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 It took over a hundred years, indeed not until the beginning of the 21st century, before Britain witnessed two consecutive Labour governments with majorities large enough to see out full terms in office. This fact alone may occasion some sobering reflections on 20th century British politics. It may also, however, once and for all lay to rest the theme of the ‘Death of the Labour Party’, often repeated like a mantra, and even appearing in book titles (Mitchell, 1983) in the years of intra-party conflict and successive electoral defeats in the last quarter of the 20th century. To be sure, there can be no doubt that the June 2001 victory has much to do with the capacity of the Blairite faction that came to control the Party by the mid-1990s  to make credible the claim that ‘old’ Labour has been killed off, and that the party had been remade anew. What is ‘new’ about New Labour has much to do with its explicit and forceful rejection of the idea of socialism as representing an ambitious and fundamental change in the capitalist social order that England takes pride of place for having first ushered into existence so many centuries ago. Even more important, it has to do with its ability to distance itself not just from the trade unions and the idea of a labour movement, but from class politics itself. Labour’s roots, of course, lay in the pragmatic politics of class representation, much more than in the espousal of socialist vision. Even if the goal of the party was always inflected towards the achievement of ‘class harmony’ rather than the prosecution of ‘class struggle’ (as Ramsay MacDonald defined its orientation at the beginning of the last century), the Labour Party’s explicit disavowal today of its nature as a working class party is the most significant aspect of the transition from Old Labour to New Labour. 

 It is rather ironic that what is really ‘new’ about New Labour seems to involve dressing in the robes of a very old American type of politics which displaces the representation of class divisions from a central place in the electoral system. Many used to see this as the tragedy of American politics in the 20th century. It is tempting - with apologies not only to Drieser and Marx, but also to Monica Lewinsky - to invoke here ‘the first time as tragedy, the second as farce.’ This might be unfair, however, as there appears to be more to New Labour than the abandonment of class politics. This novelty does not lie in the ideology of the Third Way. Pace Anthony Giddens, the facile claim made under its rubric that there was no necessary contradiction between market efficiency and social justice were but a retread of claims made before by MacDonald, Gaitskell and Wilson – replete with the same disdain that suggestions to the contrary were examples of antiquated thinking. Rather, what especially seemed novel about the New Labour party that emerged in the run-up to the 1997 election was its commitment to radically reform the old representative structures of the British state. Could a constitutional radicalism, the absence of which was always the defining characteristic of the Labour Party, be unleashed alongside, or maybe even through, New Labour’s disengagement with class representation and socialist ambition?

 Unfortunately, the answer appears to be no. Despite the changes that the Government wrought (devolved government through assemblies for Scotland and Wales, including an element of proportional representation; direct elections for London’s mayor; House of Lords reform abolishing the rights of all but 92 hereditary peers; and – finally - a Freedom of Information Act), its actions in the constitutional sphere were consistently parsimonious, reluctant and inadequate (proportional representation for parliamentary elections were first studied to death and then postponed; the same again with full House of Lords reform; and the Freedom of Information Act, introduced only after much procrastination and backsliding, left vast swatches of government business immune from public scrutiny). Not least important in this respect was the traditional use of the doctrines of parliamentary sovereignty and cabinet responsibility to justify reinforcing, indeed of carrying to new undemocratic heights, the control by the parliamentary leadership over the Labour Party itself.  The centralization of decision making power in the hands of this elite, extending over the Party executive and conference and to virtually every media message emanating from these bodies as well as the parliamentary party, was greater than ever before. The emulation of the American Democratic party, it appears, did not extend to its loose party structure. Ross McKibbin has accurately summed it all up as regards this consitutional traditionalism: ‘New Labour is very much the child of Old  Labour,  many of whose deepest attachments were to the British state and its constitutional apparatus’ (McKibbin 2000: 74). 

 Herein, then, lies the continuing relevance of the Milibandian perspective on the Labour Party and the British political system. Much of what New Labour represents can still best be understood in terms first set out in Ralph Miliband's Parliamentary Socialism, which, in trying to understand the character of the Labour Party, concentrated precisely on the depth of Labour’s attachment to the British state and its constitutional apparatus. We have no intention of surveying here the whole body of  scholarship on the Labour Party influenced by the Milibandian perspective, but we do intend to set out what is especially important about Miliband's contribution in order to allow for an assessment what remains especially salient in it for understanding New Labour. We will also reflect on the trajectory of the academic scholarship, concentrating especially on our own, that followed in Miliband’s tracks, not only in terms of studying the Labour Party, but also, as Miliband himself did, in seeking to go further and develop, through a renewal of  Marxist political theory, a broader analysis of the political, ideological, social and economic constraints on the state,  and on socialist politics. This too, we believe, contributes to understanding the emergence, character and contradictions of New Labour.

I
 When Ralph Miliband published Parliamentary Socialism in 1961 the text represented a very sharp break with normal histories of British Labour, and one that was not initially universally popular. At its publication it was, as John Saville later said, ‘the first major critical analysis of the Labour Party in Britain since the end of the war in 1945, and its intellectual impact was considerable.’ (Saville, 1995:226) It came out the same year as Henry Pelling’s A Short History of the Labour Party, hard on the heels on Robert MacKenzie’s British Political Parties, and soon to be followed by Sam Beer’s Modern British Parties; so there was no shortage in the 1960s of more sympathetic treatments of Labour’s record than that offered by Miliband. References to his work indeed normally came with a public health warning – of his ‘strong left-wing bias’ as Pelling put it (Pelling, 1972:34). The central thesis of Parliamentary Socialism, one which at the time seemed rather shocking but which is now both well known and commonplace, was that ‘of all political parties claiming socialism to be their aim, the Labour Party has always been one of the most dogmatic – not about socialism, but about the parliamentary system’ (Miliband, 1961:13). Though Pelling and others insisted on treating Parliamentary Socialism as simply another ‘documented narrative of Labour Party history’ (Pelling, 1972:34), Miliband didn’t initially present it in that way. On the contrary, he was adamant that he had ‘not tried to write a comprehensive history of the Labour Party, much less of the Labour movement’ (1961:14), but had attempted instead simply to document the consolidation of the Party’s commitment to the norms of the British parliamentary system and to chart the impact of that commitment on subsequent party policy and performance. It was Labour’s parliamentarianism with which Miliband was primarily concerned, and of which he wrote this:

Empirical and flexible about all else, its leaders have always made devotion to that system their fixed point of reference and the conditioning factor of their political behaviour. This is not simply to say that the Labour Party has never been a party of revolution: such parties have normally been quite willing to use the opportunities the parliamentary system offered as one means of furthering their aims. It is rather that the leaders of the Labour Party have always rejected any kind of political action (such as industrial action for political purposes) which fell, or which appeared to them to fall, outside the framework and conventions of the parliamentary system. The Labour Party has not only been a parliamentary party; it has been a party deeply imbued by parliamentarianism. And in this respect, there is no distinction to be made between Labour’s political and its industrial leaders. Both have been equally determined that the Labour Party should not stray from the narrow path of parliamentary politics. The main purpose of this book is to analyse the consequences which this approach to politics has had for the Labour Party and the Labour movement from the time the Labour Party came into existence. (1961:13)

 Yet in Parliamentary Socialism Miliband did write a history of the Labour Party. He just wrote it in a particular way. He set the Party’s official policy positions and strategic concerns alongside those of three other elements of the wider labour movement: those of the Labour Left, the extra-parliamentary Left, and the national trade union leadership; and he did that the better to trace the inability of socialists inside or outside the party to hold the Party leadership to their periodically adopted socialist project. The pages of Parliamentary Socialism are clear on both the importance of that socialist project to the Labour Party’s politics throughout the first six decades of the Party’s history, and of the moderate nature of the project itself.  Writing at a moment of revisionism inside the Labour Party – if Tony Blair’s rise to power began the party’s second period of revisionism, then Gaitskell’s assumption of party leadership a generation earlier began its first period – Miliband’s text was sensitive to what was then (as now) being revised. As he put it:

An older generation of Labour leaders had always set very definite limits, in their programmes and policies, to Labour’s socialism. But they had also held out to their followers the promise that accommodation with capitalism was a temporary halt, however prolonged, on the journey to the Socialist Commonwealth…. In outward form at least, their quarrel with the Left …thus appeared as a quarrel about the pace of advance, not about the ultimate desirability of advance itself. (1961:332)
. Parliamentary Socialism treated Gaitskell’s revisionism both as a move in the wrong direction and yet as an entirely intelligible response to the inadequacies of previous Labour programmes. For far from writing of Labour’s performance in its first sixty years as some kind of ‘glorious journey’ or ‘long march’ in the Frances Williams manner (Williams, 1949), Miliband presented it as a series of missed opportunities: missed opportunities for the development of more radical programmes after 1918, and again after 1931, and even after 1945. Ultimately Parliamentary Socialism told the history of the Labour Party as a story of two linked failures: the failure by the Party leadership to transform capitalism into socialism as periodically they had promised to do, and failure by successive generations of the Labour Left to prevent this leadership retreat from radicalism. And these were failures which Parliamentary Socialism explained by pointing to the subordination of the Labour Party leadership over the years to the norms and practices of the existing political and social order: to what Parliamentary Socialism briefly referred to as the ‘integration’ of the Labour Party into ‘parliamentary politics’ and ‘the parallel…growing integration’ of the trade unions ‘into the framework of modern capitalism’ (Miliband, 1961:14).  

