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The value of academic exchanges of the kind in which we now engaged are always difficult to judge. There is always the danger that the minutiae of the differences being explored will prove to be of interest only to the immediate participants, such that their pursuit in a string of related articles will eventually decline into an exercise in self-indulgence. I certainly hope that this is not the case here. I hope that both the content (and the tone) of the present exchange serve more general purposes, and are of more general interest and value. That was certainly the intention tucked away in the design of the first article (Coates, 2001): that we could clarify general and strategically-significant alternative ways of analyzing Labour Party and Labour Government performance, by comparing and contrasting three individual approaches which were representative of (and indeed, in the case of both Mark Wickham-Jones and Colin Hay’s work at least, the finest available examples of) different forms of radical scholarship. In response to the opening article, both Colin and Mark have quite naturally focused their comments on the adequacy of the description and evaluation of their positions in the original article. What I would like to do here, rather than go point by point through a further round of rebuttal and counter-rebuttal (which I am sure I would lose!), is use their responses as a vehicle through to reflect again on the choices we all face in the development of a radical understanding of the Labour Party.

En route to that however, it is only proper to make some general remarks in response to what both Colin Hay and Mark Wickham-Jones have said about the treatment of their arguments in the original article. As must now be clear, and was always likely to be the case, they are both much better at capturing the detail and nuance of their arguments than I was in the constrained space of the original piece; and I apologize unreservedly for any distortions that crept in. Having read both replies, I now do have a clearer sense of the underlying frameworks of their thought than was the case when drafting the first article; and I hope other readers will have that clearer sense too. That is important, because in their reflections on the degree to which I misunderstood or misrepresented their arguments, they have helped to clarify some important general features of the choices that all analysts of New Labour now face. 

Colin Hay’s response makes at least three telling amendments to my specification of his views.

· First he reminds us that it is wise to problematize the relationship between policy made by the party in opposition and its performance in government. He is keen to point to the dangers of deriving judgments about a party’s conduct in office by extrapolating from its behaviour in opposition. Those of us arguing for a persistent conservatism in Labour politics tend to glide seamlessly between the two stages of the Labour experience, thereby missing what he terms ‘the moving target’. In fact intriguingly, Colin insists on separating opposition and government, while simultaneously suggesting that perhaps it is the preference-shaping capacities of the period of opposition that are crucial to the subsequent capacity of Labour in power to set a new course.

· He is also insistent that we problematize the concept of globalization, and reject any claim that some set of processes going on ‘out there’ under this label make a neo-liberal economic policy inevitable. On the contrary, he insists that we interrogate the meanings given to global pressures by Labour politicians, note how they have already changed in content, function and instrumentality through the life of this Labour Government, and thereby recognize that Labour politicians have a greater autonomy to handle the UK economy’s place in the world than any ‘structural constraints of globalization’ argument would imply.

· He also stresses the importance of the distinction between ‘choosing’ a particular interpretation and ‘internalizing’ one. He has New Labour failing to see that they had a choice to make. He has them falling victim to ‘a combination of open economy macroeconomics and the “new times” thesis’. As he says, his work and mine  are informed by subtle differences in our understandings of the relationship of structure to agency, subtle differences that at times send us off on qualitatively different tracks. For in those subtleties lie very different models of how best to explain labour politics, and very different assessments of how best to balance ‘pessimism of the intellect’ with ‘optimism of the will’. Indeed it is the profound pessimism of my Miliband-informed approach to Labour politics with which in the end he wants most to take issue.

Likewise, Mark Wickham-Jones also clarifies critical areas of choice for us in the way we approach Labour studies.

· He argues persuasively that I misrepresented his view of the ease with which the Labour Party could go back to a more European-style social democracy. For this I apologize. He is quite right. In the process, Mark reminds us that the Labour Party after 1983 was, to a unusual degree, open to the possibility of learning from the experience of European social democratic parties. Indeed it was that openness, and his preference for an agent-oriented framework of analysis, that for him legitimates the exploration of choices potentially open to British reformism as a key part of the analysis of contemporary Labour politics.

