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Abstract

The Labour Party and the Labour Left:
Party Transformation and the Decline of Factionalism 1979-97

Ross Young, Brasenose College

Michaelmas Term 2000 {,c& Yol ‘1 W

This Thesis examines the relationship between the organisational and ideological transformation
of the Labour Party, and the decline of intra-party factionalism by the groups of the Labour Left
during the period from 1979 to 1997. Two central questions are considered. First, whether the
fragmentation and decline of the Left during this period can best be understood by examining
the interplay between organisational and ideological factors at bozh the party and individual group
levels. Second, whether New Labour’ continues to exhibit some of the key traits of attitudinal
dissent among its grassroots membership, despite the lack of an organisational apparatus within
which sub-groups of activists could challenge the centralising tendencies of party leaders and

influence the direction of party policy.

Labour’s ideological and organisational transformation had a number of important consequences
for the prevalence of intra-party factionalism. The organisational reforms meant that Labour
ceased to represent Duverger’s ‘branch-mass’ type of party. Furthermore, party leaders regained
centralised control over members and activists through the resurgence of Michels’ ‘iron law of
oligarchy’. The depth of Labour’s ideological transformation also reinforced the natrowing of the
ideological gap between (radical) grassroots members and ordinary (moderate) voters, such that
May’s law of curvilinear disparity’ appeared extinct inside Blair’s New Labour. Labout’s
transformation had a remarkably fragmenting effect at the group-level. The Labour Left was a
collection of various groupings, each of which displayed different structural properties and
ideological characteristics. There was no single organisational form of Labour Left factionalism,
not was their any common sense of ideological purpose. The processes of party transformation

would act only to further the Left’s fragmentation and cement its decline.

Howevet, it would be premature to talk of New Labour as a party free from dissent. Despite the
dissolution of the Labour Left, New Labout’s grassroots membership has retained some of the
principal features of factionalism. Using data from original survey reseatch among party
members, it is suggested that New Labour has encouraged new types of ‘objective’ and
‘subjective’ factionalism. The kind of factionalism typified by the Labour Left of the 1970s and
1980s may have disappeared, but we should not preclude the growth of new dimensions of

conflict between party leaders and grasstoots members.
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Introduction

“We have been promised disturbance and uproar in the Labour movement by Frances
Curren speaking with the authentic voice of Militant. We have also been given Militant’s
definition of ‘unity’ — it is that the rest of the Party and its 350,000 members can have
unity as long as they do what a fewhundred couple of thousand Militant members say.
That 1s not a definition of unity which the Party accepts. We dismiss it and despise
it...We will not buckle any more than the people of courage who told the truth about
Militant in Liverpool buckled to their threats. The great mass majority of the Labour
Party would not and should not forgive us”.!

New Labour victorious. As Tony Blair walked over the threshold of 10 Downing Street
on the morning of Friday 2™ May 1997, few in the swollen crowd of party workers
outside could really believe that the British Labour Party’s eighteen long ‘wilderness
years’ in opposition had finally come to an end. Indeed, few observers of British politics
would forget that day either. For some, Blair’s ‘new’ Labour party had successfully
overthrown the established political otrder, so dominant a political force since Labour’s
spectacular election defeat in 1979. For others, New Labonr was anything but new,
representing the continuation rather than the rejection of ‘the forces of conservatism’.
However, few could deny the significance of the moment. If the events of Labour’s
landslide victory symbolised anything, it brought into even sharper relief the sheer

distance Labour had travelled on the long road to modernisation and renewal.

Much of the first decade of Labour’s wilderness years was dominated by intra-party
tension between its parliamentary leaders and sections of its rank-and-file membership.
This climate of dissent, largely born out of reaction to the perceived failures of Labour’s
1974-79 administration, permeated through the bedrock of the Labour Movement. Yet,
crucially for the Labour Party, grassroots attitudinal dissent adopted a particulatly
organised form. An enduring crists of leadership within the party encouraged the
development of factions and tendencies, especially on Labour’s left-wing. The impact of

election defeat and the growing vacuum in leadership allowed organised factions to

1 Handwritten note by Neil Kinnock concerning Labour’s 1985 enquiry into the Militant Tendency;
Kinnock papers, Churchill Archive Centre, Churchill College, Cambridge (ref. box 337). Reproduced with

permission.



rapidly accumulate institutional and political authority as competing centres of power to
patliamentary leaders. The extent of such factionalisation was so widespread that some
journalists used it as a convenient explanation for Labour’s election defeats in both 1983
and 1987. Equally, many election strategists agreed that for Labour to successfully
challenge the Conservatives, it first had to rid itself of dissent among its own ranks.
Accordingly, the ending of organised factionalism and the expulsion of those most
factionalist members became vital pre-cursors for the eventual ideological and electoral
re-positioning of the Labour Party itself. It was a popular belief throughout the party that
a strategy of ideological revisionism could not be maintained if the balance of power
continued to rest in the hands of activist members rather than Labour’s parliamentary
leadership. For significant minorities of party members, New Labour’s eventual electoral
success in 1997 came at a price. The strategy pursued by Blair and his immediate
predecessors — of narrowing Labour’s traditional ‘broad church’ to deliver ideological
and electoral re-alignment — was heavily dependent on the eradication of organised
dissent through the resurgence of centralised party leadership and the marginalisation of

the chernished structures of collective grassroots activism.

As well as factionalism on Labour’s left, there was also fragmentation and dissent on
Labour’s right-wing after 1979. The contribution of both can be viewed as equally
traumatic for successtve leaders and for the party overall. Both resulted in a haemorthage
of party members and activists. Both resulted in the subsequent formation of new party
otganisations (e.g. SDP, Militant Labour, Socialist Labour Party). Yet Labout leaders
identified that it was organised /f-wing dissent among grasstoots activists which
underpinned the party’s continuing electoral unpopularity. To address this, party leaders
worked systematically for the eradication of organised left-wing dissenf and, hence, the
expulsion of its most factionalist members. The ovet-riding prionity was to effect
Labour’s long-term organisational and ideological modernisation. The principal focus of
this research, therefore, 1s to consider the close relationship between the decline of

Labour Left factionalism and the dynamics of Labout’s recent transformation.

Howevet, factionalism need not always be an organised expression of dissent from the
majority viewpoint. Crucially, grassroots factionalism can be maintained at the individual
level, through the holding of personal political opinions that may diverge from
established leadership thinking at any given moment. Party members may be deprived of



a range of ideologically sympathetic political organisations to which they could join, but
this would not automatically involve a consequent reduction in dissenting opinion at the
individual (member) level. To test this particular aspect of party factionalism, this Thesis
reports on the findings of a survey of party members conducted shortly after the 1997
election, and assesses the extent of diverging political opinion among New Labour’s
grassroots membership. To what extent does New Labour continue to rest on the
‘shifting sands’ of attitudinal dissent despite the relative lack of opportunities for

organised behavioural factionalism? Is it possible for one to occut in the absence of the

other?

To examine these issues further, this Introduction considets the core hypothesis and
tesearch questions underpinning the research, the key conceptual framework

sutrounding it, and outlines the plan for the Thesis.
1. Hypothesis and Research Questions

This Thesis considers two fundamental questions regarding the Labour Party and Labour
Left factionalism in the contemporary era. First, whether the fragmentation and decline
of the Labour Left during the 1979-97 perniod can be undetstood as occurting through
the mterplay between organisational and ideological factors at the party and group levels.
Second, despite the apparent decline of organised Labour Left factionalism, whether the
modern-day Labour Party continues to exhibit some of the characteristics of attitudinal
dissent among its grassroots membership. These give rise to a number of different

research questions that this Thesis intends to address.

a. Organisational and ideological factors at the party and group levels

It 1s widely accepted that we should understand the spectacular electoral victory of New
Labour in May 1997 as strongly correlated with the past successes of party leaders in
delivering comptehensive programmes of party-leve/ ideological and organisational
modernisation. However, it 1s much less widely appreciated that these momentous
reforms heavily delimited the capacity of Labour Left groups to mobilise grassroots
suppott as competing centres of power and legitimacy. Many of the undetlying principles
of Labour’s organisational and ideological transformation wete predicated on the absence

(rather than the minimisation) of intra-party strife. It is important to consider, therefore,



whether party-level organisational and ideological transformation cultivated an
environment in which it was structurally impossible for activists to express (both
legitimately and collectively) their alternative priorities and viewpoints. In ideological
terms, party leaders adopted a programmatic agenda that systematically abandoned many
of Labour’s traditional socialist-collectivist ideals in favour of a range of electorally
pragmatic and revisionist policies that would, hopefully, yield eventual electoral victory.
What was the form and extent of Labour’s ideological transformation? How successful
was ideological reform in ending the propensity for grassroots members to hold

significantly radical and divergent opinions relative to party leaders and Labour voters?

Party leaders also undertook a series of structural reforms to patty otganisation that
centralised and reasserted the authority of leadership, fundamentally altered the nature of
grassroots membership, and modified the apparatus for political participation by activist
supporters. As Duverger identified in the 1950s, the organisational structures of the
Labour Party rendered it a salient example of his ‘branch-mass’ type of party. But,
Labour’s recent organisational transformation appeared to undermine many of the
collective forms of party organisation typical of Duverger’s branch-mass party. Instead,
party leaders have emphasised the strategic importance of individual member
empowerment, where the activities of party élites are routinely legitimised by members
individually, rather than by collective caucuses of party activists. What was the form and
extent of Labour’s organisational transformation? Has party-level organisational
transformation meant that the modern Labour Party has become less typical of the
‘branch-mass’ type of party organisation? To what extent does New Labour now
represent an electoral-professional (Panebianco), ‘catch-all’ (Kirchheimer) or ‘cartel’
(Katz/Mair) party organisation, where the traditional pluralist and collective structures
have been expropnated by individualised and ‘atomistic’ conceptions of grassroots

membership?

Party-level organisational and ideological reforms are not the only explanations for the
decline of the Labour Left during the 1980s. Specific grosp-/eve/ factors are also central to
understanding the process of its decline. The Labour Left is a collection of various
groups, each of which displays markedly different structural properties and ideological
traits. There was no single organisational form of Labour Left factionalism, nor was there

any common sense of ideological purpose. Some groups were loosely organised and were



designed to embrace a range of ideologies and programmatic objectives. Some advanced
only a narrow ideological platform based on single issues and could, therefore, exert only
temporary influence over the party at-large. Other groups of the Labour Left were much
more tightly knit, and the organisational form they adopted together with the breadth of
the ideological platform they propounded meant that, in many ways, they closely
resembled mature political parties in themselves. Such variation in the organisational and
ideological characteristics of Labour Left groups poses a number of key questions at the
group-level. First, it is important to consider the effects of Labour’s ideological
transformation at the group-level. How far did the various groups of the Labour Left
share the principles underlying Labour’s ideological transformation? To what extent was
the process of Labour Left decline exacerbated by differential responses of Labour Left
groups to party-level ideological reform? Secondly, we must assess the role of group-level
organisational factors in explaining the decline and fragmentation of the Labour Left.
What were the undetlying structural characteristics of factional organisation among
Labour Left groups? What role was played by the existence of different ‘types’ of

factional organisation in exposing the groups of the Left to fragmentation and decline?

b.  Prevalence of factionalism within New Labonr

It 1s also important to consider the contemporary prevalence of factionalism within New
Labour. To talk of a party completely free from factionalism (or free from the potential
for factionalism from dissent) would be to under-estimate the resurgent capabilities of
grasstoots members in exerting pressure on Labout’s patliamentary leadership. In
reporting the main findings of original survey research among party members, conducted
shortly after the 1997 general election, this Thesis addresses a number of key questions
concerning the expression of dissenting opinion within an organisationally and
ideologically transformed Labour Party. Despite the decline of organised Labour Left
factionalism during the 1980s, does the modern-day party membership continue to
exhibit certain features of factionalism and, therefore, has New Labour given rise to a
form of ‘new factionalism’? Does there exist within New Labour an observable tension
between pre-1994 and post-1994 cohorts of party members? Is it possible for attitudinal
factionalism to exist among Labour’s grassroots membership despite the lack of an

organisational apparatus within which to pressurise party leaders and influence the

direction of party policy?



To summarise, this Thesis intends to address the following research questions:

A. ldeological Factors

e What was the form and extent of party-level ideological transformation?

Did party-level ideological transformation precipitate an observable decline in
the propensity for grassroots party members to hold significantly radical and
divergent opinions relative to party leaders and the Labour electorate?

How far did the various groups of the Labour Left share the principles
underlying Labout’s ideological transformation?

To what extent was the decline of the Labour Left exacerbated by a series of

differential group-level responses to ideological transformation at the party-

level?

B.  Organisational Factors

What was the form and extent of party-level organisational transformation?

Has party-level organisational transformation meant that Labour has ceased
to resemble Duverger’s classic ‘branch-mass’ party? To what extent has
Labour become a ‘catch-all’ or ‘cartel’ party where 1ts traditional collective
structures of partictpation have been undermined by individual and atomised
conceptions of grassroots party membership?

What were the underlying characteristics of factional organisation among
groups of the Labour Left?

What role was played by the existence of different forms of factional

organisation in exposing the groups of the Labour Left to fragmentation and

decline?

C.  Factionalisn and New Labonr

Does there exist within the modern Labour Party a tension between pre-1994
and post-1994 (Old Labour v. New Labour) cohorts of party members?
How, and in what ways, are the attitudes of New Labour recruits different
from those of longer-standing members?

What, if any, are the prevailing pattems of factionalism within the grassroots

membership of New Labour?



® Can attitudinal or ideological factionalism continue to exist among Labout’s
grassroots membership despite the lack of organisational structures within

which to pressurise and influence party leaders?

2. Key Conceptual Framework

These research questions transcend a number of different key theoretical concepts, some
of which are well versed in political science, others much less so. In assessing the key
determinants of decline in Labour Left factionalism, and how this was encouraged by the
organisational and ideological transformation of the Labour Party, we must appreciate
various debates concerning the nature and form of political parties, as well as a2 number
of particular theories surrounding party transformation. Below the party-level, it is also
important to evaluate two central issues. First, the widely held belief that party members
(relative to leaders or voters) advocate more extreme ideological positions and,
consequently, display greater propensity towards factionalist behaviour. Second, how
models of factional conflict within political parties allow us to distinguish between
different forms of factionalism and account for varying degrees of factional coverage and

mnfluence within the wider political system.

The nature of political parties

Two authors made important early contributions to the literature surrounding the nature
of modern political parties. Ostrogorski (1892) and Michels (1915) held opposing views
on the true democratic functions of modern parties and, as a result, they accorded
different perspectives to questions of intra-party democracy. Michels viewed the
oligarchic control of top leadership groups as damaging and antithetical to the existence
of mass democratic politics.2 Ostrogorski regarded local activist or association control of
political organisations as anathema to representative democracy Powerful internal
caucuses would undermine party democracy and, therefore, unduly affect the protection
of patliamentary sovereignty. This fundamental debate remained one of particular
historical importance for the Labour Party, the Labour Left, and ordinary party
members. For many party activists, Labour can only be truly representative of its core

constituency of supporters if it provides for internal democracy, and accords rights and

2 Michels (1915), pp.10-11, pp.377ff
3 Ostrogorski (1892) vol. 1 esp. part 111, ch.8, pp.580-618



privileges to its members in determining the policies, strategic priorities and ideological
direction taken by party leaders. For party élites, internal democracy often militates
against the effective management of the party organisation and, therefore, might act to
disproportionately affect the long-term electability of their party. Consequently, the
debate surrounding the relative merits of direct versus tepresentative democracy —
specifically Michels’ ‘iron law of oligarchy’ and Ostrogorski’s concern at the power of
local caucuses of activists — assumes particular significance in the study of intra-party

factionalism and dissent.

Michels’ iron law is presented as an immutable concept. Michels’ claim that there is a
degree of impossibility in breaking out of his ‘iron law of oligarchy’ is essentially
contestable. This poses two fundamental questions. First, to what extent is Michels’
thesis an 7ron law given that its traits may be recognisable in political parties at some
times, or at some levels, but not at others? Second, to what extent can the psychological
reasoning behind the oligarchic tendencies of party leaders be actually observed, and
therefore quantified, or is it that Michels’ iron law is but one of a number of different

means by which we can describe what is an inherently complex power relationship?

Although Michels and Ostrogorski tended to implicitly static conceptions of party,
emphasising broad trends without providing for longer-term party transformation, their
observations held great resonance for the Labour Party of the eatly-1980s. Throughout
Labout’s early ‘wilderness’ years, and arguably for some years before 1979, much of the
dissent and factionalism between the Left and successive party leaderships involved a
number of competing perspectives on intra-party democracy. The Labour Left invartably
sought to maximise leadership accountability to party conferences, whereas Labour right-
wingers (including sections of its patliamentary leadership) typically sought to minimise
the influence activist groups in election campaigning, candidate selection, and the
determination of party policy. The saliency of this issue is highlighted by the events of
two key petiods. Firstly, during the 1979-83 Patliament, intra-party democracy played a
central role in encouraging the ‘Gang of Four’ to cede from the party by establishing the
SDP to rival Labour. Secondly, between 1983 and 1987, the Labour Left systematically
opposed party leaders in their efforts to expel ‘extremist’ activists and ‘militant’ members.
The Labour Left regulatly contended that the expulsions were designed to have an

immediate fragmenting impact in its own sphere of influence and, accordingly, mounted



public campaigns to defend members’ rights against the centralisation of power by party

leaders.

Since the late-1980s, the issue of intra-party democracy and leadership accountability has
remained a key platform for significant minorities within the Labour Party. Groups such
as the Campaign Group, Campaign for Labour Party Democracy ot, more recently, the
‘Grassroots Alliance’, have acquired the mantle of ‘champions’ of party democracy. In
particular, they have visibly campaigned against institutional and structural reforms,
contesting that the reforms encouraged the centralising tendencies of party leaders and
office-holders. While the Labour Left has attached particular importance to questions
surrounding Michels’ ‘iton law of oligarchy’, party leaders have tended to shape their
perspectives towards internal party democracy much more in light of Ostrogorski’s

concern at the power of caucuses over the entirety of party organisation.

The different perspectives of Michels and Ostrogozrski have helped to shape some of the
fundamental debates surrounding the internal distribution of power within political
parties, especially during the era of early democratisation. However, the typologies of
party suggested by Duverger in his classic text, Political Parties (1954), regarded the form
and structure adopted by political parties as a product of competitive forces within the
wider political system.* Duverger’s typology of party organisation consisted of two
axioms. First, a ‘horizontal dimension’ which differentiated between direct (unitary) and
indirect (confederation) structures of party. Under Duverger’s model, the form of
organisation adopted by Labour typified it as ‘indirect’ since its origins rested with a
variety of intellectuals, trade unionists, co-operative and other socialist societies.
Secondly, Duverger highlighted vertical dimensions in party structure. Duverger
concluded that European patrties tended to be composed of four types of ‘basic element’
~ the small and elite ‘caucus’, representative branch-mass parties like Labour, the
workplace ‘cell’, and the private army or ‘militia’. Whereas caucuses and branch-mass
organisations prevailed in liberal democratic systems, cells and militia tended to exist only

in totalitarian and authoritarian regimes.

Duverger’s typology reflected much of the underlying intellectual debate surrounding the

writings of Michels and Ostrogorski fifty years before. All three scholars pointed to a

+ Duverger (1954)



clear distinction between the caucus structure of parties in the age of early
democratisation, and the prevalence of 20 century representative, mass-membership
parties operating under branch and association structures. Moreover, these classic
debates regarding the nature and typologies of political organisation help to inform us as
to why some parties experience intra-party dissent whilst others do not. It 1s posited in
this Thests that Labour’s recent organisational transformation characterised it as a party
much less typical of Duverger's ideal-type of branch-mass structure. The
individualisation of membership and alterations to Labout’s prevailing democratic
structures meant that Labour not only became less typical of the branch-mass party, but
also that the various factions and tendencies which often flourish under branch-mass
conditions could no longer mobilise as alternative centres of power. The demise of

Labour as a branch-mass party necessarily involved, thetefore, the decline of the Labour

Left.

Transformation of parties and party systems

Political science during the post-war era has tended to concentrate less on establishing
workable typologies of party or party structure and has, instead, addressed broader
questions of how parties react to the development of complex and sophisticated political
‘markets’ within which to compete for votes. We are now able to draw on an extensive
literature aiming to test (either comparatively or through a single case) a vanety of
hypotheses concerning party and party system transformation. This literature is of
particular conceptual importance in assessing how, and in what ways, Labout’s ‘politics

of transformation’ rendered organised Left dissent irreconcilable with electoral success.

One of the most important of these contributions was Anthony Downs’ An Econonic
Theory of Democracy (1957). Downs” hypothesis held that the distribution of voter-opinion
along the prevailing continuum of pohtical conflict (i.e. in British politics, the left-right
social-class axis) determined which party would win a general election. Downs further
claimed that the underlying distribution of opinion pre-determined a unique 1deological
positioning for each party, enabling it to maximise voter support relative to its

competitors.> Downs’ model contended that the further a political party moved from its

5 Downs’ model struck a particular conceptual resemblance to earlier theonies of industrial location

propounded by Hotelling (1929) and Smithies (1941)
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own end of the prevailing continuum of conflict, towards the centre and towards other

parties, the higher its vote would be.

As intuitive and plausible as Downs’ model may have been, it nevertheless suffered from
a number of structural problems. David Robertson observed that ‘for Downs there is
never any reason why a party might not want, might not be able, might not suffer from
failing to adopt the vote maximising point on the spectrum’.¢ Just as it is rational for a
party to adopt such a position, it is equally rational no to do so. The Downsian
framework failed to sufficiently incorporate actors other than voters, parties and leaders.
In reality, political parties rely on a variety of actors, some inside the party (members,
donors, other affiliated organisations) and others outside of it (pressure groups, external
donors, media). These actots may push and pull political parties in different directions
and, consequently, it 1s possible for parties to be pulled simultaneously both towards and

away from the Downsian point of best competitive advantage at any given moment.

Because Downs limited the number of actors in his model, he also tended to view these
actors as displaying an inherent homogeneity. However, parties are rarely homogenous
units, at least under democratic regimes. Moreovet, party leaderships often reflect the
diversity in opinion prevalent inside the party, and the wider electoral battleground tends
to be divided into localised parhamentary constituencies rather than existing as a single
electoral unit. Therefore, for parties to adopt a true vote maximising position they would
need to incotporate not only the multitude of ‘other actors’, but would also need to

successfully identify and occupy an ‘aggregated’ vote maximising position, should it exist.

Third, there is no necessary correlation between a party’s journey towards the point of
vote-maximisation and its subsequent electoral success. General elections may not be
rational events. The record of some political parties may be such that they compete in
the electoral matket with little real hope for victory. For these parties thete is negligible
short-term advantage gained from vote-maximisation. Similarly, if the electoral scene is
dominated by rational parties and rational voters, then whsf are some parliamentary
constituencies regarded as ‘safe’ whilst others are viewed as ‘marginal’? The existence of
both substantially reduces the implied universality of rational models of electoral

behaviour and voter choice. Rather than parties moving towards a pre-determined vote

6 Robertson (1976), p.31
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maximising position, the given position they adopt tends to teflect the interplay between
exogenous ‘push’ and endogenous ‘pull’ factors. In short, parties will only seek to adopt a
position of best competitive advantage when it is competitively necessary and expedient to

do so.

Nevertheless, Downs’ hypothesis managed to inject a degree of dynamism into a body of
literature that had, thus far, rested on rather static perceptions of parties and party
systems. His theory implied that parties were dynamic otganisations that must adapt their
ideological appeal to meet the fluctuating demands of electoral markets. As Alan Ware
noted, the decline of many of the traditional ‘material and solidiary incentives’ involved
in party recruitment and activism meant that parties became increasingly unable to
control the ways in which it could ‘imbue their members with an ideology’.” Modern
party competition, therefore, required parties to adopt a ‘catch-all’ strategy. Otto

Kirchheimer made particular mention of this phenomenon:

“the mass integration party, product of an age with harder class lines and more sharply
protruding denominational structures, 1s transforming itself into a catch-all ‘people’s’
party. Abandoning attempts at the intellectual and moral encadrement of the masses, it
is turning more fully to the electoral scene, trying to exchange effectiveness in depth for
a wider audience and more immediate electoral success”.?

Kirchheimer’s catch-all thesis was followed by a number of other studies of party
transformation. For example, Stephen Wolinetz, Peter Mair and Gotdon Smith have
tested the Kirchheimer thesis directly, examining both issues of methodology and case
studies where catch-allism has remained largely absent or non-apparent? Others have
developed alternative models. Panebianco observed that party transformation might
occur less as a result of an explicit recognition of the Downsian rationality in party
competition, more through a growing professionalisaion in political leadership.
Panebianco claimed that the gravitational shift in focus — away from rank-and-file party
memberships towards the wider electorate — necessitated the professionalisation of
political parties and, therefore, experts and professionals have become much more useful

to party leaders than traditional party bureaucrats and activists. In place of the typical

7 see Ware (1996), esp. ch. 2 pp.74-78
8 Kirchheimer (1966) '
9 See Wolinetz (1989); Smith, (1989); Mair (1989)

12



branch-mass or caucus organisation, Panebianco argues, emetges the ‘electoralist-

professional’ party.1

However, the research of Richard Katz and Peter Mair stressed that the forms of party
organisation and electoral competition are much more complex than many of these
models accounted for. They asserted that party transformation is determined less by
movement along a continuum of electoralism, more by taking into account the wide
vatiety of financial and other resources available to political parties. For transformation
to occut, parties must be prepared to substitute traditional resources for alternatives. The
growth in state funding of political parties, or at least the growing centrality of political
parties to the functioning of the state machine, has meant that parties have been
increasingly able to substitute traditional resources for those of the state. Whereas for
Panebianco, party transformation involved the development of electoral-professional
parties, the outcome for Katz and Mair of an emergent relationship between the state
and parties (as agents of the state) encouraged the development of ‘cartel’ parties
instead.! In British politics, the absence of state funding and the continued reliance of
established parties on traditional corporate, trade union, or member/supporter donations
has meant that, as a single case, it provided little substantive weight in support of the
cartelisation thesis. However, Katz and Mair’s research 1s useful for drawing our
attention to an emerging phenomenon whereby parties are regarded less as truly
representative institutions and more as permanent fixtures or ‘agents’ within the wider

state-political superstructure.