 Yet the explanatory framework deployed in Parliamentary Socialism was very much a buried and under-developed one. Re-reading it with the benefit of the hindsight of later scholarship, it is clear that the text was written as a narrative informed by an argument, rather than as an argument informed by historical example. In consequence it was not easy then, and it is not easy now, to find in this first major Miliband text the constituent elements of the underlying explanation. To find that, the discerning reader is best advised to dig briefly within the text but then to look elsewhere. Digging within the text opens up at least two trails. One is the trail of something called ‘labourism’, a term which appeared there more regularly in the chapter titles than the text – and one which when in the latter (pp. 332, 344) remained rather undefined
. Yet ‘labourism’ as a concept was clearly vital to Miliband’s understanding and characterization of the Labour Party’s continuing moderation. The other trail was that of state constraints – with Parliamentary Socialism providing (pp. 292-4, 301-2) the first listing of what would later become powerful themes in Miliband’s writings on the state – constraints on Labour in power that came from the conservative impact of monarchy, civil service and business pressures. Yet these are only trails in Parliamentary Socialism – tantalizingly floated into the argument but never developed there, in what is otherwise – as Pelling had it – mainly a left-wing telling of the Labour Party’s history. But Parliamentary Socialism marked the opening statement of a developing critique of Labour Party politics whose fullest workings through would be produced, by Miliband and others, elsewhere; and it is those fuller workings out which came to impact strongly on the syllabuses of undergraduate programmes in politics and labour history in UK universities, and many others abroad, in the 1970s and 1980s. 

   Part of that working through can be found in other writings by Miliband and his close collaborator, John Saville, especially in The Socialist Register.  Miliband and Saville (with the help of Edward Thompson and Lawrence Daly) conceived The Socialist Register in 1963 (Miliband, 1994a; Panitch, 1995, Kozak, 1995), precisely as part of British New Left’s continuing attempt to mark out a political and intellectual space between social democracy and communism, a space which has continued to be occupied, albeit intellectually more than in party-political terms, as social democracy has deradicalised and communism disappeared). One of the formative moments in the development of this New Left came with Saville and Thompson’s break with the Communist Party of Britain in 1957 subsequent to their founding of The New Reasoner (the forerunner, along with Universities and Left Review, of both New Left Review and The Socialist Register). But this flowed together with another creative stream of socialist thought at the same time, coming from those who had never been in the Communist Party, and even from some who, like Miliband, had been members of the Labour Party. What was involved here was, first of all, a clear recognition that it was naïve in the extreme to imagine, as had Anthony Crosland in The Future of Socialism (first published in 1956), that ‘a peaceful revolution’ had transformed the British state, that ‘the capitalist class [had] lost [its] commanding position’, and that there had been ‘a decisive shift’ of class power towards the working class in British society. [Crosland 1963:7-16] Opposition to this intellectually commonplace but mistaken notion that the post-war ‘transformation of capitalism’ had been of such a fundamental kind as to once and for all prove Marxist analysis wrong gave the New Left as much of its charge as the break with authoritarian Communism.

  But no less important, what was also involved in the making of this New Left was a recognition that, when it came to intra-party democracy, the Labour Party, practicing what Eric Shaw (1988: 296) was later to call social democratic centralism, had little to be proud of. In a debate with Robert McKenzie in the pages of Political Studies, Miliband had already connected this practice with what McKenzie had insisted was the necessary correspondence between the ‘iron law of oligarchy’ in political parties and the broader division between leaders and led had that sustained the British Constitution through the attachment of mass suffrage to the old pre-democratic form of parliamentary representation. Miliband had granted that intra-party democracy conflicted with the doctrine of parliamentary government, as McKenzie had insisted. But it was precisely this that had to be challenged: '...the electorate is a necessarily amorphous mass, which at least between elections, only acquires political meaning and becomes capable of political initiative through organization, mainly political organization.' The role of party activists had to be encouraged, rather than stifled, especially in terms of helping to overcome mass political  apathy and deference. The notion that intra-party democracy would mean that a minority of activists would force MPs to be their puppets was to ignore the political resources that parliamentary representatives had, in terms of being able to maintain a high degree of independence from critical constituency activists, and the high degree of deference most of them accorded their judgments. 'But "intra-party democracy"', Miliband concluded, 'at least ensures that there is dialogue. The leaders of the Labour Party are at least required to argue the case with their followers and seek to persuade them, from reason and not authority, that the course of action they wish to see pursued is indeed opportune.' (Miliband 1958: 170-74]  
 From the first volume of the Register in 1964, its editors sought constantly to encourage the emergence of a form of left politics free of traditional parliamentarianism on the one side, and of the Stalinism of Communist (and the Leninism of Trotskyist) politics on the other. Given the weight of the Labour Party in Britain, however, this above all meant that the central task entailed a sharp break with the illusions of Labourism. It was in this spirit that Saville’s 1973 essay (which clearly informed his influential earlier 1967 essay too) offered this definition of Labourism:

‘Labourism as a theory and practice which accepted the possibility of social change within the existing framework of society; which rejected the revolutionary violence and action implicit in Chartist ideas of physical force; and which increasingly recognized the working of political democracy of the parliamentary variety as the practical means of achieving its own aims and objectives’ (Saville, 1973: 215: see also Saville, 1988:14). 

 In Parliamentary Socialism Miliband had recognized that the general power of labourism understood in this way predated the creation of the Labour Party by at least several decades (1961:13): and that indeed by 1900 ‘there were not many people to contest the view that Labour’s grievances and demands could only find solution through parliamentary action, and that the parliamentary method was ideally suited, not only to the achievement of immediate gains by the working classes, but also to the socialist reconstruction of society’ (ibid).  Saville, as his collaborator, then used that same argument on the acceptance by the Labour leadership of the appropriateness of parliamentary democracy (and the associated Fabian-inspired belief in ‘the inevitability of gradualism’) to explain ‘how it comes about that those who win elections with socialist phrases on their lips – and most are not conscious hypocrites – … then proceed to administer a capitalist society which they had previously denounced’ (Saville, 1967:53). The key lay for Saville, as arguably it had for Miliband when writing Parliamentary Socialism, in labourism’s over-estimation of the autonomy of the state: in what Saville termed the Labour leadership’s ‘state of innocence’(1967:57) about the class constraints on political power in capitalist societies. Labour politicians, Saville argued, simply failed to grasp the true ‘nature of economic and political power in industrial Britain’ and failed to understand the relationship between that power structure and the rules of the parliamentary game. In the 1967 essay, Saville characterized Britain as:

‘a profoundly conservative society with a traditional institutional framework within which political decisions are taken. The limitations upon the real power of the House of Commons are such that to accept the conventions of parliamentary government means to accept the impossibility of change that is radical in any meaningful sense….The Labour leaders are inhibited in a fundamental way by their parliamentarianism: by their unshakable belief that all the British are gentlemen and will play the Parliamentary game according to its rules. They have, it must be admitted, good reason for those beliefs since nothing has ever been done by the Labour leadership to cause the gentlemen of England to abandon their acceptance of the rules; but the record of the same gentlemen in other parts of the world, and on occasion in their own country, makes it abundantly clear that rules are adhered to simply because there is no point in abandoning a system that so far has provided satisfactory answers.’ (Saville, 1967: 56-7)

 The Saville essay then drew two conclusions from his argument that ‘the neutrality of the state…has been accepted by Left as well as Right within the Labour Movement in the twentieth century’ (ibid:56), conclusions that would soon become defining of the Milibandian approach to the Labour Party. First he emphasized the functionality of the rhetoric and mythology of labourism to the stabilization of British capitalism at moments of crisis, singling out in particular the way in which after 1945  ‘Labour went on telling their own supporters that they were part of a great social revolution the like of which had never previously been seen in this country, and the Labour intellectuals kept on repeating the story in the years that followed…embellishing it with sophisticated theoretical constructs’ (ibid:50), at the very moment when the Attlee governments were seeking to win the active support of the business community for their policies, and were winning a degree of working class discipline, loyalty and restraint quite beyond the capacity of the Conservatives to mobilize.  The result of this ‘smokescreen of propaganda being put up by both Labour and Tories’, he argued, was the de-radicalization and ‘mystification’ of ‘the great majority of trade unionists’ and the making of Britain safe again for ‘the era of profiteering, capital gains and expense account rackets that followed the resumption of office by Britain’s traditional rules in 1951’ (ibid).  Second Saville – drawing on his Communist Party past and making explicit what in Parliamentary Socialism was only embryonic - concluded that ‘Labourism has nothing to do with Socialism; that the Labour Party has never been, nor is it capable of becoming, a vehicle for socialist advance; and that the destruction of the illusions of Labourism is a necessary step before the emergence of a socialist movement of any size and influence becomes practicable’ (1967:68). The 1967 Saville essay, that is, went beyond the politically-focused arguments of Parliamentary Socialism to discuss the wider economic and social consequences of Labour Party moderation. It also began to position the Milibandian perspective outside the Labour Party and away from the Labour Left, so initiating a period in which the debate between those who took that perspective and the left-wing parliamentary socialists became one about the appropriateness of Labour Party membership per se rather than, as before, simply about the adequacy of Labour Party policy in any particular period.

