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Introduction New Labour and its pasts

The very phrase 'New Labour' announces a dual ambition: to distance the present Labour Party from the record and image of its predecessors and simultaneously to capture what is useful in its legacy. The party clearly hopes that the label will allow it to inherit what remains of the constituencies of 'old Labour' by laying claim to Labour's achievements while also garnering the votes of those who do not identify either with the party's heritage or with the interests that it has aspired to represent. The ambition is not unique to New Labour. Parties rejected by voters have been forced repeatedly to reinvent themselves, to readjust their policies, programmes and appeals, and are regularly confronted with the difficult question of how much to innovate and how much of their party's inheritance to embrace. What makes the story of New Labour distinctive are the depths to which the party's fortunes sank before it began to rebuild; the initial response to its gathering crisis – a move to the left rather than a more predictable tacking towards the political centre; the intensity of the subsequent battle over the party's future; and the enormous success of the transformation from the 'old' to the new party. The renewal and rebranding of parties is a routine phenomenon in the advanced democracies; and the tendency for social-democratic parties to traverse a path from the left to the centre, or centre-left, is common as well. But Labour in Britain did it differently, with unusual twists and turns and an uncommon degree of internal conflict and bloodletting.1 And this atypical process produced a party, and in short order a government, in which the balance was sharply skewed towards innovation and away from the past.

This break with the past is central to any understanding of New Labour. Its programme, for example, is at the very least a departure from the commitments of the party in the past and might even be regarded, at crucial points, as a direct repudiation; and it is consciously so. New Labour's style and structure – how it makes policy, how it deliberates, how it relates to its members, to the trade unions and to the public, how it deals with the press – have likewise been fashioned as the very antithesis of what had for so long been the norm. The party as an organisation has been restructured precisely in order to distinguish itself from the historic Labour Party and to ensure that the party operates in a fundamentally different manner both in office and in opposition. The rejection of old Labour is not just a matter of policy, but of what the party has become, of what it now stands for, how it works and who, quite literally, it is.

Why this stark contrast, this thorough rejection not only of past policies and governing styles, but also of the party's traditional political philosophy and rhetoric, its internal structure, ethos and procedures? Very simply, the rejection of the past has been so total and so comprehensive because those who remade the party had come to believe that no mere programmatic adjustment would suffice. Labour as a party has been defined as much by its culture as by its specific programme and as much by the unique institutional connections that structured its relationship to its key supporters as by the social location of that base. The policies and practices that characterised Labour, both when it was successful and when it was not, were not the products of tactics, whether clever or misguided, or of good or bad leadership, but of the party's identity as a political organisation. It was therefore inevitable that the effort to reshape the party would bump up against the very nature of the party. Those who undertook that effort, the self-defined 'modernisers', would thus discover very quickly that if they were to win the argument about policy and presentation, they would have to prevail within the organisation and alter the institutions and the culture of the party.

The first steps in 'modernising' Labour were not of course informed by such a grand ambition, but by rather more limited and mundane electoral concerns. Indeed, the simplest and most economical explanation for New Labour's antithetical relationship to its past is that the party's new leaders had come to believe that if the party were ever again to become 'electable', it needed to separate itself from the disastrously negative perceptions of the performance of previous Labour governments and of the controversial policies adopted in the 1970s and early 1980s. There can be no doubt, for example, that the desire to get elected was what set the entire process of 'modernising' Labour decisively in motion during Neil Kinnock's tenure as leader. Kinnock had vowed upon taking the reins of the party in 1983 to make it electable once again, and from that determination flowed efforts first to reshape the party's, and Kinnock's own, image and presentation, and to face down the left; later, after the defeat in 1987, a sustained campaign was undertaken to bring the party's programme more closely into line with what was perceived to be public opinion. Even after the ensuing Policy Review was completed, electoral considerations continued to inspire additional shifts, including the leadership's sustained effort to court business opinion and further to moderate its economic policies, and finally required Kinnock's own resignation after his efforts failed to produce victory in 1992. The desire to shed unwelcome past associations in order to reassure potential voters was equally at work in convincing Kinnock's successor, John Smith, to abolish the block vote and to diminish the unions' representation at conference and in the electoral college that selected the party leadership. A similar rationale attended the party's parallel efforts to limit its commitments on spending and taxation. The desperate need to recover the possibility of winning office was thus transparently the spur to the protracted process that gave birth to New Labour. It was also what brought together and sustained the shifting coalition of trade union leaders and politicians of the so-called 'soft left' that provided Kinnock with the support needed for the reshaping of the party.

Electoral calculations cannot fully explain the extent of Labour's transformation, however, nor the thoroughness, even ruthlessness, with which the task was pressed in the end. It was thus only in the later stages of refashioning the party, after Tony Blair's accession to the leadership in 1994, that the modernisers took to calling the party by a new name: New Labour. They decided as well to revise Clause IV, the historic commitment to nationalisation, and thereby to confront the most sacred icon and the central doctrine in the system of beliefs held dear by party members. And it was in this final act of updating that Blair, Gordon Brown and their allies began explicitly to confront and to recast the party's history and philosophy in a kind of Kulturkampf aimed at displacing the party's inherited political culture.

Why was it necessary to take on so directly the party's traditions, its doctrines and ethos, and also its organisational structure? There were alternatives. John Smith's supporters, for example, had proceeded on the very different assumption that, with a new leader in place and with the Tories beset by perceived failures, 'one more heave' might well have brought Labour into power, perhaps in coalition, and a second heave would mean a solid electoral victory. It would also have been possible, at least in theory, to couch a demand for novelty and reform in the more neutral language of social and economic change. So much had in fact changed since the party last held power in 1979 that Labour's leaders could have justified almost any revision, any deviation from prior belief, as merely responding to the evolving needs of Britain in a new, technologically advanced and increasingly globalised world. Instead, New Labour mounted a frontal assault on the party's traditions. In so doing the modernisers took considerable risks, for the decision to challenge the party's past would provide ammunition for its critics and enemies. New Labour's opponents on the left could easily use their critique of the party's legacy and outlook to claim that the party's leaders had abandoned its past and its principles in the vain pursuit of short-term electoral advantage.2 On the Tory right, the criticism of Labour's past could be portrayed as confirmation of their long-standing attacks and afforded an opportunity to question the sincerity of Labour's supposed rethinking. Electoral success might, of course, blunt such charges, or delay their effectiveness, and success in government might render them ineffective over the long term, but it was a gamble to bet on achieving both. Nevertheless, that is precisely the gamble New Labour's leaders chose to take. Why? What had they to gain?

At a minimum they gained a rhetorical edge over their opponents within the party by portraying themselves as modern, their critics as backward-looking. To 'modernise' is transparently a good thing; to resist a sign of a stubborn and irrational attachment to tradition or an unhealthy reluctance to face reality.3 To the extent that the modernisers could define the internal party battle in this way, they controlled the terms of the discussion about how Labour should respond to its deepening crisis. The definition was not uncontested, but on the whole it worked, in large part because the alternatives to 'modernisation' were in fact either a continuation of the failed policies of the recent past, embodied most clearly in the Callaghan government of the late 1970s, or the more vigorous prosecution of the programme of the left. But the Callaghan government had been decisively repudiated in 1979 while the alternative proposed by the left had been presented to voters in 1983 and forcefully rejected as well. In recasting the recent history of the Labour Party as a struggle between 'modernisation' and the resistance to it, moreover, the advocates of the new acquired a past of their own, in which their small band heroically, and against great opposition, rescued the party from its self-destructive impulses and from likely electoral oblivion. As New Labour supporters like Philip Gould told the story, the party had begun a 'long death march' sometime in the late 1960s and 1970s and the descent continued until the mid-1980s, when the modernisers stepped in to save it.4 Setting themselves up as prescient and lonely voices battling established orthodoxy thus afforded New Labour a 'foundation myth' of its own.

Equally important, it would seem, was the security and the freedom of action New Labour thought it would gain by banishing from the party beliefs, commitments and expectations that could very well haunt them while in office. Neil Kinnock had joked at one point about getting his 'betrayals in early'. Blair was far more aggressive in lecturing the party against the tendency to charge betrayal on the part of its leaders. What Kinnock and Blair – and perhaps Gordon Brown more than either –understood was that Labour's ability to govern would be seriously constrained if it assumed power bound by an elaborate set of commitments or by the need to answer quickly and directly to an army of followers demanding more than the party could easily and rapidly deliver. The Callaghan government, it was commonly agreed, had been largely undone by its close friends and allies in the trade unions and the party, and Labour's new leaders were desperate to avoid a repeat of that performance. The desire to escape the constraints of party on their behaviour in government seems to have been especially attractive to the generation represented by Blair and Brown, for while Kinnock seems mainly to have wanted to taste victory, they wanted to win, to govern and then to win again and again. Almost from the beginning the cohort that would become New Labour aspired to be 'the natural party of government', as Harold Wilson had once envisioned, and Blair and Brown at least were bold enough to imagine that future at a moment when Labour had lost four successive general elections. Remaking the political culture of the Labour Party would in this view make it far easier to rule and therefore possible to be re-elected, because the party itself, inside and outside Parliament, would remain more loyal and supportive. The decision to fight a battle for the soul of the Labour Party, and to reject so much of its history, would also facilitate the restructuring of the party's organisation, with its over-representation of the trade union interest, with its recurring tendency to privilege the input of local activists whose left-wing views might embarrass the leadership, and with its belief that the 'movement' was bigger and more important than the party's representatives in Parliament, who were merely its agents, or even a Labour government.5 Redefining the party's culture and institutions would make it possible to win power and, more important, to achieve long-term political ascendancy.

