create a zero-sum competition for state resources between
interest groups. Each of these is a big issue in itself and in this context
I can only give a sketch of the contours of the debate, but there is a
substantial literature which has been generated by this debate.

New Right thinkers argued that there was a deep incompatibility
between social justice and liberty. Liberty was to be understood in nega-
tive terms as the absence of coercion and, as Hayek argued in The
Constitution of Liberty, not in terms of powers, capacities or abilities or
positive freedom. If freedom is understood negatively as the absence of
coercion then the institutional embodiment of that freedom is a set of
laws requiring mutual non-coercion and these laws could indeed embody
rights to be free from various forms of coercion. On this basis free-
dom could be regarded as equal in the sense that we can all be made
equally free from coercion by a set of universal laws, applying to every-
one equally. In this sense the liberal ideal of equal freedom could be given
institutional embodiment. In contrast, if liberty was understood as free-
dom to, not just freedom from, as involving power and capacities then
it was bound to mean that in order to be free in this sense individuals
would have to have resources secured to them which would mean that
they could exercise their capacities and powers. If the state is to be seen
as a guarantor of individual freedom then the state would have to ensure
that individuals had the appropriate set of resources to enable them to
act as free agents. This would naturally involve issues of social justice:
what is a fair set of resources available to an individual? Questions of
social justice would become central to individual liberty which was just
not the case in relation to liberty understood in a negative sense. This
case was central to Hayek’s The Constitution of Liberty and very similar
arguments can be found in Friedman, Buchanan and other neoliberal
thinkers.2

This sort of argument has, however, been attacked in ways that have
had some political salience. Three points stand out here. The first is one
derived from John Rawls’s work A Theory of Justice about the worth of
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liberty.3 Even if we take a negative view of liberty which means that
we can ascribe equal liberty to all since all are equally protected against
coercion the fact remains that the liberty so secured will not be of equal
worth to people. The rich person will be able to do far more within that
arena of his/her life in which he/she is free from coercion. So for Rawls
we should be concerned about the worth of liberty and a liberal society
should be concerned not just with the equal absence of coercion but with
the fair value of liberty between citizens in such a society. Raising the
question of the fair value of liberty links in an intrinsic way the values
of liberty and social justice. This question cannot just be excluded by
economic liberal fiat.

The second point has been an argument that the neoliberal makes a
mistake in the understanding of the relationship between freedom and
ability. For the economic liberal these are categorically different and pre-
serving the difference is central to keeping at bay the claims of social
justice. Once they are seen as logically related then questions of social
justice become salient. Part of the critique of the neoliberal approach
here has been to argue that we need a conception of ability as a neces-
sary condition for the ascription of freedom to individuals. The argument
is that unless there is a generalised ability to do X it makes no sense to
say that A is free or unfree to do X. So, for example, there is no gen-
eral ability to jump from Oxford to Cambridge and it makes no sense to
ask whether a person is free to do what cannot be done in terms of the
physical constraints on human abilities. Equally the constraints on abil-
ity may be institutional or social. So no one was able to sign a cheque
in 1066 so it makes no sense to ask whether someone was free to do
that. So, if a generalised ability to do X is a necessary condition of being
free or unfree to do it and determining in a particular case that someone
is free to do it, then it cannot be the case that freedom and ability are
categorically different if the former is a necessary condition of the latter.
So, it is argued that the neoliberal attempt to block the assimilation of
freedom and ability and therefore to block the claims of social justice
which would clearly be involved if ability were to be linked to freedom
cannot in fact be sustained.

A further way of making the point about the centrality of the idea of
ability to freedom is due to Charles Taylor in his essay ‘What’s Wrong
with Negative Liberty?’4 The argument here is this. If liberty is the
absence of coercion then how do we determine whether one society
is freer than another. What we cannot do is to invoke a conception
of what people are able to do – for example, criticise the government,
leave the country, own property and the like since abilities have nothing
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intrinsically to do with freedom. The only basis for determining whether
one society is freer than another is quantitative: how many rules are there
in society A preventing action compared with society B? The answer has
to be quantitative otherwise abilities would have to be invoked to answer
this question. The problem then arises that it is perfectly possible that
society B, for example North Korea, has fewer rules preventing action
than society A, say the UK. North Korea is radically underdeveloped and
there is little or no place, for example, for rules preventing and con-
trolling financial and economic exchanges between people since there
aren’t any whereas in the UK there is a vast array of such rules. We are
not tempted to say on this basis that North Korea is a freer society than
the UK. What we do is to focus not on the number of rules but on what
people are able to do in these two societies and we would say that the UK
is a freer society than North Korea because people in the UK are able to
exercise a number of highly valued human abilities and capacities such
as being able to participate in politics, to leave the country, to be able to
express beliefs freely and so forth. Freedom is linked to the idea of the
goods that are essential to human flourishing. Hence, again, we cannot
detach the idea of freedom from that of capacity.

