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At the end of a century in which state social-
ism has been convincingly beaten to its corner, it might be assumed that a
history of the British Labour Party would be a story of failure and ideo-
logical compromise. Few historians surveying the evolution of Europe
during the twentieth century have stressed the significance of democratic
socialist ideas and politics. Rather they identify an age of fascist aggres-
sion and Soviet expansion, of wars which left countries devastated and
the continent divided. In this story democratic socialist parties fre-
quently appear as the poor relations, without sophisticated ideology or
clear purpose — political forces which were largely eclipsed by the
extremes.! Nor have these parties received much praise for their role in
the introduction of social reforms. For many years the most influential
texts argued that the growth of collectivist intervention emerged from
periods of consensus, from the demands created or unleashed by war, or
from the spread of liberal ideologies.? Even helpful and original studies
saw the reform process as anyway incomplete.’ To well-regarded left-
wing polemicists, the Labour Party was particularly culpable, a pale
reflection of its allegedly more sophisticated and dynamic European
counterparts.* It was attacked by Marxists for its lack of socialist vigour,’
by Liberals for being class-based,® and by feminists for its neglect of
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women.” Measured against absolute standards or the agendas of others,
Labour has inevitably been regularly condemned.

This volume does not hide Labour’s weaknesses. However, it does
offer a more positive evaluation of the party’s record, by judging Labour
against its own aims and values, and against what might reasonably have
been expected. Whatever its weaknesses, the party has many successes to
its credit. It compares very favourably to its rivals. No party was more
successful at actually delivering reforms, more feminist, more opposed to
imperialism or racism, more able to deliver when given the opportunity.
If ideologies are judged by what their advocates achieve, then the contri-
bution of democratic socialism — and of the Labour Party — to the twenti-
eth century stands close comparison to the failure of both the radical left
and the conservative right.

This is not to suggest that all socialist parties in Europe have adopted
the same mix of ideological aims and immediate policies, or achieved the
same degree of success. The British Labour Party is more evidently part
of a broader movement than many have suggested,® but its history and
that of its counterparts elsewhere are not identical. The party has con-
structed its own electoral constituency, and manufactured its own
agenda, in response to specifically national conditions.” However, in the
following pages, adapting to sober views on the constraints of the imme-
diate context or the means to achieve stated goals is seen not as ‘weak’
pragmatism, but as a sensible respect for what is possible; not as the con-
sequence of consensus, but as due regard for the balance of political
forces at particular moments.

In the real world of politics and economics, parties can achieve only so
much through their own actions. Judging a party’s performance over a
complex, challenging, changing century is no easy matter. What was
appropriate before 1914 was inappropriate once peace returned four
years later. Labour had to shift from being a fringe party of opposition to
a party of government, and also had to contend with global economic col-
lapse, a crisis that served only extremists, as events in mainland Europe
testified. During the Second World War, Labour dutifully played its part
in running what was effectively a siege economy. A reforming agenda was
developed, but had to be stifled.'® After 1945, the party was forced to
concentrate on reconstruction rather than socialist transformation, to
recreate an active economy and to generate wealth before it could put any
other policies into effect. At national and local levels it had to choose
between competing needs, at times sacrificing plans for change to the
immediate task of rebuilding the country.!' More recently, a party rooted
in the male trade-union movement and traditional industries has had to
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contend with the collapse of the manufacturing economy, the decline of
trade unionism and the challenge of feminism. In such circumstances an
unchanging ideology and policy would not have denoted consistency,
merely atrophy.

In meeting challenges, Labour has faced a series of difficulties. The
party has always been dedicated to improving poorer people’s living
standards — a commitment that in practical terms demanded higher tax-
ation for the better-off and regulated pay increases. It has also tried to
improve human behaviour, for example by fighting prejudice. At times,
Labour has even stood for issues which the electorate firmly opposed,
from the abolition of hanging to the removal of nuclear weapons,
because it believed these to be morally right. All this has meant that the
battle for electoral support has frequently been arduous.