New Labour's leaders seem to have been encouraged to take on the party's past so directly by their formative experiences in the late 1970s and early 1980s and how they came to interpret these events. Politicians who came of age in that era, even those with origins and initial sympathies on the left, had witnessed a destructive clash between the left and the right of the party that left the whole much reduced and that discredited both sides in the debate. The rising generation also confronted in the Thatcher government a regime that sought utter political domination and whose practice gave meaning to increasingly fashionable notions of 'hegemony' and of 'hegemonic projects'. These terms first entered discussions of British politics from the left, as New Left thinkers sought to make use of the ideas of the Italian Marxist, Antonio Gramscij to diagnose the problems of Labour in Britain and its inability to become truly 'hegemonic'. The usage took on new life with the rise of Margaret Thatcher, for she was the politician who came to embody, in her person and her highly ideological politics, a genuinely hegemonic project. The debate about Thatcherism made it obvious that ideas mattered and were essential to the establishment of political dominance; while the Thatcher governments provided a practical example of an unfolding project held together by certain broad goals and beliefs but informed at particular moments by a tactically sophisticated sense of the shifting structure of political opportunity that provided a unique purchase on what policies to emphasise, which battles to fight, and how gradually to remake the political terrain so as to win power over the long term. The phenomenon of Thatcherism could be, and undoubtedly was, an inspiration and a model, but it was presumably much harder for Labour Party veterans, whose hopes were shattered by her domination of British politics after 1979, fully to appreciate its lessons than it was for the generation that included Blair, Brown, Mandelson, Mowlam, Straw and the rest. If nothing else, New Labour would learn from Thatcher that for a government to make a difference it needed considerably longer than a single full term in office, something that had eluded all previous Labour governments.

New Labour, and others who studied the impact of Thatcher, also learned from her to think about politics differently and more broadly and to see politics in terms of ideas, assumptions and paradigms rather than merely policies and elections. Whether or not this sense of politics as a totality of goals, values and programmatic commitments is best labelled and understood as a 'project', it was nevertheless obvious from the late 1970s that parties did have encompassing beliefs and cultures within which specific policies and strategic emphases took shape and which provided the overall framework for policy and strategy. This understanding led to a more thorough examination and critique of Labour as a 'project'. For those trying to make sense of Labour and its history, the term 'Labourism' has proved particularly useful as a description of the 'project' and the package of ideas, attitudes and predispositions that has held it all together.6 The word is perhaps a bit too vague, its meaning too broad; it also lacks sociological specificity and so misses the unique complex of social groupings that have at various moments coalesced behind Labour. More important, the term might well do Labour a disservice in depriving its vision of any greater ideological precision. That is also part of its attraction and usefulness, however, for it describes an ethos, a culture that to some extent transcends and conceptually precedes doctrines.7 More specifically, the term 'Labourism' connotes a largely defensive posture, not only on the part of the party but also on the part of the working class that Labour seeks to represent; and such a posture has been manifestly a defining feature of Labour's long history.

What Labour is supposed to defend is not a diffuse working-class interest that the party itself gets to define, but rather a very concrete set of institutions, the most important of which are the trade unions.8 The desire to defend and protect the role of the trade unions as institutions was what has made Labour instinctively 'corporatist' in orientation, if not always effectively so, and imparted a corporatist bias to its policies and approach to governance. 'Corporatism' in this context implies a view of politics in which organised – i.e. 'corporate' – interests are the key actors and in which effective governance means working with and through these organised interests and securing their input, if possible their acquiescence, in the making and implementation of policy. The close link to the trade unions, which is a precondition for corporatist policy-making, has of course also been the foundation of Labour's peculiar constitutional structure as a party. The unions have largely funded the party; union members have accounted for the bulk of the party membership –dwarfing the ranks of individual members; and trade union block votes have determined programme at the party's annual conference. Labour has therefore been constitutionally predisposed to practise such a politics. It seems not unreasonable to label the resulting political stance as 'Labourism' and to regard it as both genuinely distinctive and potentially valuable.9

Where the term Labourism is less useful is in its implication that the project it refers to was merely defensive and corporatist. It was in reality more than defensive: the party's political project was also socialist, at least from 1918 and the adoption of Clause IV. Arguments about the nature of the Labour Party have often counterposed Labourism to socialism as if they were distinct and rival perspectives, but the actual record of the party demonstrates instead a coexistence, an interaction, a compatibility that the debates about their theoretical incompatibility would simply not predict. For generations of Labour activists, and for key supporters, socialism was the end of Labourism, the distant goal whose achievement would be the ultimate defence of the working class.10 There was no necessary and fundamental contradiction – at least in theory –between defending working-class institutions and the positions to which the working class had advanced to date, and proceeding to conquer new territory and ultimately to run society as a whole. Socialism, symbolised by Clause IV, was the big idea and also the 'organisational glue' that kept Labour together as an institution, uniting its competing interests, informing its appeal to solidarity and providing the party with an identity uniquely its own. Labourism as an outlook might begin as defence but its logic leads left, even if the party's leaders and managers have seldom allowed it to move very far or for very long in that direction.

Understanding Labour as a project, as simultaneously a Labourist and socialist project, has several implications. The first is that the factions and divisions within the party nevertheless shared a common set of assumptions and goals. They operated within the same broad intellectual framework that was basically hostile to capitalism and sceptical of its ability to generate sustained economic growth and social justice; they shared the same fundamental preference for collective solutions over market mechanisms and the same belief in collective provision over privately organised welfare.11 They all believed as well in the sense of moral superiority and the inherent virtue that attached to the Labour Party because of the wide and deep interpenetration of the party and the institutions, and also the subculture, of the working class, or at least of the organised working class. Treasuring that linkage, even while occasionally acknowledging its costs and limitations, meant that left, right and centre in the party all bought into the idea that 'this great movement of ours' clearly went beyond the normal definition of a political party and gave to Labour a different imperative and a special raison d'être. It was not supposed to behave as other parties did and alter its policy in response to voter preferences, but was instead expected to remain true to its essential political identity. The left would take this logic still further during the 1970s and early 1980s and argue that the party in Parliament should defer to the party outside, whether in the form of unions or local activists, that it should mobilise and defend movements of direct action against the decisions of the government of the day, and that in its electoral behaviour it should seek to shape voter preferences rather than accommodate to the whims of a volatile and often ill-informed electorate. The Labour right was, of course, traditionally much more deferential to Parliament, but could never truly contemplate the abandonment of what was seen as special about the Labour Party. More practically, the right not only long depended on the block votes of moderate union leaders in order to keep control of the party, but its strategy for successive Labour governments was premised on the party's close relationship with the unions. Harold Wilson – an enigmatic politician who was neither firmly on the left nor the right wing of the party – made Labour's supposed ability to secure union cooperation in tripartite bargaining central to the government's programme for growth and industrial modernisation, and when inflation, inertia and incompetence threatened to wreck the strategy, he chose to lean on the unions in the effort to control strikes and wage increases. Even after the spectacular failure of that approach with the rejection of In Place of Strife, the party leadership reaffirmed its dependence on the unions by concluding the 'social contract' while in opposition. The very legitimacy of the Wilson/Callaghan governments of 1974–79 was based on the claim that Labour would govern in a partnership with the unions and thus avoid the conflict, and the impasse over economic policy, that marked the failed regime of Edward Heath.

But if left and right shared so much, if their existence was so symbiotic and mutually reinforcing, if they were a messy package that nevertheless hung together, then that very same interconnectedness dictated a similar fate when the project ran aground. Specifically, if the cumulative failures that overcame 'old Labour' were to be overcome in a New Labour project, the package needed to be rejected as a whole, not merely in parts. That belief would seem to be the basic inspiration behind the New Labour effort to confront, reject and to reimagine the party's past and, with it, the party's possible future. The essential premise of New Labour's break with the past is thus a particular take on the coherence and embeddedness of that past: a view that the left, the right and the centre within the Labour Party were more or less equally implicated in its failures, that the dilemmas of the party were insoluble in the terms of the left-right discourse within which party business was routinely conducted, and that the party as an institution – its political culture and its constitutional arrangements especially – was ultimately responsible for its failures in government and in opposition.

These assumptions have seldom been spelled out quite so explicitly, but they are not hard to discern within and beneath the rhetoric and the practice of New Labour. Tony Blair himself gave an early indication of this perspective in a lecture delivered in Australia in 1982, even before he was elected to Parliament.12 His speech focused on the hard choices facing Labour and it was particularly notable for its refusal to align itself with either the right or the left of the party. However closely his later policies might suggest that Blair was the true and proper heir to the early Gaitskellite revisionists, in 1982 he spoke as if coming from the left or new left. He was particularly scathing in his critique of those of Gaitskell's followers who had become the centre-right establishment of the party and who were now leaving to found a new party. He not only rejected the treachery of those who deserted Labour to form the Social Democrats, but also attacked their past role in the party and ridiculed their claim to be 'mould-breakers'. 'They are strange mould-breakers: Roy Jenkins, Shirley Williams, David Owen, Bill Rodgers. If anything,' Blair argued, 'they are the failed representatives of the old mould. They all held office in the last Labour government; and not merely did they hold office in it, they were, in a very real sense, its ideological lieutenants.' In the very next breath, however, Blair also separated himself from the left, speaking of the 'mixed economy' as if it were a viable compromise with a promising future and criticising the left for deluding itself over the meaning of the party's recent defeat at the hands of the Tories. The arguments of Tony Benn and his supporters to the effect 'that Labour lost the [1979] election by alienating its working-class support' and that it should therefore respond by more forthright support of industrial militancy and more left-wing policies simply 'cannot be sustained'. Blair also complained of the left's attitude to the party: 'The left's position is often inconsistent. It will advocate party democracy, yet refuse one member, one vote . . .' The left were particularly wrong in imagining that 'there is anything to be gained from capturing control of the Labour Party machine and leaving the voters behind'.