These arguments put in a modern idiom some insights developed over
a century ago by T. H. Green whose work was a major influence on
R. H. Tawney.5 Green’s work and indeed the work of those who have
attempted to put modernised versions of his arguments forward have
been significant in developing New Labour ideas on freedom and its
relationship to social justice. In the 1980s when under Neil Kinnock’s
leadership the Labour Party began to re-examine its values and the poli-
cies linked to those values Roy Hattersley the Deputy Leader and Bryan
Gould a member of the Shadow Cabinet wrote about liberty in this posi-
tive sense and Hattersley frequently refers to Green both in his book
and in other subsequent writings.6 Their views were echoed by John
Smith when he became Leader and, interestingly enough, when Tony
Blair became Prime Minister in 1997 he wrote to Isaiah Berlin to ask him
about his (Berlin’s) own defence of negative liberty as opposed to a more
positive conception. Unfortunately Berlin was by that time fatally ill and
no reply could be forthcoming.7

It is also important to look at another absolutely basic moral argu-
ment. It was central to the case of the neoliberal right that society bears
no collective moral responsibility for market outcomes and in particular
has no duty to interfere with or modify market outcomes in the alleged
interests of social justice. There were two arguments underpinning these
claims. The first has to do with unintended consequences. The important
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starting point here is that for the neoliberal thinker injustice can only
occur as the result of intentional action. We do not regard the weather
in its random effects on people as causing injustice. Misfortune and bad
luck yes; injustice no. We do not regard the genetic lottery, which causes
some to have disabilities, as creating injustices. These are certainly some-
times tragic misfortunes but they are not injustices. In both sorts of cases
the required intention which is central to causing injustice is missing. It
is not the role of the state to rectify misfortune. In the words of Keith
Joseph, the state cannot and indeed ought not to take people off the
wheel of fortune.8 It is its role to rectify injustice which has been caused
intentionally. So armed with these distinctions the neoliberal thinker
would argue that justice and injustice have nothing to do with the out-
comes of economic markets since they are unintended. In a market
countless people buy and sell a vast range of things. These individual
acts are undoubtedly intentional but the overall or aggregate outcome
of all this buying and selling leads to a ‘distribution’ of income and
wealth. Some become rich, others become poor. This is, however, an
unintended consequence of market exchange. The outcomes of markets
are not intended and in so far as words like ‘distribution’ imply an inten-
tional distribution they are deeply misleading. If market outcomes are
unintended then they cannot be unjust. If they are not unjust then we
have no collective moral responsibility for them expressed in terms such
as social justice and rectifying social injustice.

The second argument in play here is that justice and injustice have
to be seen in a procedural way not in a substantive way. In a market,
individual acts of unjust behaviour may occur particularly if I am coerced
out of my ownership of resources by theft or fraud or something like that.
These are intentional acts of injustice and infringe the basic condition of
freedom, namely, mutual non-coercion. So the basic principle of justice
in a market is to act and exchange in a non-coercive way. Justice and
injustice are not related to outcomes but to procedures – to the conditions
of non-coercive exchange. In a market, if outcomes arise as the result of
a whole range of non-coercive exchanges then those outcomes are fair
and legitimate because they have arisen as the result of fair procedures.
Their fairness or justice is not determined by comparing them to some set
of assumptions about what would be a ‘just’ distribution of income but
whether they arose out of a fair and non-coercive procedure. Equally, if
outcomes arise which have been the result of coercive exchanges they are
unjust but their injustice is not because they fail to meet some standard
of distributive justice – what Nozick calls a patterned principle, but rather
their injustice lies in the procedures that have been violated in arriving
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at those outcomes.9 On this view justice and injustice are procedural
and not end-state or patterned principles. So putting the two arguments
together there is for the neoliberal no basis for the claim that market
outcomes are unjust unless they have arisen through ways that have
violated negative liberty.