· Moreover, Mark Wickham-Jones suggests that such an understanding is best achieved by the study of the way policy makers within the party perceive the choices before them, and the way in which market actors then interpret Labour’s economic approach. On this argument, actors’ perceptions are a significant factor shaping policy choices; and because they are, Labour politics necessarily has a degree of indeterminacy totally missed by those prone to see Labour as purely a party reacting to external pressures. On this view then, the study of Labour politics needs to be organized through the lens of a ‘soft rational choice perspective’.
· It also needs to be organized, we are told, with a certain eclecticism in the choice of explanatory frameworks. For Mark Wickham-Jones, ‘different models tackle different research puzzles’, and because they do, arguments can be built on ‘different conceptual frameworks without necessitating a general endorsement of any theory per se’. In fact theoretical closure should presumably be avoided if Labour politics are to be fully understood, with analysts better occupied trying to fit middle range theoretical equipment to different aspects of the Labour puzzle.

For what it is worth, I am comfortable with some of this, but not with all of it. I accept the need to split periods of opposition from periods of government, and to explore the relationship between them. I totally accept the need to problematize globalization as a concept. I agree that our analysis must be anchored in careful, detailed scholarship: and I even accept Mark Wickham-Jones’ mild rebuke (tucked away in his footnote 3) that at times some of us have rushed to judgment on only limited sources. We all do that, I think. We all publish far too much, far too quickly, particularly in an academic universe driven by research assessment exercises. I certainly plead guilty to that, but remain largely unrepentant. I remain unrepentant because I still think that the Miliband-inspired approach is very good at explaining (and indeed predicting) the overall trajectory of Labour Party performance, both in opposition and in government. I don’t believe that Miliband-inspired scholarship does ‘meet a multitude of examples it cannot explain’, as Mark Wickham-Jones implies. As far as I can see, it would be more accurate to say that while its practitioners might well have missed the odd tree, the approach is general has proved particularly adept thus far at spotting the character of the entire wood. 

Predictably perhaps, I am not as comfortable with conceptual and theoretical eclecticism as Mark Wickham-Jones appears to be. My theoretical and political anchorage in Gramscian Marxism is too strong for that. Nor do I see how adopting either his ‘soft rational choice approach’, or indeed Colin Hay’s emphasize on the ‘internalization’ of a particular view of globalization, in the end adequately explains Labour politics. Unless I am still failing to grasp something of importance here, to my mind both Mark and Colin simply stop one question short of a full explanation (or perhaps more fairly, one question short of an explanation that I would find comprehensive). They appear to leave unresolved the issue of what structures make a particular set of policies seem rational to a specific party leadership, and what mechanisms predispose that leadership to one view of the consequences of globalization rather than another. I am entirely with Colin when he says that ‘New Labour was constrained…more by the ideas it came to embrace than by the “reality” those ideas purportedly represented’. I just want to know why those ideas, if not consciously picked, were somehow internalized. I simply want to know why, in the Gramscian sense of ‘pessimism of the intellect, optimism of the will’, New Labour failed to be counter-hegemonic?

To answer that question – and it is the question which the approaches adopted by both Mark Wickham-Jones and Colin Hay seem to make central to our understanding of contemporary Labour – I do agree that we need to find a mode of analyze that is sensitive to the interplay of agency and of constraint. We do need to develop a sensitivity, on the one side, to the autonomy of the party and its leadership as formative forces in their own politics and, on the other, to the impact on that party and its leadership of their context of action. To my mind, that still involves a fusion of the historian’s capacity to understand the Labour Party as a particular political tradition with the political economist’s sensitivity to the changing logics of global capitalism. The question is how to effect that fusion. One way of doing that, oddly enough, might be to borrow an image from Dava Sobel’s fascinating study of Galileo’s Daughter: the one where Galileo

‘displays his singular insight in breaking motions into their separate components. For he shows that any cannonball fired from a mortar…or any arrow shot from a bow combines two vectors: the uniform forward thrust of the propulsion and the downward acceleration of free fall’ such that ‘whatever the weight of the projectile or the force propelling it, …the path traced in space always assumes the curved shape of a parabola’ (Sobel, 2000:336)

If we think of the Labour Party over time as a cannonball in flight, particularly if we visualize it as a cannonball shooting through firey hoops in the circus of global capitalism, then we will be in a position to formulate a more balanced understanding of the determinants (and possibilities) of Labour politics