 The cumulative effect of this set of writings was the influential presence by the early 1970s of a distinctive set of arguments associated, directly or indirectly, with Ralph Miliband. These included

(a) The centrality of parliamentarianism to the theory and practice of Labour Party politics, and its deleterious consequences for the Party’s capacity to act as a successfully reformist party when in office.
(b)  The functionality of the Labour Party’s periodically radical rhetoric to the long-term stability of the UK class structure, and its deleterious consequences for the creation and consolidation of a radicalized proletariat in the UK.

(c) The inability of socialists within the Labour Party to do more than briefly (and episodically) radicalize the rhetoric and policy commitments of the party in opposition, and its deleterious consequences for the creation of a genuinely potent socialist party in the UK. 

 When Miliband produced a second edition of Parliamentary Socialism in 1972, his new postscript was heavily preoccupied with the functionality to capitalism of the capacity of Labour leaders to respond to activist pressure by making ‘radical-sounding noises’ while all the time remaining ‘a party of modest social reform in a capitalist society within whose confines it is ever more firmly and by now irrevocably rooted’. Miliband by 1972 was arguing that capitalism needed such a party, ‘since it plays a major role in the management of discontent and helps to keep it within safe bounds’ (Miliband, 1972:376). This was, after all, the half-decade of hot summers that followed the uprisings of 1968. This turn in emphasis was related to the fact that Miliband’s writings by this point were not predominantly focused on the Labour Party. Rather, from 1969 when he published The State in Capitalist Society, the focus of his work shifted onto state theory, a shift which – via his debate with Poulantzas – made him for a period an internationally recognised intellectual figure whose work appeared on graduate and undergraduate programmes across the English speaking world. In that change of focus and status, it was not that the original positions were abandoned so much as generalized. The Miliband thesis in The State book was that democratic politics in advanced capitalist societies operate within powerful class constraints; and that these are constraints articulated into the political domain through the conservatism of the state bureaucracy, the pressure of business and financial interests, and the ideological pressure of capitalist values in the mass media. Social democratic parties of the Labour Party variety were not entirely ignored in this analysis: but they appeared there only as bit players. They were mentioned only as orchestrators of capitalist legitimation and working class demobilization, as part of the political processes that accommodate democratic aspirations to capitalist power structures, and as ‘singularly weak agencies of mass education in socialist principles and purposes’ (Miliband, 1969:196). What in Parliamentary Socialism had been presented as a vulnerability to parliamentary socialization now reappeared in The State in Capitalist Society as an inadequate capacity for counter-hegemonic politics: ‘the ideological defenses’ of Labour leaders being singled out there as ‘generally not …of nearly sufficient strength to enable them to resist with any great measure of success conservative pressure, intimidation and enticement’ (ibid:195). 

 Yet British politics were never far from Miliband’s mind and what was presented in general terms in The State book also reappeared later as very much a UK phenomenon. In Miliband’s Capitalist Democracy in Britain, the compatibility  of capitalism with democracy in Britain, now explained in neo-Gramscian terms, was seen as a consequence of ‘the hegemony exercised by the dominant class and its conservative forces’ (Miliband, 1982:15). And the capacity of that hegemony to survive unscathed was, in Miliband’s 1982 book, still seen in considerable measure as a product of past Labour Party policy. He was clear on this when critiquing the arguments of his mentor, Harold Laski:

‘The whole political scene would indeed have been transformed had the Labour Party in the inter-war years been the socialist party which he wanted it to be, or at least believed that it must soon become. But one of the most significant facts about the British political scene was precisely that the Labour Party was not then, and was not on the way to becoming, such a party. This gave Laski’s argument a certain air of unreality, which the passage of time has made even more pronounced. This is a great pity because the argument itself is right: the political system would be fundamentally affected if the Labour Party (or any other party) did become a major force for socialist change; even more so if it was able to form a government and sought to implement a programme of socialist policies. But the fact is that the political system has never had to face such a situation. This of course is something which itself requires explanation.’ (Miliband: 1982:16)

 Key to that explanation for Miliband, in 1982 as much as in 1961, was the Labour Party’s own exposure to (and enthusiasm for) the rules and institutions of parliamentarism as these were generally understood among the British political class. ‘Nothing’, he wrote, 

has weighed more heavily upon labour politics in Britain than the existence of a strong framework of representation: however inadequate and undemocratic it might be, there did exist, it was believed, a solid proven structure that could be made more adequate and democratic, that had already undergone reform, and that in due course could be used to serve whatever purpose a majority might desire, including the creation of a socialist order.’ (1982:23)
Parliamentarism of this kind worked, according to Miliband, by co-option and incorporation. ‘It simultaneously enshrines the principle of popular inclusion and that of popular exclusion’ (Miliband, 1982:38): co-opting and incorporating the working class as an electorate, their more radical parliamentary representatives, and their trade union leaderships. The British parliamentary state has sustained the private rule of capital in the UK by drawing all these potentially oppositional social forces and political institutions into a form of democratic politics that still leaves elected governments subject to the constraints of a conservative state apparatus and a well-entrenched business and financial class, and that still leaves their electorate subject to heavy ideological pressure from schools, churches and the media. And, Miliband continued to argue, the Labour Party leadership had long been an active player in that process of political socialization and incorporation: training early generations in the rules of parliamentary politics (especially in the 1920s the illegitimacy of the use by Labour of industrial power for political ends); and repressing (until challenged by the Bennite internal party reforms of the early 1980s) internal party democracy so that MPs could remain free of effective pressure from constituency activists and Labour Cabinets free of party control when in office (ibid: 68-76). 

 Not surprisingly, Miliband saw little future for socialist purposes within the Labour Party itself. ‘The Labour Party under its present management’, he argued, ‘has nothing more to offer than an updated version of [its previously unimpressive] performances’; and indeed could not by then ‘mobilize electoral and political support for socialist policies in which most of its leaders do not believe and to which they are implacably opposed’ (ibid: 160). This, at the height of the Bennite revolt inside the Labour Party. 
 Paradoxically, it had actually been the reading of Parliamentary Socialism and The State in Capitalist Society which had been a factor in the radicalization of some of those young activists who now advanced the struggle from within to change the Labour Party. This despite the fact that in his famous 1976 Socialist Register essay, ‘Moving On’, Miliband had written:

 ‘The belief in the effective transformation of the Labour Party into an instrument of socialist politics is the most crippling of illusions to which socialists in Britain have been prone….To say that the Labour Party is the party of the working class is…important…but it affords no answer to the point at issue, namely that a socialist party is needed in Britain, and that the Labour Party is not it, and it will not be turned into it. To say that it is a party of the working class is, on this view, to open the discussion, not to conclude it. It might be otherwise if there was any likelihood that the Labour Party could be turned into a socialist formation; but that is precisely the premise which must, on a realistic view, be precluded’ (Miliband, 1976:128, 130).

 It should hardly need saying that the Miliband and Saville did not subscribe to some ‘sell out’ theory of British Labour, some notion that the British working class was inherently socialist but persistently betrayed by its moderate political leadership. That is a criticism occasionally leveled against them; and it is unwarranted. The Milibandian understanding of the relationship between Labour as a political party, the working class as a social force, and socialism as a body of ideas has always been far more complex than that. As Marxists they always believed that the contradictory relationship between capital and labour in a capitalist society did (and does) preclude an effective long term realization of working class interests without a major resetting of property relationships. They did not apologize for perpetually raising the socialist question, seeing it still a legitimate issue to discuss when exploring left-wing political formations. But their critique of British Labour was not that an already existing socialist working class requires better political leadership. Miliband explicitly dismissed that in his writings as ‘obviously nonsense’ (1977a:47)
. It has rather been that the creation of such a class has been blocked by, among other things, the presence of a party committed to Labourism rather than socialism, and by the periodic left-ward shift in rhetoric made by the Labour Party whenever working class militancy intensified. It has always been that the creation of such a working class was extraordinarily difficult to trigger with the Labour Party in the way; but it has also always been that the creation of mass support for socialist programmes was both possible and necessary. The whole thrust of the argument on the working class and socialism was that the fusion between the two was one that had to be created; and that such a creation required clear and unambiguous political leadership of the kind that the Labour Party systematically declined to offer.
 

 Careless critics have also moved too quickly to condemn those who take this perspective for misunderstanding the Labour Party’s project as something other (and more radical) than it was. Not so. They always understood that project (in all its moderation and episodic radicalism) well enough. They simply found it wanting both when measured against its own promises and when set on the wider map of European and global working class politics.