These arguments have been challenged by social democratic thinkers
on several grounds. The first is to do with the role of intention. There
is a general philosophical point here that has been argued strongly by
Stuart Hampshire10 that part of the process of modernity has been to
extend more and more the range of circumstances which we think are
either the result of human intention and for which we can then legiti-
mately bear responsibility or which in some sense include intention and
responsibility without necessarily being solely a matter of human agency.
This general point has some salience to the arguments thus far deployed.
Rawls, for example, argues that the issue of justice and injustice is not to
be regarded as finally settled by determining how a situation came out
let us say in a way that does not involve human agency. But does that
mean that we bear no responsibility in that situation. In his view jus-
tice and injustice arise in relation to our intentions towards a situation
which may not have arisen intentionally. Justice and injustice arise in
relation to our attitudes to a situation as well as how it came about. Take
two examples. Genetic disabilities are not in general the result of human
intentional action but if there are drugs that can rectify or modify that
condition or if there are resources which can make that condition more
bearable or less difficult to cope with then surely questions of justice and
injustice arise at that level and what we think is an appropriate response
will engage our ideas of social justice. The second example which has
been used by Amartya Sen is the following situation: a child has been
blown face down into a pool of water; I am passing by and could easily
save the child; the child is in the position that it is in as the result of
non-human agency (the wind); I fail to help the child; the child drowns.
For the neoliberal thinker my failure to act has to be seen as a failure of
altruism or benevolence. I have not committed an injustice against the
child since its situation arose through other than human agency.11 So
on this view putting Rawls’s and Hampshire’s points together questions
of justice and injustice are not definitively settled by determining how
a situation arose but also involve our own intentional responses to such
situations.

There is an even deeper issue here. In a sense the neoliberal is pre-
pared to accept the starting points which people have in society as a
sort of given. No doubt they are the result of the genetic lottery and



218 British Party Politics and Ideology after New Labour

a combination of nature and nurture. Because of this some will start
life in favourable circumstances, others in unfavourable ones. Because
the genetic lottery and my birth to one set of parents in their circum-
stances rather than to others in lesser circumstances is not a matter of
justice or injustice it is a kind of moral given. In a free market those
whose starting place is poor may be able to advance through utilising
trickle-down effects, others may not. So long as they are not suffering
the effects of coercion their position although poor is morally legitimate
and imposes no obligation on society to improve it. For the social demo-
crat initial starting points do raise questions about justice because while
indeed they are a kind of given they are nevertheless morally arbitrary.
Because of this ‘givenness’ some will succeed and some will fail, but the
initial starting point is an arbitrary one. Hence, on this view, given that
justice and injustice reside in our attitudes towards ‘givens’ rather than
being determined by how they came about it follows that equality of
opportunity is central to social democratic ideas of social justice. It is
of course true that neoliberals also have a belief in equality of opportu-
nity. It is, however, a much more restricted view than that of the social
democrat. For the neoliberal it is right to remove intentionally imposed
restrictions on the freedom of individuals to apply for jobs and posi-
tions, but since freedom has nothing to do with ability it follows that
equality of opportunity has nothing to do with empowerment of trying
to improve the skills of people and communities as a matter of collec-
tive concern. For the social democrat, however, the earlier arguments
about freedom and justice take us in the direction of policies that pro-
vide for an active approach to equality of opportunity – of using the
power of the state to compensate people through improving their skills
and their education and health for the morally arbitrary start that they
have had in life. This start is not something for which they are responsi-
ble and if it is possible to rectify the givenness of this start then policies
should be in place to do that. These Rawls-inspired points provide the
philosophical basis, for example, the importance that Anthony Crosland
gave to equality of opportunity and to the development of New Labour
ideas.12 As Stuart Hampshire13 argued in his review of Rawls’s A Theory of
Justice in The New York Review of Books, his theory of justice was a philo-
sophical attempt to make clear and persuasive the conception of justice
underlying modern social democratic thought.

We need now to turn to other arguments about markets and intention.
Even if we believe that market outcomes are unintended this does not
settle the question of the irrelevance of justice because if some are made
poor by markets this still leaves open the question of how we want to
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respond to those outcomes. We cannot just assume, as the examples I
gave earlier illustrate, that because something has occurred in a non-
intentional way that questions of justice are irrelevant.