The Blair view was even at this point self-consciously 'modern'. Society had changed and so too had the Labour Party, but neither the left nor the right had come to terms with these new realities. Over the past half-century there had been 'an enormous sociological shift in the class composition of Britain', with growing affluence, increasing home ownership, a decline in old industries and manufacturing and a massive increase in the numbers working 'in service industries or the public sector'. As Blair saw it, Tony Crosland had been 'right in 1956 when he identified, in The Future of Socialism, major alterations in British society . . .'. Labour as a party had evolved as well: 'The party has changed irreversibly.' Its 'rank and file' had become increasingly white collar and university educated and more often employed in the public sector. They tended to belong not to the old industrial unions that had previously dominated the Trades Union Congress and the Labour Party, but to public sector unions with different political agendas. Many more were women, some were minorities. And they were also more left wing and carried into the party concerns for new 'social issues: nuclear disarmament, ecology, race relations, feminism'. It was with this 'new left' of largely middle-class origin that Blair seemed instinctively to identify; to him it was 'a genuine, if limited social movement' that might well be 'open to many criticisms' but that should not be dismissed. The main weakness, and it was not trivial, was that both this new party of local activists and the more established party of industrial unions, block votes and MPs centred at Westminster lacked a serious connection with the voters. 'The party must have a democratic relationship with the electorate . . .', Blair argued, and it did not yet have one. It had to listen to voters, who were not well represented in or by the party or in any of its institutions and for whom no major political faction spoke effectively. But it was unwilling or unprepared to do so.

This need to reconnect with voters therefore posed enormous challenges to both the left and the right of the party, for The Labour Party, left and right, is a prisoner of its history' and so unable to respond effectively to a changing society or a changing electorate. 'Both sides', Blair wrote, 'feel a need to represent themselves as the "true" Labour Party in an historical sense. In doing so, instead of using history to explain the present and point to the future, they chain themselves to the past.' Neither faction would be able to forge a lasting connection with the electorate unless it gave up cherished illusions and habits of thought. The right needed a whole new set of policies, and it had to recognise the new shape of the party. To refuse to reckon with the New Left and the new sociology of Labour as a party would be 'an error of enormous proportions' and it would preclude a proper reckoning with social change in the electorate. For its part, the left had to recognise the limits of its appeal and the necessity of broadening Labour's base of support and, as a prerequisite, it had to accept that voters largely did not share its outlook. It had in particular 'to correct the impression of the voters that it is indifferent, if not hostile, to their feelings'. That in turn demanded a greater degree of pragmatism and a greater willingness to compromise; and it would also require a new 'political philosophy', 'something more sensitive, more visionary, in a word more modern, than Marxism . . .'.

To the young Blair, then, neither of the two dominant traditions within the Labour Party had bequeathed a legacy that could be claimed without major excisions. Neither the Labour left nor the revisionist right had left a usable past, let alone a map to a better future. Blair's views were perhaps atypical. Although Blair might have shared a vaguely 'new left' background with many of his generation, his attachment to the left was obviously less firm and more fleeting than that of others who would join up with the New Labour project.13 He was also unusually clear and unsentimental about his party's past, present and future at a very early date; and he was oddly both an obvious product of his time and at the same time more or less immune to many of its most powerful intellectual currents – e.g. the revival of Marxism. Blair's ally and rival Gordon Brown, for example, had a more radical youth, was more comfortable in the traditional Labour Party, and was more deeply influenced by Marxism. Yet Blair's response to the dire realities of the early 1980s was also paradigmatic: watching his party – in which he was beginning to carve out a career – decline precipitously, then consume itself in a civil war, he was moved to reject all of the major antagonists and insist on a new beginning, a new outlook, and a new strategy designed to win a new majority.

More than a decade later, Blair as party leader would repeatedly reiterate his sceptical stance towards the party's past and towards the myths of both the left and the right. Characteristically, he remained decidedly unwilling to embrace fully even the most celebrated moment in the party's mythic history. In a lecture commemorating the fiftieth anniversary of the Labour victory in 1945, for example, Blair began by offering ritual praise for the achievements of the Attlee government but proceeded to interpret its successes not as a triumph of Labour on its own but rather as the fulfilment of the potential of the radical, progressive coalition first adumbrated in the alliance between the nascent Labour Party and the 'New Liberalism' before 1914. By 1945, Blair argued, Labour's support had grown beyond its working-class roots and had come to embody 'the hopes of war-torn Britain better than the Tories'. Its 'vision chimed with the vision for which the British people had been fighting . . .' and not merely with the interests of workers and trade unions. Indeed, 'In 1945 Labour was the patriotic party . . .' And the ideas behind the Labour victory were not theirs alone. On the contrary, 'The ideas of Keynes and Beveridge were the cornerstone of reform . . .' and, as T.H. Marshall explained, Labour was best understood as the latest instalment in the long march of citizenship and democracy. 'Democratic socialism', Blair claimed, was truly 'the political heir of the radical Liberal tradition: distinctive for its own roots, principles, priorities and practices, but with recognisable affinities when put next to its progressive Liberal cousin.'14

What was usable in Labour's past, then – according to Blair, Brown and the growing camp of modernisers they led – were not its programmes and policies and economic strategies but rather the party's enduring values and aspirations. Blair would argue, for example, that the party needed to be liberated 'from the terrible tyranny of confusing means and ends . . .' and should refocus on its goals.15 The formulation is instructive: Labour's heritage is not just outdated, in need of refurbishing; it is rather a 'terrible tyranny'. 'Forget the past', he would tell the 1996 annual conference.16 Equally significant in this new rhetoric was the way in which the embrace of Labour's rather vague ends – social justice, freedom, community – but none of the means by which previous generations tried to achieve them, had the effect, no doubt intended, of relegating virtually all of Labour's previous thinking and arguing and understanding of the world to the graveyard of failed programmes from which little or nothing can be salvaged. Labourism as a set of loyalties and a source of identity and socialism as a vision of a new social order were both spectres to be exorcised from the new Labour Party. The rejection of the past was thus central to New Labour's emerging identity. And the basic reason was the modernisers' firm belief that 'old Labour's' failures were endemic: they pervaded the entire party and its seemingly diverse and competing tendencies. Most important, the shared political culture that produced such failed policies and options was structurally rooted in the party's institutions and in its political identity.

How New Labour came to view the party it sought to lead so critically is the central question running through the story told here. The aim is neither to endorse nor to refute the insight upon which the Labour Party has been rebuilt and rethought, but to explain how its present came to be so antithetical to its past What was it, for example, about the record of the Labour governments of the 1960s and 1970s that led the New Labour leadership to repudiate it with what seemed more passion than they attacked the record of the Tory governments of the 1980s and early 1990s? What convinced those who came to lead Labour as it entered the new millennium that the party's history – though marked by a steady rise, by numerous election victories and by lasting achievements in government – was so poisoned a legacy? What inspired the modernisers' determination to restructure the party itself so thoroughly that the organisation's role in making policy and programme would virtually disappear? If the effort to make Labour electable did not at first envision such dramatic transformation, then what was it about the task of making Labour 'modern' that rendered the process ultimately so complete? The progress recorded and reviewed in this study will show, in fact, that New Labour had become so new, so radically different from Labour's past, only in confrontation with that past and with the party that its history had left in place. It was in this sense itself a historical product, neither a choice nor an inevitability, but a result of the clash between what the Labour Party's past had made it and what its new leaders believed the party would have to become if it were to have a present and a future.
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Chapter 1 The burden of Labour's legacy
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Labour was never just a political party. It was a movement, a way of thinking and feeling, and an intense set of loyalties and antipathies. Its evolution therefore refused to obey the logic of a mere political party and the party acted, at least on occasion, as if the winning and holding of office was a distinctly secondary, perhaps even unworthy, objective. Again and again it did not behave as other parties, which typically renew themselves in response to shifting social and economic realities, to electoral defeats or to the regular succession of one generation of leaders by another. For much of its history, by contrast, the British Labour Party proved fiercely resistant to critique and renewal. This has been particularly the case when criticism was deemed to come from those hostile to the unions and when new policies were regarded as pulling the party towards the centre, away from socialism and away from its roots and attachments in the working class. Its inertia was especially marked in the post-war period: during its 13 years of opposition from 1951 to 1964, for example, the party responded with very little in the way of new thinking, new policy or even new rhetoric. This prolonged era of stasis would establish a pattern that ensured that future innovation, if and when it came, would have to be drastic and thoroughgoing, and that it would necessarily entail a decisive break with the party's past. The 'new' in 'New Labour' was to this extent an inevitable product of what went before, or rather, of what did not happen before.

The party's reluctance to embrace the new during the 1950s and early 1960s was deeply embedded in its unique past and anchored in its unusual structure, but it was reinforced by the circumstances in which Labour found itself in opposition. Most important was the powerful legacy of achievement bequeathed to the party by the governments of 1945–51. By almost any standard, the Attlee governments were a resounding success. Labour had been elected in 1945 on a series of pledges that were fulfilled almost to the letter. The party promised to create a genuine welfare state by reorganising existing social services, by adding programmes for those previously left out, and by the establishment of the National Health Service. All this they did. The party also promised to implement policies that would maintain a 'high and stable' level of employment. This, too, came to pass, even if it is difficult to know precisely whom, or what, to credit for the achievement. The party also committed itself to keeping in place a variety of policies – in terms of taxation, price controls, controls over land and rents, regional policy –aimed at making Britain a fairer and more egalitarian society. These promises were also kept, even at the cost of some popular resentment and loud opposition from the Tories, from business and from the self-appointed spokesmen of the middle classes.