II

 To dwell as we have for the purposes of this conference on Ralph Miliband’s contibution to studying the Labour Party minimizes the great effect of the broader role he played in founding a creative new current of Marxist political analysis. The remit of his Marxism and Politics (1977b), arguably his greatest book, was the need  to show clearly 

…what a Marxist political theory specifically involves; and to indicate how far it may serve to illuminate any particular aspect of historical or contemporary reality. For this pupose, the developments in Marxist political thinking in recent years have obviously been of great value, not least because the constricting ‘triumphalism’ of an earlier period has been strongly challenged and the challenge has produced a much greater awareness among Marxists that Marxism, in this as much as in other realms, is full of questions to be asked and – no less important – of answers to be questioned. Many hitherto neglected or underestimated problems have attracted greater attention; and many old problems have been perceived in better light. As a result, the beginnings have been made of a political theorization in the Marxist mode. But these are only beginnings…(1977: 14)

 It was this broader perspective, this invitation to go beyond the old Marxist paradigm and create a new and richer one that excited a new generation of intellectuals and scholars, the two of us among them. Unconnected with each other in any way, we eagerly took up many of themes that Miliband (and Saville) had already sounded in the study of labourism, seeking not only to extend the account of the contemporary party’s history beyond where Parliamentary Socialism had left off, but to develop further the conceptual apparatus for doing so. Like Miliband, we also sought to go beyond the Labour Party in this respect and to contribute to the development of Marxist political theory in general. And unlike Miliband himself (who once privately admitted to being bored by economics) we also sought to engage on this basis with the new Marxist political economy. Thus while we took up writing accounts of the Labour Party from the 1960s to the 1990s from a Marxist perspective, standing on Miliband's shoulders so to speak, we also departed from him in various ways from the beginning, not least by telling the history of policy and intra-party conflict in more detail and using more original research materials than he did, but above all concentrating much more on economic policy and having in general a greater concern with political economy. 

 By the late 1970s, various scholars began to notice our ‘interesting modifications’ to Miliband’s ideas (Drucker 1979: 6) while continuing to misinterpret the critique as entailing some notion of ‘betrayal’: ‘Coates and Panitch distinguish themselves from the position taken up by Miliband by their greater explicitness about the revolutionary socialist tradition which they assert the Labour Party to have betrayed. This gives their work a sharpness which Miliband’s more subtle account lacks.’ (Ibid). Be that as it may, the notion of betrayal had as little to do with what we were about than it had with Miliband.  Drucker was closer to the mark when he praised Panitch’s first essay on the Labour Party (1972) as marking ‘an important advance in the writings about the ideology of the Labour Party in so far as he opens up conceptual space for the distinction between the ethos (defending one’s own) and the doctrine (producing a classless consensus on the establishment’s terms)’ (Ibid). But this too was mistaken in designating the consensus in question as classless, whereas it was precisely its cross-class nature, albeit one in which the working class accepted its subordinate status in exchange for recognition and representation, which made it distinctive from that of the American non-class ‘consensus’. The main amendments to Miliband’s analysis lay, first, in the insistence that the type of parliamentarism the Labour Party practiced was determined by its own ideology of class harmony; and second, in the elaboration of the understanding of how this ideology, and the practices it generated, were ‘functional’, in the sense of being ‘integrative’ of working class, to the existing social order. In this respect, what was merely a closing paragraph in Miliband’s 1972 edition of Parliamentary Socialism was the central point of this new work within the Milibandian perspective. 

 Panitch’s sensitivity to the ‘party’s own contribution to the political socialization of the working class’ (ibid:199),  led to a focus on the tensions between the party leadership and the more obviously class-based trade union side of the labour movement. Against those critics who saw the Milibandian perspective as always treating the Labour Party as a failure (because of its backsliding on its radical/socialist promises when entering office), Panitch insisted that, when measured against different criteria, the Party must be seen as a success. Social Democracy and Industrial Militancy: the Labour Party, the trade unions and income policy 1945-74 (originally prepared as a dissertation under Miliband’s supervision and revised and published in 1976), argued that  because of ‘Labour’s performance of its integrative role against the continued expression of industrial class conflict in the post-war period’ (Panitch, 1976:236) it was best to realize that:

‘to a very large extent, what are seen as Labour’s failures are really its successes. The function of the Labour Party in the British political system consists not only in representing working class interests but of acting as one of the chief mechanisms for inculcating the organized working class with national values and symbols and of restraining and reinterpreting working class demands in this light.’ (Panitch, 1976: 235-6)

 At the same time, a further central argument of the 1976 Panitch book was that ‘one of the crucial factors in explaining the missing link between industrial militancy and the development of a revolutionary political consciousness’ within the British working class ‘has been the trade unions’ ties with the integrative Labour Party’ (253-4). Central to that analysis too were arguments about the weakness of the Labour Left, the difficulties of transforming the Labour Party from within, and the manner in which ‘a necessary pre-condition for the development of a revolutionary political consciousness in the working class would appear to be a break between the trade unions and the Party’ (ibid:257). These arguments were elaborated in a Socialist Register debate with Ken Coates on ‘Socialists and the Labour Party’ (K. Coates 1973, Panitch 1979), where the possibilities and costs associated with the Labour left’s attempt to change the party were assessed, not least in terms of identifying the vicious circle in which the left were engaged as they both tried to change the party while at the same time taking a good deal of the responsibility for maintaining the party’s defensive unity in the face of Thatcherism. As Panitch put it in his debate with Ken Coates:

‘To be sure, the battle is not over. It is the nature of the Labour Party that the battle-lines will continue to be drawn up to and including the Day of Judgement. … [But] if a Michael Foot or even a Tony Benn were elected [as leader], and setting aside all doubts as to their socialist ‘credentials’, how fundamentally different a tack could they take, given the fine array of upstanding gentlemen that numerically dominate the PLP?…As for the Labour left, it must surely be recognized that whatever else it is about, it is not about dividing the Labour Party…. The Left has always taken the burden of party unity on its shoulders and has been far more ready than the right to compromise its principles to this end…
The point about the Labour Party is that it has always been dominated by a leadership which, with the support of most of the movement, has not only been unable or unwilling to develop a coherent socialist programme, but has not seen its task as one of instilling such a consciousness. It has lived off the existing consciousness of the working class, it has even represented it, but rather than attempt the difficult task of securing working-class support by undermining those values of national unity and moderation which encapsulate class subordination, it has chosen the easier route of engaging working- class allegiance by associating itself with those values. The problem with the Labour party is not that it has sought to bring the working class to power by peaceful means. Rather the fact that it has not seen its task as bringing the working class to power determined the kind of parliamentarism which  it practices…The fact that what is entailed in creating a mass socialist party today is not the political mobilization of the working class, but its political remobilization, is indeed what makes the attempt seem so Herculean. That these is little historical evidence for such a successful remobilization is true. But where are the examples of a transformed social democratic party? (Panitch 1979: 69-73) 

 But it was in David Coates’s earlier The Labour Party and the Struggle for Socialism (1975) that the question of precisely why the Labour Left found it so difficult to hold the Labour Party to the more socialist of its promises, and yet why the Labour Party felt obliged to make those promises (then in office consistently to renege) was particularly explored. Although the extent to which the ‘argument drew heavily on the earlier writings of Ralph Miliband’ was explicitly noted in the Preface (xiii), this theme was not centrally addressed in the early Miliband (or Saville) essays. It was this central theme that Bernard Crick later dismissed as ‘a kind of technicolour remake of Ralph Miliband’s black and white (polemic against) Parliamentary Socialism’ (Crick, 1980). Three explanatory ‘colours’ in particular were added by Coates’s writings to Miliband’s analysis of the limits of Labourism. In the The Labour Party and the Struggle for Socialism Labourism was explicitly introduced as a distinct tradition of working class politics, as one that was consciously established and defended by the first generation of Labour Party leaders as a particular meld of views on the proper interplay of class and nation, the inevitability of gradualism, the desirability of parliamentarianism, and the necessary autonomy from class domination of the fully democratic parliamentary state (Coates, 1975: 136-144). The first ‘colour’ then added to the analysis of Labourism, so conceived, was nothing more than a re-emphasis of the standard Miliband arguments on the deleterious consequences on Labour Party radicalism of the Party’s consistent over-estimation of the class neutrality of the state, and of the failure of socialists within the Party to recognize the constraints that Labour governments necessarily face when entering office. The regular backsliding of Labour governments from their opening set of radical electoral promises was partly explained by the interplay of policy constraints generated from within the state machinery itself, by the persistent pressure of business and financial interests for policy orthodoxy, and by the particularly low tolerance for social reform characteristic of privileged circles at those moments of economic difficulty which alone propel Labour into office (Coates, 1975:148-161). The Labour Party and the Struggle for Socialism was in consequence very much exercised with what Rosa Luxemburg long ago had characterized as ‘parliamentary cretinism’ – now more prosaically described as ‘the impossibility of the parliamentary road to socialism’ (Coates: 1975:229).