In any case there are questions that have been asked about the char-
acterisation of markets themselves. It may well be true that market
outcomes are unintended but is that sufficient to block the claims of
social justice? While market outcomes may be unintended they can
in fact be foreseen and this is important in relation to responsibil-
ity. We are normally held responsible for those outcomes of individual
behaviour which can be reasonably foreseen, for example, in the crime
of manslaughter. The same could perfectly well apply equally to markets.
If market outcomes are reasonably foreseeable even if not intended then
there could be a basis for collective responsibility for those foreseeable
outcomes. If, for example, those who enter the market with least are
likely to leave it with least and if there is something that could be done
about this, then it would be a failure of responsibility and justice to fail
to do this. Foreseeability can reinstate the relevance of collective respon-
sibility and justice in relation to markets. However, neoliberal thinkers
argue that market outcomes are not only unintended but are also unfore-
seeable. This has to be doubted. If market outcomes were unforeseeable
what possible ground would there be for extending markets to areas of
life in which they do not operate? So, for example, it might be argued that
there is a case for extending the private market in rented accommoda-
tion because that is likely to increase supply. Such a policy is justified by
this claimed foreseeable outcome. Given neoliberal assumptions about
utility maximising behaviour by economic agents it makes it even easier
to make claims about the likely outcomes of extending the role of mar-
kets. So it is very difficult for neoliberal thinkers to argue that market
outcomes are in principle unforeseeable.

One counter-argument to this point is that in order for this argu-
ment to hold water then the outcomes must be foreseeable for each
individual taken separately and that this is unforeseeable in relation to
markets. This follows from the methodological individualism employed
by such thinkers. However, there is no need to delve into the metaphysics
of methodological individualism because, as I have shown, neoliberals
themselves argue for public policy changes such as privatisation in terms
of the macro effects of markets, not on a close study of the effects on each
individual affected by such a change. If outcomes are foreseeable at the
macro level that can give a basis for thinking about the responsibility
we have and the need for justice in macro outcomes. This argument
may seem very abstract but it is very far from being the case. On the
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neoliberal view, for example, because issues of justice and responsibil-
ity do not apply to outcomes, the position of the worst off is to be left
to the market itself via trickle-down mechanisms. On the view that we
have a moral responsibility for the justice of outcomes, then policies
which would, say, increase the skills of individuals and the social capi-
tal of communities could be justified as ways of trying to ensure more
just outcomes in the sense of increasing the abilities and resources that
individuals will bring to the market. One way of putting this point is
that for the neoliberal there is no issue of justice raised as to whether or
not people at the bottom of society have the equipment to take advan-
tage of trickle-down effects when they occur. People need skills to take
advantage of such effects in the social democratic view but the policies
about skilling and empowering the worst off raise questions about the
appropriate distribution of resources and thus questions of social justice.
I shall come back to this point later.

Institutions and social justice

I want now to turn to a more institutional aspect of earlier disputes about
the salience of the ideal of social justice. This dispute is focused on the
claim that a government aiming at social justice will inevitably spawn
a vast bureaucracy to deliver goods and services as required by social
justice. Such a bureaucracy will in fact grow not just because what is
encompassed in the ideal of social justice grows but also because those
who work in such bureaucracies will have incentives in terms of per-
sonal utility maximisation to increase the size, range and budgets of their
bureaux – a phenomenon studied by public choice theorists who have
contributed a great deal to the neoliberal critique of the social demo-
cratic state. These bureaucratic bodies will have baleful effects according
to critics: they will embody strong vested interests; they will be resis-
tant to change; because they are not subject to market disciplines they
will not be oriented to the needs of the consumer of the service; they
will have a great deal of bureaucratic power. In short, they will become
producer interest groups.14 Policies which are supposed to be mainly in
the interests of the least advantaged will generate bureaucratic responses
which may well differentially benefit the predominantly middle-class
employees of such bureaucracies. This, it is claimed, undermines their
function in terms of social justice. The social democratic response tradi-
tionally has been to invoke the public service ethic or ethos: that those
providing services will be constrained in terms of exploiting their posi-
tion because of their adherence to this ethic and ethos. The public choice
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critics, however, reject the idea of such an ethic on the grounds that
everyone, including public servants, acts in a utility maximising way
and public servants will do this without being subject to the sorts of
disciplines that apply in markets or in private life.