Party stratification and attitudinal asymmetry

Political scientists concerned with the study of parties have regularly visited the
proposition that party unity and electoral performance is affected by the degree of
attitudinal congruence on substantive ideological and policy issues. Ostrogorski observed
that the power of caucuses of local activists in the 19" century Liberal Party caused its
elite to become alienated from voter-opinton. Ostrogorski noted that ‘it is almost general
fact that the [local caucus| is more radical...than the mass of the party, more so even

than the MP who has to submit to its demands’.’2 The result of such division was

10 Panebianco (1988)
11 Katz and Matr (1995)
12 ibid., pt. 111, ch. 8, p.596
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nvarnably electoral defeat.’’ The lack of congruence between all sections of the party and
the inflexibility of local caucuses in their ‘virtuous ardour’ caused parties not to ‘make
sufficient allowance for national idiosyncrasies’ and in doing so, ‘they alienate a number

of voters’.14

Contemporary scholars have also observed elements of attitudinal asymmetry within
political parties. David Butler pointed to the existence of a strategic dilemma for party
leaders in that their ‘most loyal and devoted followers tend to have more extreme
views...and [are] still farther removed from the mass of those who actually provide the
vote’.'> V.O. Key suggested that in campaigning for office, 1t had become a key prionty
for party leaders in the United States to ‘try to restrain the extremists within the party
ranks’1¢ Similarly, Duverger observed among Futropean parties that there existed a
significant degree of asymmetry between leaders, activists and voters. Duverger
concluded that highly publicised conflicts between Eutopean party leaders and activists
coincided with much wider ideological disparities between patty activists and the

ordinary voting public.?

John May subsequently produced one of the most detailed and systematic analyses of
hierarchical contrasts in ideological opinion within political parties.'® May’s Special Law of
Curvilinear Disparity reflected the established hypothesis that within political parties there
existed an observable disaggregation between the moderate opinions of leaders and
voters on the one hand, and the relative militancy and extremism of party activists on the
other. May highlighted the presence of three key uniformities. Firstly, that the opinions
of party leaders and non-leaders (voters and non-active supporters) wete broadly
congruent with each other. Secondly, that sub-leaders (activist members and supporters)
were ‘substantive extremists’ relative to leaders and voters, and were ‘most estranged
from public opinion at large’. Finally and consequentially, leaders occupied an

intermediate (or ptagmatic) positioning between the median opinions of activists and

party voters.

13 for a discussion of division in the Liberal party after 1886 see Ostrogorski (1892), pt I1, ch. 9, pp.287-391
14 ibid., pt. 111, ch. 7, p.566

15 Butler (1960), p-3

16 Key (1958), p.241

17 Duverger (1954), pp.187ff

18 May (1973)
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May posited that the general propositions of his Law of Curvilinear Disparity were
apparent in a range of empirical survey-based studies. May reported on a number of
previous studies, the conclusions of which reinforced the notion of attitudinal asymmetry
between different party strata. Janosik’s study of Labour branch parties demonstrated
that local party officers displayed a propensity towards extreme attitudinal positions
relative to their incumbent MPs.» Epstein found that local Labour party activists tended
to discriminate between different types of parliamentary ‘maverick’. Esptein contended
that party activists, whilst appearing to indulge and sanction breaches of leadership
disctpline by left-wing MPs, more actively punished moderate nght-wing MPs for
dissenting behaviour.2> Moreover, in studies of the Democratic and Republican parties in
the United States, McClosky found that convention delegates held substantially mote
extreme attitudinal positions than American voters at-large.2t Similarly, Constantini and
Eldersveld observed that sub-leaders and activists in California and Michigan continued
to hold the strongest and most extreme attitudinal positions relative to party leaders and

local electors.22

What are the underlying causes of attitudinal asymmetry? May suggested a number of
different varnables which might explain why activists and sub-leaders hold extreme
attitudinal positions relative to leaders and votets. First, curvilinear disparity may reflect
prevailing patterns of intra-party accountability, namely that the extent of scrutiny of top
leaders by non-leaders allows activists and sub-leaders to deviate more readily from the
median position of the electorate. Second, unlike other state organisations such as civil
bureaucracies or the armed forces, political parties display elements of Weberian free
recruitment where there exist few active controls on membership and recruitment. As
May remarked, ‘it is easy to join a party’s local branch [and] the rules governing eligibility
to join such units are scarcely more restrictive than the rules governing eligibility to vote
in a general election’. This allows the recruitment of extremists and radicals into party
membership to proceed relatively unchecked. Third, the extent of political socialisation
among party leaders (and the relative lack of it among ordinary voters) may explain why,
relative to activists and sub-leaders, they continue to hold more moderate attitudinal

positions. Whereas leadership encourages ideological moderation, primarnly to ensure

19 Janosik (1968), especially ch. 2

20 Epstein (1967)

2t McClosky ef al. (1960)

22 See Constantini (1963); and Eldersveld (1964), espectally ch. 8
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electoral advantage, the voluntarism of party membership ‘ensures that they attract
zealots in the party cause’. May claimed that it was only the most devout activists who
appeared willing to engage in the mundane routinised political activities associated with
campaigning and elections. The centrality of these three variables in the functioning of
modern-day political parties suggests that there may be an inherent tendency towards
curvilinear disparity and, therefore, the concomitant extremism of activists relative to

leaders and electors.

May’s suggestion that patterns of curvilinear disparity may be readily observed in modern
political parties provided a number of platforms from which to question the implied
universality of his Special Law. In particular, curvilinear disparity cannot account for
changing relationships between different party strata over time. May suggested that the
relative extremism of activists militates against the electoralist predisposition of party
leaders and, consequently, that active grassroots supporters cannot hope to influence the
strategic reasoning of party leaders. However, in reality, we find that activists can acquire
added influence over leaders, especially during times of weakened electoral
competitiveness. The growth in influence of the Labour Left during the late-1970s and
eatly-1980s may be explained, in part, by the decline in the Labour’s electoral

competitiveness during its 1974-79 administration. As Kitschelt observed,

“...it is not a generic psychological and structural clash between leaders and activists but
Labour’s failed incomes policies in the 1960s and 1970s and the gradual decline of
British industry, accompanied by a temporary resurgence of class conflict...that fuelled
radical unrest in the party, and facilitated by a loosely coupled party structure, enabled a
new coalition of radicals and trade unionists to assert themselves and eventually force
many pragmatists to abandon the party”.?

A key criticism of the model of curvilinear disparity, therefore, is that it cannot explain
temporal variations in the leader-activist relationship. The strategies of party leaders may
change over time and, as a consequence, sub-leaders and activists may make an impact

on some occasions and for some pertods, but not others.

May also failed to address Duverger’s criticism that the concepts of party ‘activist’ and
‘militancy’ remained vague and ill-defined terms. The model of curvilinear disparnty did

not take account of differences in patty activism, and a number of later studies found

23 Kitschelt (1989), p.421
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substantive attitudinal disparities between different types of activist* As Kitschelt
remarked, these surveys ‘have shown that grass-roots party activists are generally more
moderate than “middle-level” activists holding [local] party executive functions or
participating in national party conferences’.” Moreover, party activism per se does not
imply mulitancy. The undeniable extent of some activists’ political sophistication may
make them as susceptible as their leaders to the Downsian ‘logic’ of electoralism in party
competition. As Norris found in her 1995 study of May’s Law, the presence of
differential incentives in explaining patterns of support for political parties may explain
why activist members are not inherently pre-destined to occupy extreme positions
relative to leaders or voters. Therefore, it should not be assumed that party activists are
necessarily incapable of locating themselves in close ideological proximity to the average

mainstream voter.

“Leaders, sub-leaders and non-leaders may become involved in party politics due to a
host of mixed incentives, drawn by personal ambition, material rewards, sociability,
civic-mindedness or group membership. To assume one dominant incentive for any
strata seems unduly simplistic...pragmatists and ideologues, radicals and
moderates...may be expected at every level of the party”.2

Finally, the model of curvilinear disparity assumed a degree of permanency in the divide
between leaders and voters on the one hand, and activists on the other. This suggested
that activists inevitably experience the frustration of their political aspirations by party
leaders keen on maintaining an electoralist relationship with the voting public. On a
purely rational level, therefore, the presence of curvilinear disparity and free recruitment
mnto parties should encourage cohorts of frustrated party activists to renounce their
affiiation in search of an alternative. However, in practice, this rarely occurs. The
functioning of modem otganisations, including parties and voluntary associations,
suggests that leaders have at their disposal a vanety of overt and covert resources to
ensure the compliance of their memberships. The dilemma for party leaders is how to
balance the ‘see-saw’ between encouraging legitimate activist participation and decision-
making so as to prevent disaffiliation, whilst simultaneously maximising electoral

competitiveness by containing extremism and restricting shift from the median position

of the ordinary voter.

24+ See Whiteley (1983), p.44; Searing (1986)
25 Kitschelt (1989), pp.404-5
26 Norns (1995), p-36
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Party politics and factionalism

The term ‘faction’ is used to describe the existence of an identifiable sub-group of
individuals that, in some way, differs or deviates from mainstream behaviour or attitudes.
The usage of the term is particulatly applied to the study of politics. The Oxford English
Ductionary defined a faction to be a ‘self interested, turbulent, or unscrupulous party or
group, especially in politics’; and the term ‘factionalism’ refers to the tendency towards
factional group development and factional behaviour. It is particulatly common to blame
factions for disputes within our political societies, and in our normal lexicon the term
‘faction’ describes controversial groups in civil wars, national patliaments and congresses,
or in local and national politics. But there is also a non-political usage for the term. For
example, we recognise the existence of ‘factions’ within corporate affairs, the Church and
religion, social networks, and even within extended families. However, it 1s within the
realm of political conflict and competition that discussions of factionalism are most

common.

Political scientists have afforded particular attention to the study of party organisation.
The same cannot be said of the study of factions and factionalism as distinctive political
units. Nonetheless, some studies have revealed the existence of a number of different
factional groups operating within political parties. Whether that role has been significant,
ot not, depends on the individual party being examined and the party system in which 1t

operates.

Within the faction literature there is considerable variation 1n method and focus. Some
authors have concentrated on the role of factions as individual political units, assessing
the extent of factional visibilzity and legitimacy within wider political society. Others have
been particularly concemed with factions at the gystemr level. They have identified
different forms of factionalism, the existence of typologies of factional otganisation, and
various kinds of factional behaviour. Finally, other commentators have focused upon the
undetlying causation behind factionalism, stressing the importance of a variety of factors

in understanding the emergence of factional groupings and the tendency towards

factionalism.

Political parties, party organisations and pressure groups have received extensive

scholastic attention for the simple reason that they are much more immediately
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obsetvable and visible than factions. However, commentators have tended to conflate
such visibility with an assumption that parties and ptessure groups perform more valid
and legitimate functions than factional groups. Parties and pressure groups are regarded
as vital elements essential in the smooth running of modemn political systems.” These
organisations are an enduring feature of day-to-day political and social life. Conversely,
factions are seen to be radically divisive and clandestine groupings that perpetuate
divergence from mainstream opinion, and undermine the unity of political parties and
the legitimacy of party élites. But, like factions today, eatly voluntary and labour-oriented
pressure groups were also viewed as illegitimate organisations. During the nineteenth
century many doubted their true worth within political society. As Eldersveld noted,
‘they were considered...as engaged in questionable goals. They were not considered as
sanctioned by the community nor as having a legitimate regime status’.? Yet, in modern
political life, pressure groups and trade unions have acquired their own legitimacy. These
groups and associations have been legitimised by their inclusion in the context of wider
political decision-making systems and, thus, they have become valuable objects for

empirical study.

Factions have never acquired such legitimacy over time. As Lasswell noted in his entry in
Encyclopaedia of the Social Sciences, factions have been an ‘opprobrtious epithet since Roman
days’ and terms like ‘faction’ and ‘factionalism’ continue to evoke suspicion and denote
political illegitimacy.”? In party-based research, references to factions imply a number of
negative connotations, including party or party system weakness, the destruction of élite
unity, the existence of financial and political corruption, and as vehicles for the
exptession of political opportunism by party leaders. Moreover, factions are often viewed
as temporary phenomena, as impermanent aberrations or ‘blots’ on the political
landscape. But commentators often ignore some of the positive aspects of factions. For
instance, factional groups may setve to unify otherwise divided political organisations.
They may contribute to the overall structuring of political systems, élite(s), or voting
electorates into mote efficiently organised units. Just as parties may be central to the
functioning of political systems, factions can also order and structure political soclety

through the existence of their own identifiable ‘faction systems’.

27 Political parties have not always been seen as legitimate. During the eighteenth century there was
widespread hostility towards partisan groups, such that James Madison in Federalist No. 10 and George
Washington in his Farewell Address warned of the 'evils' of creeping partisanship. See also Ranney (1975)
28 [i]dersveld in Ehrmann (1958), p.183

2 Lasswell (1931), section 6:51
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A small number of academic investigations have attempted to introduce faction study
into the body of political science literature. For example, social anthropologists have
suggested that factions assist in the structuring of conflict within small peasant
communities in markedly different ways to traditional forms of political organisation and,
in this respect, factional leaders (‘patrons’) have engaged in alternative political
relationships with their followers (‘clients’).* V.O. Key was one of the first political
scientists to seriously attempt a contribution to faction study. Key used factions and
factionalism to describe the prevalence of intra-party rivalries in US states dominated by
one-party politics, such that factionalism had become the only true form of political
competition. Yet Key was essentially a faction pessimist. Much of his study was
concerned with the impact of factions on democracy. Key identified that in some states
democratic inter-party competition had been undermined by the existence of intra-party
factions that replicated the functions of fully-fledged political parties.! As Allan Sindler
concluded, bi-factional rivalry within a single party could approximate a two-party system

in 1tself .32

Much of the literature on factions and factionalism has tended to avoid comparative
analysts. Belloni and Beller were the only scholars to undertake a study of factionalism in
an international perspective, but even their study remained essentially an edited collection
of national analyses.’* Duverger’s work on modern European parties made only passing
reference to factions. Similarly, Zanski’s study of factionalism posited a number of
important structural aspects of factions (organisation and durability), the social-
psychological characternistics of faction members (cognition), and the context in which
factions operated (faction systems). But Zariski’s study concentrated on only a few
comparative cases, notably the United States and those factionalised societies of Western

Europe such as France under the Fourth Republic or Italy under the Christian

Democrats.>

Nevertheless, some of the national studies suggested important lines of enquiry,
especially concerning the apparent variation imn factional organisation. For example,

William Chambers’ historical study of the ongins of factionalism in American politics

30 Foster (1967)

31 Key (1952)

32 Sindler (1955)

33 Belloni and Beller (1976)

34 Zariski (1960); see also Zariski (1978)
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explored the notion that factions acted as organisational ‘preparatories’ for fully-fledged
political parties. Chambers’ central contention was that American parties had been born
out of factional groupings, since factions were essentially ‘proto-parties’ designed to
encourage the growth of more mature political organisations.’ Richard Rose’s study of
British political parties revealed a typology of factionalism that distinguished between
‘faction’, ‘tendency’ and ‘ad-hoc’ groupings. The key differences between Rose’s ideal-
types concemed varation in organisational solidity, ideological cohesion, durability and
coverage.’® Rose’s hypothesis was reinforced by Joseph Nyomarkey’s study of the early
German Nazi party where he identified the co-existence of highly and loosely organised
forms of factionalism exerting simultaneous pressure on Nazi party élites.” However,
what 1s clear from the literature is that there is no universal agreement as to what
constitutes a faction and what constitutes an entirely different entity. Some authors, such
as Key and Chambers, essentially compared factions with political parties. Others
commentators, such as Rose and Nyomarkey, observed that factional groups displayed
clearly delineated structural properties of their own. Consequently, some of the factions
described, for example by Key, would be regarded by Rose as political tendencies,
whereas some of the factions identified by Rose would be described by Chambers as

more akin to political parties.

The existence of typologies of factional organisation has lent particular weight to the
study of factional groups as part of wider faction systems. For example, Norman Nicholson
expanded upon Zariski’s research by asserting that factions engaged in 2 style of politics
quite distinct from that typified by parties. Nicholson observed the existence of three
fundamental types of faction system within political society. First, ‘homogenous
factionalism’ observable in small settlements, villages and communities. Second, ‘poly-
communal factionalism’ within national or regional organisations, especially political
parties with large mass memberships. Finally, a form of ‘hierarchical factionalism’
prevalent inside highly centralised structures at the national level, such as governments,
state bureaucracies, or party leaderships.® Faction studies have also identified key
differences in the motivational and behavioural factors underlying factional development.

For instance, Rose observed that some factions emerged out of self-conscious behaviour

35 Chambers (1963); see also Bailey (1952) for a historical analysis expanding upon the concept of ‘proto-
party’ in British politics.

36 Rose (1964)

37 Nyomarkey (1965)

38 Nicholson (1972)
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by faction activists, encouraging the development of clear ideological principles to which
faction adherents pledged allegiance. Zariski further contended that there were four types
of motivational factors underlying factional development - shared values, shared

strategies, socio-economic affinities and personal loyalties.

Although the faction systems literature identified different forms of factional
organisation and varation in the motivations for factional group development, it also
advanced our understanding of faction caxsation. For instance, Ralph Nicholas suggested
that the emergence of factional groups was only conducive where political society was
weak, or subject to regular fluctuation and change. Hence, for Nicholas, regime
llegittmacy and institutional breakdown explained the propensity for factionalised
responses to political conflict.* V.O. Key suggested that the prevailing characternistics of
party systems determined the extent of facttonalism. Key concluded that political
societies with relatively high levels of inter-party competition would be much less likely
to witness the emergence of factional groups, whereas 1n systems domunated by a single
party many of the conditions necessary for factional group development would exist.
Therefore, for both Nicholas and Key, the essential characteristics of the political system

strongly pre-determined the prevalence of factionalism within political society.

Zariski  further suggested that proportional electoral systems encouraged the
development of factional groups, and in this respect he reinforced the popular notion
that two-party systems encouraged bi-factionalism, whereas in multi-party systems multi-
factionalism would predominate.® Zarski also concurred with Duverger’s view that the
prevalence of factionalism was inter-connected with the level of discipline exerted within
political parties — a loosely organised and weakly disciplined party would encourage the
development of factions based around cliques and reinforced by a series of inter-personal
relationships and affinities. Nyomarkey’s key contention, however, was that the
propensity towards factionalism might be explained less by the properties of political
systems, mote by the political legitimacy of the ‘host party’ within which factional groups

are organised.

39 Nicholas (1965, 1960)
0 Zarski (1978), pp-24-6



The prevalence of factionalism is regularly associated with the stifling of free political
expression within wider political society, especially where a single political party
predominates. However, whete commentators such as Key suggested that the
replacement of inter-party competition with rivalries between dominant parties and
factional groups i1s democratically unsatisfactory, others such as Kothan implied that
factional competition might serve as a legitimate alternative in political systems
dominated by one party. Rajmi Kothati’s work concentrated on the Indian Congress
Party, although other authors appeared to concur with his viewpoint. Whilst faction
politics should not necessarily be seen as a substitute for democratic party politics, 1t can
be legitimised by encouraging greater levels of political competition than would have
otherwise been expected had the dominant party contained no internal factions.#t As
Nicholas identified, factionalism was one of the best means by which political conflict
could be structured, particularly in the context of system or regime transformation.
Factional groups, Kothati asserted, appeated to be much more adaptive to regime
transformation and social change than the mote corporate forms of conflict management

typified by political parties.

In short, the concepts of ‘faction’ and ‘factionalism’ have often been overlooked as
important subjects of enquity within political science and party-based research. This is
highlighted by the existence of varied usage of terminology, differing conceptions of the
legitimacy and function of factions, and disagreements as to the causes of factionalism. It
is imperative that we appreciate the existence of a wide vartety of factional organisations
in modern political society, and the importance of different explanations for faction
causation. Furthermote, it is important that faction research differentiates between
factional groups in terms of their durability, organisation, ideology, interaction with ‘host’
parties, and the subjective reasoning behind factional adherence. The study of factions
and factionalism can provide an invaluable means by which to understand how, and why,
parties operate in the ways in which they do. The regular exclusion of faction analysis
within party and party systems literatures only serves to methodologically undermine it

within the wider context of political science.

11 Kothar (1964); Kothan (1970), especially chs. 5, 8
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3. Plan of the Thesis

To explore these issues, this Thesis is divided into four distinct parts. The first section, of
which this chapter is part, frames the contextual background by introducing a range of
theoretical, historical and methodological issues underpinning the research design.
Chapter 2 sutveys the historical context in which left-wing factionalism occurred within
the Labour Party 'during the post-1979 era. The first part of this chapter considers how
Labour overcame three important interlocking crises, and suggests that Labour’s eighteen
‘Wilderness Years’ in opposition are best characterised as being composed of three
distinct phases of ctisis and decline, modernisation and renewal, and consolidation under
New Labour. The second part of this chapter briefly reviews the historical context of the
Labour Left duting the 1979-97 period, highlighting the key events surrounding its
ascendancy and subsequent decline, and exploring many of the important definitions and

terms used in the study of the Labour Left.

The second section of the Thesis examines the importance of ideological variables in
understanding the dynamics of the inter-relationship between the Labour Party and the
Labour Left during the 1980s and 1990s. Chapter 3 considers the far-reaching
consequences of party-level ideological transformation. This chapter assesses the extent
of Labour’s programmatic shift away from the traditional socialist-collectivist ideals
endorsed by the Labour Left duning the early-1980s, to the electorally pragmatic and
revisionist programme adopted by Labour leaders after the 1983 defeat. The principal
intention behind this chapter is to consider the importance of the changing
characteristics of Labour’s ideological ‘playing field’ to which the various groups of the
Labour Left aligned themselves. Furthermore, by re-analysing material from the British
Election Study survey series, this chapter also considers the extent to which party-level
ideological transformation successfully eradicated the tendencies of membership
extremism characteristic of May’s law of curvilinear disparity. Chapter 4 examines the
response of key Labour Left groups to party-level ideological transformation. By
examining the policy platforms of the soft-left, hard-left and extreme-left communities,
and how they changed (if at all) over time, we can consider whether the systematic
temperance of party policy after 1983 had a fragmenting or unifying effect on the groups

of the Left. Was the Policy Review met with universal group-level hostility, or was
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Labour’s ideological transformation reinforced by some constituent elements of the

Labour Left, but not others?

The third section of the Thesis considers the role of organisational/ ndicators in
determining the inter-relationships between the Labour Party and the Labour Left after
1979. Chapter 5 assesses the consequences of Labout’s organisational transformation.
By treviewing the explanatory power of classic and contemporary theories of party
organisation in light of recent reforms, it is posited that the Labour Party ceased to be
typical of Duverger’s branch-mass form of organisation. The structuring of New Labour
has become more synonymous with Downsian catch-all and electoral-professional
models. The creation of an organisational context, in which the centrality of leadership
power prevailed over traditional representative structures for grassroots activist
participation, played a crucial part in removing the structural means for the expression of
alternative left-wing ideological priorities. Chapter 6 considers the utility of faction
otganisation models, especially the approach taken by Richard Rose, in understanding
group-level organisational characteristics and the importance of faction structure in
explaining the decline of the Labour Left. This chapter contends that the contemporary
Labour Party has contained 4/ three types of faction organisation suggested by Rose. It is
further suggested that the apparent historical trends of Labour Left factionalism revealed
the growth of ‘structured factionalism’ during the early-1980s over the amorphous
parliamentary-based or temporary issue-specific groups typical of the 1960s and 1970s.
In a transformed party, where the organisational balance of power had been settled
irreconcilably against activists and grassroots members, the ability of leadets to challenge
and expel the forces of organised structured factionalism became unrivalled. The
causation of decline of the Labour Left, therefore, owed much to group-level

otganisational factors and the apparent structural trends shown by them over time.

The final section of the Thesis considers the extent to which a new, individually
enfranchised membership retained some of the basic elements of factionalism, both in
terms of members’ objective behaviour and in their subjective attitudes and beliefs.
Chapter 7 introduces detailed data analysis from orginal survey research among the
party’s grassroots membership, conducted shortly after the 1997 general election. In
addition to a brief review of survey methodology and case selection strategy, this chapter

considers two key questions — the extent to which membership charactenstics varied
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between constituency and locality, and whether or not ‘New Labour’ members may be
considered as qualitatively different from their ‘Old Labour’ counterparts. Chapter 8 is
devoted to an examination of important distinctions between behavioural and attitudinal
factionalism among party members. This chapter assesses whether subjective attitudinal
factionalism can exist in a party in which there are little, or no, structural opportunities

for objective behavioural expressions of dissenting opinion.