Not only did Labour deliver on its promises. The Labour governments of 1945–51 also presided successfully over a difficult transition from war to peace and proved beyond doubt the party's capacity to govern. There were bad moments, of course: the fuel and exchange crises of 1947 were the worst; and the devaluation of the pound in 1949 was a wise move that nonetheless was often portrayed as a failure. And there were divisions and unseemly squabbles as well: over NHS charges, over foreign policy and over rearmament. But for the most part, Labour governed in a reasonably unified fashion over a recovering Britain in which things were steadily and visibly improving. The Attlee governments thus left a record of which the party could be justly proud and around which there quickly grew up a memory that undoubtedly exaggerated the successes, minimised the weaknesses, and put a retrospective shine on activities whose lustre might well not have elicited praise from contemporary observers. Historians have understandably sought to right the balance and to restore the nuances to the picture of Labour's achievement, but it remains the case that at the core of the heroic memory was a solid set of accomplishments.1

Electoral defeat of 1951 was thus not interpreted as a sign of any fundamental problem in Labour's programme or practice. After all, the party won the popular vote and there was no evidence that the Tory victory augured a prolonged absence from government. That victory itself was won on terms that seemed to confirm the beliefs of many in the Labour Party that their victories had a permanent, or semi-permanent, status. The Conservatives did not question the commitment to full employment or the need to maintain the welfare state. They promised to relax controls and to free up the market, to push back the frontier of nationalisation, and to build more houses. But they did not campaign on a plan to reverse what Labour had done or to return to the policies of the 1930s. 'Consensus' is clearly too strong a word to describe the convergence of opinion in the early 1950s, but there was sufficient common ground for Labour to think that its legacy was not in any way in jeopardy.

Labour not only won the popular vote in 1951, but in doing so consolidated its base of support within the working class. The Labour Party was never merely a class party. It always needed middle-class votes to win. Nor, conversely, could the Conservatives prevail at the polls without significant working-class support. But over the life of the Labour governments of 1945–51, class loyalties had actually become firmer and more unambiguous; in the elections of 1951, therefore, Labour relied largely upon working-class support and probably received a higher share of working-class votes than ever before or since in its history. The Conservatives had likewise by 1951 recaptured many of those middle-class voters who had been moved to vote Labour in 1945 by an enthusiasm for reconstruction but who became increasingly restive in the later years of Labour rule. Class and party therefore fitted together especially closely in the early 1950s and Labour had little reason to doubt that it could rely on continued electoral support from workers and their families.

The prospect of enduring class loyalty meant that Labour's base was secure and that the party could contemplate a period in opposition confident in the assumption that the electoral tide would turn and, in the not too distant future, carry the party back into office. In power once more, it was assumed that Labour would press on with its agenda of social transformation with renewed enthusiasm and with a leadership tested, and now also rested, and ready to get on with the business of running the country. There were worries, of course: the factional strife that marked the last years of the Labour government needed to be overcome, the party would have to confront the problem of succession as an older generation left the scene, and there were genuine questions of policy that had to be resolved. But the problems were all manageable, or so it seemed, and the party itself seemed to stand on very solid foundations.

What were those foundations? Put very simply, Labour was the party of the working class and had as its aim the representation of working-class interests in British politics. But behind this clear formula and simple identity was much complexity: the working class itself was a historical construct, not a fact of nature or a sociological given; and the connections that linked the party and its supporters were forged over time out of particular experiences, needs and understandings. Both the nature of the class Labour sought to serve and the character of the linkages require interrogation.

The very phrase, 'working class', implies a common condition and shared interests among people who may in fact not see themselves as part of anything larger than their family or community. Nevertheless, a distinctive feature of social life in modern Britain has been the way in which all sorts of institutions – from the schools to the churches to the factory to the pub – and all variety of customs have conspired to create a sense of class and to reproduce it over generations. Despite the raw facts of social mobility and the evident diversity of local, working-class cultures, the replication of inequities from one setting to another, from one place to another, and in various spheres of life, regularly convinced most people in Britain that they lived in a class society. And thinking so, they acted so; and thus routinely defined their interests as distinct, and also as opposed. A signal consequence was a powerful tendency to organise: to establish institutions that informally reflected, and further embedded, social divisions while formally serving all sorts of more specific and practical purposes. Among working people these would include clubs and churches, friendly societies and, most important, trade unions. Reinforcing, perhaps also underpinning, this rich but class-infused, associational life were distinctive working-class cultures, ways of talking and playing and courting and saving and spending, with styles that varied locally and regionally but that were consistently different from the styles and behaviours of their 'betters'.2

The working class that Labour sought to represent was thus neither incoherent nor homogeneous. It was structured and organised internally, prior to and independent of its affiliation to any party. The connection to Labour, then, was mediated and indirect. The most visible linkage was through the trade unions, whose rights the original Labour Representation Committee was founded explicitly to defend. Indeed, prior to 1914 the party's growth was registered more accurately by the increasing affiliation of trade unions than by the rise in its voting strength. When the party's constitution was drafted in 1918, the unions were accorded a privileged position and it was subsequently the preferences of union leaders that largely determined party policy. The unions were not the only institutions formally represented in the party: there was also a place for the cooperative societies and, more significantly, for socialist societies like the Fabians, the Independent Labour Party and the Social Democratic Federation – organisations that often served as training grounds for future leaders and as sources of ideas and policies. And it was possible to belong to the party directly by joining a local, constituency party. But effective control was in the hands of the leaders of the largest unions, whose views were magnified many times over by their ability to cast 'block votes' on behalf of their membership.

The role accorded to the unions was for obvious reasons not given to the less formal social organisations that so marked working-class life in Britain, but it would seem that a diffuse class awareness and allegiance to the Labour Party permeated this dense network. The effect was often to naturalise support for Labour, to make it reflexive and customary rather than a matter for debate and choice. The attachment, though by no means universal, was nevertheless largely a matter of culture and disposition rather than ideology, a reflection of sentiment more than conviction, and it was wrapped in a rhetoric meant to inspire, to reassure and when necessary to obscure rather than to convince.3

Labour attached itself therefore to a working class that was already structured and organised within itself and the party became thoroughly imbricated with those pre-existing patterns. The associations that filled up and structured the more public spheres of working-class life were largely the preserve of adult men, with women engaged in more informal networks and young people consorting with each other before settling into the routines of the community. But the boundaries were often blurred, divisions more a matter of taste, temperament and locale than of exclusion, and the ethos largely collective. No doubt a facilitating factor was the absence of sharp and enduring cleavages of religion or ethnicity, but even where these existed and mattered, the highly local character of working-class cultures dampened the broader and potentially fragmenting impact for Labour on a national basis. Although Labour as a party would inevitably conform to the shapes, divisions, prejudices and exclusions embodied in the class it sought to represent, the net effect was nonetheless a broad sense of class awareness and political loyalty.

Both the unions and the party, for example, were more eager and effective spokesmen for the skilled than the unskilled and for those in powerfully organised industries than for those in unskilled, unorganised employment. They tended likewise to identify spontaneously and intuitively with the interests of male workers and to regard the interests of female workers, or working-class women more generally, as less pressing, or to subsume them under the needs of the family headed by a male breadwinner. Nevertheless, the differences that fragmented working-class existence in Britain were fluid and inconsistent and they were often overcome by the recognition that ordinary men and women shared a common fate, a common exclusion from the world of the middle and upper classes, and a common set of vulnerabilities. Perhaps more important, the predisposition to organise was pervasive and it was never regarded as the province of a distinct and privileged section of the working class. Indeed, the assumption within the world of labour was that trade unions were good for all workers and that, if possible, all workers should join. Unions were active, therefore, throughout the economy and enrolled the unskilled as well as the skilled and semi-skilled, and rather large numbers of women were also organised. The preference for organisation was so widely accepted, among working people but also on the part of the state, that it was considered the natural condition of relations at work. Thus when and where it proved difficult to establish stable unions and employers' associations, as in the so-called sweated trades, the government stepped in with formal, legal provision for setting wages and conditions through the Trade Boards. But such action was always considered a departure from the norm and less effective than setting wages and conditions through collective bargaining.

Even if employers were frequently reluctant to acquiesce to the role of trade unions and to abandon what they saw as their rightful managerial prerogatives, and even if it took a very long time for the reach of union organisation to approximate the aspirations of its advocates, the principle that everyone should be represented by a trade union became deeply entrenched in working-class life, in industrial relations and ultimately in politics as well. In its uneven progress, the growth of the unions paralleled, and was reinforced by, the waxing and waning of the Labour Party as an electoral force. The weakness of the unions during the inter-war era, especially after the defeat of the General Strike in 1926, was matched by the inability of the party even to come close to winning a parliamentary majority. Labour's participation in the wartime coalition inevitably marked a decisive breakthrough on both fronts. The party was finally brought within the political mainstream and it was rewarded with a pre-eminent role in running the home front, a position Labour used to encourage unionisation. The power of the state was now deployed to sponsor organisation both by workers and employers and to insist that employers bargain in good faith. The process was taken further after the war: with the coming to power of the first majority Labour government in 1945, the unions became virtual partners in government and used their new-found access to insert themselves widely into the apparatus of policy-making and consultation. In turn, the unions used their clout with ordinary workers to secure support for the party's aims in government, particularly the effort to control prices and wages. The link between Labour and the unions was thus very firmly established, and understood as a critical resource for a Labour government, by the early 1950s.