Labour has on occasion been successful both at ‘educating’ opinion
and introducing reforms despite popular opposition or indifference. But
by the end of its periods in office, the party has regularly been faced with
electoral unpopularity and internal discord. Persuading people to accept
a planned, regulated removal of inequalities has been no easy task. Faced
with the alternative promise of unbridled individual freedom, often
carefully argued and popularly expressed by the Conservatives in partic-
ular,!? the electorate has regularly voted with its feet. Moreover, some of
the party’s own activists have been vocal in denouncing ‘betrayal’.

More often than not, then, Labour has failed to convince the country
as a whole to accept a second dose of its egalitarian medicine. Following
its formation as the Labour Representation Committee in February
1900, the party made little headway until after 1918, when the war
reduced the Liberal Party to a less effective rival. Even in these
improved circumstances, the party could only form two brief minority
governments in 1924 and 1929. It was not until 1945, nearly half a
century after its formation, that Labour finally achieved an overall
majority. Even then it required the special circumstances generated by
war to make the party’s programme acceptable. Moreover, within six
years, the most successful reforming government in twentieth-century
British politics was voted out of office. There have been only two subse-
quent elections in which Labour has achieved a substantial majority —
1966 and 1997. Once elected, even apparently successful Labour
governments have been rejected at the polls without achieving a second
full term.

Given this legacy of electoral problems and internal divisions,
Labour’s capacity to implement concrete, lasting reforms is all the more
remarkable. As a series of thoughtful biographies have shown, the party
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has been led by complex, difficult, but politically shrewd leaders.'® Its
operating principles have been defined and refined by a series of original
and practical politician/thinkers, rather than abstract theoreticians.!* Its
policies in office have been constructive and often progressive.'> Even
whilst trying to devise a successful collectivist programme between the
wars, the party managed to set the pace in local government and to
devise housing and other policies in London and elsewhere which were
models of innovation and efficiency.!® Labour introduced the measures
which effectively constructed the welfare state between 1945 and 1951.
If some of the ideas came from Liberals such as Beveridge and Keynes,
it was only Labour that had the drive to turn them into reality (against
considerable opposition in the case of the national health service).!”
Subsequent Labour ministries introduced a range of major, lasting and
significant legislation, designed to open out opportunity and correct
injustice — including comprehensive education and attempts to outlaw
racial and sexual discrimination — despite the mixed views within the
party on such issues.'®

All such legislation has its defects. Labour has not eradicated the
inequalities of class and gender. However, to attack it for this is hardly
reasonable; the causes of such prejudices are too deep, the government’s
powers too limited. It would be more appropriate to argue that, despite
its commitment to change, the party has at times made mistakes, given
some issues less attention than it might have done, ignored sound advice
and good ideas, and placed obstacles in the way of progress. Institutional
weaknesses have prevented ideas reaching the top, and allowed factions
to obstruct change. Tensions between party leaders and colleagues have
prevented the party coping as well as it might have done with crises and
problems.!” In the struggle for power within Labour cabinets, some
individuals have focused on their careers rather than the quality of legis-
lation.?’ The party’s tendency to fratricidal conflict has devalued its
standing in the eyes of electors and occasionally turned its own organisa-
tions into battlegrounds. The impact of Labour’s own culture — its
myths and prejudices — on its capacity to generate policy suggests that an
understanding of its internal history is vital to any appreciation of its
viability as a vehicle for reform.

The chapters that follow build on the many excellent individual
studies of Labour’s policies and leaders. They reflect the existence of a
substantial, still-developing and vibrant body of scholarship. Although
written by leading authorities, they are not definitive works. There are
still too many gaps in the literature for anyone to justify such a claim.?!
Nonetheless, they embrace interpretations, approaches and themes
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which make this book very different from previous histories. The
authors offer views and evaluations that are often new and sometimes
controversial.