 The Labour Party and the Struggle for Socialism was exercised by two other issues as well. It was exercised by the limited capacity of the Labour Party’s electoral politics to shape the consciousness and self-confidence of the party’s working class base. In this regard it noted and emphasized the Party’s unwillingness to use parliament primarily as an agitational platform of the kind that might have radicalized its electorate, the paucity of its ideological resources relative to those of its opponents, its electoral dependence on ‘floating voters’ of a necessarily moderate kind, and the way in which its own under-performance in government eroded its long-term credibility and capacity for electoral mobilization. It was not just that the Labour Party had no strategy for implementing socialism, no matter what it promised. It was also that it had no mechanism for creating mass support for socialism; and because it did not, so the argument ran, the role and position of socialists within the Labour Party was a particularly forlorn one. As its third extension of the original Miliband corpus, The Labour Party and the Struggle for Socialism documented and explained the socialism of the Labour Left as a form of politics that was necessarily trapped between a capitalist rock and an electoral hard place. It had the Labour Left necessarily caught between, on the one side, party leaderships understandably cautious in relation to existing concentrations of power as they approached office, and on the other, electorates whose capture required the subordination of radicalism to the more conservative sensibilities of independent ‘floating’ voters – a subordination which inevitably sent the Labour Left into silence at the very moment (of electoral battle) when in principle their voice could most effectively have been heard. This ‘position of structured impotence’ was then seen as preventing the Labour Left from creating the mass base of support outside the party which alone could bring it long-term success within the party. It left Labour Party socialists ‘wrapped in the rhetoric of the labour movement’ while unable ‘to act in any way which might have turned this rhetoric into a reality’, and in consequence, trapped into ‘a dismal and unbroken record of failures’ (Coates, 1976:208).

 By the 1980s Coates came to identify a kind of ‘iron law of socialist defeat’ within the British Labour Party, treating it as part of a perpetually reappearing rhythm of radicalism and retreat - as initial radicalism was inevitably followed by the five stages of electoral fudge, internal party bureaucratization, failure in office, hunt for scapegoats, and reinvention of radicalism and party democracy - ‘all against the background of growing popular cynicism, and dwindling strength, depth and range of electoral support’ (Coates, 1986:421). Not surprisingly therefore when the question of socialist participation within the Labour Party was triggered again by Tariq Ali’s application for membership in 1980, the resulting debate found Coates arguing strongly for the creation of a socialist party outside (and to the Left) of Labour, listing the 13 often-cited reasons for why socialists should join the Labour Party, and offering a cautious but determined dismissal of each of those reasons in turn (Coates: 1982: 59-60). That dismissal was fully in line with arguments developed elsewhere by Miliband (1976,1977), Panitch (1979) and Looker (1983, 1985). 

 By the mid-1980s, both of our observations on the history of British Labour had crystallized into a wider argument on the logic, and the contemporary impasse, of social democratic politics, thereby discounting its availability for any socialist project of value. In his major comparative essay on the history of social democracy in Economy and Society, Coates wrote: 

‘In the case of social democracy, the overwhelming experience has been that the strategy’s viability has been intimately affected by the health of the capitalism it would replace. In periods of sustained capitalist prosperity, layers of conservatism have been laid in the party’s electoral base, to which party leaderships have characteristically responded by retreating from radical goals altogether. We might call this the Gaitskell problem. Whenever crises have returned, social democratic parties have found themselves catapulted back into office with renewed radical promise, there to face the dilemma of how to be heir and doctor at one and the same time. The doctor role has invariably predominated, with disastrous consequences for the party (the MacDonald problem); and if it has not, the party has invariably experienced the full weight of capitalist counter-reaction, without ever having prepared its people in the requirements of defensive violence (Germany 1933, Austria 1934, Allende 1973). Indeed, in every capitalist crisis presided over by social democratic parties, cleavages have tended to open up between a moderate leadership and a partially radicalized mass base. In a moderate form, this has been the experience of every post-war Labour government (so we can call it the winter of discontent, or the Callaghan, problem). But it has also taken more severe forms in more severe moments, as in Germany in 1919, when we might more properly call it the Ebert problem). But in either guise, the social democratic route to socialism has been bedeviled with difficulties, blocked by the apparent impossibility of achieving a gradual dismantling of a capitalist state or an uncontested transformation of a capitalist economy.’ (Coates, 1986:415)

And in the same year, in the ‘Impasse of Social Democratic Politics’, first published in the Socialist Register upon his joining Miliband and Saville as co-editor, Panitch wrote: 

To understand properly today’s impasse, we must locate it in the historical context of the rise and fall of post-war social democracy. Until the post-war era, the socialist aspirations and rhetoric of social democratic parties had stood uncomfortably alongside their strategic commitments. How could public planning and control over the economy… be effected without offending the principle of inter-class compromise and cooperation upon which the gradualism, parliamentarism and tripartism practised by these parties ultimately rested?… With Keynesianism and the welfare state coming to provide new substantive content to ‘state intervention’ and being accepted as such by significant sections of bourgeois opinion, it was no longer necessary for social democratic parties to emphasize public ownership as the centerpiece of planning or control over the economy. Indeed, to do so would involve throwing away the opportunity for class cooperation through tripartite economic planning and, as was so often repeated at the time, confuse means with ends…. Or so it seemed. The so-called post-war settlement between labour and capital in the West may have concealed to some extent, but it hardly closed, the contradictions that gave rise to class and ideological struggle and to economic instability under capitalism… [T]he drawing to a close of the post-war economic boom… revealed the fragility of the Keynesian/welfare state… What has now become apparent after a decade is that in one country after another the much vaunted social partnership, insofar as it existed beyond the most superficial and conditional of levels, simply could not be reconstructed on a firm foundation… What this means is that the old dilemma has reasserted itself: those social democratic parties which remain in office in the 1980s are primarily engaged in managing the crisis in a form reminiscent of the inter-war years. (Panitch 1986a: 53-7)

 Thus Miliband was not alone in making a turn from the focused analysis of one political party to a more general political sociology of social democracy and the state. So too did a number of his followers. By the late 1970s Panitch had already made the first of a number of key interventions into the international debate on corporatism (Panitch, 1977a, 1981, 1986c), and after Labour in Power? Coates’s own Gramscian turn then produced The Context of British Politics (1984) and Running the Country (1990); both of which sit alongside Colin Leys’ Politics in Britain (1983) as major attempts to produce a general assessment of the parameters of Labour politics in the manner of Miliband’s writings on the state. We then went the further inch – into intellectual territory that  Ralph Miliband did not explore – rounding out this Marxist political sociology with a series of studies in international and comparative political economy: Panitch and Greg Albo encouraging (and developing themselves) in 1994 a distinctive Socialist Register position on the relationship of globalization to the state; and Coates producing first a detailed survey of UK economic under-performance (1994) and then a comparative study of  Models of Capitalism (2000). This work produced new frameworks for analyzing developments in Labour politics: not only exploring the limits of Old Labour politics through a discussion of ‘corporatism’, but also the limits of New Labour through notions of ‘progressive competitiveness’. In this way, a Milibandian perspective was brought to the analysis of New Labour, armed with a range of concepts and arguments which went beyond those available to it in the first phase of its work on the Labour Party. 

 The first moves in that direction had come in response to the experience of Labour in power between 1974 and 1979. Through his intervention in the famous profits squeeze debate of the 1970s, Panitch (1977b) stressed the centrality of class conflict to understanding the crisis of the British economy. In a study initially designed as an update of The Labour Party and the Struggle for Socialism, Coates developed what was an early attempt at Milibandian political economy to explain Labour’s dismal performance in office.  In Labour in Power? (1980) Coates argued that, though vital as a first step, it was no longer enough merely to list the range of powerful interests constraining Labour governments, because to do only that was to imply that those interests were in control of their world even if Labour was not in control of its. What was needed instead was the recognition that ‘neither private elites nor public figures either understood or were in complete control of the main processes which shaped the world economy over which they presided’, and that it was the capitalist nature of that world economy that ultimately held the key to the failure of this Labour Government and to the growing estrangement of trade unionists from it. ‘To understand the events of the 1970s,’ Coates argued, ‘to assess the true impact of elite constraints, to place the power of British trade unionism, and to discuss the future of the Left in Britain, the question of capitalism had to be faced, and its impact on British politics fully understood’ (Coates, 1980: 160-161).  