It has to be said that over the past ten years a good deal of the pub-
lic choice critique of bureaucracy has had a resonance with New Labour
and is perhaps the part of the neoliberal or new right critique of the wel-
fare state that has had the most salience in policy terms. The focus of
the problem according to neoliberal critics is that the state is both the
funder and provider of services. It would be perfectly possible, as Hayek
himself argued, for funding to be separated from delivery. This idea has
certainly been taken up by the Government, particularly in education
and other social services. The role of government, it is argued, is to pro-
vide the funding for services and for either national or local government
to negotiate contracts on a competitive basis with a range of potential
service deliverers. These could be charities and voluntary organisations,
churches and other faith communities, not-for-profit companies and
commercial organisations. It is argued that the need for a competitive
edge in the contracting process will keep such bodies oriented to the
needs of the consumers; the possibility of bankruptcy if contracts are
not renewed will encourage efficiency, flexibility and innovation; the
competition between different organisations for contracts will lead to a
reduction in the power of vested interests. On this model the ideal of
social justice can be preserved as an aim of policy without creating a set
of means of delivery which undermine such policies. It is too early to
make an empirical evaluation of how these policies are in fact working
out but there are some issues of principle which need to be addressed,
particularly in the context of social justice. The first is that services pro-
vided by the state are covered by the Human Rights Act since they are
Public Authorities. So, for example, a resident in a local authority care
home will be covered by the provisions of the Act. This has been found
not to be the case by the Law Lords in respect of voluntary sector bod-
ies which have contracted with the state to provide services. So bodies
which take public money, which provide on a non-governmental basis
services which have a statutory basis and which provide services which
in the state sector are regarded as being delivered by Public Authorities
are not in fact covered by the HRA. There is an issue of social justice here
in the sense that some people receiving a service via tax-payers’ money
are covered by the HRA and others are not. This issue has come up quite
frequently and the Government has promised to look at it but has not
as yet made proposals. One can see why they are hesitating because it
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would mean a big expansion of public law into the market or at least
the quasi-market sector. But, as things are, there is a clear issue of social
justice to be resolved and the issue will become more pressing as these
policies are pursued.

There are also questions about how sustainable the competitive inde-
pendence of the various groups contracting with the state will end up
being. The reason for this is that such groups are using public money
so it is very likely that over time public sector accountability mecha-
nisms will come into play: targets, benchmarking, good practice codes
and possibly the whole range of what have come to be called new public
sector management techniques. It seems quite unlikely that any gov-
ernment can in fact delegate public money in this way without such
controls. A good deal of this may be done via the contract itself which
may have to become very prescriptive in terms of performance indicators
and the like. Whatever turns out to be the outcome of these devel-
opments in these terms, this has been a way in which New Labour
has responded to the public choice critique of the social democratic
state.

A further issue in the debate about social justice has been the point
about distributive coalitions: that if a government pursues policies of
state expenditure in the interests of social justice it will be likely that
groups will arise acting either in their own interests or in the interests of
others to try to extract from government what each group sees from its
own point of view to be its own ‘just’ share of resources.15 The answer
from social democrats on this point has been that, while this may be
true, it is just a feature of democratic politics and that, short of living
in the most minimal libertarian state, all governments are going to be
committed to public expenditure at one level or another, and that it is
inevitable that coalitions of interest groups will arise which will seek to
extract from public expenditure (even if it is confined to the funding
of core public goods) what they see as their fair share of coverage pro-
vided by such expenditure. If we just take Hayek as an example he argues
that a neoliberal state has a duty to provide for a welfare state to meet
a minimum level of need, while recognising what this minimum is will
grow as society becomes richer and the state will take on more. Why it
is that coalitions will arise in relation to social justice to seek to secure
their ‘just’ share and not in relation to expenditure of vaguely formulated
ideas of welfare minima which will in fact grow is left completely unex-
plained. So, on this basis, there is no fundamental difference between
expenditure on social justice policies and public expenditure more
generally.
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Contemporary politics and social justice