The working class upon which Labour relied was thus a very solid, rooted and well-organised social force whose political preferences, once registered, would be diffused, replicated and passed down through generations. Resting on such a stable foundation, however, Labour as a party was not very amenable to change, and a tendency to stasis was a corollary of the party's very strength and identity. And the fact that the stability of working-class life and organisation was achieved in opposition to the insecurities of daily existence meant that it was highly prized and vigorously defended, and what might be criticised from without or in hindsight as stasis or complacency appeared from within and at the moment as loyalty and pride.

Loyalty was indeed central to the ethos of the Labour Party at mid-century and had served the party especially well during difficult moments between the wars. The lore of the party was replete with stories of manifest disloyalty that were regularly held up as examplars of what not to do and of how not to behave. The most compelling case was the defection of the leadership in 1931, when Ramsay MacDonald, Philip Snowden and J.H. Thomas broke with the rest of the Cabinet to join with the opposition in the 'National Government'. Whatever the circumstances behind the split, it was a history that could easily be told using the familiar class-inflected discourse of the labour movement. The former leaders were guilty of political treason and of disloyalty to their class. They were 'class traitors' whose desertion followed a familiar trajectory and confirmed a reading of British politics and society as a story of class allegiances, antagonisms, triumphs, defeats and (worst of all) betrayals.4

Attachments, loyalties, customary allegiances, cultures and values shared and passed on, a collectivist ethos – these are the terms that seem best to describe the connection between Labour and its working-class base. What, then, the role of ideas, of formal beliefs or ideology?5 Labour's big idea was of course socialism, but socialism as interpreted through 'a marked anti-doctrinal and anti-theoretical bias'.6 The key statement was Clause IV in the party constitution of 1918 in which Labour committed itself:


To secure for the workers by hand or by brain the full fruits of their industry, and the most equitable distribution thereof that may be possible, upon the basis of the common ownership of the means of production, distribution and exchange, and the best obtainable system of popular administration and control of each industry and service.



Almost inevitably, socialism merged with planning in a vision of state ownership and direction over the economy, although interminable debate attended the discussion of what both would mean in practice.

But both socialism and planning also would be defined in a manner consistent with the party's institutional character and its unique connection to its constituents. The settled and stable nature of the working-class base from which Labour drew its strength imposed as a first duty on the party the defence of that class, its organisations and way of life. The party's defensive, Labourist stance ensured that the party's objectives combined distinct and different goals – some linked to a Labourist perspective and others derived from a more distinctly socialist view; and there have been inevitable tensions, choices and shifts of emphasis. What is not clear is whether this has been a productive combination or whether it has been a distraction, a constraint, and hence a source of weakness and incoherence. It is often implied that Labourism is a less lofty vision than socialism and that the party's Labourist orientation diminished the commitment to socialism. But the implication should perhaps be queried as a matter of strategy and as a matter of history: is the struggle to get working-class interests recognised and legitimised in a hostile society somehow lacking and unworthy? Is a commitment to doctrine superior to what might be called a 'preferential option' for the workers? Or is the projection of a working-class presence into the polity and the battle to protect working-class institutions such as trade unions a necessary function for any party that seeks the support of working people? Do Labourism and socialism have to be in competition, or can they be mutually reinforcing? More important, does the commitment to what might be considered the more modest programme of Labourism weaken the commitment to a grander design for remaking society or provide an important grounding for the more ambitious socialist project?

In practice, Labour in power did undoubtedly give the protection of existing working-class interests top priority. Nevertheless, the very same leaders and governments also undertook quite ambitious schemes of structural change. The Labour governments of 1945–51, for example, were eager to put in place a whole series of measures to make the lives of ordinary people more stable and secure – basically, the package of reforms known as the welfare state – but they also took large chunks of British industry into public ownership and were prepared, if returned to office, to do more. Critics have often taken note of the moderation of Labour's leaders and the resolve to move forward by constitutional or parliamentary means and suggested that their caution indicated a lack of commitment to the goal of socialism.7 If by socialism is understood only a revolutionary break with capitalism and the rapid assertion of state control over the economy, then few Labour leaders would qualify as proper adherents. Cautious tactics, however, may mean very little about ultimate objectives, and those criticised for moving too slowly would undoubtedly counter, as they often did, that theirs was the only effective strategy that could transform a democratic capitalist state into a democratic socialist society.

The most regular source of such criticism in the post-war era was the so-called 'Labour Left', who repeatedly suggested that the party's leaders were lukewarm about socialism and too ready to compromise. But the Labour Left was itself a curious phenomenon, ever ready to criticise but unwilling or unable to offer a compelling and genuinely alternative vision for achieving socialism.8 The very name they chose to mark their movement in the 1940s, 'Keep Left', was indicative of their symbiotic relation to the supposed 'right? within the party: the aim was to put pressure on the leaders, to exert a counterweight to the pull towards the centre that the exercise of power exerted, and to act as the conscience of the party and remind it of first principles. But a genuine break, a fundamental alternative, was seldom contemplated; and hence, too, the recurring phenomenon of spokesmen of the Labour Left moving in and out of the leadership and the Shadow Cabinet, tacking to the centre and then back again, but seldom constituting a consistent dissenting pole around which to organise a distinct and compelling strategy.

The Labour Left confronted three more specific problems and liabilities that limited its effectiveness. First, for much of the party's history the left was largely the preserve of middle-class intellectuals and enjoyed little support from the trade unions or their leaders, whose class resentments allied with their accustomed sense of loyalty to deprive the left of significant working-class support. In fact, it was the reassertion of union control of the party in the aftermath of the 1931 debacle that began the institutional marginalisation of the left; and it was the trade unions' continued control that prevented any move towards a 'popular front' during the 1930s and ensured the expulsion of Stafford Cripps and Aneurin Bevan in 1939.9 During the 1940s and 1950s it was the block vote of the big trade unions that consistently overwhelmed the more left-wing preferences of constituency activists and kept the right in power in the party and allowed the leadership to prevail at conference.10 Nye Bevan would denounce this arrangement as a 'travesty of democracy': as he explained to Tribune readers in October 1955, 'The concentration of power in a few hands is always bad, and even if the political policies of the general unions were progressive, their ascendancy within the Labour Party would not be justified.'11 Bevan would in fact base his 1954 and 1955 campaigns for party treasurer on a pledge to undo Labour's constitutional settlement in order to break the 'stranglehold of bureaucracy' on the party and free it to resume progress towards socialism.12

Not only was the Labour Left often at odds with the unions, however. It was also, perhaps inevitably given the shortage of trade union allies, regularly seen to be allied with the wrong people and so smeared for associating with real or alleged communists. The charge seemed confirmed on a different level, if again unfairly, by the left's inclination towards pacifism and later, in the Cold War era, neutralism, a stance not shared by a party leadership keen to demonstrate that the nation's fate was secure in its hands. Even more important, however, was the difficulty that the Labour Left faced in making its principal charge against the leadership – that it was not seriously interested in socialism – actually stick to its opponents. Again and again the party's moderate leaders reaffirmed their commitments to socialism, to nationalisation, to social spending and to high taxation, even at the cost of electoral viability. Whatever the failings of the party's leadership, whatever their practical omissions and compromises while in office and however pronounced their tactical moderation, they did not lack for real commitment to the party's goals. Socialism was in this sense a genuine part of the culture of the Labour Party rather than a mere graft onto a movement better understood as 'Labourist'. It was, of course, a variety of socialism that privileged the institutions of the organised working class in its detailed programmes and policies. The content of the socialist commitment thus precluded initiatives that would threaten what existed and what had already been achieved in favour of what might become. But the embedded character of Labour's vision did not vitiate the commitment to achieving it.

The nature and meaning of Labour's socialism also, and necessarily, developed over time and in response to shifting contexts and the challenges faced by the party and its supporters. When Labour first proclaimed itself a socialist party in 1918, its socialist identity was compatible with a wide variety of beliefs about what shape the new society would take and about what policies should be pursued in the short and the long run. For many, the concept of socialism was understood as a particular ethic more than as a model of economy and society; and for very few was it linked to the notion of a revolutionary break. Socialism did, or would, entail a necessary departure from, and a repudiation of, the norms of capitalist society, however, and with its characteristic values of competition and individual advance. The Labour Party thus consistently manifested an antipathy to business and business culture and exhibited a concern for community over the firm or the entrepreneur.

The broader ambivalence about business and industry within British culture was to this extent fully shared by Labour and might well have reinforced the party's partisan preferences.13 It also meant that the party would participate in a genuine dialogue with other 'progressives' and reformers who shared its antipathy towards business and the market.14 Labour's programme before 1918, for example, was not easily distinguished from the goals of the more advanced of the 'New Liberals'. Even after 1918 the Liberal Party, or sections of it, offered what could be regarded as more radical proposals than Labour, which tended between the wars to combine a distinctly alternative vision of a new society with a set of very modest and practical policy proposals. The Liberals, for example, were much more daring in their advocacy of government measures to combat unemployment and they were less afraid to break with the fiscal orthodoxies that dominated the thinking of Treasury officials and of most economists. The Liberal rejection of laissez-faire and its replacement with a more communitarian rhetoric was yet another indication that Labour and the Liberals shared a common philosophical grounding upon which they built their separate programmes and appeals. But however much was shared, what made Labour genuinely distinctive was the character of its link with the institutional life of the working class. The party's Labourist inclinations, then, were a reflection of what made Labour different and what in the long run allowed it to emerge as the dominant opposition to Conservatism in British politics.