· The image of the party as a cannonball moving along a political trajectory over time is potentially very illuminating here, particularly if thought of as a linked set of frozen images, with the ball at a different point in the trajectory in each generation of the party thus far. Each of those generations (each frozen image of the ball in flight) should be thought of as overlapping with the ball/generation that preceded it, and with the ball/generation that follows, to form Colin Hay’s ‘moving target’. It makes sense, it seems to me, to see the trajectory of the Labour Party as a political tradition as the product of overlapping generations of political leaders - thus far five in number - each with their own policy center of gravity. To each generation of these leaders, the next generation first served as apprentices, operating within the space created (and defining of Labour politics for them) by the policy paradigm then dominant.  The generation of MacDonald and Henderson gave way to the generation of Attlee and Bevin, then to the generation of Gaitskell and Wilson, then to that of Kinnock and Hattersley, and now to the generation of Blair and Brown: with each new set of leaders beginning where the other left off, each resetting the traditional concerns of labour politics to their own sense of what the particular conjuncture both required and allowed. The result was not a smooth trajectory – its rhythms I and others have discussed elsewhere (see Coates, 2003) – but it was even so a trajectory that, generation upon generation, fed upon its own history, traditions and institutional practices. I agree that we need to study the Labour Party as ‘agent’. I agree that we should do so on the assumption, to quote Mark Wickham-Jones, that ‘Labour policy is largely determined by actors occupying dominant positions within the institutional configuration that defines the party’. I simply think that we need to explore that agency as a political tradition, and not simply as a set of rational choice actors without a past politics and an institutional legacy to mold their current perceptions of the possible.

· But the trajectory of the Labour Party has always been, and still is, also subject to a more external force than its own history. Its politics have always been shaped by more than its own initial internally-generated horizontal thrust. It has also long been subject to the vertical down-thrust of gravity: that is, to the impact on its position, policies and options of the surrounding balance and character of class forces, and institutions and practices of capital accumulation. It has made its own history, but of course, never in conditions of its own choosing. Those conditions need tracing back to the wider global capitalism from which they come, and to the place of UK-based propertied classes and dominant economic institutions within the global whole. This is not to argue for a pure or mechanistic materialism. There will be a component there of dominant and subordinate ideas, whose power and purchase will link, in complex ways, to the patterns of capital accumulation and the interests of social classes; and that global order will itself bend in part to the role of national and regional political agency, hegemonic power centers, and institutions of global governance. It is simply that those external pressures can best be thought of as in part persistent and permanent (Galileo’s ‘downward acceleration of free fall’): always there, always to be accommodated. But they can also be thought of as periodically productive of moments of crisis (the circus’s firey hoops): for the Labour Party 1931, 1945, 1976, even 1983, conjunctures which then triggered reappraisal of options within the parameters of the inherited trajectory and the never absent external class constraints.

 Marx had a wonderful definition of the historical process that remains pertinent today, as a model on how to think of the Labour Party in the context of structure and agency. History, he said

‘…is nothing but the succession of the separate generations, each of which exploits the material, the capital funds, the productive forces handed down to it by all preceding generations; and thus, on the one hand, continues the traditional activity in completely changed circumstances and, on the other, modifies the old circumstances with a completely changed activity….at each stage is found a material result: a sum of productive forces, an historically created relation of individuals to nature and to one another, which is handed down to each generation from its predecessor: a mass of productive forces, capital funds and conditions which, on the one hand, is indeed modified by the new generation, but also prescribes for it its own conditions of life.’ (Marx, 1970: 57-59)

This image of generations working in the shadow of the past, changing realities and leaving shadows for the future, is for me a valuable addition to the categories of ‘preference shaping’ and ‘preference accommodation’ that Colin Hay deploys so well: not least because the image of interacting generations remind us of the need for a third category in the understanding of Labour politics – that of ‘preference denial’. Thus far in the history of the Labour Party there has been much ‘preference denial’: traditionally, denial of the policy preferences of the various generations of the Labour Left by more conservative party leaderships; and more recently, denial by the New Labour leadership of the very options now preferred by Mark Wickham-Jones and by Colin Hay. Once we understand Labourism as a political tradition linking generations, the question necessarily arises of whether the party’s long-established political trajectory is now so pre-programmed, so path-dependent, and so hedged about by external forces, as to make their desired resetting of policy a forlorn hope. That is my view, of course: hence my retention of a Miliband position on the Labour Party and its possibilities. But on this, as on so much else, I could be wrong and Mark Wickham-Jones and Colin Hay could be right.  Indeed let us hope, for the future of center-left politics in the UK, that the error is indeed mine and not theirs.
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