Chapter 9 draws together the principal findings from these chapters and reflects on their
implications for the main themes explored in this Thesis. This chapter considers the
overall trends in the relationship between the Labour Party and the Labour Left during
the post-1979 period, and the impact of Labour’s transformation on those various
groups operating and organising in its left-wing orbit. It also evaluates whether there are
plausible grounds for concluding that the factionalism which so affected Labour during
this period has been replaced by a ‘silent’ attitudinal factionalism, where grassroots
members continue to express dissenting opinion albeit outside the strict organisational

confines of groups, factions and tendencies.
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2
Studying Labour and its Left

“Today on the eve of 2 new millennium, the British people have ushered in this new era
of politics, and the great thing about it is that we have won support in this election from
all walks of life, from all classes of people, from every single corner of our country. We
are now today the People’s Party”.!

New Labour, new beginning. The spectacular victory of Blair’s New Labour in May 1997
was the climactic culmination of Labour’s eighteen long years in the electoral wildetness.
The scale of New Labour’s landslide victory showed the extent to which the voting
public now recognised a ‘new’ political order with which they could entrust the reins of
government. But Labour’s electoral trrumph that year was also widely understood to have
involved the symbolic rejection of two ‘old’ political orders of the 1980s — the
Thatcherite philosophy of the Conservative New Right and the traditional socialist
orthodoxy of the Labour Left. In practice, however, these should be treated as
unfounded speculations. First, there was little substantive newness in New Labour since
much of the heavy ‘spadework’ had been undertaken prior to Blait’s election as party
leader. Second, by reasserting the pre-eminence of social democratic revisionism, the
ideological transformation of the Labour Party during the 1980s and 1990s borrowed
many of the theoretical precepts of Thatcherism. Third, the disintegration of the Labour
Left had occurred long before the 1997 general election and, in fact, substantially pre-
dated the creation of New Labour itself. When examining the petiod as a whole, the
historical pattern of Labour Left decline appeared to be correlated with the broad trends
in transformation at the party level — the decline in one should be undetstood largely as a
function of revival in the other. How should we understand and contextualise this

important petiod in Labout’s recent political history?

| Tony Blair quoted in Cathcart (1997), p-170
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This chapter is designed to set the historical background behind this thesis. First, it
briefly reviews the historical context of Labour’s ‘wilderness years’ in opposition between
1979 and 1997. The pervasive extent of three significant interlocking crises of ideology,
electability, organisation and membership are examined, and how Labour subsequently
overcame them through comprehensive programmes for modernisation and reform. It is
further postulated that Labour’s wilderness years are best understood as being composed
of three distinct phases, where its early years of crisis were followed by identifiable

periods of transformation and consolidation.

Second, this chapter briefly reflects on some of the key historical events behind the
ascendancy and decline of the Labour Left after 1979, and suggests that its rise and fall
reflected the prevailing pattern of crisis and tevival at the party-level during this period.
This section also examines various definitional issues involved in the study of
contemporary left-wing factionalism in the Labour Party and, in doing so, suggests the

existence of qualitatively different types of Labour Left.
Labour’s ‘wilderness years’ in historical perspective

In examining the inter-relationships between the Labour Party and the Labour Left, this
thesis adopts as its time frame the period between the 1979 and 1997 general elections —
the two recent realigning elections of our age. The eighteen years between the defeat of
the Callaghan government in May 1979 and the remarkable victory of Tony Blair and
New Labour in May 1997 was the longest period of electoral isolation endured by either
of the major parties since the 1920s. Some observers of Labour during this period

regarded the 1979-97 era as Labour’s long “Wilderness Years’.

Since the party’s bitter divisions of the early 1980s the strategy of the party’s leaders has
been to gain power by moving to the centre ground...For a generation, Labour
politicians have spent their careers in opposition, they’ve seen Britain transformed by a
powerful and radical Conservative leader. They have never tasted the fruits of power
and their political legacy will be a party which has rejected almost everything it stood for

when, sixteen years ago, it was cast into the wilderness”.?

But should the entire period really be typified as Labour’s wilderness years? To assume so

would be regard the 1979-97 era as one of inexorable decline where Labour, at no point,

2 Fine Art Productions for BBC Television (1995), transcript for programme 4, p.55
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had any hope of assuming the offices of government. Instead, we should view the petiod
as one of decline followed by renewal and consolidation. It is certainly true that in 1979
Labour was forced to confront three intetlocking crises, and that these continued to
permeate all levels of the party throughout the subsequent four years.> But Labour’s
‘triple crises’ did not characterise the remainder of its years in opposition. There is
considerable debate as to the exact point of origin of Labour’s renewal. It cettainly had
begun by 1987. In fact, some would locate the point of origin of Labour’s renewal at its
1985 annual conference, or even as early as 1983.* The most extensive and exhaustive
petiod of renewal and modernisation took place between 1985 and 1992. The ‘birth’ of
New Labour should be seen as a symbolic embodiment and consolidation of those
reforms undertaken by Kinnock rather than the creation of an entirely new political
entity founded on altemative conceptions of modetnisation and renewal. Blair’s new
model Labour Party may have made significant ideological and organisational departures
in its own right, but the roots of its eventual landslide victory were firmly anchored in the
period of renewal which preceded it. Although we must appreciate that historical
generalisations tend to encourage the use of arbitrary time frames, we might suggest that

Labour’s eighteen yeats of electoral isolation were composed of three distinctive epochs:

Crsis and Decline (1979-1985)
¢ Modernisation and Renewal (1985-1992)
e Consolidation under New Labour (1992-97)

The first phase of Labour’s Wilderness Years was dominated by the existence of three
interlocking crises of ideology, organisation and membership, and electoral performance.
Labour’s election defeat in 1979 highlighted that the party had begun to experience the
disintegration of its primary zdeolggical discourse, which traditionally combined Keynesian
economics, the mixed economy, social democratic welfarism, and neo-corporatist
decision-making. The perceived failures of the defeated Labour government encouraged
the adoption of an especially radical left-wing programme to fival the moderate
parameters of Labour’s accepted ideological base. This programme was notable in three
respects. First, it awarded particular emphases to socialist economic planning,
nationalisation, and economic reflation led by an expanded public sector. Second, it

stressed the importance of import and exchange controls to protect the domestic

3 Whiteley (1983)
+ see Lent (1997) and Heffernan (1998)
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economy from the vagares of global capitalism. Third, it evoked an isolationist
conception of foreign affairs by advancing the case for British withdrawal from the
European Community, alongside non-nuclear defence policies that, in effect, implied
eventual British retreat from NATO as well. Although the Labour Left was successful in
ensuring that these key ideological tenets found their way into Labour’s 1983 manifesto,
they were built upon unfounded confidence in its own programme to galvanise mass
voter opinion. The extent of the electorate’s rejection of Labour in 1983 undermined
both the Labour Left and the ideological principles it advanced. Moteover, the result

brought into particulatly sharp relief the pervasive extent of Labour’s ideological crisis.

The second important ctisis to engulf the Labour Party following its 1979 defeat
involved the breakdown of the established supremacy of patliamentary leadership over
the institutions of party organisation. Traditionally, the organisational structures of the
Labour Party pluralistically distributed a range of decision-making powers to a number of
different ‘actors’ — the leadership, the front-bench (or Shadow Cabinet), the National
Executive Committee, and to grassroots activists and trade unionists at the Party’s annual
conference. These organisational traits rendered the Labour Party as a particularly salient
example of Duverger’s ideal-type of branch-mass party. In reality, however, the
radicalism of the ‘mass’ of the party’s grasstoots was systematically tempered by the
moderate and electoralist pragmatism of party leaders through the maintenance of
consistent right-wing majorties instde all the major institutions of patty organisation. But
these counterbalanced organisational forces slowly disintegrated during the 1970s as the
Left gradually assumed majority positions on the NEC. The effect of the Left’s
ascendancy was to reinforce a growing movement inside the party for structural reform
to make leaders and parliamentarians accountable to grassroots activists, and to priontise
the programmatic choices of rank-and-file members over the perceivably discredited
policy options pursued by successive party leaders in government. Although the Labour
Left were temporarily successful in asserting their own organtsational and ideological
preferences, the continuing presence of a cohesive rght-wing bloc within the
patliamentary party and among some trade union leaders, perpetuated a climate of
resistance and internal strife. The on-going battles between the left and right of the party

polarised all sections of it, and in doing so destroyed the authority and legitimacy of party

leadership.
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Year Individual Trade Union Societies’ Total Party

Membership Membership Membership Membership
1945 487,000 2,510,000 41,000 3,059,000
1951 876,000 4,937,000 35,000 5,849,000
1955 843,000 5,606,000 35,000 6,484,000
1959 848,000 5,564,000 25,000 6,437,000
1964 830,000 5,502,000 21,000 6,353,000
1970 680,000 5,519,000 24,000 6,223,000
1974 692,000 5,787,000 39,000 6,518,000
1979 666,000 6,511,000 58,000 7,236,000
1980 348,000 6,407,000 56,000 6,811,000
1981 277,000 6,273,000 58,000 6,608,000
1982 274,000 6,185,000 57,000 0,516,000
1983 295,000 6,101,000 59,000 0,456,000
1984 323,000 5,844,000 60,000 6,227,000
1985 313,000 5,827,000 60,000 6,200,000
1986 297,000 5,778,000 58,000 6,133,000
1987 289,000 5,564,000 55,000 5,908,000
1988 266,000 5,481,000 56,000 5,804,000
1989 294,000 5,335,000 53,000 5,682,000
1990 311,000 4,922,000 54,000 5,287,000
1991 261,000 4,811,000 54,000 5,126,000
1992 280,000 4,634,000 51,000 4,965,000
1993 266,000
1994 305,000
1995 365,000
1996 400,000
1997 401,000

Table 1: Membership of the Labour Party 1945-97
Sources: Reports of the National Executive Committee;
Butler and Butler (2000), p. 159

The gradual erosion of Labour’s mass membership of grassroots activists in the
constituencies and the trade unions further exacetbated its crisis of governance. As Table
1 above highlights, individual membership of the party rose considerably during the
Attlee governments between 1945 and 1951. Thereafter, individual membership declined
consistently, such that by 1970 Labour had lost almost one-quarter of its individual
membership during the previous twenty years. In practice, the decline in individual
membership was masked by the recruitment of trade unionists.> The 1979 election defeat,
however, was an important watershed in party membership. Within twelve months of
defeat, individual membership had fallen by almost one-half to 348,000, and declined by
a further twenty percent in the following year. In 1981, individual membership was less
than one-third of that thirty years before. Also the emergence of mass unemployment
particularly within the heavily unionised primary and manufacturing  sectors meant that,
for the first time, Labout’s trade union membership had also begun to contract. Between

1979 and 1983, Labour lost almost one million memberts.

5 The unusually high minimum affiliation level (1,000 members per constituency) used by Labour Party
headquarters between 1957 and 1980 means that it 1s not possible to confirm the membership data for
these yeats. Therefore, we should not over-estimate membership decline during this period. See Seyd

(1987), p. 40.
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Labour’s defeat in May 1979 was a spectacular one. The election heralded the birth of
Thatcherism, which became the most powerful and, for some, the most socially
destructive of political ideologies in the post-war era. Labour’s defeat was precipitated by
the dramatic proceedings of the House of Commons on 28" March 1979 during the only
successful vote of government no-confidence to occur in the 20" century.s More
importantly, the 1979 defeat was the third consecutive occasion on which Labour had

failed to secure more than forty percent of the vote.

1979 1983 1987 1992 1997
Conservative 43.9 42.4 43.4 42.3 30.7
Labour 36.9 27.6 31.7 35.2 43.2
LibDem’ 13.8 25.4 23.2 18.3 16.8
SNP 1.6 1.1 1.3 1.9 2.0
PC 0.4 0.4 0.3 0.5 0.5
Other 3.3 31 2.6 3.5 6.8
Turnout 76.0 72.7 75.3 71.7 71.4
Swing® +5.2 +4.0 -1.7 -2.0 -10.0
Majornity (seats) Con 43 Con 144 Con 102 Con 21 Lab 179

Table 2: General Election Results 1979-97
(all figures are percentages)

The third interlocking crisis for Labour was, therefore, an electoral one. Many left-wing
grassroots activists apportioned blame for defeat in the failures of party leaders during
the 1964-70 and 1974-79 Labour administrations to implement a significantly radical
programme for full employment and increased public services. The Labour Left
contended that only the radicalisation of party policy could effectively challenge the
emergence of partisan de-alignment and the class-cutting appeal of Thatcherism. In
driving through its soctalist agenda, the Left effected important organisational changes
limiting the autonomy of party leaders in determining Labour’s electoral priorities. The
immediate effects of structural reforms and the radicalisation of policy fractured the
party in two, precipitating the defection of more than twenty Labour MPs to the SDP
during 1981-2 and the creation of a new Liberal-SDP electoral Alliance. Moreover, the
effect of significant up-turns in Consetvative popularity following the 1982 budget and
the Falklands War dashed all further hope for a Labour victory in 19832 In the event,
Labour again secured less than forty percent of the vote, but on this occasion Labour

also delivered its worst electoral performance since December 1918.

6 1924: The defeat of the Labour government on 21%* January and 8" October 1924 were brought about by
defeats on votes of confidence brought by the government rather than votes of no confidence brought by

opposition parties (1979). |
7 LibDem: includes Liberal (1979), Liberal/SDP Alliance (1983, 1987) and Liberal Democrats (1992, 1997)
8 Positive sign indicates swing to the Conservatives and negative sign indicates swing to Labour.

9 See Sandets et. al (1987)
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After Labour’s electoral nadir of 1983, the heat of its triple crises slowly dissipated.
Indeed, the election to the party leadership of the ‘Dream Ticket’ of Neil Kinnock and
Roy Hattersley in October was readily acknowledged as one of the first blocks to be laid
in rebuilding Labour’s sense of unity. Kinnock later remarked that he was committed to

Labour’s modernisation from the outset of his leadership:

“the purpose of running for the leadership...was to secure changes in policy, in
discipline but most basically in the mind-set in the character of the Party as it existed in
1983...We’d been through a ‘cultural revolution’ as it were and so a lot of that had to be
changed...Some of the agenda could be announced, some it couldn’t...because it would
have shattered everything. So I had my own private agenda”.10

During the first few months of the Kinnock-Hattersley leadership, the new team
embarked on a series of reforming initiatives which had all the ‘appearance of a prelude
to major change’.!! But the reforming zeal of the new leadership was heavily constrained
by short-term events outside its immediate sphere of influence. In 1984-5, much of
Labour’s transformation was effectively halted by the Miners Strike, damaging disputes
among Labour activists in local government regarding rate-setting, and the on-going
problems associated with the Militant Tendency in Liverpool. Kinnock was only able to
proceed unrestrained following the 1985 conference, at which he felt sufficiently free and
confident in a single speech both to publicly identify the need for wholesale teform and
to rebuke the Labour Left. Moteover, whilst Adam Lent is correct to draw our attention
to the existence of observable processes of transformation immediately after the 1983
leadership elections, Kinnock could only proceed with moderisation by securing
important strategic majorities in favour of reform inside Labour’s decision-making
institutions. The creation of a new soft-left alliance supportive of change, especially

among the NEC, would only slowly materialise affer 1985.

The modernisation and renewal of the Labour Party took place in three distinct arenas,
and in this respect we can understand Labout’s transformation as a process designed to
respond to (and overcome) the triple crises which so dominated the post-1979 period.
First, party leaders sought to alter the prevailing balance of power inside the party and to
regain centralised control of leadership through organisational reforms. Second, the

modernisation project was designed to deliver vote maximisation through programmatic

10 Neil Kinnock cited in Lent (1997), p.10
1 ibid., p.11
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moderation. Third, Labour’s message could only be delivered more effectively if 1t

embraced professional and centrally controlled strategies for communications and

campaigning.

The main intention behind organisational modernisation was to wrestle functional
control from grassroots activists by restoring the authority of party leaders and,
therefore, to ensure that Labour became a cohesive and disciplined political organisation.
This was achieved in two different ways. First, party leadets engaged in the centralisation of
power. For instance, the policy-making role of the NEC was significantly reduced
between 1983 and 1987 by the transfer of key powers to new NEC-Shadow Cabinet
policy committees. The leadership also employed a number of outside officials to
provide specialist advice and to perform key tasks within a strengthened Leader’s Office.
Kinnock assumed direct control over the party’s electoral and communications strategy
as well. The leadership created the Campaigns Strategy Committee, which Kinnock
chaired, and also ensured that loyal supporters like Peter Mandelson and Philip Gould
occupied key positions within a new Shadow Communications Agency. The
centralisation of power was further enhanced by the reform of patliamentary selection
procedutes. Following the Greenwich by-election in 1987, local parties became subject to

tighter central control in the rules governing the selection of patliamentary candidates.

Kinnock acknowledged that alterations to the natute of party membership could also
extend the authonty of party leaders and reinforce membership recruitment initiatives.
The leadership recognised that local parties had become particularly powerful arenas for
the expression of otganised opposition to modernisation and renewal, and they argued
against local party power in terms of the identifiably negative effects this had on the
recruitment of new members. A key pillar of Labour’s organisational transformation,
therefore, emphasised the importance of individual membership empowerment and the
devolution of important responsibilities traditionally preserved by local party activists.
After the 1987 election, the party operated voluntary systems of one-member-one-vote
for the constituency section of the leadership electoral college and the NEC, as well as
for the nomination of conference delegates. But voluntary OMOV was abandoned in
1990. The system was seen to be procedurally cumbersome and it was subjected to
particular hostility from those trade uniontsts who regarded individual member

empowerment as 2 device designed to reduce the collective institutional power of the
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union movement. The issue of individual membership empowerment was held in

abeyance until after the 1992 election.

In order to maximise the Labour vote, party leaders recognised the importance of
returning the Labour Party to the mainstream of British politics. Such a Downsian
strategy would not be successful without an accompanying process of ideological reform
designed to jettison unpopular policies, challenge the hegemony of Thatcherism, and
counter the electoral characteristics of partisan de-alignment. Policy modernisation under
Kinnock occurred in two periods. Between 1985 and 1987, little consistent progtess was
made in reviewing Labour’s electoral commitments because the party leadership was
required to build workable coalitions with the soft-left within the party’s policy-making
structures. Although party leaders announced a series of policy departures (for example,
on European integration, public spending, full employment and state intervention), these
were concealed from the electorate because they were announced intermittently and
tentatively, conscious of the need to avoid re-igniting old antagonisms. It was only
following Labour’s third election defeat in 1987 that the party leadership cemented its
alliance for modernisation and renewal, and therefore the period between 1987 and 1992
should be regarded as the phase in which the most comprehensive review of party policy

took place.

The Policy Review process began almost immediately after the 1987 election, and during
the following four years the seven review groups published a number of keynote
statements of policy abandoning traditional commitments towards nationalisation,
economic planning, unilateral disarmament and withdrawal from Europe. In their place,
party leaders emphasised a ‘post-revisionist’ ideological agenda designed to portray
Labour as a competent party of government, particularly in economic terms. Popular
socialism, as it was termed, was noteworthy for its more liberal understanding of the
market economy and the importance attached by it to the stimulation of demand through
supply-side initiatives. As Peter Kellner observed, ‘only by exorcising its historic claim of

replacing capitalism can the party think, and sel/, serious thoughts about how to

bring...prosperity to all’.12

12 Kellner quoted in Radice (1992), p.19 — author’s emphasis
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The third aspect of modernisation and renewal emphasised the importance of developing
professional campaigning and communications strategies in order to deliver Labour’s
revised political message. Some early progress was made before the 1987 election. Peter
Mandelson was appointed as Labour’s communications director in 1985, and he quickly
established a powerful strategic community of media advisers and pollsters in close
proximity to the leadership. But the most significant reforms in this area occurred
between 1987 and 1992. After the 1987 defeat, the Shadow Communications Agency
strengthened centralised control of communications. There wete a number of ways in
which this was achieved. First, the SCA employed modern advertising techniques to
deliver Labour’s key political objectives. Particular attention was given to an assessment
of the means employed in political communications, especially to the language used, the
different media available, and the importance of retaining a simplified and easily
assimilated political message. The SCA also identified the key communications objective
— to alter voters’ perceptions of the party and its policies, and to convince the electorate
that Labour was ‘fit and able to govern’.® Finally, the SCA employed a variety of
techniques to measure the success of its strategy. Party leaders paid much closer attention
to opinion research, and their advisers undertook systematic analyses of the receptivity of

the electorate to Labour’s processes of modernisation and policy reform.

Although Labour ran a relatively professional election campaign mn 1992, the reforms it
undertook during the previous five years did not reap the rewards anticipated by party
leaders. Opinion polls showed that the electorate continued (albeit narrowly) to support
the policies of the Conservatives. Even where the Policy Review had an effect on votetr
choice, pollsters identified that the electorate continued to mistrust Labour on key
economic questions and, more importantly, they reported that the party leadership lacked
overall credibility among voters. The electoral strategy of modernisation, therefore, had
failed in two key tespects. Labour had not become a ‘credible’ alternative to the
Conservatives, and ordinary voters did not see it as a competent party of government
able to see its policies through. Moreover, the electoral effects of the Policy Review were
seriously limited. As Heath, Jowell and Curtice reported in 1994, the British Election
Study revealed that the Policy Review contributed only 1.1% to Labout’s overall policy

shift and 2.3% in terms of image effects, and even these may have been over-estimates.!

13 Mandelson, World in Action, ITV, 11.05.89
14 Heath, Jowell and Curtice (1994), p.201
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Gerry Taylor’s model of monthly poll data averages also showed that the Policy Review
added, at most, 2.5% to Labout’s popularity in spring 1989, but this effect had almost
disappeared by Christmas. Instead, Taylor suggested that the Policy Review had a more
significant impact on Kinnock’s approval ratings, but whatever gain was realised in the
short-term suffered from atttition (at approximately 0.8% per month) thereafter.'s Either
way, both models highlighted that the positive effects of the Policy Review had

evaporated long before Labour contested the 1992 general election.

Following its fourth election defeat, Labour entered its final phase of modernisation. The
period between 1992 and 1997 became one of consolidation of those reforms undertaken
during Kinnock’s tenure as party leader. Labour’s new leadership team under John Smith
and Margaret Beckett focused on particular areas where further reform was stil
outstanding. In organisational terms, Smith announced his intention to review the
relationship between the party and the trade unions, with a view to altering the balance of
votes at party conference to shift Labour towards a more individualised mass
membership. The OMOV reforms, suspended in 1990, were revitalised and eventually
adopted at the 1993 conference. The most significant ideological development following
the election involved the leadership’s adoption of a new rhetorical base which
emphasised the importance of ‘communitanianism’, ‘individual responsibility’ and ‘social
justice’. In 1993, Smith commissioned Sir John Borrie to chair an independent
commission to investigate further areas for policy development in light of these new

ideological themes.

But the Smith leadership was unexpectedly terminated following his untimely death in
the spring of 1994. Tony Blair’s leadership manifesto highlighted that his prime
motivation was to continue with the course of party modernisation and renewal begun
under Kinnock to mastermind electoral victory for Labour. Although Blair’s New
Labour continued to teshape a number of pre-existing policy commitments after 1994,
much of its modernising ardour was confined to style and symbolism rather than to
substance. One of the major lessons from defeat in 1992 was that the electorate did not
regard the modernised Labour Party as being anything substantively ‘new’. The birth of
New Labour was designed to be a literal embodiment that this was no longer the case.

Party strategists paid particular attention to Blair’s image as an effective and unifying

15 Taylor (1997), especially ch.5

37



party leader, and as a competent future Labour ptime minister. Moreover, the reform of
Clause IV in 1995 became an important symbolic event in demarcating New Labour
from its predecessor. What was particulatly significant about its replacement was that, at
long last, Labour had managed to agree a clearly defined précis of its ideological
posttioning, and that the party leadership was sufficiently in control of the party
organisation to ensure that its wishes carried the day. The modernisation and renewal of
the Labour Party was essentially complete. In an environment dominated by the slow
decay of the Conservative’s electoral hegemony, New Labour and Tony Blair emerged as
a particularly powerful alternative. Labout’s eventual electoral success n 1997, thetefore,
came as no real surprise. What was surptising, nevertheless, was the sheer scale of the
electorate’s emphatic rejection of Conservatism and the unparalleled distance that
Labour had travelled in order to deliver its ultimate prize. Labour’s Wilderness Years

were finally over.
The Labour Left in historical perspective

The Labour Left of the 1980s and 1990s was a collection of various groups of individuals
(including patliamentarians, party members and other activists) who supported a wide
range of socialist political objectives, and organised etther within the Labour Party or in
very close proximity to it. The groups of the modem Labour Left divided into three

broad types - the ‘extreme-left’, the ‘hard-left’ and the ‘soft-left’.