This is not an official history, but neither is it — in contrast to many
previous works — an assault on everything that Labour has attempted to
achieve. Labour’s members, activists and officials are portrayed not as
flawless angels, nor as zealots, but as committed individuals, engaged in
public service because of a cause in which they believe and for little tan-
gible reward.?? Labour’s thinkers and leaders appear as more thoughtful,
more intellectually coherent and consistent, more dedicated, than is
sometimes the case.?’ The party’s policies are shown to be more rational
more practical, more reasonable and sometimes more -effective.?*
Similarly, the party as a whole is seen to be less isolated from develop-
ments in other countries, and more concerned with events abroad. From
the Spanish Civil War in the 1930s, through the movements for colonial
freedom in the 1950s, to the problems of Nicaragua in the 1980s, Labour
members have supported the defence of liberty, reform and freedom.?’

Changes during the century have required Labour to adapt its poli-
cies, to move with popular opinion, to embrace changing expert views, in
order to create effective economic and social policies. Yet there are also
many continuities, both in terms of values and specific policy areas (such
as the commitments to modernise the economy and provide work rather
than welfare). In 1997 a long and painful process of adaptation finally
resulted in a landslide victory. This was only the latest of several reas-
sessments which have taken place in the electoral wilderness. Once
again, many of the party’s key aims and values have remained intact,
even though items of its traditional faith have been challenged in the
process.2¢

It is perhaps surprising that Labour should end the century in office.
Many of the industries that once underpinned the bulk of the party’s
support have disappeared. Some of the ideas it once championed have
been discredited. Yet it is also appropriate. Despite the peaks and
troughs in popularity, the tensions and conflicts, the moments of
unfulfilled hope and of dark despair, the book tells the story of a party
which has usually given of its best. The desire for socialist change has
united more than it has divided; it has produced a record which contains
far more success than failure, including policies which have vastly
improved the lot of those Labour exists to serve. All those associated
with this party should feel justly proud.
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| Labour’s political and social
thought

Jose Harris

No Labour Party can hope to maintain its position
unless its proposals are . . . the outcome of the best
Political Science of its time.

Labour and the New Social Order (1918), p. 23

In an essay published in 1894, Sidney Webb
wrote of the need to generate a ‘body of systematic political thought’, as
the prime task of those who hoped to ‘teach others how practically to
transform England into a Social Democratic Commonwealth’. Already,
Webb believed, creeping collectivism in every sphere was replacing the
‘unsystematic and empirical Individualism’ that had dominated national
life throughout the nineteenth century. But the development of a coher-
ent rationale for such a change was required not merely to ‘teach others’,
it was an essential part of the process of change itself. Lack of ‘precision
in our thinking’ might not merely obstruct change but lead it in the
wrong direction — towards either ‘individualist’ alternatives to collecti-
vism (such as imperialism and protectionism) or ‘spurious’ rival collecti-
visms which ignored scientific laws and sought instant socialist Utopias.!
Webb’s essay was not merely a seminal document in English socialist
thought, but a classic statement of the ‘modernist’ position in the social
sciences — that correct theory was an essential predicate of right social
action. Six years later, however, the rhetoric of the founding conference
of the Labour Representation Committee (LRC) was markedly more
pragmatic. Despite the demands of some delegates for a more substan-
tive statement of purpose, the outlook of the majority echoed a position
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familiar in English political thought since the mid-eighteenth century.
This was the view that what counted in politics was not ‘principle’ but
‘interest’ — the major problem for labour being that, while land and
capital were amply represented in government, the interests of labour
were not. It was this, rather than any unifying political theory, that
brought together the component organisations of the LRC — many of
whose members in their private capacities were quite frankly Liberals
or Tories.?