 The question, of course, was how; and one answer to that question came from a systematic examination of the class constraints eroding the viability of corporatism. Panitch defined corporatism as ‘a political structure within advanced capitalism which integrates organized socio-economic producer groups through a system of representation and co-operative mutual interaction at the leadership level and of mobilization and social control at the mass level’ (Panitch, 1981:24); and he emphasized its inherent instability with the presence of strong social democratic labour movements. The class parameters surrounding even the corporatist version of the capitalist state, he argued, and the resulting policy outputs reflecting ‘capitalist class dominance’, had eventually to draw unions out of corporatist structures, or had at least to oblige them ‘to abstain from accommodative behaviour if they were not to be repudiated by their rank and file membership’ (Panitch, 1977/1986b:138). This explanation of the propensity of Labour governments to succumb to winters of discontent of the 1979 variety was also one that David Coates’s later writings on this last example of Old Labour in power began to echo. ‘What the Labour Party understood as socialism’

was more properly understood as a mild form of corporatism, the sharing of political power with bureaucratized trade union leadership and corporate capital. Yet…this power sharing was itself a major barrier to capital accumulation, and so proved destructive of the very economic growth that Labour governments sought to extract from the mixed economy….For even on such favourable political and industrial terrain corporatism proved to be extraordinarily brittle. Anaesthetizing rather than removing the basic cleavage of interest between capital and labour, by pushing that tension down to lower levels of decision-making, corporatist structures…in the end fell victim to the contradictions they were supposed to suppress. (Coates, 1984a:258; 1984b:131)
 This repositioning of the study of the Labour Party on the wider canvass of state theory and corporatist political practice moved the center of gravity of our studies away from the detail of Labour Party political developments into a more general analysis of capitalism and the contemporary state. That move was accentuated through the course of the 1980s and 1990s by further emphasis on questions of political economy. The long years of Thatcherism imposed their own imperative. While David Coates probed the adequacy of Thatcherite claims about the adverse economic consequences of a strong labour movement, and argued against the low-wage, low-welfare growth strategy that the Conservatives were then pursuing, Albo and Panitch theorized that strategy as one of ‘competitive austerity’ and contrasted it to the emerging center-left enthusiasm for strategies of ‘progressive competitiveness’ (Albo, 1994, 1997; Panitch, 1994, 1998, 2000); and developed arguments about the inadequacies of each
. As New Labour repositioned the Party’s economic policies – away not simply from the statism of the Bennite AES but also from the corporatism of Old Labour - Panitch began to see parallels between Labour’s growing enthusiasm for labour reskilling as the key to industrial modernization and the whole thrust of ‘Clintonomics’, and to warn the Left about both. ‘The two centuries-old search for a cross-class “producer” alliance between labour and national capital as an alternative to class struggle’, he wrote in 1994, ‘ has taken shape in recent years in the form of the progressive competitiveness strategy, but its weaknesses have been very quickly revealed in the context of the globalization of capital’ (Panitch, 1994:87). Similar arguments were by then appearing sequentially in Coates’ 1990s writings on the UK economy: first in the form of a critique of Thatcherite low wage growth strategies in The Question of UK Decline (1994), and later as critiques of New Labour’s emerging political economy (Coates 1999a) and of contemporary social democratic growth strategies of the Swedish (Coates, 1999b) or Clinton/Reich variety (Coates, 2000a). By the time Models of Capitalism (2000a) was published towards the end of New Labour’s first term, those following a Milibandian perspective had equipped themselves with a set of political economy theses that both illuminated central weaknesses in New Labour’s economic strategy and rounded out what had hitherto been an approach to the politics of Labour more narrowly anchored on the terrain of history and sociology.
 

 Between the earlier 1980s writings on the limits of Old Labour’s corporatism and the later 1990s writings on the dangers of New Labour’s enthusiasm for ‘progressive competitiveness’ – there was also a further refining and deepening of some of the older strands of the Milibandian approach to Labour Party politics: particularly the inability of the Labour Party to transform itself into an effective counter-hegemonic force in contemporary UK society, and the inability of the Labour Left, however well endowed, to transform the Labor Party into a socialist one. The argument on the link between Labour’s electoral politics and its weakness as a hegemonic force occurs in a number of places in Coates’s work (1983:98; 1986:423; 1989:103-4; 1996:63-4). On each occasion Labour’s electoral fragility has been linked to its inability/refusal to forge more than an episodic and limited electoral relationship with its mass base. In 1996, Coates noted the high ‘degree of assistance from external events and forces the Labour Party has always needed to create an electoral bloc sufficiently substantial to give it parliamentary power’, and its long-established failure to establish any of the institutions –‘newspapers, clubs, communities and institutions’ of a fully functioning labour movement. Restricting itself to a vote-getting relationship with its working class base, so the argument went, and mobilizing even that relationship only episodically, Labour left the formulation of mass opinion to more conservative sources of values and policy in the privately owned media; so marooning itself largely as the ‘passive recipient of electoral swings’, with its own politics never normally in possession of ‘sufficient magnetic force to redraw the shape of electoral Britain by the power of its own programme and possibilities alone’. No wonder then, Coates argued, that majorities so gratuitously won were easily lost, or that ‘Labour majorities when they come tend to be accidental rather than created, and invariably prove to be as tenuous as they are fortuitous’ (Coates, 1996: 63-4).

 So although the general move away from Labour Party studies to more general work on political sociology and political economy has been the main feature of our work over the last two decades, it would not be correct to say that those who adopted a Milibandian view have been silent on the detail of Labour Party developments in the long years of Opposition after 1979. On the contrary, they played a full part in the debates triggered by the 1983 electoral defeat: arguing in particular against the ‘move to the right’ logic of Hobsbawm’s The Forward March of Labour Halted (Hain, 1980; Jacques and Mulhern, 1981; Panitch 1986a:57-67), while also chronicling and commenting upon the Party’s policy trajectory after 1983 (Wainwright, 1987; Panitch 1988; Leys, 1996; Coates, 1996). And Panitch and Leys The End of Parliamentary Socialism (1997/2001), dedicated as it was to Miliband’s memory, direcly spoke to the continuing relevance and importance of the approach he pioneered to the understanding of the detailed internal development of the Labour Party. Ever since Parliamentary Socialism, the argument for socialist politics had engaged with successive generations of the Labour Left; but not until The End of Parliamentary Socialism had any of the academics closely associated with Miliband addressed themselves in a detailed, focused and sympathetic way to Left Labour politics. That omission was now addressed, with the post-1970 Labour Left treated as a new Left sensitive to the weaknesses of its predecessors, above all in terms of its understanding that what would first of all have to be involved in making the Labour Party socialist would entail a break with party tradition rather than the constant romanticization of it, as was the wont of traditional Labour left. No less important, as against the statism of that traditional Labour left, the new left in the party recognized that democratizing the party would be the first step needed for a more extensive democratization of the British state. The End of Parliamentary Socialism offered a detailed  guide to the conflict within the party from 1970 to 1983, covering the radical democratic character, as well as the weaknesses, of Bennism, the Campaign for Labour Party Democracy and the Alternative Economic Strategy, and the role of the union leadership and the old left played in their ultimate defeat, and then went on to analyse the process of policy reformulation and the disempowerment of activism within the Labour Party up to the end of the century. 

 The end result of this intellectual journey, we believe, has been the creation of a distinct Milibandian voice in the current set of debates on the nature and potential of New Labour. Though as concerned as other scholars and commentators to isolate what is new is New Labour’s ‘third way’ (Leys, 1996; Panitch and Leys, 1997/2001:237-261; Coates, 1999c, and Coates 2000b), the Milibandian voice in the burgeoning literature triggered by the 1997 victory has been distinctive in at least three ways. 

· It has/is distinctive partly because of its propensity to combine its recognition of novelty with an emphasis on continuities in the politics of New Labour: underlying continuities (with Old Labour) in the Party’s continuing enthusiasm for a co-operative relationship with the business community (Coates, 1996:67; Leys, 1996:20); continuities with Gaitskellite revisionism from the 1950s; and continuities (between New Labour and the Major Government which preceded it) in basic industrial and employment policy (Coates, 1999d; 2000c). There is still, that is, more than an echo of Miliband’s propensity to see Labour leaderships of whatever stripe as a political force which acts ‘as a safe alternative government for the British establishment’ (Panitch and Leys, 1998:218).

· It has been distinctive too in the persistence of its focus on New Labour’s economic and social policy. Not much store was set on the radicalism of New Labour’s constitutional agenda, hence the preference to address the policy (and ultimately electoral) consequences of New Labour’s enthusiasm for ‘new growth theory’. This focus definitely reflects our post-1980 shift away from Labour Party studies mentioned earlier, a shift  which ironically and by a quite circuitous route left us well-positioned to explain the constraints on New Labour when the revamped Labour Party returned in power. For by moving the focus of our work into international and comparative political economy, those of us who earlier had been influenced so heavily by Miliband’s work on the Labour Party found that, when we came back to writing about New Labour, we were better positioned to write about the Blairite economic project than were many of the scholars whose work had remained sharply focused on party politics and party issues alone, as ours broadly speaking had not.

· But old habits always die hard; and a third feature of our work on New Labour in power is the propensity still to measure New Labour’s performance  - as once we measured Old Labour’s – against various kinds of socialist yardsticks. By those tests, as Colin Leys (who joined Panitch as co-editor of The Socialist Register in 1997) argued before New Labour came to power, the party led by Tony Blair is far less a party of social reform even than was that led by Harold Wilson; and of course the Blair-led government is light years away from the reformist party long sought by the Labour Left - the one briefly brought into view again by Bennite pressure between 1970 and 1983 before being ‘modernized’ away by Kinnock and Blair (Leys, 1996). In his 1996 article,  Leys did not deny that policy modernization was necessary to win victory after nearly two decades in opposition, or that ‘Tony Blair and his team’ were ‘serious about social change’. What concerned him however, even before they came to office, was whether, as New Labour deployed ‘the buzzword of “modernization” to good short-term electoral effect…any serious project for social change, let alone one that can seriously be called socialist, can be constructed on such a foundation’ (Leys, 1996:26). The whole thrust of his writing of course, in keeping with the Milibandian perspective as a whole, was to answer that concern with a resounding ‘No’.