The extreme-left is a term used to describe several important revolutionaty-socialist or
Trotskyite groups, such as the Militant Tendency (est. 1964) or Socialist Organiser
(1979), who organised their activities around the Labour Party and the Labour
Movement. These groups were committed to a fundamental socialist ideological agenda,
typified by support for extensive nationalisation, state control, economic planning,
wotkers’ control of industry, and socialist internationalism. The extreme-left typically
pursued covert strategies of entryism within the Labour Party. Militant supporters
became active party members in order to subvert (or influence) the direction of party
policy, capture influential positions within it and, ultimately, to destroy all obstacles to
revolutionary soctalism including, if necessary, the Labour Party itself. The extreme-left’s
entryist strategy became much easter to pursue during the 1970s following the abolition

of Labour’s ‘proscribed list of ideologically incompatible organisations in 1973.
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However, the entryism of groups such as Militant was eventually exposed in the late-
1970s and early-1980s by the detailed investigations of senior Labour officials, first of
Lotd Underhill in 1980, then of Ron Hayward and David Hughes in 1982. In June 1982,
the party leadership re-introduced a register of non-affiliated organisations in ordet to
exclude the extreme-left and to legitimise the later expulsion of high profile supporters of
Trotskyite groups like the Militant Tendency. Howevert, it is important to distinguish
between the extreme Labour Left and those other revolutionaty-socialist groups which
operated outside the Labour Party’s immediate political environment. The Labour Left
would exclude, therefore, those non-entryist tevolutionary organisations such as the
Socialist Workers’ Party (1977), the Workers’ Revolutionary Party (1964), and the
Communist Party of Great Britain (1920).1¢

The term hard-left 1s used to desctibe a number of left-wing groups in the Labour Party,
such as the Campaign Group (1982), the Campaign for Labour Party Democracy (1973)
and Labour Left Liaison (1986). In practice, however, the hard-left did not fully emerge
as a distinctive grouping until the fragmentation of the Labour Left was well underway
and, therefore, the term is most accurately applied when it 1s used to describe those
Labour left-wingers who divorced from Trbune after 1982. The hard-left has
consistently favoured a range of radical political objectives, in particular the extension of
grassroots party democracy, public ownership, progressive taxation, unilateral nuclear
disarmament, and constitutional reform. The most prominent member of the hard-left
has been Tony Benn, and the term ‘Bennite’ has often been used interchangeably with
‘hard-left’. Other leading supporters of the hard-left have included Eric Heffer, Jeremy
Cotbyn, Dennis Skinner, Ken Livingstone and Diane Abbott. The hard-left differed
from the extreme-left in several key respects. First, unlike groups such as Militant,
Socialist Organiser or other revolutionary movements, it was not necessary for the hard-
left to adopt an entryist strategy towatrds the Labour Party since many of its high profile
adherents were already included as parliamentary or local government representatives, ot
were active trade unionists. Because of such pre-existing positioning within the party, the
hard-left escaped the expulsion campaigns that so affected the extreme-left during the

mid-1980s, albeit that many ‘hard-leftists’ publicly rebuked party leaders for doing so.

16 SWP and WRP: The SWP was previously known as the International Socialists (1960-77) and the
Socialist Review Group (1953-60). The WRP was previously known as the Socialist Labour League (1959-
73) and ‘the Group’ (1953-59). Together with the Militant Tendency (previously the Revolutionary Socialist
League 1958-64), these groups emerged out of the fragmentation of the original post-war Trotskyite group,
the Revolutionary Communist Party (1944-53).
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Second, the hard-left accepted the fundamental democratic centrality of the
parliamentary system and, unlike the extreme-left, did not seek to ultimately overthrow it
via international socialist revolution. Since the mid-1980s, the hard-left assumed the role
of an ‘opposition’ movement to party leadership. It was designed to promote Labour’s
traditional socialist orthodoxy over the pragmatic and revisionist electoralism of party
leaders, and to defend the importance of grassroots membership activism as ‘champions’

of intra-party democracy.

The term soff-/eft 1s used to describe a section of the Labour Left which emerged during
the early-1980s as an altemative to the Bennite hard-left typified by the Campaign Group
and CLPD. Similar to the hard-left, the tetm became synonymous with the
fragmentation of the Labour Left following the Benn-Healey deputy leadership contest
in 1981. The soft-left typically represented those more moderate Labour left-wingers
who continued to align themselves with the political objectives of existing Labour Left
groups, such as Trbune (1964) and the Labour Co-ordinating Committee (1978).
Consequently, the term “Tribunite’ has often been used interchangeably with ‘soft-left’.
The soft-left was most apparent at the elite level. Many active soft-leftists were either
pathamentarians or trade union leaders, and the soft-left became most visible inside
Labour’s decision-making structures, especially among the membership of the National
Executive Committee. During the 1980s, the soft-left was of particular strategic
importance to Neil Kinnock’s leadership, since it provided a crucial reservoir of support
and legitimacy for the process of party-level modernisation and renewal. Although many
soft-leftists supported the electoral necessities surrounding ideological reform, they
continued to endorse a range of traditional left-wing pnnciples, including public
ownership and Clause 4, unilateral disarmament, increased trade union rights, demand
management, and economic planning. But, over time, the influence of the soft-left
gradually waned. The ideological distinctiveness of groups like Tribune and the LCC was
systematically reduced by the emergence of new coalitions between party leaders and
soft-leftists supportive of the Policy Review and organisational reform. A number of
leading soft-leftists subsequently took up positions either in the Shadow Cabinet or
elsewhere on the front bench, many of whom were given important portfolios of
responsibility. By the 1992 election, the soft-left virtually disappeared as an identifiably

distinct grouping of the Labour Left. Many of the prominent soft-leftists of the 1980s,
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such as Gordon Brown, Jack Straw, Michael Meacher, David Blunkett and John Prescott,

went on to serve at the heart of Blair’s New Labout.

The eighteen years between the 1979 and 1997 general elections saw both the zenith and
nadir of Labour Left influence inside the Labout Party. However, in the broadest of
terms it 1s possible to identify four distinct phases to the history of the nse and
subsequent decline of the Labour Left during this period. This trend, in many respects,

closely mitrors the patterns of crisis, modernisation, and consolidation at the party-level

discussed eatlier:

Ascendancy of the Labour Left (1979-82)
Fragmentation (1982-85)

Isolation (1985-92)

Marginalisation (1992-97)

Richard Heffernan identified the particular difficulty of distinguishing a single point of
origin for Labour’s process of moderisation and renewal.” Likewise, it is equally
problematic to identify one point in recent history where the ascendancy of the Labour
Left was halted and the process of its decline commenced. However, it is widely
acknowledged that the ‘pinnacle’ of Labour Left influence was confined to the 1979-82
period, during which it exerted unrivalled influence over many aspects of the internal life

of the Labour Party. As Patrick Seyd observed,

“In 1981 the forward march of the Labour Left had ensured that the party’s policies and
structures reflected much of its point of view. But this was its pinnacle and from then
onwards it descended into internal divisions over policies and personalities. ..the Labour
Left’s disintegration, decline and demise is sb¢ main feature of its contemporatry
history”.18

Following Labour’s general election defeat n May 1979, the Labour Left extended its
control over the policy-making apparatus of the party, especially within the National
Executive Committee. Moreover, some prominent left-wingers refused to join the
opposition front bench in order to lead a left-wing campaign to direct the future of party

policy and ensure a return to fundamental socialist values. As Benn remarked,

17 Heffernan (1998), p.104
18 Seyd (1987), p.159 — author’s emphasis
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“I had decided I would not sit on the Opposition Front Bench and that when a
leadership election comes up 1 shall stand...[I heard on radio news that] the most left-
wing member of the last Cabinet has resigned...in a bid for the leadership...He wants

more socialism and more democracy and a leadership change. Enter stage left Mr.
Benn”.??

The acquisition by the Labour Left of organisational and policy-making influence proved
patticularly significant in ensuring that many of the radical policies it endorsed were
included 1n Labour’s future electoral programmes. The Labour Left also played a central
role in the organisational reform of party structures. At the 1979 party conference, left-
wingets scored an important victory for grassroots activists by adopting a policy for the
mandatory re-selection of sitting Labour MPs during the lifetime of each Parliament.
Throughout 1980, the Labour Left also dominated the membership of the commuttee of
enquiry established to review the structures of party organisation. At the 1980 party
conference, delegates agreed in principle to the ending of the exclusive right of MPs to
elect leaders by creating an electoral college to include trade unionists and constituency
activists. These reforms wete confirmed at the Wembley special conference held in
January 1981, after which a number of leading Labour right-wingers resigned from the
patty in protest and formed the SDP. In May 1981, Labour assumed control of the
Greater London Council when Ken Livingstone, a prominent Labour left-winger,

successfully ousted the GLC’s right-wing Labour group leader.

However, the ascendancy of the Labour Left was halted following Benn’s narrow defeat
in the deputy-leadership election at the 1981 party conference. Many of Benn’s
supporters blamed his defeat on the failure of a number of left-wingers — particularly
some members of the Tribune Group — to endorse his candidacy. In early 1982, the
patliamentary Labour Left was fragmented into two distinct groupings following the
formation of the pro-Benn Campaign Group to tival Tribune. The Labour Left was
further weakened at the policy-making level that year through disappointing results in the
annual elections to the NEC. In the months preceding the general election, party leaders
slowly distanced themselves from some of the more radical policy initiatives supported
by the Left. Party leaders also began 2 publicly divisive internal enquity into the activities
of the Militant Tendency, which culminated in the expulsion of five prominent members
in February 1983. Following Labout’s spectacular election defeat later that year, the

Labour Left’s legitimacy and influence rapidly waned. The failure of the Left-sponsored

19 Benn (1990), pp-498, 500
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campaign against local authority rate-capping, together with the defeat of the Miners
Strike in 1985, became particulatly important symbols of the declining importance of the
Labour Left within the party. At the 1985 conference, party leaders publicly denounced
the Labour Left, especially the activities of the leadership of Militant in Liverpool, to

which conference delegates afforded a particulatly rapturous applause.

Thereafter, the Labour Left’s influence continued to depreciate, exacerbated by the
development of strategic relationships between some soft-leftists and the party leadership
to cement the project of Labour’s modernisation. Some left-wing groups, such as the
Campaign Group and CLPD, became incteasingly isolated. The campaign against the
Militant Tendency continued. In February 1986, the NEC endorsed a detailed repott into
the activities of Militant in the Liverpool District Labour Party. Seven senior party
members in Liverpool were expelled, including the deputy leader of Liverpool city
council, Derek Hatton; and elsewhere, 2 number of other constituency parties expelled
local Militant sympathisers. At the 1986 party conference, delegates overwhelmingly
supported the expulsion of known membets of Militant. The Ttibune Group also lost
much of its earlier ideological distinctiveness during this period, symbolised by its
support for key aspects of Labour’s Policy Review. The integration of the soft-left and
party leadership was graphically represented by the appointment of a number of leading
Tribunites to prominent front-bench positions. The existence of this important alliance
meant that, by 1989, many of the radical policy options supported by the Labour Left in
the early-1980s had been totally excised from Labour’s programme, including
commitments towards public ownership, unilateralism, economic planning, and

withdrawal from Europe.

By the time that Labour contested the 1992 election, the Labour Left was virtually
extinct. It had become impossible to distinguish between the soft-left and the party
leadership. The Campaign Group was confined to a rather small and obscure group of
hard-left patliamentary critics of the Kinnock leadership, and the number of openly left-
wing members of the NEC was negligible. The purging of Militant was completed
through the expulsion of its most sympathetic MPs (Tetry Fields and Dave Nellist), and

by the Tendency’s decision to openly field a ‘Real Labour’ candidate against Labour in

the Walton by-election.
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During the Smith ‘interregnum’ and under Blair’s New Labour, the Labour Left asserted
itself only intermittently. Two occasions are worthy of note. First, a number of left-
wingers publicly denounced the organisational reforms surrounding the introduction of
one-membet-one-vote in 1993. Second, there was a temporary revival of left-wing
activity during Blair’s campaign to revise Clause 4. In January 1995, thirty-two Labour
MEPs signed an open letter denouncing Blait’s proposals, and a number of ‘old Labour’
traditionalists coalesced to form the ‘Defend Clause Four' campaign. In the event,
however, the overwhelming endorsement of Labour’s new statement of aims and values,
agreed at the special conference in Aptil 1995, demonstrated the extent to which an
identifiable Labour Left had long since ceased to be a2 meaningful player in the internal

affairs of the party.

$okokokk

The histoty of Labour’s eighteen years in the electoral wilderness was not one of
inexorable decline, rather one of crisis followed by transformation and, more recently
under New Labour, by consolidation. Conversely, the history of the Labour Left during
this period teveals an early ascendancy which preceded fragmentation, isolation and,
since the eatly-1990s, an apparent extinction. This strongly suggests that the rise and fall
of the Labour Left during the 1979-97 period should be understood as a function of wider
events occurring within the Labour Party itself. The growth of Labour Left influence
during the late-1970s and early-1980s filled the vacuum caused by the paralysis of central
party leadership in the organisational, ideological, and strategic spheres. Once that
vacuum had been plugged following Labour’s 1983 defeat, the Labour Left was exposed
to relentless degeneration. Moreover, the existence of different ‘types’ of Labour Left
suggested that it lacked both organisational solidity and unity of ideological purpose. The
history of its decline, therefore, would be a fragmentary one. As party leaders regained
control, some sections of the Labour Left were isolated from mainstream decision-
making or wete expelled altogether, whereas other more moderate elements joined in
new strategic coalitions designed to legitimise party-level transformation in order to
deliver eventual electoral victory. By 1992, the far-reaching consequences of party
transformation meant that the life of the Labour Left had all but expired. The extreme-
left had been totally removed from the Labour Party. The hard-left was reduced to a

small and isolated opposition movement committed to an ideological platform rendered
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irreconcilable with Labour’s electoral success, and the soft-left lost all of its earlier
distinctiveness as it became impossible to differentiate it from the party elite. For the first
time in mote than sixty years, an identifiable Labour Left which upheld traditional
socialist values and grassroots democracy over a typically revisionist and centralising

party leadership, had virtually disappeared from sight.
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3
Out with the Old:

Labour’s ideological transformation and the
de-radicalisation of party membership

The lasting legacy of Labour’s electoral petformance during the 1980s, especially its
cataclysmic poll in 1983, taught a generation of party leaders and officials that the doots
to government could not be unlocked without achieving visibly significant degrees of
organisational modernisation and ideological reform. Whereas some 1deological change
was successfully achieved between 1985 and 1987, much of it was obfuscated inside
sectoral policy documents ot in subtle alterations to presentation and style, most publicly
represented by the replacement of Labour’s traditional red flag with the more media-
friendly red rose in October 1986. The most exhaustive period of programmatic
transformation followed the 1987 general election and continued apace until shortly
before the start of the 1992 campaign itself. Labour’s ‘Policy Review’ sought to achieve
five clear objectives — to anticipate trends for the next election, ascertain the priorities of
the electorate, further clarify Labout’s aims and values, account for existing policy

commitments, and to develop presentational strategies to end the media distortion of

party policy.!

Although the Policy Review failed to deliver its undérlying strategic goal — the election of
a Labour government in 1992 — it provided the mechanism for achieving many of the
ideological shifts necessary to ultimately realise that objective. While the reforms between
1987 and 1992 did not reap the immediate electoral benefits anticipated by party leaders,
they provided a vital ‘engine’ for later clanfications in both the substance and
presentation of policy. Since much of New Labour rested on the foundation stones of
Kinnockite modernisation, Blait’s new-model party was not really ‘new’ in any
meaningful sense of the word. Moteover, New Labour symbolised — in a particulatly

modern form — the historic tendency of past Labour leaders like Wilson and Gaitskell to

! Tom Sawyer cited in Hughes and Wintour (1990), p.103
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disengage from traditional ideological precepts in favour of revisionist and electorally

pragmatic policy options.

It is often suggested that the decline of the Labour Left duting the 1980s and 1990s can
be understood by appreciating the far-reaching consequences of organisational reforms.
Particular attention is given to the emergence of Labour as an electoral-professional party
organisation, where party leaders successfully wrestled the otganisational balance of
power away from grasstoots activists and, in doing so, undermined the structural ability
of the Left to mobilise activists in defence of traditional socialist opinion. But the
permanency of transformation could not be guaranteed through structural reforms alone.
Party transformation and the prevention of recurrent factionalism also necessitated the
recasting of the ideological foundation stones on which the party organisation itself was
built. If a party 1s broadly united on its ideological objectives, or it at least accepts the
strategy behind programmatic reform, then it follows that there would be imnsufficient
demand for factional groupings at the sub-party level. In this instance, the choice open to
factions is clear. Factional groups can actively engage in (or tacitly support) processes of
ideological change. They could also choose to relentlessly oppose every reforming
initiative, causing them to become isolated from the mainstream of the party. Finally,
they could opt to disaffiliate (or allow themselves to be expelled), leaving them with little

alternative but to stand in direct competition to the party itself.

This chapter considers the contribution of party-level ideological transformation in
helping to explain the decline of the Labour Left. Firstly, this chapter assesses the form
and breadth of policy transformation, particularly the significance of substantive policy
reversals in altering the ideological ‘playiﬂg field’ on which the Labour Left galvanised
opinion among the wider party. The extent of policy transformation is considered in light
of three key ideological variables, which are of particular importance in understanding
the historical dimensions of conflict between party leaders and grassroots activists
supportive of the Left. First, the approach taken towards the ownership of industry, and
the role of government and the state in relation to the market in determining the
functioning of the domestic economy. Second, the important differences of opinion
inside the party regarding further economic and political integration with continental
European states. Third, the historic significance of Labour’s defence and security

policies, especially the strong activist support for unilateral disarmament and lower
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defence spending. Across all three dimensions, the extent of policy shift at the party level
was remarkable, particularly during the Policy Review under Neil Kinnock’s leadership,
but further consolidated under Tony Blair and New Labour. In examining ideological
transformation in these areas, this chapter will consider how far Labour travelled in
moderating its electoral commitments, and the consequent impact this had in altering the
ideological ‘playing field’ on which vatious groups of the Labour Left were forced to

compete.

Second, this chapter posits that the decline of the Labour Left since the mid-1980s was
cemented by an ideological shift which was notable for its depth of penetration among
party members and ordinary Labour voters. The final section of this chapter contends
that the marginalisation of the Left may, in part, be explained by the success of party
leaders in minimising ‘curvilinear disparity’ between party members and ordinary Labour
voters. In 1973, John May identified attitudinal asymmetry between the various strata of
political parties, such that party members held disproportionately radical ideological
positions relative to party electors. The important effect of such divergence, May
suggested, was that it could heavily pre-determine the likelihood of a political party
successfully adopting the Downsian ‘ote-maximising position’. The presence of
curvilinear disparity not only implies the existence of (or potential for) intra-party
factionalism, but further suggests that the maintenance of ideological heterogeneity
between members and voters might affect the electability of political parties. By using
data from the British Flection Study survey series, we can test whether party-level
ideological transformation had the desired effect of creating a de-radicalised party
membetship where, over time, the body of grassroots opinion shifted much closer to the
position of the median Labour voter. Thus, in understanding the role played by party-
level ideological factors in explaining the decline of the Left, it 1s important to appreciate
both the general breadth of change and also the depth by which such transformations
structurally penetrated the party, its grasstroots membership, and the relationship with its

voters.
The Policy Review and the ‘birth’ of New Labour

Labour’s ideological positioning towards public ownership and state intervention in the

domestic economy reflected one part of the enduring left-right class cleavage so evident
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in post-war British politics. Over time, Labout successfully incorporated ‘traditionalist
and ‘revisionist’ viewpoints on these key economic questions. The revisionist ‘school’
sought to realise Labout’s economic objectives in light of the constraints imposed by the
international capitalist environment. Historically, the revisionist position was most
apparent under the leadership of MacDonald and Snowden in the 1920s and 1930s,
during Gaitskell’s leadership after 1955, and since 1983 under Kinnock, Smith and Blair.
Conversely, the traditionalist ‘school’ emphasised the importance of direct state
intervention to protect the British economy from an inherently unpredictable
international market through trade protectionism, import and capital restrictions, and the
public ownership of key industries and setvices. The traditionalist position found most
favour among the Labour Left and became particulatly popular following climactic
political events, notably after the 1931 financial collapse, under Attlee’s administration
after the Second World War, following the defeat of Wilson in 1970, and after Labour’s

spectacular defeat in 1979.

Labout’s Alternative Economic Strategy was the last (and most recent) codification of
the traditional orthodoxy toward public ownership and the intervention of government
in the macto-economic arena. The AES was formulated by prominent Labour left-
wingers in the early-1970s, and it was first published as part of Labour’s Programme 1973.
During the 1974-79 Labour governments, the AES was revised as part of the 1976
Programme, although Wilson and Callaghan chose to ignore many of its basic provisions.

The AES identified four broad economic objectives:

a. economic growth through public investment in key industrial and social sectors,

b. the use of import controls to protect the domestic economy from an oscillating
international market,

c. the use of a strict five-year planning regime to regulate public and private-sector
mnvestment, and

d. the use of price controls to restrict the growth of monopolies and uncontrollable

rises 1n inflation.

An important tenet of the AES concetrned the public ownership of the ‘commanding
heights’ of the economy — the nationalisation of at least one company in each of the 25

key industrial sectors identified through planning — so as to protect employment and
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direct crucial investment where necessary. The ascendancy of the Labour Left after 1979
gave the AES a particular centrality in economic and industrial policy-making. Its
provisions were routinely endotsed by party conferences after 1979. The strategy was
republished as part of Labour’s Programme 1982, and much of it subsequently found its

way into Labour’s 1983 election manifesto.

The extent of Labour’s electoral repudiation in the 1983 election encouraged the gradual
abandonment of the AES as the cornetstone of the party’s economic orthodoxy. In
practice, there was little substantive change in policy, at least until 1986, because of the
structural impotence of the party’s new leadership in presiding over internal policy-
making processes, especially in the NEC. Consequently, for much of the 1983-7 period,
Kinnock had little alternative but to teaffirm existing commitments, particulatly towards
nationalisation and public ownership. In 1984, the NEC announced that a future Labour
government would immediately re-nationalise those utilities privatised by the
Conservatives and would provide only limited shareholder-compensation on the basis of
‘no-speculative gain’.2 Howevet, the explosion of mass share-ownership, encouraged by
the privatisation of British Telecom in November 1984 and the imminent sell-off of
British Gas (privatised in December 1986), rendered renationalisation and shareholder

compensation unrealistic future policies to pursue.

In 1985, Kinnock invited John Smith and David Blunkett to convene a working party to
re-examine Labour’s policy of public ownership. Whereas this revived short-term
attention at the lack of progress made in this field since 1983, the working party helped
to cement an evolving coalition between party leaders and the soft-left.> Kinnock hoped
that the wortking party would deliver an effective compromise between the antipathy of
Labour traditionalists towards private capital and the hostility shown by Labour right-
wingers to significant extensions of the state-sector. Although the group’s 1986 report
declared that Labour should avoid returning to the unpopular and unaccountable forms
of Mottisonian nationalisation characteristic of past Labour administrations, it also
contested that the fundamental principles of Clause 4 remained intact and held an

important contemporary televance. It was contended that Thatchernte privatisations

2 Labour Party (1984a)
3 Thomas (1986), p.48
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perpetuated damaging inequalities in power and wealth, such that mass share-ownership

was incompatible with Labout’s conception of a modern democracy.*

The repott’s proposals concetning the creation of ‘socially-owned industries’ essentially
represented a ‘half-way-house’ between nationalisation and privatisation. The main
instrument of ‘social-ownership’ involved the creation of British Enterprise, a
government agency designed to facilitate industrial restructuting, the acquisition of
government shate-equity, and the management of public-private joint ventures to boost
key sectoral investment. The new agency was designed to operate at arms-length from
government, presumably to dispel criticism that Labour’s policies continued to afford
significant powets to the state sector. BE would also encourage wotker-participation in
planning arrangements, patticularly to identify areas for further research and training,
marketing and infrastructure development. But the proposals gave little indication of the
soutces of BE funding and, therefore, it became difficult to assess its real scope and

remit.

Nonetheless, the Smith-Blunkett report produced two significant results. First, it showed
that Labour was capable of developing imaginative new ideas for industrial ownership
and accountability. Second, it highlighted the growing ability of party leaders to lock the
soft-left into its progtamme for modernisation and renewal. Social ownership
successfully ‘adumbrated” the Labour Left’s high ideological rhetoric on public
ownership. The report ‘sugared the pill’ and encouraged a further ‘shifting equilibrium of

forces’ away from the Left on this important ideological dimension.>

The main barrier to the longevity of social ownership rested on the continuing electoral
popularity of the Conservatives, especially the belief among voters that large and
cumbersome nationalised industties were itreconcilable with an internationally
competitive domestic economy. The lessons of Labour’s 1987 defeat suggested to party
leaders that future ideological modernisation needed to account for new global economic
realities and, furthermore, without further shifts in public ownership policy Labour could

not hope for electoral success.

+ Labour Party (1986¢)
5 Shaw (1994), p-49
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The first significant departure came with the publication of Meet the Challenge Make the
Change m 1988 — Labout’s first Policy Review document after the election. The report
acknowledged the critical role played by the market and private capital in the functioning

of the economy:

“the market and competition are essential in meeting the demands of the consumer,
promoting efficiency and stimulating innovaton, and [is] often the best means of
securing all the myriad [of] incremental changes which are needed to take the economy
forward”.6

However, the report avoided any new commitments towards industrial ownership,
largely because of a temporary breakdown in the consensus between Kinnock and the
soft-left. Some soft-leftists, such as Michael Meacher, concurred that there was no longer
any ‘socialist objection to the technical conception of the market’. Others, like Bryan
Gould and David Blunkett, continued to suppott the 1986 social ownetship proposals to
delimit the role of the private sector.” This caused the report to be confused and unclear
in a number of respects. First, it failled to account for the popularity of recent
ptivatisations undertaken by the Conservative government. Second, while the report
suggested that privatised companies, in principle, should be retutned to some form of
state control, it considered their full-scale re-nationalisation as an option far too costly to
consider. Whereas Labour sought to regain control of British Telecom by purchasing just
two petcent of shares, it proposed to return the water industry to ‘public control’ without
specifying how this could be accomplished. The report also contended that Labour could

deliver industtial accountability elsewhere without purchasing share-equity.?