These differing perceptions of the role of political theory, dating
from the very foundation of the Labour Party, pinpoint certain issues
that have remained salient in the party’s history throughout the twenti-
eth century. Was Labour’s primary role that of an ‘electoral machine’
designed to win power at all costs within existing constitutional struc-
tures, or was it to forge a new kind of society and civic polity?’ Was ana-
Iytical ‘theory’ merely a polemical footnote to the business of power, or
was it (as was reiterated in 1918 by Labour and the New Social Ovder) a
key element in the gaining and use of that power — in the accurate inter-
pretation of historical change, in the formulation of effective policies,
and in democratic persuasion?* Was the purpose of a labour movement
to take advantage of trends that were happening anyway — or was it to
resist and reverse them? Was the onset of socialism a functional neces-
sity of modern life, or was it driven by ethical, religious and humanitar-
ian imperatives that overruled questions of practical utility?

Disentangling these issues is complicated by the very diverse charac-
ter of Labour, both as a parliamentary party and as a wider movement.
At both levels Labour was always a broad coalition (changing in precise
character over different periods) between trade unionists, different
brands of committed socialist, single-issue pressure-groups, and (par-
ticularly after 1918) individual men and women interested in various
kinds of ethical and practical reform. Its historic roots lay not just in
trade unionism and democratic socialism, but in radical republican-
ism and pro-Gladstonian Lib—Labism, Marxism and municipal reform-
ism, positivism and idealism, Nonconformist and incarnationalist
Christianity, anti-modernist mediaevalism and the quest for advanced
‘scientific’ modernity. Labour theorists, with a few notable exceptions,
were much more interested in drafting programmes and policies than in
clinical analysis of power structures — which means that Labour’s
understanding of the latter has often to be gleaned from the assumptions
of the former. Throughout the party’s history there has been movement
in and out of more doctrinaire groups (on both left and right, and both
inside and outside the Labour fold), which have attracted support from
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those irritated by Labour’s relative lack of a sharply defined official
ideology. Much of the historiography of the subject has been implicitly
bound up with re-fighting old internal Labour battles, between suppos-
edly ‘conservative’ trade unionists and ‘radical’ socialist intellectuals,
between evolutionary and activist models of change, between theoretical
rivalries of ‘left’ and ‘right’, and between supporters and opponents of
collaboration with other parties.

Concentration on such rivalries doubtless gives a certain dramatic
coherence to the party’s theoretical controversies over the past hundred
years. Yet the historian who bores holes into such controversies may well
be struck by the artificiality of the fixed ideological lineages frequently
proclaimed. Throughout the century there have been instances of Labour
leftists occupying ground previously vacated by theorists of the right —
and vice versa. The same has been true of many Labour ideas in relation
to other parties — particularly the Liberals, out of whose ‘progressive’ and
‘radical’ wings many strands of Labour thought evolved.’ Moreover,
despite the existence of powerful local pockets of ‘grass-roots’ Labour
culture, Labour was never a self-contained ‘nation within a nation’ in the
way that could be said at certain periods of social-democratic movements
in continental Europe. On the contrary, LLabour was at all times deeply
embedded in the wider society of Great Britain; and the broad spectrum
of Labour’s political thought both reflected and influenced wider changes
in national attitudes and values. From ‘New Liberal’ proposals on social
reform in the 1900s through to those of ‘New Labour’ in the 1990s; from
1930s’ debates about the gold standard through to present-day controver-
sies about a European currency; from Edwardian ‘social purity’ cam-
paigns through to late twentieth-century ‘libertarian’ movements — in all
these contexts Labour’s ideas on such issues as ‘social justice’, state
power, sovereignty and personal freedom have been part of a much
broader national (and international) theatre of political opinion. And, like
Liberal and Conservative thought, Labour’s ideas have broadly mirrored
certain supra-political philosophical trends in conceptions of how lan-
guage is used and how the external world is mentally constructed: trends,
for example, such as the ‘idealism’ of the 1900s, the ‘positivist’ reaction of
the 1930s and 1940s, the Marxian controversies of the 1960s and 70s, and
the collapse of ‘meaning’ into the mish-mash of relativism and post-
modernism fashionable at the present day.

This chapter will therefore aim to avoid assessing Labour’s political
thought simply in terms of pitched battles between rival intellectual
factions. Instead it will take a number of classic themes — common to
theorists both British and non-British, LLabour and non-Labour — con-
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