Labour's socialism also gradually took on a more defined shape and became embodied in a distinctive set of preferred policies. Of particular importance was the role of the state.15 In its early years Labour was far from being enamoured of the state or of collectivist solutions to economic and social problems. Within the party there was significant support for local, municipal initiatives and for models of production and distribution based on cooperation rather than state ownership and control. And there was widespread distrust of the existing state. The very founding of the party was a response to the infringement by the state, the courts in particular, of what were seen as the essential rights of trade unions; and that infringement confirmed a long-standing resentment of the state's intrusion into the affairs of the unions. Working people were also attached to a variety of institutions, like friendly societies, that zealously guarded their independence from the state and feared entanglement with government and the dependent status that might produce. This early ambivalence was further complicated by the experience of labour during the First World War. To some, the tremendous feats of organisation undertaken by the state during wartime provided a convincing demonstration of the state's ability to control the economy and to reshape society along more egalitarian lines. But to others the wartime state was a fearsome thing that elicited strong resistance: government control of the labour market was particularly threatening to the independence of trade unions and understandably the unions insisted at war's end on the restoration of pre-war practices. Antipathy to the enlarged state also spurred interest in theories of workers' control and guild socialism. Even as Labour formally chose to opt for socialism and public ownership, therefore, questions about the state remained unresolved.

Labour slowly came around to a more statist vision between the wars, though the conversion was largely indirect. The state did little to endear itself to working people, to the unions or to Labour supporters and more often appeared as alien, indifferent or even hostile. It was run, most often, by Conservatives ruling directly or, for much of the 1930s, through the National Government. Dominated by Labour's political enemies, the British state generally followed economic policies that favoured capital over labour and fiscal responsibility over the maintenance of employment and that tolerated the emergence of mass unemployment. Aided by a labour marked skewed in favour of employers, the state presided over a decisive weakening in the influence of trade unions between the wars and it directly confronted and defeated union power in the General Strike of 1926. During the Depression, moreover, the state strongly resisted efforts to reflate and chose to preside over a gradual, to some imperceptible, recovery rather than to jeopardise the finances of the state or the stability of the pound. Keynes may have won the debate about the need to stimulate demand with the publication of The General Theory in 1935, but the Conservatives who dominated the government and the Treasury which oversaw policy-making ruled out measures that might have generated an economic revival. The feeling that civil servants conspired with the bankers to bring down the Labour government in 1931 served further to increase Labour's antipathy to the existing state. In its aftermath, morever, there was a brief, and perhaps inevitable, flirtation with notions of extra-parliamentary action and an outburst of quasi-insurrectionary rhetoric about the need to overcome and utterly transform, rather than merely to lay hold of, the institutions of the British state.

Despite – and perhaps also because of – these negative experiences with the state, Labour slowly reoriented its programme in a collectivist and statist direction. The First World War was decisive in beginning this shift, but the party's reflection on the experience of the Depression led even more forcefully in that direction. Seeing the state firmly in the hands of one's opponents after 1931 had driven home to Labour the importance of controlling the levers of power. Witnessing the impotence of reform efforts that did not have the backing of the state further helped to convince party and trade union leaders that only central government had the capacity to implement the party's vision. The fiscal constraints on local government, for example, illustrated how little could be accomplished at that level and how much more important it was to control the centre. The inability of trade unions to maintain, let alone increase, membership in an adverse labour market likewise underscored the need for a supportive state. The scope of the unemployment problem between the wars also made it obvious that revival would probably require the intervention of the central state and the adoption of economic planning. Planning, of course, would mean augmenting the power of the state, rearranging its priorities and internal organisation, and increasing its ability to intervene in the market and to overrule its outcomes.

The precise definition of planning and of what mechanisms would be required for its effectiveness continued to be debated throughout the 1930s, both within the Labour Party and outside of it.16 By 1939 a consensus had begun to emerge around a rather modest Keynesian middle ground, but the Second World War ushered in yet another phase of debate about the state and its role in society and economy. Once again, the mobilisation for war vastly expanded the state and demonstrated even more forcefully and convincingly its capacity to steer the economy, to guarantee the equitable distribution of essential goods and services, and to fight and win a war. Labour, its leaders installed at the centre of domestic policy-making, became more confident of their ability to manage the state and of the state's ability to manage the economy and bring about social change. When Labour took office on its own after the election victory of 1945, therefore, the party put in place a programme more statist, more dirigiste and less Keynesian than would have been likely prior to the war. The party, the unions and Labour voters had become reconciled to the state and looked almost exclusively to collectivist solutions to the problems they confronted.

By 1945–51, therefore, Labour's socialism had become closely identified with nationalisation, planning and the state. When the party moved into opposition in the 1950s, its leaders and thinkers retained their faith in the state, in state control and in collectivist policies. A curious but indirect reflection of just how thoroughly the party's qualms about the state had been dissipated was the discussion in New Fabian Essays (1952) of how to understand and to label the new society that Labour had created. The issue was taken up forcefully and unabashedly by the young and 'brilliant' Tony Crosland, who was sure that 'capitalism is undergoing a metamorphosis into a quite different system' and that this new 'post-capitalist society' was 'quite different in kind from the capitalism which it succeeds'. 'What should the new society be called?' Crosland asked. A series of terms had been suggested – 'the Welfare State, the Mixed Economy, the Managerial State . . .' and so on, but 'the best that I can suggest', Crosland concluded, 'was Statism'.17 Conceding the ugliness of the term, Crosland nevertheless argued that it was the most accurate term on offer, for it captured the most salient feature of the new society – 'state control' – and conjured up a broader vision in which the path out of the chaos of capitalism ran through the state.

Two critical assumptions – about capitalism and about the state –underpinned this assertion and it is difficult to know which was the more remarkable. Crosland apparently had no doubts that capitalism had been superseded by a qualitatively different society: the issue was how to describe it. Labour Party revisionists, of whom Crosland was surely the most eminent, have been typically criticised for lacking a firm commitment to socialism and socialist transformation. Here at least the problem is very different: a prematurely triumphalist view that capitalism had already been replaced and a remarkably confident claim that, although the features of the post-capitalist society might still need further definition, the fundamental battle had been won. What Crosland also obviously assumed was that the state could be relied upon as an agent both to manage the economy and to oversee social provision in the short term and as a mechanism for effecting further transformation towards socialism. The suspicion of the state so often found among earlier generations of socialists and of trade unionists was largely forgotten, its effectiveness and neutrality now simply taken for granted. Most important, there was little doubt in Crosland's mind – nor, it seems, in the minds of other Labour leaders – that government in the proper hands was a far superior instrument for directing the economy than the decisions of capitalists themselves. The idea that capitalism was a progressive force, that unleashing the forces of entrepreneurship was a reasonable path to progress, was simply unthinkable. Capitalists as a class and capital as an instrument were understood essentially to have failed the nation in the past and were not expected to do better in the future. What success business achieved was understood to result from the efforts not of owners or investors, but from the work of managers chosen on a professional and meritocratic basis. Labour Party thinkers were especially taken with the thesis that a 'managerial revolution' had occurred within capitalism, that ownership had therefore been severed from control, and that profit was no longer the overriding goal of business.18 To this extent the 'revisionists' did not disagree with the 'left' over the relative merits of capitalism versus socialism. Socialism was a shared inheritance. The difference was over how far the transition to socialism had progressed. Both sides held to a largely common set of goals and values, even if their immediate political strategies varied a great deal.

By mid-century, Labour's political identity as the party of the state, of nationalisation and planning, of a socialism inflected with the particularities that derived from Labourism, was thus firmly established. With a very solid base of support among the working class and the trade unions and the prospect of building on that core of support to regain office, moreover, there was little incentive to alter its identity, its image or its most cherished policies. The defeat of 1951 was almost a welcome respite, and even a second loss in 1955 elicited no great anguish. That 'result', Crosland argued shortly after, '. . . does not justify angry inquests' and it indicated the need for but a modest set of adjustments.19 This insouciance was neither arrogant nor foolish, for the party's foundations were probably stronger in the 1950s than they had been at any previous moment. The unions that supported it were larger than ever and had secured for themselves a decisive presence in industry and in the counsels of the state. The working class whose votes the party relied upon continued to dominate the social landscape and its way of life was as yet relatively untouched by the supposedly corrosive effects of affluence and mass consumption, upward social mobility and the destruction of compact communities by new trends in housing and transportation. The industries in which those workers toiled, and where trade unionism was most deeply entrenched, had waxed prosperous during the war and still offered stable employment and good prospects. Labour had shown itself fit to govern in trying circumstances and its policies continued to command respect and even, on occasion, enthusiasm. Major changes might lie ahead, but they were scarcely visible and not at all compelling in the early post-war era.

The effect was a certain complacency about the party's programme and practice that was disturbed only by the factional antagonism surrounding Bevanism. It was reinforced, of course, by the very structure of the party. The central authority within the Labour Party was the annual conference, which made policy and elected the National Executive Committee.20 Within the party conference effective power resided with the trade unions, whose block votes easily overwhelmed the opinions of constituency activists. The culture of the party was nevertheless highly democratic, anti-elitist, as well as vaguely anti-intellectual. Both activists and trade unionists were suspicious of party leaders, who were often more educated and more middle class than the rank and file and who were assumed to be especially vulnerable to the temptations of office-holding and to the corrupting effects of regular mingling with the wealthy and powerful. Again, the memory of Ramsay MacDonald was a potent reminder of the risks involved in giving too much deference to party leaders. Leaders were in turn very wary of running foul of party opinion, even if their own views differed significantly.