‘Meet the Challenge’ was also significant because 1t placed considerable emphasis on the
regulation of industry rather than on the ownership of it. The report proposed to establish
powerful Regulatory Commissions to achieve many of the goals of public ownership
(patticularly consumer protection) without the need either to purchase shares on open
financial markets or to fund Exchequer compensation for ordinary shareholders.” As the
Review progressed, it was evident that Labour’s social ownership proposals had

evaporated in favour of market regulation and consumer protection.’® The final review

¢ Labour Party (1989a), p 10
7 Tribune, 04.12.87

8 Labour Party (1989a), p.15
? ibid., p.15

10 L abour Party (1990b), p.17



report, published in 1991, excised all references to social ownership.!! Instead of
repudiating the prevailing neo-liberal market framewotk, Labour proposed an industrial
strategy that overtly recognised the centrality of market forces and private capital in

helping it to deliver its agenda for ‘social justice’ and ‘economic equality’.

These shifts in policy were strongly associated with changing perceptions of the state-
market relationship. As “with public ownership, Labour historically incorporated
traditionalist and revisionist viewpoints regarding state-market relations. The revisionists
afforded a central role to demand-management in determining the collective control of
the economy. But the economic crises of the 1970s highlighted the growing impotence
of domestic governments in stimulating demand and withstanding the international
ptessures of globalisation. The established Keynesian consensus on which so much of
post-war British politics was built had become incteasingly outmoded. The traditionalist
position of the Labour Left, however, emphasised the importance of an active supply-

side role for the state and government.

The defeat of the Callaghan administration in 1979 convinced the Left that structured
economic planning (dirigisme) was essential to achieve the co-ordination of private-sector
investment in key industrial sectors. Planning would assist the growth of hi-tech
industries, ease long-term structural readjustment among ailing primary and
manufacturing industries, and could rectify the harmful effects of regional economic
imbalances. The cornerstone of the Left’s supply-side approach involved the revival of
the National Economic Planning Council, alongside the creation of a new planning
department to oversee the formulation of five-year plans. As Labour’s Programme 1982

suggested,

“Our industrial strategy has two fundamental objectives: to make industry more efficient
and to make it more democratic. We judge efficiency not just by the levels of
ptoductivity, but by the ability of industry to meet the needs of society. By democracy,
we mean the accountability of industry both to its workers through structures of
industrial democracy, and to the community as a whole through a system of
planning...We believe that our economy will remain inefficient as long as the use of
resources is uncoordinated and the real skills and potential of working people are

suppressed by their exclusion from decision-making”.!?

11 Labour Party (1991), p-4
12 Labour Party (1982a), pp-38-9



Labour’s 1983 manifesto attempted to reconcile the revisionist and traditionalist
approaches to state-market relations. Whereas Michael Foot and Peter Shote favoured
demand-management over planning, the Left in the NEC sought to further limit the
prerogatives of private capital in influencing the ditection of the economy. However, the
most damaging impression given by the manifesto was not that it compromised between
these two positions, rather that it failed to appteciate the new international economic
realities of the 1980s. Labour exaggerated the potential for government influence over
the economy and failed to recognise the growing international resistance to centralised
planning. Hence, while Labour applauded the importance of dirigisme in 1983, the

French socialist government abandoned it the following year.

The absence of a wotkable coalition through which to alter Labour’s positioning on the
state-market relationship meant that Kinnock made intermittent progress on this
dimension following the 1983 defeat. Only two documents were published between 1983
and 1987, both of which retained the accommodation between revisionist and
traditionalist viewpoints. Investing in Britain (1985) proposed the creation of a Bntish
Investment Bank to generate long-term investment at preferential loan rates. The report
acknowledged the propensity of City institutions to concentrate investment abroad rather
than at home. To tackle this, Labour proposed that companies with large overseas
holdings should invest a pre-determined proportion of their share portfolios in BIB loan-
stock. Government would ensure compliance through a range of sanctions, in particular
the withholding of fiscal privileges and other direct credits. Interventionist mechanisms
continued to be viewed as the best means of eliciting crucial private-sector investment in

the economy.?

These proposals were diluted shortly before the 1987 election. New Industrial Strength for
Britain (1987) suggested a much less interventionist role for BIB, acting more as a
facilitator rather than an enforcer of investment. The NEC also abandoned proposals for
worker-participation in public-ptivate joint ventures, and retreated from its earlier
commitment to a separate planning council and department in favour of a weaker
development corporation.* More importantly, these shifts in thinking underscored

broader reassessments of Labout’s apptroach to the private-sector. Market forces were no

13 Labour Party (1985), pp.16-24
4 Labour Party (1987a), pp.13-14
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longer viewed as inherently exploitative, merely as ineffective in guaranteeing the
sustainability of economic growth. As Kinnock remarked shortly before the 1987
election, ‘the market is a potentially powetful force for good — it can be a remarkable co-

ordinating mechanism’.13

In a similar vein to the reform of Labout’s public ownership policy after 1987, the shuft
in thinking on state-market relations was heavily dependent on the maintenance of
strategic coalitions between patty leaders and the soft-left. Such reliance on the soft-left
meant that the first phase of policy transformation was dominated by the quasi-
interventionism of advocates of the ‘developmental state’, whereas the consolidation of
leadership power after 1989 allowed Kinnock to subsequently embrace more neo-liberal

interpretations of the ‘social-market’ and ‘enabling-state’.

Much of the thinking behind the ‘developmental’ approach came from Bryan Gould,
Labour’s front-bench spokesperson on industrial affairs, and several of his closest
advisers in the Industrial Strategy Group. Gould recognised that the market contained
inherent limitations by encouraging multinationals to pursue localised corporate interests
rather than those of society as a whole. Multinational companies typically lacked the
structural flexibility to accommodate different regional employment pattetns,
necessitating planning in ‘those parts of the economy where intervention [would] have
the most significant impact’ on economic growth and regional development.’s Gould
proposed the tevival of the Left’s Medium Term Industrial Strategy as well as providing
for a strengthened Department of Trade to combat City short-termism and to direct
investment in research, employee training and new technologies.”” The proposals also
trepeated eatlier interventionist devices, notably the creation of the BIB and British
(Technology) Enterprise to co-ordinate long-term investment and to oversee the sale of
government bonds to provide ‘vast sums for investment for relatively little outlay’.’® In
the event, however, Meet the Challenge abandoned Gould’s proposals for the issue of
bonds, and avoided further commitments on the funding of new quasi-government

agencies.” As Gould himself recognised, investment bonds could militate against the

15 Kinnock (1986), p.42
16 Industrial Strategy Group (1989), p.13

17 Labour Party (1989a), pp.10-11
18 quoted in an eatlier draft of Meet the Challenge entitled Supply Side Socialism. This passage was removed

for final version.
19 Labour Party (1989a), pp.12-13
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party’s long-term electability by reminding multinational companies that some sections of
the Labour elite continued to endorse instruments of government intervention in the

economy.20

Following the endorsement of Meet the Challenge at the 1989 conference, Kinnock
teplaced Gould with Gordon Brown, who was a more enthusiastic proponent of the
model of the enabling-state and social-market. Although social-marketeers acknowledged
that market forces were often defective in addressing the structural needs for investment,
they stressed the importance of enabling private-sector investment rather than intervening
to guarantee it. As later Policy Review reports suggested, government intervention
should be reserved for areas where the market was either unwilling to act or structurally
unable to do so. Brown proposed a number of measures to encourage private-sector
investment, including capital allowances, tax privileges and fiscal credits for tesearch and
development, the release of local authority housing receipts to fund the expansion of the
social housing market, and incentives to encourage the growth of small and medium-
sized businesses.? Brown also narrowed the scope of the BIB by distancing it further
from the Treasury and by restricting its remit to the rectification of sectoral undet-

Investment.22

Labour went forward into the 1992 election, therefore, with a markedly different
conception of state-market relations. Although Brown’s social-market model bore little
resemblance to the dirigisme of Labour’s 1983 manifesto, it failed to have any significant
medium-term impact on voters. The early polling gains of the Policy Review in 1989-90
had largely evaporated.?» It was evident that further policy reform was still necessary, not
least that Labour continued to retain the constitutional shibboleth of Clause 4, aspiring

to the ‘common ownership of the means of production, distribution and exchange’.

*okok

Labour’s 1deological positioning towards European integration represented a second key

area of policy transformation. Within six years, party leaders reversed ILabout’s

20 Industrial Strategy Group (1989), p.85

21 Labour Party (1990b), p.15; Labour Party (1991), pp.8-10
22 Labour Party (1990b), p.17

23 Taylor (1997), p-117



‘tsolationist’ policy of withdrawal in favour of more ‘constructive’ and overtly pro-
European approaches. By the time that Labour contested the 1992 campaign, it publicly
affirmed support for the European social chatter, for British participation in the
European exchange rate mechanism, for an extension of subsidiarity and qualified

majority voting, and for the granting of additional powets to the European Parliament.

Labour’s policy of withdrawal from Europe, so visibly associated with its 1983 manifesto,
was the product of a decade of traditionalist opposition to integration. The Labour Left’s
eatly antipathy towards Europe tevolved around the terms of accession finalised by the
Heath government in 1971, renegotiated by Labour in 1974-5. The Left identified a
number of areas of concern. First, the Common Agticultural Policy prevented low-cost
food producets outside the Community from obtaining commercial access to British
matkets. This deeply affected the important relationships between Brtain, its
Commonwealth partners, and the wider developing world. Second, the functioning of
the Community budget, especially its prioritisation of agricultural price support,
undermined the broader interests of the British economy. Moreover, the Community’s
financial framework needed to mote readily account for the balance between national
conttibutions and receipts. Third, membership of the Community and the opening-up of
markets could encourage unacceptable tises in unemployment. In order to tackle the
economic problems faced by many European states, the Labour Left emphasised the
need for governments to adopt global rather regional solutions. Fourth, there was
particular concern that European integration would lead to the future harmonisation of
purchase tax (VAT). Fiscal harmonisation would extend taxation on essential items, and
would disproportionately affect those in poverty. Finally, integration implied a reduction
in the sovereignty of Westminster, especially in determining regional, industrial and fiscal
policies. The legal base of European treaties could prevent future Labour governments
from controlling the movement of capital to protect British jobs and balance of
payments. Despite the renegotiations undertaken by Labour and the subsequent
referendum campaign, latge sections of the Labour Party continued to view European

integration as antithetical to Britain’s long-term political and economic interests.?

2+ LPACR 1972; Labour Party (1973). FFor a detailed discussion of the Labour Party and the LLuropean
issue during the 1960s and 1970s see Robins (1979), especially chs. 6-7
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Labour’s election defeat in 1979 and the ascendancy of the Labour Left shifted the
party’s European policy explicitly towards withdrawal. The Left contended that
Community membership undermined the capability of future Labour governments to
pursue an Alternative Economic Strategy, since membership prohibited the introduction
of import controls, protection of British matkets abtoad, and provision of government

subsidy to suppott crucial sectoral industties. As Labout’s 1982 Programme asserted,

“The single most important advantage of withdrawal will be the ability of the next
Labour government to determine its own economic and industrial policies. .. Withdrawal
will mean that we will be able to carty out the party’s economic strategy without
hindrance from the Community...We would once again be free to determine our own
policy on a whole range of important issues...We would be able to restore to the UK
the democratic processes which have been undermined by our membership”.2>

Such positioning towatds Europe undoubtedly exacerbated an emergent secessionist
movement among disillusioned sections of the party, especially among Labour right-
wingers. As Crewe and King observed, Labour’s anti-European policy provided the
SDP’s Gang of Four with a significant ideological motivation by which to lead their party
after 1981 — it was on the European question that the SDP chose to issue its first

substantive policy statement.2

One of the most durable explanations for Labour’s 1983 defeat contended that the
party’s policies towards Europe had become unrealistic and damaging to long-term
British interests. As in other areas, however, the re-appraisal of policy was slow and
cautious. Although Kinnock quickly indicated his personal wish to soften Labour’s
stance on Europe, much of his party remained opposed to further integration. Even
during the ratification of the Single European Act in 1986-7, the leadership signalled its
opposition to the Commission’s single market initiatives by announcing that Labour MPs
would oppose the government and reject ratification.” But European integration was not
a dominant theme in the 1987 election campaign. This was largely due to the resolution
of Britain’s budgetary disputes with the Community at the 1984 Fontainebleau summit.
Moteover, the single market progtamme had neither filtered down into the domestic

political arena, nor had it become an issue of significant media importance. This allowed

2 Labour Party (1982a), pp.230-32
26 Crewe and King (1995), p.106
27 Judge (1988)



the Labour leadership to conceal the relative lack of policy shift towards Europe made
between 1983 and 1987.

Following the 1987 election, party leaders developed more engaging European policies
by effecting reform in three key ateas. First, the leadership tesponded to growing
concern at the lack of democratic accountability of European institutions. In Meet the
Challenge, the leadership endorsed the development of stronger legislative frameworks for
the European Parliament, extending qualified majority voting to cover all social and
environmental legislation, and encouraging greater transparency and openness of

decision-making among the Commission and Council of Ministers.?s

Second, the address by Jacques Delors to the 1988 TUC congtess convinced party
leaders of the importance of introducing a pan-European social charter to improve
general living and working conditions. Delors’ speech provided Labour with an
important opportunity to disengage from the New Right’s renewed Euro-scepticism,
especially following Thatchert’s 1solation on social policy at the Madrid summit in June
1988 and her subsequent Bruges speech questioning the centralising tendencies of
European imnstitutions. The NEC quickly published a consultative document on social
policy in which party leaders endorsed the need for the eventual ratiﬁcatlion of European
social legislation.? In Aprl 1989, Kinnock reaffirmed this position at the Welsh TUC
conference, declaring that a future Labour government should play ‘a direct influential
role in fashioning institutions and relationships of the market in which our economy
must wotk in order to prosper’. By suggesting that Thatchenite conceptions of
integration implied a ‘two-speed FEurope’, Kinnock observed that ‘a second-speed Britain
will not generate the wealth which is essential to sustain and enhance the prosperity and

to expand the justice and freedom of the British people’.?

Labour also managed to bring about an important policy shift concerning European
economic and monetaty union. Labour traditionally opposed efforts to unify European
currencies. In 1978, Callaghan rejected British participation in a European exchange rate
mechanism, declaring that currency union would undermine British national sovereignty

over economic affairs. The Conservatives pursued a similar approach after 1979. But,

28 [ abour Party (1989a), p.80
2 Labour Party (1989b)
30 Independent, 29.04.89
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following the 1987 defeat, Labour leaders announced that they would consider cutrency
union if the European Commission developed co-ordinated strategies for sustained
economic growth, and allowed national central banks to be closely involved in currency
price-setting and exchange.3' At the 1990 conference, John Smith suggested that Britain
should enter the ERM as a means of combating high inflation and rising interest rates.
On the last day of the conference, the Government announced that it would take stetling
into the ERM, albeit at a price slightly higher than that envisaged by Labour’s treasury
team. To maintain a substantive polling lead over the Conservatives on this issue, Smith
indicated that he was prepared to support the establishment of a single currency and the
creation of a European Central Bank to administer 1t. The main concern for party leaders
was that a central bank should maintain elements of democratic accountability, and that 2
single currency should prioritise economic growth and the treduction of economic
disparnities between member states.’*> By endorsing the single currency, Labour signalled
its tacit acceptance of binding fiscal and budgetaty instruments over the economy to
ensure eventual British participation in the Euro-zone. Above all, such acceptance of
controls over the economy indicated the extent to which Labour had brought about a
substantive policy shift on European integration. In marked contrast to the
Conservatives, Labour had managed by 1992 to successfully orient itself as the most

overtly pro-European of the major British political parties.

kokok

Labour’s policy towards nuclear security and defence spending was a third important area
of policy shift under Kinnock’s leadership. The internal party debates regarding the use
and deployment of nuclear weapons in response to a global security environment
dominated by the Cold War, reflected a clash of philosophy that fuelled wider
petceptions of Labour as a divided and factionalised party. The nuclear debate split the
party at all levels — in Parliament, at conference, in the constituencies, and even at branch
level. As in other areas of policy, party members tended to subscribe to two distinct
schools of thought on the nuclear question — what we may term the ‘pro-nuclear’ versus

‘untlateralist’ dimension.

31 Labour Party (1989a), p.14
32 LPACR 1990, p.29; see also Labour Party (1990b), p.7

33 Labour Party (1991), pp.14-15
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Labour’s pro-nuclear supporters subsctibed to the belief that the party’s first duty in
government was to uphold the secutity of the United Kingdom within an international
security environment eclipsed by superpower hostility and the Cold War. To do so
requited both the ownership and management of a domestic nuclear arsenal, and
international co-operation with British allies inside NATO in pursuit of a strategy of
‘Flexible Nuclear Response’. Over time, most Labour leaders have tended to support this
view and, indeed, it has been Labour rather than the Conservatives who have taken
Britain’s key post-war defence and security decisions. Attlee and Bevin took the first
crucial step 1n 1947 by producing Britain’s first atomic bomb. In the 1960s, Wilson
agreed to purchase the Polaris weapons system. During the 1974-79 Labour government,
it was agreed to develop the Chevaline warhead at a cost in excess of £1bn and to
undertake co-operation with NATO allies in procuring the ground-launched Cruise

missile system.

The unilateralist tradition also had strong historical roots within the Labour Party,
identifiable as eatly as the pacifism shown by some parliamentarians during the First
Wotld War. The debate on unilateral disarmament played an mmportant part in the
traditionalist-revisionist debates of the late-1950s and early-1960s that culminated in the
successful adoption of a unilateralist policy at the 1960 conference. Unilateralists
regarded the use and ownership of nuclear weapons as undermining British, European
and international security. Anti-nuclear sentiment adopted a particularly moralistic and
anti-American overtone by citing the damaging effects of a global arms race, the
problems of NATO’s policy of shott warning times, multiple deep strikes, and the
inevitable consequences of accidental nuclear war. In reply, their opponents suggested
that unilateralism reptresented a direct challenge to British secunity and, as Stuart Croft
pessimistically concluded, ‘the unilateralist challenge would make Labour unelectable,

Britain undefendable and NATO untenable’.3

The Labour Left historically suppotted unilateralism with particular vigour. The
ascendancy of the Left after Labour’s defeat in 1979 left unilateralists in much more
influential policy-making positions. Although unilateralism and anti-Eutopeanism
evidently fuelled the secession of the SDP, the organisational positioning of well-known

unilateralists like Michael Foot and Tony Benn gave the anti-nuclear movement 1ts most

* Croft (1992), p.202
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significant chance to alter Labour’s existing defence policies. As the 1982 Programme

suggested,

“The most urgent priority for Britain, as for the rest of the wotld, is to draw back from
the nuclear abyss...Real security is not achieved by the nuclear arms race...We therefore
intend that in future Britain should adopt a non-nuclear defence strategy”.3>

Labour’s defence programme for the 1983 campaign committed the party to the
cancellation of Trident, the phasing-out of Polaris through arms reduction talks, the
closure of all American air force bases in Britain, and the reduction of domestic defence
spending to the European average. These commitments proved particularly unpopular
with voters. As Byrd reported, Labout’s policies generated a Conservative lead over
Labout on this issue of up to 67%.% Policy differences were also apparent between the
party leader and his deputy. Whereas Foot remained committed to the immediate
dismantling of Polaris, Healey contended that the recurrent failure of bilateral arms
reduction talks meant that Britain, at least in the short-term, would have little option but

to retain its nuclear capabilities.

The election of a committed unilateralist as party leader in 1983 did not pose any
immediate challenge to non-nuclear defence policy. In light of Labour’s defeat, Kinnock
sought to retain unilateralist approaches to security without re-igniting damaging
divisions inside his Shadow Cabinet. Instead, Kinnock contended that Labour needed an
‘applied’ policy of unilateralism that accounted for Britain’s role in a new global
environment of military and economic interdependence. Labour was also seen to be
weak on defence. Although these petceptions were buttressed by Thatcher’s victory in
her 1982 Falklands War, they were also systematically reinforced by wildly inaccurate
media stoties of Labour’s relationships with the Kremlin and of party leaders’ disregard

for the percerved Soviet military threat to westetn security.

The first substantive reassessment of security policy was published in 1984. Defence and
Security for Britain retained much of the existing programme for unilateral disarmament,
patticularly the commitments to the closure of airbases, the development of a NATO
policy of ‘no first-strike’, and the establishment of continental nuclear-free zones.

However the document contained several important departures. First, party leaders

35 Labour Party (1982a), p 247
36 Byrd (1988), p.166
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replaced commitments to reduce defence spending to the European average by
emphasising the need to increase expenditure on conventional armed forces instead.
Second, to address Labout’s polling deficit (especially on NATO policy) the document
stressed the importance of future Labour governments remaining committed to the

Atlantic Alliance.?

Shortly before the 1987 election, the NEC published a second statement of defence
policy. Modern Britain in a Modern World confirmed most aspects of the earlier document,
particularly that a Briish commitment to NATO should be veiled beneath broader
assurances for conventional armed forces. Although Kinnock attempted to gain the
suppott of international governments for Labour’s new policy, the prevalence of centre-
right governments in NATO states meant that, at least in the short-term, he was unable
to do so. Kinnock’s meeting with President Reagan in March 1987 was rather ineffective,
and what little progress was made was undermined by Thatcher’s simultaneous visit to
Moscow and the friendly reception given to her by President Gorbachev.3® Of particular
concern to the Soviet government was that Labour’s policy of ‘applied unilateralism’
might complicate the delicate balance of East-West rapprochement. Whereas Soviet
support for Labour damaged the party’s electoral fortunes in 1983, its implied criticism
of Labour’s new defence and security policies in 1987 appeared not to help it either.®
Modern Britain also endorsed a highly significant policy shift towards Cruise missiles. For
as long as international negotiations on the reduction of intermediate nuclear weapons
continued, a future Labour government would suspend its programme for the removal

of American bases from Brtish soil.#

These substantive amendments to security policy were undermined by a seres of
presentational errors during the 1987 campaign. In a television interview, Kinnock
allowed himself to be drawn into a hypothetical discussion concerning the impact of a
Soviet military attack, conceding that non-nuclear policies could increase the chances of
Soviet occupation.’! In a radio interview some days later, John Smith appeared confused

by implying that British armed forces in Germany could successfully counteract a Soviet

37 Labour Party (1984b)
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3 see Croft (1991)

40 T abour Party (1986b)

41 Daily Telegraph, 28.05.87

63



military attack without battlefield nuclear weapons.” These etrors perpetuated the image
of Labour as devoid of clear security framewotks. The Conservatives mounted a visually
effective poster campaign in which a British soldier was pictured surrendering beneath
the caption ‘Labour’s Policy on Atms’. Labout’s new policy of ‘applied unilateralism’ and
the media errors made during the campaign cost the party up to three percent of its
vote.® Although around one-quarter of all British voters supported unilateralism, Labour

secured the votes of only around one-half of them.*# As Jones and Reece remarked,

“...whilst the party political consensus [on defence and security] may have broken
down, the views of the electorate...have not changed appreciably for some considerable
petiod of time”.*

The reform of defence policy continued apace after Labour’s 1987 defeat. Aside from
two composite resolutions on unilateralism put before the party conference that year,
party leaders made early progtress by neutralising the defence issue in favour of more
visible socio-economic reforms. During a prime-time television interview in June 1988,
Kinnock revealed that he no longer supported unilateralism. Although Kinnock later
retracted much of his statement, these remarks led to a damaging split inside the Shadow
Cabinet, culminating in the resignation of Denzil Davies as the party’s defence
spokespetson.* The longer-term effect of Kinnock’s policy shift away from unilateralism
created an immediate hiatus in the review of Labour’s defence programme. First, 1t
revealed that there was little strategic benefit from discussing in public what was
obviously divisive in private. Second, it reminded party strategists of the significance of

the defence issue in understanding the background of electoral defeat in 1983 and 1987.+

The abandonment of ‘applied unilateralism’ after 1988 was not supported universally
throughout the patliamentary party. In March 1988, the parliamentary CND group
demanded that ‘a Labour government should eliminate all British nuclear weapons
systems in the lifetime of the first parliament and should ensute the removal of
remaining US weapons within the same period’.*# Within twelve months, party leadets

excised all references to unilateralism. When Meet the Challenge was endorsed n 1989, 1t

2 Sunday Times, 31.05.87

+ Heath and MacDonald (1987)
H see Labour Party (1988b), p.12
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made no mention of non-nuclear policies”, and at the 1990 conference a unilateralist
motion was defeated by over 1.5 million votes.*® When Labout’s final policy review
document was published in 1991, Gerald Kaufman proclaimed that there was no longer
any ‘commitment whatever by the Labour Party, by a Labour government, to divest
Britain of nuclear weapons where others retain them’>' In practice, however, the
dramatic events surrounding the end of the Cold War caused the convenient

neutralisation of what was an electorally damaging issue.

In these three key areas of policy, therefore, the Policy Review process effected a
substantial transformation in the party’s ideological programme. Labour’s 1992 manifesto
bore little resemblance to the manifesto presented with such notoriety only a decade
before. The party no longer advanced public ownership as a key tenet of an alternative
economic strategy. Indeed, it advocated no alternative strategy at all. Labour accepted the
permanency of market forces and sought to regulate them through quasi-government
institutions rather than replacing them by direct interventionist instruments at the state
level. As long as private capital operated in the interests of society, there could be no
ideological objection to the matket. The party also visibly abandoned its traditional
antipathy towards Europe. By becoming overtly pro-European in outlook, Labour
accepted the declining importance of the nation-state and domestic governments in
shaping economic and social policy. In place of withdrawal, Labour endotsed a pan-
European social charter, further transfers of power to European institutions, and
acknowledged the importance of economic integration through an itrevocable locking of

domestic currencies into a new Euro cutrency.