The final issue is in some ways the most important both conceptually
and politically. The neoliberal critic of social justice has argued that even
if social justice could in some general sense be regarded as a relevant
moral ideal it would be politically inert since beyond a very high level
of generality such as giving each his/her due there is no agreement on
the principles of social justice – whether we should be meeting needs,
desert, equality entitlement or whatever else might be a candidate for
a distributive principle. There is no doubt that New Labour has taken
this point seriously. It has not sought some kind of basic philosophical
foundation for a set of principles of distribution, but then it is a political
organisation not a philosophers club. In the 1980s I drew attention to
the importance of this issue and argued in favour of what I called trying
to achieve a distributive consensus.16 This would have two interrelated
advantages. First of all, if there was broad agreement on the principles of
distribution then this would provide a core set of principles which would
allow government to deal with distributive coalitions in a non-random
and non-arbitrary way. What a fair or a just share of social resources
would be would be underwritten by the distributive consensus if it could
be achieved. Second, the neoliberal critic argues that government, pur-
suing social justice, has to act in arbitrary ways, a claim which would be
undermined by the attempt to establish a distributive consensus.

Gordon Brown17 took up this point and argued that there could be
a consensus around three general principles: the centrality of work and
making both work available and pay as the best passport to a life off wel-
fare; educational opportunity, particularly including lifelong learning,
as a way of realising potential more generally; finally, a recognition of
the centrality of the claims of need and that this is particularly germane
to the NHS on which funding has increased vastly since 1997. Work,
equality of opportunity going far beyond neoliberal ideas about remov-
ing only intentionally imposed restrictions on recruitment to positions,
and the recognition of need have formed a central set of values which
have formed the distributive consensus at the heart of the New Labour
project, and they have had some success not just in policy terms but also
in terms of meeting the criticisms of the neoliberal right.

Of course it can be argued that, in the emphasis on equality of oppor-
tunity and more or less silence on the idea of equality of outcome,
New Labour has moved its conception of social justice away from late
twentieth-century social democracy. At that time it was really quite a
simple matter to plot the essential difference between social democrats
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and their neoliberal critics. If we take Tony Crosland’s Social Democracy
in Europe18 as the most straightforward example of the social democratic
position, he argued that the central task of social democracy was to use
the fiscal dividends of economic growth to improve the relative position
of the worst off via investment in public services, from which they would
differentially benefit, while maintaining the absolute position or, to put
it another way, the real income of the better off. This is both a normative
commitment and a political strategy. It is a normative commitment to
diminishing inequality because that is what improving the relative posi-
tion of the worst off while maintaining the absolute position of the better
off actually means. It is a political strategy in that middle-class people
will only vote for social democratic parties if those parties at the least
protect their real incomes. It is highly unlikely that people would vote
to make themselves worse off, and protecting real incomes is one way
of dealing with this. The neoliberal position is the exact reverse of this.
On the neoliberal view what matters to the poor person is not his/her
position vis à vis some other group in society but whether that person
is better off in real terms this year than he/she was last year. So at the
bottom of the scale the emphasis is on improving real incomes but via
the market and trickle-down effects rather than by state intervention. At
the top of the scale, the neoliberal argues that the need for incentives
in a dynamic economy is such that there should be no ideas of a cap on
the relative position of the better off. That is to say inequality should
be allowed to increase at the top end of the scale because that is essen-
tial to economic dynamism. So the social democrat argues: improve the
relative position of the worst off while maintaining the real or absolute
position of the better off and in this way inequality will be diminished
in a painless way. The neoliberal argues that the strategy is to improve
the real or absolute position of the worst off while allowing the relative
position of the better off to improve and in this way inequality can be
increased in a painless way. So given that this is at the practical core of
arguments about social justice, where does New Labour stand?

The answer is in fact rather complex. It has what it sees as a radical
approach to equality of opportunity and lifelong learning and to improv-
ing the human and the social capital of the worst off. The assumption
is that this will in fact improve their absolute or real position. However,
as it stands it is not a policy which will or even could directly improve
their relative position if incomes at the top of the scale are increasing
faster and they are not taxed at higher levels. So, on the face of it, this
looks rather like a neoliberal approach. However, that is not perhaps
quite the case. First of all there is the central point that the range of
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equality of opportunity policies pursued by New Labour have gone far
beyond what the restricted neoliberal view would in fact sanction. The
size and cost of these programmes have to be paid for by public expen-
diture and ultimately by tax. If they are to be sustained in periods of
economic downturn which we are entering at the time of writing this
chapter then this may eventually have an impact on the position of
the better off so that investment in equality of opportunity may very
indirectly and over time have an effect on equality of outcome. I must
emphasise that this is not the aim of the policy and would be a wholly
contingent result of it. There has been substantial redistribution under
Gordon Brown’s Chancellorship but it has not had a decisive effect on
the level of inequality.