The resulting inhibition did not prevent debate and discussion and Labour remained during the 1950s a more open and diverse political formation than did the Conservatives. But it did constrain the range of policy options that could get a genuine hearing within the party. In particular, the priority accorded to the defence of trade union interests and perquisites operated as a de facto veto over policies that might be seen as threatening those rights and practices. It was only recently, after all, that the unions had secured a place at the bargaining table in many industries and a recognised role in policy-making. Their leaders were not about to give these up. Their success in securing representation in the workplace and within the state, moreover, confirmed the unions in their historic preference for 'voluntarism' and their antipathy to formal state regulation. The framework of formal legal regulation that surrounded industrial relations in other countries – in the United States, for example – was explicitly rejected; as was the more activist pattern of government involvement in the setting of wages and economic policy-making more commonly found on the continent, especially in the Scandinavian countries. So unions worked assiduously to ensure that they maintained all of their existing rights to negotiate and to be consulted as well as complete independence in running their own internal affairs, and they firmly resisted policies that might jeopardise this status, whether these emanated from the left or the right.

The unions' fundamentally defensive stance had implications for industrial strategy as well. Throughout the early post-war years the labour market was characterised by an exceptionally high level of demand and resulted in a state of 'over-full' employment. Employers, officials, economists and politicians of both major parties fretted about the likely consequences for inflation. They reasoned that unions would use their collective strength and the exceedingly tight labour market to push wages up faster than prices and productivity, in the process jeopardising the strategy of export-led growth on which Britain's economic prospects ultimately depended. Remarkably, however, unions seldom utilised their clout to that end and overall put forth relatively modest wage demands. The reason was a very deeply ingrained preference for security and stability over growth, for jobs over wages. That preference had roots in the bitter memories of the Depression but it was also a reflection of the fact that Britain remained very much a class society, in which working-class horizons and reference groups were restricted and in which the culture of mass consumption had as yet made very little impact. Again and again, of course, Labour spokesmen lamented the negative effects of affluence upon working-class culture, but until the late 1950s there was in fact very little to complain about.21 Living standards did rise and workers enjoyed the fruits of steady work and dependable wages, but improvements came slowly; and until the 1960s a wide range of consumer goods was beyond the reach of working-class households.

The predisposition to moderate wage claims but to fight vigorously against initiatives that might cause job loss caused trouble within the union ranks, of course, as workers in the more prosperous industries sought to use their power at the workplace to extract more from employers despite a lack of support from their own leaders. The effect was a rise in the number of unofficial strikes, especially in growing industries like motor cars, in the mid- to late-1950s, and a growth in the number and role of shop stewards who were more responsive to the needs and wishes of the rank and file. This de facto devolution of authority to the shop floor further accentuated tensions within the trade union movement, which was already divided into competing and overlapping organisations. The fragmented character of British trade unionism would prevent the unions from exercising the control over their membership that a functioning corporatism would require. Corporatism in Britain would thus come to mean that the unions had multiple vetoes over new policies but little capacity for coordinated action on behalf of a more positive and forward-looking agenda. Without a potentially unifying vision, however, union leaders were pulled in several directions in the 1950s: their better-off members wanted greater wage militancy; others, particularly in declining industries, were more concerned with protecting jobs – a concern shared widely in the unions, in the Labour Party and, it seems, among the public at large. The mix of pressures varied from one union to another, based in part on the mix of membership but also on the tradition of the union itself. But all unions experienced the tension between fighting aggressively for the interests of their members and protecting their rights as organisations to represent workers in dealings with employers and the state. Increasingly, moreover, businessmen and government became convinced that the key to economic growth was wage stability and so pressure began to build for union leaders to hold back the claims of their members. Efforts were made as well to involve the unions in formal rules and agreements to moderate wage claims – precisely the sort of arrangement that British unions were predisposed to oppose.

The impact on the Labour Party was not particularly deleterious in the short run. The heritage of Labourism and the continued practical importance of the unions in the party's affairs produced a determination to protect the unions at all costs, but the costs were not great while Labour remained in opposition. Economists associated with Labour clearly recognised the need for control of wages in an expanding economy, but couched their recommendations in phrases about a planned growth of incomes and prices, about 'fair shares' and social justice; and they scrupulously avoided proposals that might seem to place the burden mainly upon the unions.22 To this extent Labour eschewed policies that might provoke worry among the unions. But the party did not suffer seriously from this fudging, this lacuna in its policy proposals, for the electoral and institutional incentives for a radical reworking of policy remained minimal until at least 1959. And throughout the 1950s and early 1960s the party's leadership profited from the fact that, most often, the block votes of the unions were cast for policies approved by the leaders. Nor was public opinion especially alarmed at the visible dependence of the party upon the goodwill of the trade unions, for there was a substantial reservoir of public support for the unions. Memories of an earlier era, when unions were weak and workers badly treated, faded slowly and continued to inspire a sympathy with unions and their claims. The alternative vision of unions as selfish, sectional, undemocratic and impervious to the public interest was not as yet widespread, at least outside the most right-wing Tory circles. The balance of gains and losses stemming from Labour's links to the unions, and the policy stances it produced, was decidedly positive prior to 1960, but the connection nonetheless did serve to reinforce the tendency to stasis and immobilism that was becoming so characteristic of the party.

The party's unresponsiveness was manifest repeatedly during the years of opposition, but it was most thoroughly on display in the aftermath of the defeat in the general election of 1959. Labour had good reason to expect a better result in that contest, particularly because it was widely agreed that the party machine functioned well during the campaign and that Gaitskell performed better than expected. The party had hoped to profit, too, from the fact that the often bitter rivalry between Bevan and Gaitskell, and their supporters, had diminished and been replaced by a reasonably smooth pattern of cooperation. But the Tory government led by Macmillan won an unexpectedly solid victory and Labour's third loss in a row prompted a determination finally to discuss rethinking and updating the party's image and programme. Part of the discussion was sociological: had affluence so transformed Britain's social structure that Labour's appeal had lost effective purchase over the electorate, or at least over 'swing voters'?23 But even before the sociological arguments were engaged, politicians in Gaitskell's orbit began to draw conclusions about the need to change the party's programme and policies, its image, its links with the trade unions and even, some thought, its very name. These heretical thoughts might have begun to crystallise into a thorough revisionist agenda, but they were uncoordinated and merely inchoate; and well before the proposals could be made coherent they were leaked to the press and their proponents placed on the defensive.

The first effect was to rekindle internal dissension. The result was a series of battles that have become legendary in the party's history; debates over the revision of Clause IV and the place of public ownership in the party's vision of socialism; over nuclear disarmament; and over the Common Market. Though the outcome of the debates varied – with the leadership backing down over the question of public ownership, ultimately prevailing over disarmament, and at one with its key constituencies over the party's sceptical stance toward Europe – the net effect on the party's programme and outlook was to keep both in place and to avoid change. The emerging 'modernising' project was blocked and progress in that direction delayed for a full quarter-century. The process illustrated painfully the institutional resistance within the party to efforts to move towards the political centre. It put on display the party's peculiar culture, the dominant influence of the trade unions, the relative impotence of the party's parliamentary leadership, and the remarkable insularity of the party's core supporters.

The arguments over nationalisation, defence and Europe had a long prehistory in the policy discourse of Labour stretching far back into the party's past. The commitment to nationalise industry had come to symbolise Labour's socialist vision both to its supporters and, as often, to its opponents. The party's leaders had therefore paid careful attention to the issue: they had taken care to restate regularly their faith in common ownership, but they had also been at pains to describe the preference in pragmatic terms and to avoid giving the impression that they regarded nationalised industry as the only model for economic organisation. They tried to avoid, for example, producing a 'shopping list' of industries that would be brought under public control; and in the most extensive policy statement on the issue, Industry and Society (1957), Labour promised only 'to extend public ownership in any industry or part of industry which, after thorough enquiry, is found to be seriously failing the nation'. Much of industry, the document acknowledged, was '. . . serving the nation well' and since Labour had 'no intention of intervening in the management of any firm which is doing a good job', the implication was that nationalisation would be limited. The statement was ambiguous, of course, and could be interpreted variously by those wanting more or less nationalisation. Within the Labour Party, that was its fundamental attraction; outside, it allowed the Conservatives to claim that despite the reasonable tone, Labour had secret plans to nationalise 500 companies that were supposedly 'failing the nation'.24

Though a few might fantasise about such things, the party leadership had no such plans. Not only was there a reluctance to commit to extensive further nationalisation, there was also a reasonably widespread recognition – encompassing leaders as different as Gaitskell, Bevan and Roy Jenkins – that the existing nationalised industries, while not exactly 'failing the nation', had nevertheless failed to produce socialism. They had not become the centres of innovation, cooperation and social harmony that their creators had envisioned. They were criticised as bureaucratic in their structure and ethos, unresponsive to consumers, and not much better places to work than private firms. In addition, the 'Morrisonian' model of political independence and the commitment to run the industries as businesses made it impossible to integrate the nationalised industries into an overall plan to run the economy.25

The caution displayed in the advocacy of public ownership could be, and often was, interpreted as evidence of a lack of commitment to socialism, a recognition of the virtues of capitalism and an acceptance of the inevitability of 'the mixed economy'. 'Revisionism' of this sort had necessarily to be resisted by committed socialists and it was this determination that underpinned the opposition to any further moves in that direction – such as replacing or modifying Clause IV. Gaitskell and his revisionist allies repeatedly contended that they were misinterpreted, however, and that they remained committed to the party's goals. To them, the debate was about means, not ends, and thus ought not to provoke such passionate defence and antagonism. The leadership were genuinely moved by reports from the field that nationalisation was an electoral liability and that, whatever their own views, the public needed to be educated and brought along on a case-by-case basis. The party organiser, Morgan Philips, reported the results of a questionnaire sent to over 100 Labour parliamentary candidates in which just six reported that support for public ownership helped their cause, while 97 felt that it had hurt their chances in the 1959 election.26 It was hard to ignore such unambiguous evidence and it would have been irresponsible for a party leader to do so.