Finally, Labour abandoned its support for unilateral nuclear disarmament. The leadership
recognised the insecurities of the post-Cold War era, especially given the ongoing turmoil
in Central and Eastern Europe, and it anchored Labour’s defence policy with weaker
multilateral alternatives in order to combat further nuclear proliferation abroad. Labour
also endorsed NATO as the only effective umbrella organisation capable of providing
domestic, regional and international security. The effect of such policy shifts in these

three key areas, as in others, was to transform Labour into a fundamentally different kind

4 Labour Party (1989a), pp-84-8
30 LPACR 1990, p.190
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of political organisation. By exorcising the ‘ghosts” which had so haunted Labour during
the 1980s, Kinnock hoped that his party could now realise its razson d%tre as a credible
party of government. Although Kinnock proved unsuccessful in his endeavours, his

lasting legacy remained the ‘birth’ of New Labour.
New Labour and the consolidation of ideological transformation

The term ‘New Labout’ is a convenient label allowing us to differentiate between two
types of Labour Party. On one hand, the traditional activist-driven branch-mass patty of
the 1980s and befote, supportive of nationalisation, redistribution and unilateralism. On
the other, the more centralised, electorally competitive, ‘media-friendly’ catch-all party of
the mid-1990s, endorsing tregulated market forces, Conservative public expenditure
limits, social justice and economic prudence. Moteover, the term ‘New Labour’ became
acceptable shorthand notation since it is applied synonymously with the leadership of
Tony Blait. Although this is partly because the new Labour leader heavily publicised the
term from the outset of his leadership, it 1s also true, in part, because he was strategically
able to do so. To artive at an end-point where a political party can seriously ‘market’ itself
as being something altogether new, demands both an objective vision for the future and
also a widely held recognition among voters that ideological transformation has been
successfully undertaken. It would be misleading, therefore, to talk of ‘New Labout’ as an
electoral phenomenon confined to the post-1994 era. The extent of otganisational and
ideological reforms undettaken by Kinnock between 1987 and 1992 suggested that, in
fact, the ‘birth’ of New Labour had occurred some yeats before — possibly as early as

1988 — albeit that most voters and some commentators did not fully recognise it.

Labour’s fourth election defeat in Aptil 1992 was quickly followed by the announcement
that Kinnock and Hattersley intended to tesign. The obvious candidate to succeed
Kinnock was the Shadow Chancellot, John Smith. Margaret Beckett appeared to be the
most likely successor to Hattersley, although she was challenged for the deputy-
leadership by fellow left-wingers Bryan Gould and John Prescott. Smith secured an
emphatic 91% of the votes at the special conference held in July 1992, and Beckett was
appointed with a convincing 58%. As with other leadership contests, the Smith-Beckett

‘ticket’ was an effective left-right compromise designed to accommodate modernisers

and traditionalists.
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Smith did not seem to have grand visions to reconstruct Labour’s ideological platform
much further. As Patrick Seyd observed, Smith displayed the qualities of a ‘rather
cautious, pragmatic social-democrat committed to redistribution’’? The Smith
‘interregnum’ undertook few policy mitiatives of its own.? Instead of extensive policy
reform over-and-above that put in place by Kinnock, the two years of the Smith
leadership was more notable for its internal organisational changes and the review of
Labour’s relationship with the trade unions.* Nonetheless, in several areas of policy,
Smith managed to further consolidate the shifts in thinking effected by Kinnock’s Policy

Review.

First, the Smith leadership commissioned the centre-left think tank IPPR, under the
stewardship of Sir Gordon Bottie, to mvestigate how a future Labour government might
provide for social justice, welfare reform and additional government spending on public
services without the consequent need to raise direct taxation. The over-riding objective
for the new leadership was to dispel perceptions that Labour remained a ‘tax-and-spend’
party, without undermining Labour’s long-term commitment to protect those most at
risk from social exclusion and to defend key public services liké education and health.
However, the Borrie Commission on Social Justice outlived Smith, and 1t was not able to

deliver its final report until October 1994.55

Secondly, the Smith leadetship reinvigorated the debate on constitutional reform,
particulatly the replacement of the first-past-the-post electoral system with proportional
voting. Before the 1992 election, Labour announced its policy for the introduction of a
charter of basic social tights, freedom of information legislation, the decentralisation of
powet from Whitehall to the regions, .and the reform of the House of Lords. Labour had
already started to coalesce with the Liberal Democrats on these issues, particularly in
debates on regional devolution held among the Scottish constitutional convention after
1989. On electoral reform, howevet, the Smith leadetship preferred to put further policy
development in the hands of its own commission on electoral reform, headed by
Raymond Plant. Dissatisfied with the commission’s final proposals, especially towards

the proposed supplementary voting method, Smith committed Labour to the holding of

52 Seyd (1997), p-50
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a referendum on this issue when in government. To date, this has remained Labour’s

policy on electoral reform.

Finally, the Smith leadership was particulatly noted for its success in building and
maintaining significant polling leads for Labour over the Consetvatives. A number of
factors are particularly important in understanding how this occurred and, across all of
them, Smith’s parliamentary performance as leader is widely accredited as contributing to
the growth of Labour’s popularity among voters. Undeniably, the greatest single event
affecting Labour’s popularity occurred on 16" September 1992, following the
government’s surprise announcement that damaging international currency speculation
had forced sterling to be withdrawn from the European exchange rate mechanism.
Despite spending mote the £2 billion in support of sterling that day, the Conservative
front-bench denied that the events of ‘Black Wednesday’ were attributable to 1ts own
economic policies. By the end of September, Labour had accumulated a twenty-point

polling lead over the government.

Labour’s electoral popularity was further reinforced by the deep divisions inside the
Conservative government concerning the ratification of the Maastricht Treaty on
European Union. Although the Conservatives narrowly won the early votes on
ratification in November 1992, they were subsequently defeated 1n March 1993 and again
in July, when the government lost key divisions on the European Social Chapter. Smith
also managed to exploit apparent reversals of government policy on taxation. The
growing economic recession which followed the 1992 election forced the government to
admit that it had raised the burden of tax by up to 7%, demonstrating that the
Conservatives’ election pledge to reduce taxation ‘year-on-year’ was unsustainable.
Moteover, the attempt by the Major government to regain the political initiative by
launching its ‘Back-to-Basics’ campaign of traditional moral values unleashed a number
of damaging news stories detailing the private lives, peccadilloes, and financial
impropriety of leading Conservative parliamentarians. In the event, a number of high-
profile Tory MPs resigned their ministerial positions. The longer-term effect of this badly
timed campaign was to create a media climate which unrelentingly sought ‘bad news’
stories about the government. Within months of the launch of ‘Back-to-Basics’, the full
extent of scandal and ‘sleaze’ inside the Conservative Party was exposed. Among other

stories, journalists uncovered getrymandering and ‘homes-for-votes’ policies in the
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Conservative-controlled Westminster City Council, arms sales to Iraq despite the
moratortum on trade following the 1991 Gulf War, and evidence that Conservative MPs

had accepted bribes in return for tabling patliamentary questions.

By May 1994, Labour had made significant intoads into teversing the pessimism
produced by its 1992 defeat. In the long dark shadows cast by Black Wednesday, Labour
had established itself as a credible future party of government. In the 1994 local
elections, the Tories lost 400 councillors and relinquished control of 18 local authorities.
Smith’s attendance at a fundraising dinner on 11" May to celebrate Labour’s gains was
his last official duty as leader. Smith died of a heart attack the following morning. The
contest for his successor began in earnest after Labout’s spectacular victory i the
European elections in June, and it quickly emetged that Tony Blair, the party’s

modernising home affairs spokesperson, was the likely front-runner.

One of the greatest assets of early ‘Blairism’ was that it combined the traditional and the
radical — of, at least, it was designed as being seen to do so. Rather than a traditionalist in
terms of Labour ideology, Blair cultivated a treputation (as Shadow Home Affairs
spokesperson under Smith) for his strong sense of traditional community values. The
new leader demonstrated a remarkable ability to encroach on the Conservatives’
established law and order agenda, particulatly by asserting that strong communities and
social justice could not be achieved without being ‘tough on crime and tough on the
causes of crime’.’ Equally, early Blaitism was unwaveringly radical and modernising.
Unlike his rivals, Blait owed no favours to the various factions inside his party. Blair’s
leadership statement clearly prioritised the need for further policy development,
suggesting that ‘our job is to honour the past not to live in 1t’. This indicated from the
outset that Blair’s New Labour ‘project’ intended to leave not a single ideological stone
unturned. However, by outlining Labour’s new ideological themes of community,
opportunity, responsibility, fairness, trust and leadership, Blair sought to reassure the
wider party that reform would serve only to reinforce Labout’s traditional values. As
Blair concluded shortly after his election, ‘we haven’t changed to forget our principles
but to fulfil them, not to lose our identity but to keep our relevance’’” The New Labour

initiative retained Labout’s traditional emphases on equality, opportunity and

36 Blair (1994), p.15
57 LPACR (1994), p.105
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community. It also sought to frame them within a radical policy agenda that blended
together the various vote-winning aspects of Thatcherism, while simultaneously
distancing the party from the vote-losing policy ‘millstones’ which characterised Labour’s

recent past.

New Labour is regularly criticised for having stolen the ideological clothing of the
Conservative Party. In a number areas of economic and social policy these claims may
have credence. Blair’s modernising agenda was heavily predicated on reassuring ‘middle-
income Britamn’ that Labour possessed the policies necessary to competently run an
efficient economy. One particularly important device in reassuring voters involved
Labour’s gradual adoption of Conservative economics to replace the rather
uncomfortable accommodations between demand and supply evident in the Policy
Review. As Gordon Brown undetstood, a futute Labour government would need to
resolve two competing dilemmas. On one hand, the realities of globalisation heavily
restricted government’s ability to control capital, to direct investment, and to provide for
full employment. On the other hand, the legacy of Thatchetism and the dislike of high
taxation meant that future governments would be restricted in their pursuit of the
redistribution of wealth. Brown further acknowledged that one of the most significant
lessons of the 1992 defeat was that a future Labour government could no longer advance
a ‘tax-and-spend’ programme. In 2 significant depatrture, both for the Labour Party and
for electoral politics more generally, Brown announced shortly before the 1997 election
that an incoming Labour government would adhete to Conservative spending limits. As
David Blunkett proclaimed only weeks before the campaign, ‘any government entering
the twenty-first century cannot hope to create a more equal or egalitarian society simply

by taking money from one set of people and redistributing it to others’.?

In other areas New Labour adopted a range of policies designed to appeal directly to the
middle-classes. Some policy initiatives tepresented significant ideological departures,
especially in the social field. For instance, the ‘New Deal’ to tackle youth and long-term
unemployment was a policy initiative concealing Labout’s broader intent to reduce
overall government welfare spending by establishing a proactive benefits system that

‘encouraged’ the unemployed back to wotk.® To fund these programmes, New Labour

58 Blunkett cited in Seyd (1997), p.62
59 Labour Party (1995d); Labour Party (1997d)

70



proposed to levy a one-off ‘windfall tax’ on the ‘excess profits of the privatised utilities’

to remarkable popular acclaim.®

Across a range of other policy dimensions New Labour maintained much of the
established agenda. In order to be ‘tough on crime’, New Labour proposed a range of
punitive law and order measutes designed to combat juvenile offending. Policy
instruments included a range of zero tolerance measures for young offenders, such as
youth curfews and community orders, but also mcluded proposals to reform the youth
justice system by awarding local authorities sweeping new powers in the prevention of
repeated juvenile ctime.s! The only significant deviation in New Labour’s heavy anti-
ctime agenda involved the party’s swift, thorough and sensitive reply to the Cullen public
enquiry on the control of handguns following the murder of students at Dunblane
Primary School in March 1996.62

Likewise, New Labour’s pledge to deliver a reduction in class sizes for all 5 to 7 year olds
concealed broader acceptance of Conservative education policy. New Labour continued
to support educational selection, grant-maintained schools, and the devolution of
budgetary authority from local authotities to parents and governors. Labour also
endorsed systems of Ofsted monitoring introduced by past Conservative governments,
including regular pupil testing, the inspection of schools, and publication of performance
league tables. Moteover, New Labour preserved Conservative policy for loan-based

financing for students in higher and further education.s

The New Labour project also relied upon the systematic downgrading of those vote-
losing aspects of old Labout policy, particulatly regarding nationalisation, European
integration and defence. As discussed eatlier, many of Labour’s traditional commitments
towards public ownership were excised under Kinnock’s Policy Review. On becoming
leader, Blair quickly tecognised that Labour retained an outdated and anachronistic
constitutional commitment to common ownetship that could potentially militate against
its long-term electoral advantage.© The repeal of Clause 4 might also generate good

publicity. Labout had become ‘a modern party living in an age of change’ which required

6 Labour Party (1997d), p.2

61 Labour Party (1996€)

62 Labour Patty (1996b)

63 Labour Party (1995b); Labour Party (1995c)
¢+ Thompson (1995), p.3
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‘a modetn constitution that says what we are in terms the public cannot misunderstand
and the Tories cannot misrepresent’.ss The revision of Clause 4 was a symbolic act of
New Labout’s preparedness to teplace a long-held theoretical aspiration with a

constitutional declaration of the practicalities of regulated market forces:

“...1t does not follow that common ownership is our reflex answer to all matket failures.
The central question should be how we protect and advance the public interest in the
efficient and equitable production and distribution of goods and services...we
understand the weaknesses of the monolithic state corporations that have been typical
of nationalised industries in the past...ownership 1s not the only way to advance our
goals: regulation affects how markets operate”.56

The revision of Clause 4 enabled Blair and Brown to legitimise the adoption of the
Conservatives’ private-finance initiative (PFI), although they were careful to re-package it
as ‘public-private partnerships’ (PPP). This was patticulatly evident with the publication
of A New Economic Future for Britain in Octobet, which was Labour’s first substantive
economic policy document following the Clause 4 vote. As the statement concluded,
PPP ‘means putting behind us the old battles [of] public vetsus private [and] state versus
market’ 1n delivering a dynamic economy where ‘undertakings essential to the common
good are either owned by the public or accountable to them’.s” By demarcating certain
projects to be of ‘vital national mterest’, Labour sought to ctreate an efficient
administrative machine competent in managing large PPP projects like road or hospital
building, while harnessing the support of the financial markets by taking greater account
of ‘front-end risk’. PPP also sought to fund major public projects through the
stimulation of private-sector investment with ‘calculable risk’ of over-run or overspend,
alongside small amounts of ‘cash-limited’ government investment. The intention was to
ensure that the public-sector could ‘correspond more closely to the form in which private
investors are used to doing business’.®® As Brown observed shortly before the 1997

election,

“...the public interest lies in promoting economic opportunity for all as the best
guarantee of prospetity for our country...just as the public interest can be advanced by
government, so too markets and competition are essential to opportunity. It was
necessaty therefore to transcend the old sterile debate between public and private —
between nationalisation on the one hand and the dogma of privatisation on the

65 LPACR (1994), p.106

66 Labour Party (1994), pp-8-9
67 Labour Party (1995a), p.4
68  abour Party (1995f), p.7
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other...we have to examine how public and private sectors can work together to meet

common objectives”.s?
Labour’s 1997 manifesto ruled out further extensions of public ownership. The party’s
policy directorate advised campaigners that teturning the privatised utilities to public
ownetship ‘would in itself do nothing to raise investment and improve the quality of
service’.”® Instead, New Labour contended that PPPs would provide the necessary
investment and consumers would be better protected through wide-ranging powers of
government enforcement. Labour’s new thinking towards public ownership after 1995
had a visible impact on the ideological positioning of the party relative to its voting
public. As we observed eatlier, the Policy Review achieved limited success in realigning
Labour policy with voter opinion. Table 1 below illustrates that, even after the 1992
defeat, most voters remained to the right of Labour on public ownership, suggesting that
the party remained electorally vulnerable on this issue. But the repeal of Clause 4 made a
much more immediate and substantive change and, by 1997, New Labour had positioned

itself much closer to the median voter on this issue.

Year Left of Labour Same as Labour Right of Labour Net Balance
1983 8 13 78 +70
1987 12 17 70 +58
1992 17 23 59 +42
1994 17 24 58 +41
1997 26 34 40 +14

Table 1: Positioning of the electorate relative to the Labour Party on
nationalisation and privatisation
(all figures are percentages)
Source: BES 1983-97, BEPS 1994; Heath (forthcoming, 2001). Reproduced with permission.

New Labour’s defence and European policies were not altogether new either, since the
Policy Review effected the most substantive reversals of policy on unilateralism, NATO
and the European Community (see Tables 2 and 3). In these areas, Labour simply
qualified and clarified existing priorities. For example, New Labour maintained the
party’s multilateral commitment to the eradication of nuclear weapons, first endorsed in
1989, and sought more generally to further the success of the Policy Review in delivering
a defence programme more in tune with the priorities of the electorate. While clarifying
its position on the maintenance of existing missile systems by committing Labour to the
retention of Trident and Polaris, party leaders nevertheless declared that a future Labour

government would pressurise the international community for an overall ‘freeze on

6 Labour Party (1997c).
70 ] abour Party (1997b), section 2.7.6
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nuclear warhead numbers’.”t Likewise, by pledging to establish a strategic review of the
funding of the defence industry, New Labour reinforced the desite of successive Labour
leaders to reduce government spending on defence and security. Savings would be
achieved 1 a number of ways. These included collaboration between government and
ctvil markets to develop ‘dual-use technologies’ and encourage defence diversification,
greater international collaboration inside NATO by sharing defence technology, and
more extensive ‘co-operation in a long-term partnership between government and

industry’ to enable forward planning of defence requirements.”

Year Left of Labour Same as Labour Right of Labour Net Balance
1983 12 14 74 +62
1987 11 14 75 - +64
1992 25 14 62 +37

Table 2: Positioning of the electorate relative to the Labour Party on nuclear weapons
(all figures are percentages)
(Data for 1994 and 1997 not available)
Source: BES 1983,1987, BEPS 1992, Heath (forthcoming, 2001). Reproduced with permission.

New Labour also retained the Policy Review’s commitments on European integration.
By supportting the growth of the European single market, party leaders emphasised the
need for Britain to build constructive working relationships with continental states to
generate additional wealth and employment, as well to advance social nghts and
environmental protection. New Labour also appeared to identify with the growing public
concern at the lack of accountability and transparency of European institutions, and Blair
stressed Labout’s long-held desire to pursue the reform of the Common Agricultural
Policy and the EU’s budgetaty mechanisms.” But, by moving Labour closer to an overtly
pro-European positioning, Blair ran counter to the emergent nationalism behind the
Euro-scepticism of the New Right. As Table 3 illustrates, the Policy Review had a
temporaty balancing effect on the positioning of Labour relative to the electorate on this
dimension (7%), but this effect disintegrated soon thereafter. In 1994, the ideological gap
between Labour and the electorate was twice that of 1979, and in 1997 more than one-
half of all voters continued to position themselves to the right of Labour on the
European question (53%). Although New Labour remained at-odds with the electorate

on these two key issues, its decisive victory in 1997 suggested that Blait’s approach to

7t Labour Party (1996a), p.14

72 Labour Party (1995g)
73 Labour Party (1995h); Labour Party (1996d)

74



this dimension was, nevertheless, strategically compatible with the pursuit of post-

Thatcherite economic policies elsewhere.

Year Left of Labour Same as Labour Right of Labour Net Balance
1979 31 26 43 +12
1992 36 21 43 +7
1994 26 . 23 51 +24
1997 19 27 53 +34

Table 3: Positioning of the electorate relative to the Labour Party on Europe
(all figures are percentages)
Source: BES 1979, 1992, 1997, BEPS 1994, Heath (forthcoming, 2001). Reproduced with permission.

In 1deological terms, therefore, we should be extremely careful in our use of the term
‘New Labour’ to describe a wholeheartedly #ew Labour Party. Labout’s history during the
twentieth century has revealed several identifiable phases of revisionist party leadership,
and Blair’s New Labour is simply the latest example of such a phenomenon. Moreover,
the ideological roots of many of New Labour’s policy instruments appeared to be firmly
anchored with the reforms of the 1987-92 period. PPP was a logical extension of the
Policy Review’s shift in thinking towards the state and the market. Similarly, the revision
of Clause 4 in 1995 was a stylistic act to amend the party’s constitution to account for an
eatlier abandonment of public ownership and new ideological emphases on market
regulation, accountability and consumer protection. Yet, in other areas of policy, New
Labour stole the ideological clothing of the Conservatives. While New Labour pledged to
deliver economic prudence through the maintenance of Conservative spending limits, 1t
also retained much of the ptevailing Thatcherite orthodoxy in the social field, especially
towards crime and education. Instead, we should regard New Labour as a media brand
designed to demarcate a competent, moderate and strong party of government from a
weak, divisive and highly ideological patty of opposition. Labour’s eventual landslide
victory in 1997 owed much to the success of marketing the New Labout brand. Beneath
the surface, however, we find that New Labour’s ideological platform was a rather
uncomfortable juxtaposition between the various programmatic options imbued by the

Policy Review and the vote-winning aspects of modern conservatism.

Ideological Transformation and the decline of curvilinear disparity

The extent of attitudinal congruence within political parties on substantive ideological
and policy questions determines both overall party unity and, therefore, long-term

electoral performance. Labout’s Policy Review after 1987, and the consolidation of
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policy modernisation under New Labour, was designed to establish an electoral
programme capable of finding greater levels of support among the voting public. To do
s0, it was vital for party leaders to minimise the extent of internal dissent within the party
and to eliminate, as far as possible, any attitudinal asymmetry between voters and

ordinary party membets.

Attitudinal asymmetry is a phenomenon charactetistic of many democratic political
organisations. Ostrogorski observed that local associations in the nineteenth century
Liberal Parfy displayed a propensity for radicalism, relative both to party leaders and the
mass of voters who supported it. In particular, Ostrogorski identified that the radicalism
and 1deological inflexibility of party members and supporters caused the Liberals to take
insufficient account of ‘national idiosyncrasies’ in political opinion. The result was the
alienation of large numbers of voters and, therefore, electoral isolation. But attitudinal
asymmetty is not a phenomenon confined to pre-war political parties. David Butler, V.O.
Key and Maurice Duvetger revealed the existence of attitudinal disparity between party
leadets, activists and voters in post-war parties as well. As Butler concluded, party leaders
were forced to endure significant strategic dilemmas since their ‘most loyal and devoted
of followers tend to have more extreme views’ and appeared to be particularly ‘removed

from the mass of those who actually provide the vote’.™

In 1973, an American political scientist published a systematic analysis of hierarchical
attitudinal variations within political parties. John May’s Speczal Law of Curvilinear Disparity
reflected the established hypothesis that within modern political organisations there was
an apparent tendency towards disaggregation between the moderate opinions of party
leaders and voters on one hand, and the relative militancy and extremism of party
activists on the othet. May suggested that curvilinear disparity was so predominant that it
had become ‘the normal configuration’ of politics within parties engaged in open
‘electoral competition for governmental office’.’> May contested that party leaders and
non-leaders (voters and non-active supporters) displayed certain patterns of attitudinal
congruence, whereas grasstoots members and activists were ‘substantive extremists” and

had become ‘estranged from public opinion at large’.

™ Butler (1960), p-3
5 May (1973), p.139
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The theoretical propositions of May’s model were reinforced by a number of surveys of
political parties. For example, Janosik’s study of Labour branch parties revealed that local
officers held substantially radical opinions telative to incumbent local MPs. Epstein
observed that local members mote readily sanctioned breaches of leadership by left-wing
MPs, whereas dissenting tight-wing MPs wete punished mote severely. Similarly,
Constantini and Eldersveld found that party activists in American parties held the
strongest and most extreme attitudinal positions telative to their local leaders and

electors.’s

There are several underlying explanations for the emergence of attitudinal asymmetry.
First, curvilinear disparity may teflect prevailing balances of power within political
parties. Party structures that provide for the accountability of leaders to rank-and-file
membets often encourage activists to deviate more readily from the median ideological
positioning of the electorate. The existence of organisational structures, such as party
congtesses ot conferences, at which the actions and policies of party leaders are routinely .
scrutinised by elected delegates, can propagate the growth of radicalism and dissent.
Indeed, Labour’s history has shown the party’s annual conference to be the locus of
some of the mote bitter ideological disputes between activist delegates and the party

leadership.

Second, the relatively free and unrestricted access of individuals to party membership
means that the recruitment of radicals and extremists can proceed largely unchecked. As
May acknowledged, the tegulations determining eligibility of membership ‘are scarcely
more restrictive than the rules governing the eligibility to vote in a general election’. Since
almost anyone can join the Labour Party, party leaders remain structurally incapable of
preventing the ‘infiltration’ of radicals into local parties. The challenge for leadership is
how best to ensure that membership recruitment delivers substantially more moderate

new recruits than radicals.

Third, the political socialisation of party leaders reinforces the strategic importance of
maintaining electorally moderate programmes to ensure the support of ordinary voters.
But the voluntary nature of party membership means that political parties can often

attract ‘zealots in the party cause’. Only those most devout activists appear willing to

76 Janostk (1968), especially ch.2; Epstein (1967); Constantini (1963); Eldersveld (1964), especially ch.8
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engage in the mundane and routinised activities associated with campaigning and
elections. Consequently, we find that some of Labour’s most enthusiastic campaigners at
the local level have also been those who have propounded fervently radical political
opinions. Across a number of different dimensions, therefore, curvilinear disparity

appeats to be an intrinsic part of the internal life of modern political patties.