 The development of such arguments – over the two decades since Old Labour left office – then enables and obliges us to add to the original (‘a’-‘c’) set of arguments listed in Section I of this essay, the  following new elements defining of the Milibandian perspective on the Labour Party.

(d) The centrality of corporatism to the politics of Old Labour, and the particular inappropriateness of that form of politics to parties of social reform in an economy with so weak a manufacturing base and so globally-focused a set of financial institutions.

(e) The peculiarly electoralist nature of the Labour Party’s relationship with its potential mass base, and the particularly inappropriate nature of that relationship for a party requiring to consolidate a counter-hegemonic presence.

(f) The attractiveness of the Bennite attempt to reset Labour Party politics, and the necessary limits of that attempt.

(g) The centrality of strategies of ‘progressive competitiveness’ to the New Labour project, and the particular inappropriateness of those strategies for a party seeking both a prolonged period of majority electoral support and a strengthened industrial base from which to finance social provision.

III

In conclusion, the following.

 Complex and extensive bodies of argument require careful reading, but such readings take time – time that many critics of the Milibandian perspective have not always afforded it. Too often the whole corpus has been dismissed as merely criticizing the Labour Party for not being a socialist party when in truth it never set out to be one; as though that was the argument being offered in Parliamentary Socialism and in the scholarship inspired by it. But that was never the Milbandian view of the Labour Party.  The Labour Party has always been understood from within this perspective – even at moments of the party’s greatest radicalism – as at most a reformist party, and moreover one less seeking to transform capitalism into socialism by parliamentary means than as at most a party of social reform, one within which reformists and more moderate reformers battled for dominance (with the latter invariably in the ascendancy). The whole focus has been not on the politics of Labour as a socialist party, but on the politics of labourism and its consequences: on the manner in which a party, moderate in its aims and possessed of  ‘a narrow interpretation of parliamentary democracy’ (Panitch 1988:349), locked itself onto a trajectory of increasing conservatism, a trajectory which arguably has now repositioned the party to the right of any programmatic position that could be described as even progressive, let alone socialist, in intent. We have always conceded the presence within the Labour Party of individuals and programmes of a socialist/progressive kind; but what we have always insisted upon is that socialists within the Party have never enjoyed more than a minority and subordinate presence.

 It must be acknowledged that there are big and legitimate issues within the full range of Labour Party scholarship which, in the Milibandian perspective, have not received sufficient attention. The recognition of this was indeed there from the very outset. For as we quoted earlier, Parliamentary Socialism was not offered as a comprehensive history of the Labour Party; and none of the studies it subsequently inspired were any more ambitious. Indeed it is perhaps partly because of this recognition of the limited nature of their intervention into Labour Party scholarship that those writing from a Milibandian perspective have been characterized by an openness to alternative strands of scholarship and politics in a way that the writings of many of their critics have not. Much of the scholarship written in the Miliband tradition literally does not appear in the references and sources of many non-marxist-inspired writings on the Labour Party; and many of the reviews of our work have not simply been critical but actually downright angry, finding the perspective, if not misinformed, then at least irritating. Yet this seems to us both unwarranted and unjust. For in all our writings we, like Miliband, have tried to be extraordinarily careful to lay out alternative positions and to invite dialogue, and to recognize the value of other scholarship on the Labour Party. This openness has even included a developing willingness to discuss methodological matters in great detail and with great care - again in dialogue with alternative viewpoints. (Panitch 1986, Looker, 1996, Coates, 1996b, Panitch and Leys 1998, Panitch and Gindin 2000).  Indeed this conference is welcome  to us in part precisely because it affords an opportunity to redress part of the imbalance in the give and take between traditions of analysis that has built up over the years, and with which we have sometimes been frustrated.

 It is not entirely surprising, however, that critics of the Milibandian perspective have often slipped into too casual a view of the central thesis, since much of what has been written has normally ended with an impassioned call for socialist reconstruction with which these critics have little sympathy and less patience. This concern with socialist strategy has been expressed  in the following terms: 

· A call for the formation of a political bloc crossing the boundaries of the Labour Party, a unity of Left Labourites and the extra-parliamentary Left, on the premise ‘that the socialist cause needs political articulation, and that this political articulation, though not exclusively provided by parties, does nevertheless require the agency of party’ (Miliband and Liebman, 1986:488)

· A call for that party to develop programmatic positions ‘of course concerned with immediate issues, grievances and demands; but… also, beyond this, concerned with the effective dissolution of the structures of power of capitalist society and their replacement by a fundamentally different social order, based on the social ownership and control of the main means of economic activity, and governed by principles of co-operation, civic freedom, egalitarianism, and democratic arrangements far superior to the narrow class-bound arrangements of capitalist democracy.’(ibid)

· A call for that political bloc to grow by immersing itself in – and connecting it politics to – industrial struggles and social movements of an oppositional and progressive kind: a call for the Left to ‘move on’ by sinking itself into the ‘daily life and struggles of working people’ (Wainwright, 1995:100), but also involving a recognition that capitalism also cripples working people’s emancipatory capacities, and therefore pointing to the need for strategies that lead to an accumulation of democratic socialist capacities rather than the accumulation of capital (Panitch and Gindin, 2000).  This is above all needed to make effective, as Miliband put it his last book, Socialism for a Sceptical Age, ‘a value system which puts forward a radically different ‘world view’. (Milband 1994b:136.)

 The whole thrust of the Milibandian view has been to encourage a politics of that kind, in part by critiquing the Labour Party for its failure to play a leading part in such a creation and for moving so quickly to block off any such politics whenever embryonically they appeared. But of course the alternative strategy being canvassed remains unattained (and so untested), and therefore vulnerable to charges of romanticism and irrelevance. We are more comfortable with the first charge than with the second; but we do recognize the force of both. Yet it simply remains our sense (as we put it in our first collaborative work together in editing the Socialist Register 2001 on Working Classes: Global Realities) that the balance and character of class forces holds the ultimate explanatory key to the workings of capitalist democracy. Where the balance and character of such forces is particularly conservative and right-wing, as it is in the UK, it is the job of the Left perpetually to strive to create counter-forces to that conservative hegemony. 

 A Labour Party that embraces capitalist globalization rather than denouncing it, and  treats the working class as one interest group among many amidst an overarching commitment to the idea that ‘business must lead’, may appear to be one no longer capable of being understood in terms of the concept of parliamentary socialism. The transformation from Old Labour to New Labour, in the sense of displacing the representation of class and of socialist ambition altogether from the center of the party system, is designed to make many of contractions of parliamentary socialism disappear, so that all that will be left of parliamentary socialism, then, will be a unidimentional parliamentarism. But the political tragedy this entails will not go uncontested in a world where the social divisions of class, far from disappearing, are reasserting themselves in new forms. Nor will serious students of British politics, if they are to understand the historical trajectory to this political tragedy, and consider what is now to be done about it, be able to do without the conceptual apparatus, as well as the rich historical accounts, furnished from the Milibandian perspective. In this sense, at least, the Miliband legacy remains as relevant as ever.

 But what is now to be done? The frustration which more moderate commentators on Labour matters have had with Miliband’s and our own writings down the years seem to have been created in part by the fact that the concept of ‘socialism’, used as a yardstick against which to judge New and well as Old Labour, appears insufficiently defined. In defence we would simply say that this frustration ignores those writings in the Milibandian genre that offer varying degrees of specification of what may be meant by socialism today (from Miliband 1977 to Miliband 1994b; from Looker and Coates 1983 to Burden, Breitenbach and Coates 1990; from  Albo, Langille and Panitch, 1993 to Albo 1997; from Panitch 1986b to Panitch and Leys 1998 and 2000 to Panitch 2001.). It is not that there is a single Miliband-inspired definition of an alternative order. Such a specification would have an arbitrariness that would render it valueless. It is rather than we can point to various moves to specify part of what that socialism might be, to put some flesh on what the 2000 Socialist Register called Necessary Utopias with contributions by such luminaries as Terry Eagleton, Diane Elson, Norman Geras, Kate Soper, among others, to what Gindin and Panitch in that volume call ‘rekindling the socialist imagination’. If this work is not read by scholars of the Labour Party, it already says something significant – and sad - about their own lack of interest in answering the question of what is socialism, rather than just in posing it in a negative fashion.  

 The Milibandian argument has always been, in that sense, an argument addressed only to part of the audience interested in the Labour Party. It has been (and it remains) an argument – a set of theses about labour and its possibilities – addressed primarily to the concerns of socialists – those inside the Labour Party itself and those beyond. ‘Is activity within the Party a precursor of the creation of a mass base for socialist politics, or a debilitating distraction from that creation?’. This is the central Miliband question. Those who take that perspective have always been keen to ally with the Labour Left and to support its growth (Panitch and Leys, 1997/2001:268ff.); but ultimately they have also been, as Hilary Wainwright once called herself, ‘obstinate refusniks’ (Wainwright, 1987:6). And they have always recognised that the creation of a socialist working class in the UK was a task that would take a long time (Miliband, 1961:349), which is one reason why they have argued that the Labour Party’s short-term electoral concerns so obviously predisposed the Party against any attempt to undertake it. 