Gaitskell was not afraid to argue for unpopular causes and had earlier made it clear that the party could not run away from its past, its pledges or its identity. He accepted, for example, that the attacks on Labour were unfair but not without a basis in reality, and he would not run away from what the party was: 'Labour is a high taxation party,' he had explained in 1958, 'Labour is a trade union party, Labour is a nationalisation party, and Labour is not as sound as the Tories on the foreign issue . . . there was little one could do. He himself would play down the nationalisation of steel, but after all we are a trade union party with these views . . .'27 In 1959 this willingness to defend principle was deployed to argue for a break – for a shift in party policy, for an updating of its image and also for a reform of its structure. Inevitably, the debate was also about power and personalities: Gaitskell's leadership, the battle over who might come to replace Gaitskell if he should fail, the role of the trade unions in the party structure.

Gaitskell, by all accounts, did a poor job of handling the specific issues and in that way weakened the broader effort to begin transforming the party.28 In particular, he did not effectively orchestrate the actions of his supporters. Many of his allies on the right, for example, were dubious about joining the battle over Clause IV and believed it a tactical mistake to open up that front. Crosland felt it was simply not worth it since nobody paid much attention to the issue. But others, like Douglas Jay, were more forceful than the leader and took it upon themselves to float a series of quite radical proposals for eliminating Clause IV, for restructuring the party and for changing its name. In short, Gaitskell prepared very poorly for what, if successful, would have been a major struggle for the soul of the party and he did not even bring his core supporters properly into line. It is clear that he also miscalculated how resistant the party, especially the unions, would be to these initiatives and also that he underestimated his opponents, the wily Harold Wilson in particular. He failed most notably to reckon on the emotional attachment to nationalisation as a symbol of socialism. Bevan, in a strange but well-received speech at the party conference at Blackpool in 1959, gave an indication of just how deep feeling ran. He actually went so far as to assert that the Soviets had got it right in terms of the economy and they were ready now 'to reap the material fruits of economic planning and public ownership'. Labour must therefore insist that 'in a modern complex society it is impossible to get rational order by leaving things to private economic adventure. Therefore I am a socialist. I believe in public ownership.'29 Bevan was not alone in believing that the planned economy, whether in the Soviet Union or in more democratic states, would ultimately prevail, and such faith precluded the abandonment of the promise of nationalisation.

But what really doomed the effort to eliminate Clause IV – and, in effect, the broader effort to modernise the party's structure – were the political culture and institutions of 'the Labour Movement: that mysterious collectivity beyond MPs, officers, trade unions, and constituency parties, which gave the party its identity',30 The decisive actors were in this case, as so often, the unions. Though the unions had been largely in the hands of moderate or right-wing leaders during the 1950s, and for many years before, the trade unions refused to be mobilised by the revisionist agenda of 'modernising' the party. They grasped instinctively that a restructuring would diminish their influence and they were determined instead that it should increase. By 1959–60, as Ralph Miliband noted, the unions had 'behind them two decades of increased confidence in their own strength – of increased confidence generated by the experience of war, by the achievements of Labour's New Deal after the war, and by full employment after 1951'. The consequence was both 'a far less defensive attitude towards employers' and 'the rejection of that grand reconciliation between the Labour movement and contemporary capitalism which is the essence of revisionism'.31 Eliminating or modifying the commitment to nationalisation would signal precisely that reconciliation; sticking to it therefore became a sign of the unions' strength and independence. Thus for miners and transport workers the demand for public ownership was a matter of recognition and respect for the position they had secured in their respective industries. For others, it represented an aspiration to a status co-equal with management as well as a mechanism for transforming society. Jettisoning Clause IV would in the context be 'felt by many loyal trade unionists' to be the political equivalent of 'taking down the signpost to the promised land'.32 Thus even after Gaitskell had compromised and produced a proposal that retained Clause IV but modified it with further elaboration – the so-called 'New Testament' – it was the large unions that refused to back the effort. They approved the text as a statement of current policy but were unwilling to include it in the party constitution.

If the Clause IV disaster illustrated the strength of the institutional resistance to innovation, it also showed how forcefully that resistance had registered in the minds of many party leaders. Even Gaitskell held back from declaring his intentions early on in large part out of deference to the tradition of letting conference lead and decide policy. Among his erstwhile revisionist allies, a few might have rushed ahead precipitously, but even more held back for fear of running afoul of party and trade union sentiment. They preferred revisionism achieved in small increments and by stealth. Members of Gaitskell's Shadow Cabinet, though privately agreeing with Gaitskell, remained mostly silent throughout the contest. And while Harold Wilson, whose machinations effectively stymied the leader, spoke publicly about Labour as 'an ethical Movement' which Clause IV helped to sustain, rather than 'a technocratic alternative to the Conservatives' – an ironic comment, given his own subsequent position on technology – he did so in the name of the party, its institutions and procedures.33 In sum, Gaitskell's colleagues at the top of the party made clear their collective unwillingness to move the party from its anchorage in the political philosophy and programme they had inherited from an earlier era.

The debate over defence told much the same lesson, though the outcome was in fact a solid victory for the leadership. The question of Britain's nuclear deterrent had long troubled the Labour Party, whose pacifist inheritance was hard to reconcile with the possession, and possible use, of nuclear weapons. But Labour's past was also a liability: the party's attachment to disarmament and belated conversion to rearmament in the 1930s left Labour's leaders eager to prove that they could be trusted with the nation's security. The party's record in office from 1940 to 1951 made the party's claim credible, but at the price of complicity in the decision to become an atomic power. Inevitably, the question of nuclear weapons was also bound up with ambivalence over the alliance with the United States. Leaders of both powers knew that Britain could continue to play a major role in world affairs only in partnership with the United States, but there was tangible resentment that the latter was always the senior partner. More specifically, British leaders were never as resolutely hostile to the Soviet Union as the Americans and the prospect of finding a 'third way' and becoming a 'third force' was a constant attraction, especially within the Labour Party.

The question of Britain's continuing role as a nuclear power became increasingly contentious as existing weapons systems became obsolete and decisions loomed about their replacement. With the decision to cancel Blue Streak in 1960, the burden of Britain maintaining an independent deterrent was increased, while the prospect of relying more fully on the Americans became more likely. That these decisions would be made at a time when the intensity of the early Cold War had begun to lessen ensured that the political battle would be more intense. The lessening of Cold War tensions also lent more credibility to the unilateralist argument that Britain could renounce nuclear weapons without facing serious consequences in international relations. But it was an argument with few supporters among the party leadership. Gaitskell and the right were clearly opposed; Bevan had early on broken with the unilateralists, and Wilson was not eager for their embrace. Factional rivalry in the party's inner circles might still be a factor, of course, but the central challenge came from without, from the Campaign for Nuclear Disarmament founded in 1957, and from their supporters within the party.34

CND's annual Easter marches at Aldermaston had begun to attract growing support from the public and within the unions and led regularly to Labour Party conference resolutions and to demands for a revision of policy. The leadership was eager to avoid controversy and the charge that it was soft on issues of defence and foreign policy, but it became increasingly difficult to compromise the basic issues at stake. Uncharacteristically, unilateralist sentiment had also taken hold within the two large general unions, the NUGM and TGWU, and came near to provoking a split in the run-up to the election of 1959. After the election, the pressure for unity evaporated and the pressure for altering the party's position increased. By March 1960 a sizeable bloc of MPs were willing to sign on to a unilateralist statement; at the end of April 1960 the Engineering Union (AEU) passed a unilateralist proposal and they were joined soon after by the Yorkshire miners. Over the summer George Brown and Richard Crossman tried to strike a compromise among Labour Party and TUC leaders, but the effort failed because of the anti-nuclear views of Frank Cousins, the new and powerful leader of the Transport and General Workers' Union (TGWU), the nation's largest union. Cousins had strong and clear-cut views on the issue of nuclear weapons, but he was also determined to use the debate to force the leadership 'to take more notice of where power lies in the Party'.35

It was fitting that once again the question of whether Labour would persist in its defence policies or opt for unilateralism would ultimately be decided by the machinations of trade union leaders wielding the block votes of their memberships. Gaitskell had been defeated on the issue at the conference in Scarborough in October 1960, but by a lesser margin than feared. Emboldened because the worst had not transpired, he vowed to 'fight and fight again' and at the next year's conference in Blackpool secured a reversal of policy. The triumph was preceded by furious manoeuvring within the party but it was truly won within and through the trade unions. It required concretely that three of the six largest trade unions cast their block votes differently. The outcome confirmed both the reluctance of the party's leaders to stray very far from previous policy and the predominant influence of the trade unions and their leaders in the determination of party policy.

The third issue that troubled Labour between its defeat in the general election of 1959 and its victory in 1964 was Europe. Even more clearly than on defence or on the debate about whether to abandon or modify Clause IV, the question of Europe presented party leaders with an opportunity to look to the future relatively unburdened by past commitments and policy legacies. The Labour governments of 1945–51 had been lukewarm towards efforts at European unity and took no steps towards joining the European Coal and Steel Community, but the question had not been very prominent in party discussions. Overall, Labour was mildly Euro-sceptic during the 1950s and early 1960s, with the left more thoroughly 'anti' – fearful that in joining, Britain would be 'sucked up in a kind of giant capitalist, Catholic conspiracy' – and a pro-Market right worried that Britain would miss out on the economic dynamism of a reborn and revitalised Europe.36 Gaitskell's position was perhaps typically insular in that he was simply not much interested: he regarded the issue as 'a bore and a nuisance and it had always been so'.
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