This section considers the ptrevalence of attitudinal asymmetry within the modern
Labour Party, and assesses the relationship between the transformation of Labour policy
and the structural propensity of its activist members to deviate from the median
ideological positioning of Labour voters. The Labour Party of the late-1970s and eatly-
1980s showed with remarkable clarity that there existed significant sections of the activist
membership who held disproportionately extreme ideological positions. What was the
effect of policy reform, and to what extent did party-level ideological transformation
occur simultaneously with the reduction of attitudinal disparity between activists and
voters? Were party members significantly less radical in the late-1990s, and how
successful has New Labour been in narrowing the ideological ‘gap’ between its

membership and the mass of its voting electorate?

The British Election Study series provided a useful soutce of data by which to evaluate
these questions, especially in facilitating the quantification of trends in curvilinear
disparity over time. Moreover, the BES is the only quantitative resource allowing for
direct comparisons between the ideological positioning of party members and those of
party voters. As well as establishing many of the causal determinants of voting, the BES
questionnaires have asked respondents to detail party membership, and have also
included a number of continuous and comparable attitudinal questions on a variety of
class and valence issues. The BES remains the longest series of academic surveys in
Britain, the fieldwork of which has taken place immediately following every general
election since 1964. The BES series was originated by David Butler and Donald Stokes,
and since 1983 it has been administered by Anthony Heath, John Curtice and Roger
Jowell. The principal element of the BES surveys is the post-election cross-sectional
survey. Since 1992 the cross-sectional study has been supplemented with annual data
generated by the British Election Panel Study (BEPS). All surveys are conducted by
probability sampling representative of the Bntish electorate south of the Caledonian

Canal (excluding Northern Ireland), and by face-to-face interviewing. The BES series i1s
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especially noteworthy for the quality of its fieldwotk. It also generates an abundance of
quantitative electoral data on the socio-economic and occupational characteristics of

British voters.

How can we use the BES surveys to quantify the extent of curvilinear disparity and
measure change over time? The BES series provides only a small number of directly
comparable measures of attitudinal change and, unfortunately, on several occasions the
surveys failed to establish respondent membership of political parties. However, we can
draw on a number of ‘left-right’ value items, as well as several questions relating to other
valence issues. But our analysis 1s constrained to those years where the BES surveys
identified the extent of party membership among voters — hence, the elections of 1964,
1970, October 1974, 1983, 1987, and 1997. Moreover, while some of the pre-1979
studies are not directly relevant to the particular focus of this Thesis, by reporting data
across the 1964-97 period we can better assess the extent to which the Labour

membership of the late-1990s is comparably different to before.

Measurements of attitudinal change along the left-right dimension are denived from four
key variables relating to nationalisation and public ownership, the power of ‘big
business’, the power of the trade unions, and the extent of conflict between the working
and middle-classes. We can also draw on other valence issue variables, notably attitudinal
data on nuclear weapons and unilateralism, redistribution of wealth, international aid, and
Eutropean integration. Curvilinear disparity can be calculated through the observed
differences between members and votets in their strength of agreement on these key
attitudinal items. Disparity can be measured individually for each of these attitudinal
variables, as well collectively through aggtegate scores for all variables in each election.
While the BES series allows us to repott the levels of disparity for other major political
parties, this should the focus of further comparative research. The principal undertaking
here is to quantify, as far as possible, the extent to which the foundations of New Labour
were built on the successful narrowing of the ideological ‘gaps’ between party membets

and those Labour supporters who vote for it.

It is useful to begin out examination of the changing trends in curvilinear disparity by
reviewing the existence of member-voter disparity along the classic social class (left-right)

dimension. As Table 4 below illustrates, support among Labour members for an
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extension of public ownership fell considerably after 1987. Whereas in 1964 almost two-
thirds of members sought more nationalisation (63.2%) rather than less, by 1997 support
for public ownership had fallen by around one-half (to 37.5%). Among Labour voters,
the enthustasm for public ownership has been traditionally much lower. Hence, average
member-voter disparity between 1964 and 1987 was typically estimated at around 20%
(except for 1983). Since 1987, however, the ideological gap between members and voters
on public ownership has narrowed considerably. By 1997, there were virtually no

identifiable differences between them (0.4%).

Secondly, there has been only a slight downward shift in the antipathy of party members
towards the power of commerce and big business during the 1964-97 period, with around four-
fifths of party members regarding big business to be too powerful. But, since 1974, there
has been a significant increase in voter antipathy towards big business. As with public
ownership, average member-voter disparity was narrowed in the late-1980s and 1990s.

By the 1997 election there were hardly any appatent variations between them on this
issue (0.7%).

Thirdly, the data revealed that party members supported powerful zrade unions much more
solidly than ordinary Labour voters. Although support for the unions declined
substantially among members and voters during the decade of industrial strife in the
1970s, after 1987 the unions enjoyed a marked revival especially among Labour voters.
By 1997, mote than three-quarters of voters supported an extension of rights for the
trade unions, effectively narrowing the ideological gap further. Between 1983 and 1997,
disparity between members and voters on the union dimension fell sharply from 28.3%

to only 8.6%.

Finally, the BES data highlighted the existence of sharp upturns in the petception among
members and voters of conflict between the social classes. In 1964, one-in-two party
members (53.7%) recognised inter-class conflict compared with two-fifths of voters
(43.0%). By 1987, this tose to two-thirds and one-half respectively, such that member-
voter disparity was estimated at around 15%. But the significant increase in voter
perception of class conflict caused attitudinal disparity to be much lower during the
1990s. Party members long recognised the class-based implications of Thatcherism, as

well as the misnomer of Major’s ‘classless society’. Voters now also appeared to share
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this perspective. At the 1997 election, the differential between members and voters on

this dimension had been reduced to five petcent.

1964 1970 1974 O 1983 1987 1997
Nationalisation
Labour members 63.2 721 59.5 58.8 37.5
Labour voters 46.6 52.8 31.6 35.0 371
Disparity 16.6 19.3 27.9 23.8 0.4
Business
Labour members 78.1 82.5 72.5 86.5 80.9
Labour voters 67.3 60.3 65.8 73.3 80.2
Disparity 10.8 22.2 6.7 13.2 0.7
Trade Unions
Labour members 70.5 61.5 51.4 77.0 85.4
Labour voters 46.8 334 36.5 48.7 76.8
Disparity 23.7 28.1 14.9 28.3 8.6
Class Conflict
Labour members 53.7 45.0 66.0 68.8
Labour voters 43.0 353 51.3 63.1
Disparity 10.7 9.7 14.7 57

Table 4: Curvilinear Disparity between Labour Party members
and Labour voters on class variables 1964-97
(all figures are percentages)
N’s for Labour members: 1964 (n=96), 1970 (40), 1974 Oct (70), 1983 (75), 1987 (54), 1997 (48)
N’s for Labout votets: 1964 (n=626), 1970 (625), 1974 Oct (772), 1983 (865), 1987 (946), 1997 (1005)
Source: BES 1964-1997

The BES datasets also provided a number of other attitudinal items through which to
assess curvilinear disparity and the extent of change over time, although on three of these
vatiables we are constrained by itregular data. Table 5 illustrates that on key valence issue
vatiables the disparities between members and voters were significantly lower in 1997
than in either 1983 or 1987. This further reinforced claims that New Labour members
had assumed ideological positions much closer to ordinary mainstream Labour votets.
Moreover, it is interesting to note that on two of these dimensions the de-radicalisation
of party membership during the 1990s meant that Labour voters had actually begun to

hold mote radical political viewpoints.

Firstly, party membets displayed a traditional ideological hostlity towards nuclear weapons,
and in 1987 there was a marked gulf between members and voters on the question of
whether a future Labour government should cancel Britain’s nuclear programme
(24.7%). The end of the Cold War and the declining strategic importance of nuclear
weapons brought about a sharp decay in anti-nuclear sentiment among party members. A
similar proportion of Labour voters supported unilateralism in 1997 compared with 2
decade before, but among party members support for non-nuclear defence fell by around
one-half. On the nuclear issue, therefore, the decade following Labour’s 1987 defeat was

one in which party leadership had appeared to eradicate curvilinear disparity completely.
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The BES surveys also asked respondents to identify the importance of the redistribution
of wealth and international aid. Both questions used Likert scaling, and the data
contained in Table 5 refers to those respondents who thought redistribution and
international aid to be ‘very important’ policy goals for government. Because the 1983
survey used slightly different question formats, the data for this year should not be
directly compared with other years, albeit that the calculation of disparity is unaffected.
The data 1dentified similar trends among members and voters. In 1974, there was little
substantive variation between them regarding the redistribution of wealth. But, in the 1980s,
curvilinear disparity increased substantially, possibly because some Labour voters felt that
redistribution might demand an additional burden of taxation. The ideological gap
narrowed slightly in the 1990s, although at the 1997 election there remained a significant
margin between the two groups (9.6%).

Similar trends are evident regarding znfernational aid to developing countries. Although
most members and voters tended not to prioritise this issue, party members felt
particularly strongly in 1987, effecting a marked disparity score for that year. Ten years
on, however, the enthusiasm of members towards international aid had waned. It also
declined among voters as well. Whereas one-in-five party members regarded
international development to be a very important issue in 1997, only one-in-twenty

Labour voters thought so.

1964 1970 1974 1983 1987 1997
Nuclear Weapons
Labour members 8.4 61.3 57.4 292
Labour voters 15.2 473 327 29.9
Disparity (6.8) 140 24.7 0.7)
Wealth
Labour members 39.1 81.1 333 38.8
Labour voters 38.5 74.8 20.9 28.7
Disparity 0.6 6.3 12.4 9.6
Aid
Labour members 15.9 38.9 20.8
Labour voters 9.1 11.8 5.7
Disparity 6.8 27.1 15.1
Europe
Labour members 41.5 57.5 56.7 44.6 37.0 16.7
Labour voters 32.1 57.6 54.0 31.9 39.8 25.2
Disparity 9.4 (0.1) 2.7 12.6 2.8) (8.5)

Table 5: Curvilinear Disparity between Labour Party members
and Labour voters on policy variables 1964-97
(all figures are percentages)
Source: BES 1964-1997

Finally, party members and Labour voters have shown an historical scepticism towards

further Enropean integration. This trend was particulatly evident in the 1970s — the decade
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of entry, renegotiation and referendum — and the similarities of opinion between
members and voters were reflected in low disparity scores. Howevet, several interesting
trends emerged after 1983. Firstly, whereas Labour voters became slightly more Euro-
sceptic between 1983 and 1987, party members subsequently became more overtly pro-
European. Under New Labout, party voters retained some scepticism on European
issues, whereas grassroots members appeared to be more ardent enthusiasts. In a similar
vein to the issue of nuclear weapons, party members appeared slightly more moderate on

questions of European integration than ordinary mainstream Labour votets.

Nat. BB TU Conflict  Nuclear  Wealth Aid Europe Average

(change)
1964 16.6 10.8 23.7 10.7 -6.8 9.4 10.7
1970 222 28.1 9.7 -0.1 149 (+4.2)
1974 19.3 6.7 14.9 0.6 6.8 2.7 8.5 (6.4)
1983 - 279 13.2 28.3 14.0 6.3 12.6 17.0 (+8.5)
1987 23.8 14.7 24.7 12.4 27.1 -2.8 16.6 (-0.4)
1997 0.4 0.7 8.6 5.7 -0.7 9.6 15.1 -8.5 3.8 (-12.8)

Table 6: Summary — curvilinear disparity scores by general election
(all figures are percentages)
Source: BES 1964-97

In short, the decade of Labout’s ideological transformation saw significant reductions in
the prevalence of curvilinear disparity between grassroots members and the Labour
electorate. As Table 6 above illustrates, across all of the eight variables considered 1n our
analysis, the extent of membet-voter attitudinal disparity was substantially lower in 1997
than in either 1983 or 1987. In fact, the average dispatity score in 1997 was lower than
for any other BES survey. Moreover, the trends in disparity reinforce our broad historical
undetstanding of Labour’s recent electoral history. Disparity was at its highest (in 1983)
at 2 time when Labour emerged from an intensive period of factionalism only to greet its
greatest ever election defeat. Similarly, low disparity scores (say < 11%) seem to be
strongly associated with Labour election victories (i.e. in 1964, 1974 and 1997). Although
our analysis is restricted to the continuous attitude variables and to those BES surveys
quantifying party membership among voters, the trends in disparity are particularly
suggestive. Labour’s ideological transformation occurred simultaneously with the
realignment of opinion among both grassroots members and party voters. Of course, it 1s
unlikely that the process of ideological transformation #se/f caused such structural shifts,
rather that they were the function of external ideological factors occurring in wider

political society. What we can identfy, however, is that New Labour’s landslide victory in

83



May 1997 owed much to the ideological realignment of the party and its grassroots

membership in closet proximity to its voting public.”

kokokokok

This chapter has highlighted the importance of party-level ideological transformation in
helping us to understand the decline of the Labour Left during the late-1980s and 1990s.
Ideological reform is significant in two key tespects. First, the breadth of policy
transformation created a fundamentally different ideological ‘playing field’ to which the
groups of the Labour Left were forced to align. Labour’s new ideological agenda altered
the platform on which Labour Left groups competed for support among grassroots
activists, especially 1n those areas of policy which tended to generate strong intra-patty
attitudinal conflicts. By abandoning Labour’s traditional orthodoxy towards, for example,
public ownership, state-market telations, further European integration and nuclear
disarmament, party leadetrs established for themselves a new ideological framework
which rendered many of the traditional socialist policies of the Left as anachronistic and
electorally irreconcilable. Party-level ideological transformation appeared to exacerbate
the fragmentation of the Labour Left. The emergence of strategic coalitions between
party leaders and the soft-left, especially after 1987, reinforced localised tensions between
the various groups and personalities of the Left. While New Labour did not necessarily
represent anything significantly ‘new’ in ideological terms, its consolidation and extension
of past reforms served only to further cement the isolation of the Left from mainstream

policy-making.

Party-level ideological transformation also proved important in the extent of its depzh of
penetration among patty members and ordinary Labour voters. This chapter has posited
that one important measure of the depth of ideological change is provided by the
calculation of observed differences in the attitudes of party members relative to party
voters. There is particulatly strong evidence to suggest that the marginalisation of the
Labour Left occurred simultaneously with the narrowing of member-voter attitudinal

disparity. The BES data also revealed that, since the early-1990s, Labour has become a

77 These findings reinforce the conclusions of recent research by Paul Webb and David Farrell who
observed that party members had shifted dramatically to the right on social class and liberty-authority
issues (significant at 0.05 level), as well as becoming more overtly pro-European over time. See Webb and

Farrell (1997)
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patty with an observably de-radicalised grasstroots membership where, on a number of
key issues, the ideological positioning of party members has shifted much closer to that
of mainstream voters. While the reduction in ideological heterogeneity among party
supporters may provide one causal explanation for Labour’s eventual landshde victory in
1997, 1t also powerfully suggests that the contemporary Labour Party lacks one of the

primary structural elements necessary for factionalised responses to intra-party conflict.



4

Ideological Transformation and the Labour Left

The decade following Labour’s third election defeat in 1987 represented an age of critical
ideological realignment at the party-level. Never before had a British political party so
thoroughly and exhaustively reassessed its programmatic commitments especially, as the
previous chapter highlighted, on important policy questions surrounding the public
ownership of industry, state-market relations, European integration, unilateralism and
defence policy. The platform on which New Labour stood before the Btitish electorate
in the spring of 1997 bore little, if any, resemblance to the manifesto on which (Old)

Labour campaigned so ineffectively only fifteen years before.

But many grassroots party members were enthusiastic sponsors of Labour’s 1983
programme and it was a manifesto for government which the Labour Left publicly
endorsed and championed. An important question to consider, therefore, is the extent to
which the groups of the Labour Left tesponded to party-level ideological shifts by
tempering their own commitments over time. Are we able to observe parallel processes
of policy moderation among the various groups of the Left after 19837 To evaluate this
question, this chapter considers the response of three groups to Labour’s policy
transformation. This chapter discusses policy shift across the spectrum of Left opinion,
ranging from the broad soft-left coalition spearheaded by Tribune, to the Bennite-left
Campaign Group, and beyond to the revolutionary-socialist Militant Tendency. Did the
groups of the Left respond to the changing ideological climate inside the Labour Party by
moderating their own policies towards, for example, public ownership, state intervention,
European integration and nuclear disarmament? Or did they reject the temperance of
patty policy by retaining distinctively radical programmes, a strategy that would further

alienate and disengage them from party leaders and the ‘mainstream’ of ordinary Labour

voters?
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Most importantly, the key question to consider is whether the decline of the Labour Left
after 1983 involved across-the-board losses 1n 1deological distinctiveness among its groups,
or whether Labour’s Policy Review had a peculiarly ‘fragmenting’ effect because it was

reinforced by some constituent elements of the Left but not others.

Tribune: the soft-left and policy transformation

Since the 1960s, the Tribune movement has included the ‘loose and amorphous’
organisation of the Tribune Group of Labour MPs at the parliamentary level, as well as
the weekly newspaper that shared its name (est. 1937) designed for a broad left-wing
teadership predominantly of party members and trade unionists. Although the Tribune
Group acted as an inclusive umbrella movement for the patliamentary Labour Left, it
avoided operating as an intra-party faction and, consequentially, Tribune did not issue
binding instructions to its members on the basis of a clear statement of aims and values.
Similarly, there ate no complete records of Group deliberations. As Seyd suggested, the
most effective measure by which we can differentiate Tribune Group policy from that of
the Labour front-bench requires examination of specific instances of parliamentary
dissent, notably in speeches, amendments or Early Day Motions.' But this method seems
more applicable to discussions of dissent when Labour is in government rather than
when it is in opposition. Aside from systematic analysis of the homogeneity of the PLP
in recorded votes, we can also consider the changing ideological priorities of the Tribune
soft-left through the published articles and editorials of prominent sympathisers
(‘Tribunites’) in the Trzbune newspaper itself. Since the Group typically evaluated party
policy on the basis of consensual and non-binding agreements, the newspaper provided
mote thorough expositions of how the ideological priorities of leading Tribunites

differed substantively from the thinking of the front-bench leadership.

One of the most important economic questions to occupy the minds of Tribunites, and
the Left in general, concerned the adoption of Labour’s Alternative Economic Strategy.
As Tribune suggested, leading Tribunites were ‘at the forefront’ of developing an
alternative economic ‘consensus’ inside the party which was designed to address the

challenges posed by the decline of Keynesianism and the emergence of neo-liberal

' Seyd (1987), p.78
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monetarism.” As discussed earlier, the AES emerged out of Labour’s NEC policy-making
committees during the early-1970s. The AES was endorsed at the party conference in
1973, and later published as patt of Labour’s Programme 1973. The content of the strategy
was tevised over time, particularly in light of the economic crises that haunted the Wilson
and Callaghan governments. The AES was re-published as part of Labour’s Programme
1976, although ministers chose to ignore many of its key objectives during the remaining

years of the administration.

Following Labour’s 1979 defeat, the Tribune alliance sought to re-invigorate the AES
both as a bulwark to Thatcherite monetarism and to fill the growing ideological vacuum
evident in Labour’s economic and industrial policy. Tribunites published articles
declaring their support for an alternative economic approach, and a number of Ttibune
MPs co-authored pamphlets with colleagues from the Labour Co-ordinating Committee

acknowledging that an alternative strategy provided an essential ‘framework for

transforming the way our economy works’.” As Tony Milward suggested,

“One of the results of the attention given by Tribune and by other sections of the
Labour movement is that it is now commonplace to speak of “the” Alternative
Economic Strategy, and this reflects a real consensus on the main lines of policy that
must be pursued if the economic crisis is to be resolved in the interest of working

people”.4

The AES sought to pursue four general and interdependent goals. First, economic
growth as the ‘sole means’ of achieving full employment, particularly through public
investment in key industrial sectors, education, health and other social services. Second,
the introduction of import controls on foreign trade to shelter the domestic economy
from ‘the workings of the international market and multinational companies’. Third, the
development of a new industrial strategy to regulate public and private investment
through compulsory planning agreements between managers, trade unions and
government. Fourth, the introduction of price conttols to limit monopoly power and to

control inflation. The AES was designed as a complete package and ‘taken individually

each of the policies would probably be unworkable’.’ The interdependency of the AES’s

? Tribune 12.09.80

3 Labour Co-ordinating Committee (1980), p.3
* Tribune 26.09.80; 19.03.82

> Tribune 26.09.80
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key policy instruments was what defined it as being truly alternative since ‘each element

of the strategy depends on the others - a boost to the economy through public

expenditure will achieve little without trade controls and industrial intervention’.’

The strategy was kept alive following Labour’s defeat n May 1979 because its most
ardent enthustasts continued to occupy important seats of power. Support was most
heavily concentrated in those areas of policy-making where the Labour Left enjoyed their
most significant leverage, especially within the National Executive Committee and its
nexus of economic and industtial sub-committees.’ Cruciaﬂy, some of the leading
Tribunites involved in the early formulation of the strategy in 1972-3 continued at the
centte of economic policy-making following Labour’s 1979 defeat, including Stuart
Holland, Judith Hart, Margaret Beckett, Michael Meacher and Eric Heffer. The Labour
Party’s own reseatch staff also gave vital official support for the strategy, and ensured
that many of its ptinciples were cartied forward into key policy documents in advance of
the 1983 election.” However, following the re-endotsement of the AES in Labour’s
Programme 1982, the influence of the Labour Left over economic policy began to wane.
John Golding replaced Tony Benn as chair of the important NEC Home Policy sub-
committee, responsible for the drafting of the 1982 Programme. But, in the short-term,
the gradual realignment away from the Left after 1982 made little substantive impact on
the Labour Party’s established economic commitments and its programme for the

forthcoming election.

Labour’s systematic support for the AES played a significant part in explanations for its
spectacular defeat in 1983. As Wickham-Jones suggested, the scale of defeat immediately
‘removed the possibility of the AES being implemented’.” Following the election, the
new leadership gradually disengaged from the AES’s underlying principles and, in reply,
some Tribunites began to consider less rigid forms of public ownetship. Tribune
reflected the wider debate occurring inside the Labour Party itself regarding new forms
of public ownership to replace the traditional yet out-dated Morrisonian model. As party

leaders re-evaluated their commitments towards nationalisation, much of the Tribune

¢ Labour Co-ordinating Committee (1980), p.4

’ for a discussion of the Left’s control over economic policy-making between 1979 and 1982 see Wickham-
Jones (1996), esp. p-167-8

® Labour Party (1982b)

? Wickham-Jones (1996), p.184
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soft-left openly considered the advantages of alternative approaches. In place of the
conventional model of public ownership, Trbunites advanced ideas for equuty stake-
holding and employee share ownership, and emphasised the important role in investment
which could be played by new ‘state-holding companies’ like the National Investment

Bank and the British Investment Board.

“The notion that we have to take over a whole industry...seems to me to be out of
date...We have in the past got too committed to the Morrisonian, centralised,
bureaucratic institution...we are looking at a multi-faceted approach to the extension of
public ownership, getting away from the rigid bureaucratic image and seeing public and
social ownership as a much more flexible and adventurous tool than it has been

10
before”.

Although much of the Labour Left were initially sceptical towards the party leadership’s
new thinking, Tribunites gradually borrowed the softer language used by leadets on
questions of public ownership. Tribune acknowledged that public ownership had become

much less of an immediate priority for future Labour governments. Peter Hain suggested

that

“[we] should start delivering things quickly in those areas where [we] can actually do so.
For example, it is crucial that the government goes for control of the economy...rather
than getting bogged down at the beginning in extending public ownetship which,

. , . !
although it must be done, will be more a medium-term objective”.

Tribune’s re-launch statement in September 1985 declared that ‘economic power must be

made publicly accountable through an extension of social ownership’.'” The following
month, Hugh Macpherson acknowledged that social ownership (particulatly employee
share ownership) could help to undermine Thatcherism as ‘an attractive instrument’ of

wider social transformation:

«...the Mortisonian model may not apply to all enterprises and may have exhausted its
usefulness in some parts of the economy...The radical response could be to take the
chimerical claim to its true logical conclusion and extend greatly not absentee share
ownetship but employee share ownership. . .Apatt from the intrinsic merit of the idea, it
has many tactical attractions since it challenges Thatcherism at a very vulnerable point,
and makes a form of nationalisation (by buying in the shares for the workforce)

, » 13
eminently presentable”.

" Tribune 08.11.85
" “T'ribune 26.09.85
"2 T'ribune 20.09.85
" Tribune 25.10.85
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Tribune’s support for social ownership symbolised the extent to which the soft-left had
begun to more easily coalesce with Labout’s parliamentary leadership. Shortly before the
1986 conference, at which the Smith-Blunkett social ownership proposals were endorsed,
Tribune indicated its support for a revision in policy. In September 1986, the newspaper
reprinted a document, previously published by the Labour Co-ordinating Committee, in
which it proposed an alternative ‘blueprint’ for a future Labour government that
Trbunites could readily ‘endorse’. Ttribune declared the importance of providing for ‘[an]
extension of social ownership with the government taking a stake — whether full or

partial ownership — in the major industrial and financial sectors of the economy in order

to invest in, restructure and modernise Britain’s industrial system’."

Tribune contended that Labour’s new proposals on industrial ownership might have the
desired effect of strategically ‘wrong-footing’ the Conservative government in the long-
term. In assessing the media impact of Labout’s proposals, Tribune revealed that some
centre-tight newspapers had been ‘unusually restrained’ in their critiques of social
ownership, and that the ‘discomfiture of the financial press exhibits how nicely the
proposals have combined electoral tactics and a long-term socialist economic strategy’.