There is also a link between Brown and Crosland’s position in relation
to what I called Crosland’s political strategy: that people will only vote
for redistributive measures when they do not make them worse off. Let us
take Working Families Tax Credit as an example of this. This produces the
greatest benefit to the worst off families in work (note again the centrality
of work as part of the distributive consensus) but credits are also paid to
families way up the income scale so that they have a stake in the policy
even though it produces the greatest benefit to the least advantaged. This
has been called by Ed Miliband progressive universalism – a good name for
a solution to a long-standing social democratic dilemma of how to get
people to vote for redistributive measures.

What I hope that I have done is to show in some detail how New Labour
has responded to the many deep challenges posed by neoliberals to the
political pursuit of social justice. These challenges have been difficult to
meet but as the Conservative Party has embraced social justice in recent
years, albeit in a way which sees the voluntary sector replacing central
state provision of welfare services in so far as that is possible, it seems that
the neoliberal critique has been decisively defeated for the foreseeable
future.
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Response to Raymond Plant
David Willetts

Raymond Plant offers a masterful review of the intricate conceptual links
between freedom and capacity. He successfully shows that the conven-
tional distinction between negative and positive freedom cannot bear
the political weight which some of us on the right tried to place on
it. With typical modesty he omits to refer to his own writings which
have themselves contributed to the changes in the intellectual climate
he describes. As a result of these changes I now find myself a proud trustee
of the Centre for Social Justice.

However, I increasingly began to wonder who these neoliberals are
that he so skilfully attacks. Apparently they believe that ‘society … has
no duty to interfere with or modify market outcomes’ and ‘the posi-
tion of the worst off is to be left to the market itself via trickle down
mechanisms’. This is not even the Hayek of Constitution of Liberty which
contains, for example, a clear and cogent case for a social security sys-
tem, nor the Margaret Thatcher who began her career as a minister
with responsibility for such things and saw the crisis of the welfare
state as coming from its failure to live up to Beveridgean contributory
principles.

Raymond Plant matches his narrow definition of neoliberalism with a
correspondingly broad and sympathetic definition of social democracy.
He refers to Gordon Brown’s principles of ‘making work both available
and pay … life long learning … and funding for the NHS’. These are
attractive ideas. But the first use of credits to boost the income of people
in low-paid jobs was Keith Joseph’s Family Income Supplement, sub-
sequently transformed into Margaret Thatcher’s Family Credit. Gordon
Brown’s Working Families Tax Credit came from those roots. Adult learn-
ing places have disappeared at a shocking rate over the past few years
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because of a deliberate policy decision only to finance courses leading to
certain approved vocational qualifications.

This list is not intended to bring political hostilities to the pages of this
book. Instead it is meant to show that the concept of neoliberal versus
social democrat, as Raymond Plant defines them, may not really capture
the boundary lines of our political debate, not now, and not even when
Margaret Thatcher faced Michael Foot.

I recognise there has been a shift in the intellectual climate over the
past decade or more but it is rather more complex and cross-cutting
than would appear from Raymond Plant’s account. And it is striking
that the policies which have followed have not led to the significant
economic or social changes which its advocates might reasonably have
hoped for by now. Britain is as unequal a society as it was ten years ago –
indeed on some measures more so. Although absolute poverty has fallen,
there has been at best modest progress on many of the Government’s
poverty measures. This suggests that the whole approach of investing
in abilities and capacities, while admirable and worthwhile, cannot be
expected to resolve all the problems of inequality and poverty which
rightly concern us.

One final thought. The debate is now moving on. One reason why
I have been persuaded about the issue is what we know about sources
of human well-being. How you relate to other people matters – that
is why Oscar winners live on average four years longer than nominees
who fail to win. And human well-being comes from rootedness as well.
So we need to strengthen the institutions which give life their shape and
meaning. But it is very different to imagine a state with the kind of role
which Raymond Plant envisages and at the same time our institutions,
notably the family, enjoying the freedoms which are essential for human
flourishing. The tensions between empowerment, mobility, rootedness
and well-being remain to be resolved.
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