 A final word on the importance of Ralph Miliband himself. Because time is passing since his death, and because his major writings from the late 1960s were not directly focused on the Labour Party per se, there is a danger that new generations of Labour Party scholars will discount his importance. That would be a great loss to left-wing scholarship in the UK. We have separately recorded our own personal debts to him and his work (Panitch, 1995; Coates, 1996c); but the debt (and the importance) runs wider than that. Ralph Miliband was a member of that generation of socialist intellectual giants who, by the sheer force of their personalities, the charisma of their teaching and the quality of their scholarship, created a huge (and more or less safe) intellectual space within UK universities for radical students to pursue radical research. Before them, the range of the tolerable (and the tolerated) in the study of British Labour was narrow and arcane. We have the freedom to react to them now, to decide how much to take from their work as our own, because they won for us a width and a quality of scholarship missing in their youth. This intellectual space has not yet been completely expunged in the cold winter of post-Thatcherite, neo-liberal orthodoxies, and New Labour’s – and British universities’ - embrace of so many of them. But we badly need intellectuals of such stature back again to fill that space, and build on it anew. 

� Miliband did later define labourism at some length, treating it not as ‘a systematic body of thought’ but as a set of ‘strong ideological promptings’ that have guided Labour Party practice. In 1983 he described those promptings as follows. ‘Labourism is above all concerned with the advancement of concrete demands of immediate advantage to the working class and organized labour….These demands may be clad in the garb of “socialism” but most leaders of the labour movement, however much they might believe in some vague and remote socialist alternative to the present social order, have in practice only had a very weak concern – in so far as they have had any concern at all – with large socialist objectives. The reforms they have sought have never been conceived as part of a strategy for the creation of a fundamentally different kind of society, but rather as specific responses to immediate ills and needs. Their horizons have been narrowly bound by the capitalist environment in which they found themselves, and whose frameworks they readily took as given; and it is within its framework and the ‘rationality’ it imposed that they sought reform…..Neither trade union leaders steeped in labourism…nor certainly Labour’s political leaders thought of society as a battlefield upon which the working class was engaged in a permanent and irrevocable struggle against the domination and exploitation to which it was subjected by a rapacious ruling class; or if they thought in those terms, they did not let it affect their political practice. But for the most part they thought of “society” as presented with “problems” whose solution mainly required the kind of good will, intelligence, knowledge and compassion that their Conservative opponents somehow lacked. Given these perspectives, labourism readily accepted the political system that was in existence when the labour movement assumed definite shape in the second half of the nineteenth century. Labour leaders might demand some reforms in this realm too – for instance, the extension of suffrage, or the reform of the House of Lords or of local government. But they took the system as a whole more or less for granted and capitalist democracy on the British model to be the most accomplished form of democratic government conceivable – hereditary monarchy and hereditary peers in the House of Lords included. They mainly thought of the political process in parliamentary terms, and of grassroots activism and extra-parliamentary activity as party work at local level for the purpose of supporting local and parliamentary representatives and helping to fight local and parliamentary elections. The notion that a local party might be a focus for struggle, agitation and education fell outside  their ideological spectrum.’ (Miliband, 1983a:107-8/1983b:291-2)


� That revolt did produce a temporary mellowing of the Miliband position. This, in a public lecture in 1983. ‘I must enter a personal note at this point. I have for more than ten years written that this hope of the left to transform the Labour Party …was illusory and that, far from representing a short cut to the creation of a mass socialist party in Britain (which has never existed), it was a dead end in which British socialists have been trapped for many decades – in fact, since the Labour Party came into being. It was this view which led me to advocate the formation of a new socialist party able to do all the work of socialist advocacy and agitation that the Labour Party had been prevented by its leaders from doing. I am far from convinced that I was mistaken. For it is by no means evident that the new activists can realize the ‘scenario’ I have just outlined: on the most optimistic scenario, they have a long way to go, with many large obstacles on the way. But it is obvious that I underestimated how great was the challenge that the new activists would be able to pose to their leaders; and how limited would be the capacity of those leaders to surmount the challenge. I now take it that the question whether the activists can push matters further is more open than I had believed’ (Miliband, 1983b:303). Of course it didn’t stay open for very long (On this, see Panitch, 1988:354).


� As he wrote in his essay ‘Moving On’, ‘this leads me to a second and related misjudgment, namely the gross overestimation of the strength of the socialist forces in the Labour Party and in the labour movement at large. The whole argument is often conducted as if large and powerful socialist armies were already assembled, and only waiting for new and resolute commanders in place of the old ones to move to the assault of capitalism. But this is obviously nonsense’ (1977:47). Or again, half a decade later: ‘there is no point pretending that there exists a ready-made majority in the country for a socialist programme. How could there be? One of the fruits of the long predominance of labourism is precisely that the party of the working class has never carried out any sustained campaign of education and propaganda on behalf of a socialist programme; and that Labour leaders have frequently turned themselves into fierce propagandists against the socialist proposal of their critics inside the Labour Party and out, and have bent their best efforts to the task of defeating all attempts to have the Labour Party adopt such proposals. Moreover, a vast array of conservative forces, of the most diverse kind, are always at hand to dissuade the working class from even thinking about…socialist ideas…a ceaseless battle for the “hearts and minds” of the people is waged by the forces of conservatism, against which have only been mobilized immeasurably smaller socialist forces.’ (Miliband, 1983b:304-5)





� As Miliband and Liebman put it in 1986: ‘The notion that very large parts of “the electorate”, and notably the working class, is bound to reject radical programmes is a convenient alibi, but little else. The real point, which is crucial, is that such programmes and policies need to be defended and propagated with the utmost determination and vigour by leaders totally convinced of the justice of their cause. It is this which is always lacking: infirmity of purpose and the fear of radical measures lies not with the working class but with the social democratic leaders themselves.’ (1986:481


� The relevance of this analysis to a contemporary understanding of the fundamental weakness of New Labour’s economic and political strategy, even though it  has nothing directly to say about the detail of Labour Party policy per se, is hard to miss. This is Albo on the neo-liberal alternative. ‘Neo-liberal policies of keeping wage increases below productivity growth and pushing down domestic costs has led to an unstable vicious circle of /competitive austerity’: each country reduce domestic demand and adopts an export-oriented strategy of dumping its surplus production, for which there are fewer consumers in its national economy given the decrease in workers’ living standards and productivity gains all going to the capitalist, in the world market. This has created a global demand crisis and the growth of surplus capacity across the business cycle’ (Albo, 1994:147). On  the ‘progressive competitiveness’ alternative initially canvassed by Clinton Democrats and the Ontario NDP, Panitch wrote: . “It presents a programme of vast economic readjustment for both labour and capital, with blithe regard for how, in the interim, the logic of competitive austerity could be avoided: it presumes that mass unemployment is primarily a problem of skills adjustment to technological change rather than one aspect of a crisis of overproduction; it fosters an illusion of a rate of employment growth in high tech sectors sufficient to offset the rate of unemployment growth   in other sectors; it either even more unrealistically assumes a rate of growth of world markets massive enough to accommodate all those adopting this strategy, or it blithely ignores the issues associated with exporting unemployment to those who don’t succeed at this strategy under conditions of unlimited demand (and with the attendant consequences this would have for sustaining demand); it ignores the reality that capital can also adapt leading technologies in low wage economy, and the competitive pressures on capital in this context to push down wages even in high tech sectors and limit the costs to it of the social wage and adjustment policies so central to the whole strategy’s progressive logic in the first place.’ (Panitch, 1994:83)


� This is Models of Capitalism on the limits of a growth strategy that uses education and training policy as a substitute for industrial policy: ‘Center-left theorists have… to recognize the poverty of the vision of the world created by the reduction of the state’s role to that of investment in human capital. What ‘re-skilling labour’ as a growth strategy does is leave investment as a ‘Dutch auction’ in which local labour forces (and local states) bid…for the favours of mobile capital. Such a strategy is equally predicated on leaving capital unregulated as is its neo-liberal alternative; and in both cases lacks the capacity to lift any particular economy on to a high growth path without at the same time pushing an alternative economy on to a lower one. That may be electorally popular within the successful economy, but it is neither socially progressive at the level of the world economy as a whole, nor free of its own internal propensity to be undermined by similar initiatives elsewhere, whose cumulative effect is to leave individual economies persistently prone to the crises of competitiveness, unemployment and social retrenchment which re-skilling was meant to avoid. You cannot get off the treadmill simply by running faster. All you can do by that mechanism is temporarily pass others, until they respond by running faster too, with the long-term consequence of having the whole field increase their speed just to stand still. The victor in such a race is not the runner, but the treadmill.’ (Coates, 2000a:254)
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