As Macpherson concluded, Labour’s new thinking on industrial ownership displayed

both an ‘intrinsic merit’ and a ‘merchantable quality in electoral terms’."”

The response of Tribune to Labour’s defeat in 1987 was to quickly apportion blame on
party leaders for failing to adequately construct a ‘political and ideological basis of an
economic programme’.”® Although Tribunites endorsed the backbone of the social
ownership proposals, they felt that some of the Labour’s election commitments,
especially towards the partial re-nationalisation of British Telecom and other utlities,
were ‘il thought-out and governed solely by short-term considerations’. More
importantly, they contended that Labour’s economic policies lacked voter credibility, and
that the key objective for the Left was to acknowledge its responsibility by renewing ‘the
best elements of an alternative economic strategy’. Paul Thompson, chair of the LCC,

further observed that social ownership and the ideological acceptance of a mixed

" Tribune 12.09.86
' Tribune 12.09.86
' Tribune, 04.03.88
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economy were juxtaposed against Labout’s ‘paper commitment to public ownership’.

Thompson concluded that,

“...by recognising a genuine trole for private enterptise and markets, we could
enthusiastically push for a much expanded and differently run public sector. But we
have to make clear that we are in favour of a qualitatively different sort of mixed
economy, in which new forms of social ownership, control and planning would be

) 17
dominant™.

Nonetheless, by acknowledging the merits of social ownership, the mixed economy and a
‘genuine role’ for the private sector in the functioning of the economy, Tribune revealed
the vast policy distances it had travelled in just five years. No longer did the Tribunite
soft-left retain its ‘chimerical’ ideological adherence to the undetlying principles of the
AES, particularly to the ‘commanding heights’ of the British economy run by large
nationalised industries of the kind envisaged by past Labour governments and to the
‘isolationist’ instruments of import and credit controls. By displaying the capacity to
temper its thinking on a range of important economic and industrial questions, the soft-
left Tribune movement demonstrated its willingness to constructively engage in strategic
coalitions led by party leaders to refashion Labout’s policy commitments and to widen

the party’s electoral appeal.

$eokokokok

The Labour Left historically displayed particular antipathy towards the maintenance of an
independent British nuclear deterrent as part of the NATO alliance. Tribune regularly
declared the need for reductions in defence spending and the pursuit of non-nuclear
defence policies. In 1980, Geoffrey Sinclair confidently predicted that within four years
Labour’s stance towards unilateralism and its commitment to withdraw from the EEC
would become its most significant electoral ‘trump cards’.” Similatly, before the 1983
election, several leading Tribunites joined with other parliamentary colleagues to oppose
leadership plans to scale-down Labour’s manifesto commitments to unilateralism and the
closure of American air force bases in Britain. The most urgent goal for Tribunites was
to ensure that the sentiments of resolutions agreed at the 1982 conference were allowed

to go forward into the manifesto, ensuring that Labour pledged ‘an unequivocal,

" Ttibune 04.03.88
'8 Ttibune 10.10.80
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unambiguous commitment to unilateral nuclear disarmament’.” In the event, however,
Sinclair could not have been proved motre wrong. Labour’s critics heavily repudiated its
non-nuclear policy and, after the election, unilateral disarmament was quickly identified
as one of the most important explanations for Labour’s defeat. But these assessments of
Labour’s emergent unelectability did not extinguish Trbune’s enthusiasm for

unilateralism. As Gavin Strang proposed in October 1983,

“The Labour Party must undertake an extensive campaign of political education to
repudiate the allegation that the unilateral renunciation of nuclear weapons would leave
Britain defenceless. Labour must also develop a non-nuclear policy which will

demonstrate to the electorate that we have a positive strategy to achieve our declared

. : 2> 20
goal — a defence system which does not rely on the possession of nuclear weapons”.

The new leadership team under Kinnock and Hattersley began to reconsider Labout’s
existing defence policy, a process that culminated in the publication of Defence and Security
for Britain in 1984. The Tribune Left remained deeply sceptical as to the gradual shift in
thinking on defence at the party-level. Tribune concluded that any savings from the
cancellation of nuclear programmes by a future Labour government would be ‘eaten up’
by commitments to increase the funding of conventional armed forces. Mark Crail
predicted that this policy would have the effect of leaving Britain’s defence spending
well above that of its European allies’.” In teply, Tribune reasserted the primacy of
Labour’s defence commitments as espoused in the party’s 1983 manifesto, calling for ‘a
non-nuclear defence policy with the cancellation of Trident, the ejection of Cruise
missiles, closure of American bases, and de-commissioning of Polatis’.” Even at the
height of the Policy Review in 1988-9, Tribune continued to advocate the importance of
retaining unilateralist approaches to nuclear defence. Jos Gallacher identified in
November 1988 that there were a number of reasons to oppose the leadership’s policy
shift by endorsing the existence of ‘a pragmatic case for sticking with the present non-
nuclear defence policy’. Drawing on survey evidence gathered shortly after the 1987
defeat, Gallacher reported that only 7% of non-Labour voters cited defence policy as
their main reason for not supporting Labour. Moreover, the issue of American bases had

become mote significant over time, especially following the bombing of Tripoli on 15"

? composite motion on unilateralism agreed by 4,927,000 to 1,975,000 votes; see LPACR (1982), pp.117-9,
136; Tribune 11.02.83

2 Tribune 21.10.83
2! Tribune 04.10.85
2 Tribune 12.09.86
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Apnl 1986. The effect was to consolidate a shift in electoral support for unilateralism,

tising from 19% in 1983 to 28% by 1986.” Policy reversals on defence and unilateralism,
Gallacher suggested, ‘will not significantly boost Labout’s vote’ in the long-term and,
hence, the Tribune Left should support a campaign for the retention of ‘the present

policy of a non-nuclear Britain within NATO’.*

The first apparent change 1n Tribune’s stance towards defence policy occurred in January
1989 when the Tribune Group of Labour MPs discussed a paper written by ex-CND
chair, Joan Ruddock. This paper was later forwarded as a Tribune submission to the
NEC’s policy review group on defence and foreign affairs. When Tribune members
considered the Ruddock paper they requested the inclusion of a ‘multilateral option’,
whereby British nuclear weapons would be removed through ‘negotiated agreements’
either as part of futute arms reduction talks or through bilateral negotiations with the
Soviet government.25 This setved as a particularly significant departure. For the first time,
the Tribune movement indicated that it was prepared to reinforce policy shifts at the
party-level by considering multilateralism to replace those perceivably outdated

commitments to unilateral nuclear disarmament.

*okokok kK

The ranks of Tribune and the soft-left reinforced the broad opposition shown by much
of the Labour Left towards questions of closer European political and economic
integration. The Euro-scepticism of the Left originated, in part, through fears that
further political integration would undermine the democratic accountability of national
patliaments and elected politicians. Economic integration would also restrict future
Labour governments from pursuing the principal objectives of an alternative economic

strategy. As Bartie Sherman concluded,

“We will need to leave the EEC as quickly as is practicable, as the [alternative economic]
strategy is neither compatible with the Treaty of Rome or subsequent laws and nor is it

? Labour Party (1988b) - 10% of ex-Labour voters cited defence policy as their main reason for not voting
Labour in 1987; see also Heath, Jowell and Curtice (1991)

» Tribune 11.11.88
5 Tribune 27.01.89
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possible to work within the framewotk of the Common Agricultural Policy and other
high cost barriers”.”

The emergence of mass unemployment and high inflation during the 1970s and early-
1980s suggested to Tribunites that economic recovery could not be achieved while the
UK remamed part of the EEC. To combat inflation and balance of trade deficits,
Tribune sought to impose mmport controls to regulate the domestic economy,
irrespective that the pursuit of such policies would render a future Labour government in
direct contravention with the Treaty of Rome (1957). John Silkin claimed that the
protection of key sectoral industries like shipbuilding, steel, coal and textiles demanded
government controls over imports, acknowledging that such a policy ‘tuns counter to the
rules of the Common Market’.” Bryan Gould postulated 2 number of important themes

underpinning Tribune’s Euro-scepticism:

“What, for example, are we to do about the enormous trade gap in manufactured goods
which has opened up between outselves and the Original Six over the past eight years?
What about the outflow of desperately needed investment? What about the destruction
of the British fishing industry? What about our inability to defend ourselves in economic
terms because the weapons we might use...[are] outside the terms of EEC-agreed
arrangements? We must expose...the real damage which EEC membership has

. 1,28
inflicted...”

Tribune readily identified with Labour’s policy of withdrawal from Europe, first agreed at
the 1980 party conference by a majority of more than 3 million votes. As one Tribune
editorial observed, ‘every moment Britain remained in the EEC made it more difficult
for Labour to build the sort of society that the Labour movement wanted’.” Gould
reiterated that EEC membership ‘exploits out current loss of national self-confidence’.
Labour’s should present a strong and positive case for withdrawal on the grounds that, in
the longet-term, it would result in the ‘opening not the closing of doors’ to international
trade.”® The structural inefficiencies of Europe’s Common Agricultural Policy further
cemented Tribune’s opposition to further integration. In criticising the Conservatives’

decision not to pursue reform of the CAP in 1981-2, Tribune suggested that British voters

% Tribune 19.03.82
7 Tribune 29.02.80
2 Tribune 23.05.80
2 Tribune 03.10.80
3 Tribune 24.10.80
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paid higher prices and taxes to support an ‘absurd and discredited system’.” Jack Straw

concluded that

“...the European Community would not permit us to take the measures necessary to
restore our economic health, would not gtve us that temporary respite from the rigours
of international competition. That convinces us of the need for disengagement from the

. : 32
Community as it presently operates”.

The Labour Left was temarkably successful m influencing Labout’s policy towards
withdrawal after 1980, but some Trbunites became concerned that party leaders had
softened their stance. Michael Foot implied during a Tribune interview that Labour policy
rested only on an ‘obligation to discuss [withdrawal] with our socialist partners in
Europe’.” As the 1983 election neared, Tribune sought reassurances that a future
government would make an eatly decision on withdrawal. Austin Mitchell complained
that the manifesto blandly sought ‘negotiated’ withdrawal during ‘the lifetime of a Labour
government’. Mitchell further suggested that the European question had become ‘like

divorce — the quicker the better’ for all parties involved.”

After Labour’s defeat in 1983, Tribunites began to disengage from past commitments
towards withdrawal. At the post-election conference, the new leadership team suggested
that Labour should ‘retain the option of withdrawal’ rather than pledging out-right that a
future government would instantly halt further integration.” The extent of unity with
party leaders on the European question was evident in the re-launch issue of Tribune
published in September 1985. The editorial board echoed much of the leadership’s 1983
interim statement on Europe by repeating that ‘Britain must retain the option of
withdrawal from the EEC’. Nigel Williamson’s interview with Kinnock showed that

there was some degree of harmony between the Tribunite soft-left and party leaders:

“Williamson: Moving on to the EEC, is it now your view that we cannot go into an
election with a policy of straight withdrawal?

Kinnock: I don’t think we would convince anyone if we did. There is great antagonism
to the Common Market for good reasons which I share. But that antagonism does

* Tribune 13.02.81

*2 Tribune 13.11.81

» Tribune 12.02.82 — authot’s emphasis
* Tribune 08.04.83

% | abour Party (1983a)
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plainly not reflect itself at the ballot box. That is why I think that the current party policy

: . . _ . 5,36
of regarding withdrawal as a last option is a much more convincing policy”.

Following the re-launch, attention shifted away from the question of European
integration. In September 1986, Tribune endotsed a detailed policy document published
by the Labour Co-ordinating Committee which suggested key themes for Labout’s next
election manifesto. The document ignored the issue of European integration, and
confined 1ts European poliéy to the rather narrow commitment to extend ‘nuclear-free

. 37
zones’ across the continent.

After the 1987 general election, Tribune’s ambivalence rapidly ceded to an emergent
enthusiasm for closer European co-operation and, in this respect, Tribune appeared to
mirror the moderation of policy at the party-level. Although Labour’s policy shift on
Futope was heavily influenced by renewed Euro-scepticism inside the Conservative
government, Tribune recognised that the new realities of globalisation implied that ‘only
by acting as part of Europe can Britain have any influence over the world order’. The
soft-left prioritised the improvement of democratic accountability by European

institutions to their national electorates. As Frances Morrell concluded,

“The economic unification of Westetn Europe is taking place without the parallel
development of the means of political management. .. market forces should be subject to
democratic control and that through the ballot box ordinary people can exert some

. . ) 38
control over their environment and lives”.

As Labour began to engage in mote ‘constructive’ European policies, some Tribunites
emphasised the importance of co-operation with other European socialist parties ‘to
challenge the power of multinational capital’ by making the Commission’s single market
project as politically and economically accountable as possible. Jos Gallacher poignantly
argued in an article which pictured a waving Gorbachev above the caption ‘Farewell Cold
War’, that the Left needed to ‘abandon the myth of socialism in one country’. In place of
Atlanticist conceptions of integration, Gallacher stressed the need for ‘our own vision of
Europe beyond the superpower blocs’. Gallacher posited that the theoretical dilemma for

anti-Europeans was ‘how the nation state can independently sustain a health economy

3 Tribune 20.09.85
3 Tribune 12.09.86
38 Tribune 21.10.88
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while challenging the privileges of capital’” Bryan Gould contended that the European
single market would reduce the power of nation states and, therefore, the challenge for
future Labour governments was how to ‘ingeniously’ work with European institutions to
oppose forms of supra-national legislation that wete itreconcilable with Labour’s

economic and social objectives:

“It is the Labour Party’s task to identify those issues on which we should be making
common cause with our European partners, without losing sight of the fact that our
fundamental purpose is to ensure that market forces serve rather than damage the

. . 40
interests of ordinary people”.

The collapse of communism in Eastern Europe, the end of the Cold War, and significant
swings to Labour in the 1989 Eutopean elections, suggested to the soft-left that there

were a number of positive effects of closer European integration. As Macpherson

suggested, British voters understood that ‘coming out of Europe was unworkable’."

Tribune responded to the NEC’s statement on Europe, published in December 1990, by
claiming that it ‘should have been bolder’ in its pro-European stance. Only by working
within confederations of European socialist parties could Labour ensure that Europe was

governed by ‘those who are selected and accountable’.

“Thete are no votes in isolationism any mote, nothing to be gained from clinging to the
old notions of sovereignty...Why should Labour not advocate that as soon as possible,
economic and monetary union should be followed by political union, by a federal
state?...A European state will be with us sooner than we think. Do we really intend to

play a leading part in the new post-cold war Europe?”42

International currency speculation after the 1992 election induced a2 momentaty re-
opening of Tribunite debate on European policy. The repercussions of Black Wednesday
and the collapse of the European exchange rate mechanism in September 1992 suggested
to soft-leftists that European socialists could only provide full employment, high growth,
environmental protection and social rights by open and transparent decision-making at
the supra-national level. Gould concluded that Black Wednesday enabled the Left ‘to

celebrate a great vindication of our views’, and provided powerful instruments in the on-

* Tribune 09.12.88
* Tribune 03.03.89
! Tribune 25.05.90
* Tribune 14.12.90
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going debate surrounding the ratification of the Maastricht Treaty on European Union."”
The sterling crisis also undetmined arguments for economic union, since a ‘monetary
policy decided by the Bundesbank in German interests’ would not ‘automatically be

appropriate to the needs of very different economies’ elsewhere.” Peter Hain suggested

that

“The democratic-socialist agenda should be pro-European. Britain’s future lies in the
EC. But the Left must promote policies geared to full employment, growth, high welfare
provision and democratic accountability: Labour must vote against Majot’s Maastricht
Bill. Apart from excluding the treaty’s social chapter, it enforces a monetarist economic

45
framework™.

Labour leaders did not share his view. Gordon Brown asserted that the sterling crisis
reinforced ‘the case for greater co-operation on employment and industrial measures
rather than for less’.* However, the resurgence of division between Tribune and the
Labour front-bench was masked by the leadership’s decision to vote against Maastricht,
albeit as a patliamentary tactic to ‘flush out the real extent of Tory back-bench rebellion’
rather than reflecting an ideological opposition to political and economic union.”” The
deepest divisions were confined to the ranks of the European patliamentary party.
Following the decision of the Westminster Tribune Group to endorse an anti-Maastticht
pamphlet written by four leading Tribune MPs, the Tribune MEPs in Brussels agreed to
suspend their membership of the Group.” After the heat of the Maastricht ratification
ctisis had passed, Tribune’s policy of constructive engagement was reasserted. Tribune
continued to acknowledge that Btitain’s economic and political future lay with Europe.
The challenge for the soft-left was how best to ensure that British intetests (and those of
future Labour governments) were served in an enlarged European Union run by
democratically accountable institutions, furthering policies for the improvement of living

and working conditions of ordinary people.

* Tribune 25.09.92
* Tribune 18.12.92
* Tribune 25.09.92
* Tribune 25.09.92

Y7 Tribune 30.10.92
* “The Left in Europe’ was co-authored by Roger Berry, Derek Fatchett, Peter Hain and George Howarth;
see Tribune 18.09.92
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In these three key areas of policy, therefore, the soft-left Tribune movement responded
significantly and comprehensively to the moderation of policy occurring at the party-level
by re-shaping its own programmatic commitments. In several respects, the soft-left
visibly mirrored policy developments speatheaded by Kinnock and his front-bench team.
Tribune departed from the traditional orthodoxy surrounding nationalisation and public
ownetship by appreciating the significance of market forces and the importance of looser
forms of soctal ownership. Tribune also acknowledged that defence and security policy
need not be framed exclusively in terms of unilateralist options, and that Britain could
wotk multilaterally with its allies to achieve global disarmament. Similarly, Tribune
embraced Labour’s more constructive pro-European agenda and, despite a temporary
resurgence of anti-European sentiment following the climactic events of 1992-3,
abandoned withdrawal in favour of continued partnership. These group-level shifts in
thinking may explain why Tribune and the soft-left became so significant to party leaders

in reinforcing Labour’s systematic long-term review of policy.
The Campaign Group: the hard-left and policy transformation

The (Socialist) Campaign Group of Labour MPs has also avoided regular publication of
clearly-delineated 1deological statements, and has tended to couch their policy options in
a language suitable enough to avoid accusation of organised factional disloyalty to the
electoral interests of the Labour Party. The Campaign Group has not regularly published
pamphlets or briefing documents suggestive of sweeping policy differentiation between
itself and party leaders and, similar to Trbune, the most thorough expositions of
Campaign Group thinking are provided by the Group’s own newspaper, Campaign Group
News, published monthly since March 1986.

At first inspection, it appeats as if the ideological and programmatic priorities of the
Campaign Group of the late-1990s have changed remarkably little since its foundation in
December 1982. These assessments are also teinforced by media stereotypes of the
‘hard-left’, especially given the remarkable continuity of Campaign Group membership
among leading left-wingers like Tony Benn, Dennis Skinner, Jeremy Cotbyn, Diane
Abbott and Ken Livingstone. The Group has maintained a variety of radical policy
positions long abandoned by Labour’s front-bench. These have included particular

commitments to extensive public ownership, exchange and import controls, nuclear
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disarmament, reductions in defence spending, trade union rights, the protection of
internal party democracy, and the maintenance of high levels of government spending in

the public-sector. Much of this ‘manifesto’ was highlighted by Benn 1n 1986:

“...we must demand work for all, good homes, lifelong education, a free health service,
and dignity for those who have retited, and be sure that neither the EEC nor the IMF
are allowed to prevent us from achieving these objectives...the re-establishment of trade
unionism  free from government control...a major extension of common
ownership...an end to discrimination against women, black people and gays, and
minority groups...we must get Britain out of Ireland, all American forces out of Britain,
secure substantial cuts in the arms budget, and a real UN peace policy outside

NATO...”™

However, the Campaign Group was like other factional groups of the Left given that it
experienced a range of ideological pressures on its agenda, requiring it to adapt and
amend its programme. In some of ateas of policy, the Campaign Group disengaged from
past commitments, but in other ateas the Group merely re-radicalised its platform and

used wider political events to justify the adoption of a significantly divergent agenda.

One of the most commonly revisited policy themes of the Labour Left has mvolved the
question of common ownership ‘of the means of production, distribution and exchange’.
As Vladimir Derer suggested to supportets of the Campaign Group, for the Left to re-
establish itself it must concentrate on two key themes — grassroots party democracy and
the long-held commitment of socialists to the extension of public ownership. Derer
contended that ‘without such an extension into every crucial sector of the economy’
there could ‘be no planned expansion’.” The Campaign Group viewed common
ownership as an integral part of the Alternative Economic Strategy. As the soft-left
increasingly distanced itself from the strict provisions of the AES after the 1983 defeat,
the Campaign Group reasserted the centrality of public ownership as a key pillar of
Labour’s economic and industrial programme. Robin Laney implied that ‘only public

ownership of the banks, financial institutions and main manufacturing companies will

allow a Labour government to run the economy according to the party’s priorities.” In

defending the established modes of common ownership, the Group urged party activists

¥ Campaign Group News (CGN) 09.86
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to endorse a number of model conference resolutions that reinforced established AES

thinking:

“Conference believes that the top ptiorities of the next Labour government must be 2
return to full employment, high economic growth and the re-industrialisation of Britain.
To achieve these goals, the next Labour government will need to draw up a plan for
national and local economic development which brings together unused resources and
unmet needs. Conference considets that for such a plan to succeed it will be necessary
to take into public ownership at least one majot company in each of the 25 sectors of
the economy, under genuinely accountable democratic management and control...the
next Labour government should also consider taking major financial institutions into

: . . : : 52
public ownership to direct investment effectively”.”

The Campaign Group remained vociferously opposed to the Policy Review process,
especially the growing acceptance by party leaders of the role of the market and private
capital, and the proposals for social ownership to replace traditional modes of
nationalisation. In the short-term, the Group reiterated support for the nationalisation of
the leading 25 manufacturing companies and financial institutions, observing that ‘social
ownership seems to have passed unnoticed by the electorate’ and, therefore, ‘lacks
credibility’ as an alternative framework of industrial ownership.” The Campaign Group
concluded that the Policy Review destroyed ‘the principle of a planned economy ‘in
favour of accommodation of the market”. Motreover, it suggested that some of
alternatives to nationalisation, like public interest companies, were used ‘as a cover for

abandoning public ownership rather than taking powers over the private sector’.”

As the Policy Review gathered pace, the question of public ownership slowly lost its
primacy at the forefront of the Campaign Group’s economic agenda. For example, after
1989, the Group abandoned commitments to nationalise the ‘commanding heights’ of
the economy through public ownership of at least one company in each of the twenty-
five industtial sectors of the economy. This departure, perhaps ironically, comncided with
the group’s re-branding as the ‘Socialist Campaign Group of Labour MPs’. In place of
public ownership, the Campaign Group’s economic agenda concentrated on exchange
controls, progressive taxation, reductions in military spending, and inflation-indexing of

public expenditure as more immediate and effective measures to stimulate economic

2 CGN 09.86
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growth, investment and full employment.” Although the Group did not completely
abandon common ownership, it was evident that it no longer sought the sweeping
programme of nationalisation once typical of its programme. Instead of a broad
programme of nationalisation in keeping with the traditional orthodoxy of the AES, the
Campaign Group targeted only those key public utilities privatised by the Conservative
government after 1983. The Campaign Group aimed to establish ‘a new core of publicly-
owned companies’, and further acknowledged the important question of shareholder

compensation was that it ‘need not put any significant burden on the Exchequer if 1t is

paid in the form of long-term government secutities’.”

However, the narrowing of Campaign Group policy towards public ownership was a
function of broader trends of disengagement from the alternative economic philosophy
of the Labour Left. The traditional shibboleths of nationalised industries and the planned

economy were downgraded in favour of other interventionist devices:

“The challenge for Labour is...to convince the electorate that we have a viable
[economic] alternative...This requires, first that interest rates and the exchange rate are
set at levels which favour economic growth...second, economic growth will not be
sustainable...without qualitatively raising the level of investment...third, the resources
tequited to raise investment and meet social provision should come from cutting
military spending and transferring the burden of taxation back on to those who
benefited from the Toties tax cuts for the rich...fourth, a Labour government will need
to put in place a system of incentives and exchange controls to focus capital investment

. : 57
on the domestic productive economy”.

The arrival of Blair’s New Labour revived the question of public ownership, albeit
temporarily. Following Blair’s assurances at the 1994 conference to replace Clause 4 with
a more ‘modern’ statement of aims and values, the Group launched its ‘Defend Clause 4’
campaign to appeal directly to Labour’s grassroots membetship to retain the symbolic
constitutional commitment to common ownership. By criticising the leadetship’s
acquiescence towards the retention of privately-owned public "utilities, much of the
campaign focused on tising consumer prices against a visible backdrop of sharp increases
in utility share value and in the salaries of their top directors and managers. Ken
Livingstone asserted that ‘the case for public ownership of the utilities rests not on some

article of faith’ but on a clear understanding that renationalisation was the only means by

* Socialist Campaign Group News (SCGN) 11.89
* SCGN 1091
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which the utilities could ‘serve the interests of society as a whole rather than merely their

shareholders and directors’.” Othets associated the retention of Clause 4 with Labour’s
commitment to defend the working-classes through the redistribution of wealth. Diane
Abbott suggested that Clause 4 put forward ‘a class-based analysis of society’ which
committed Labour to redistribution by offeting ‘an implicit critique of the free market’.
After fifteen years of Conservative administration, Abbott suggested that ‘now more
than ever, the Labour Party needs to commit itself to the values of public ownership and

the redistribution of wealth’.”

Following the successful revision of Clause 4 in 1995, the Group returned to rather bland

statements of support in the return of the major public utilities to public ownership.” It
neither indicated the number of companies it wished to see renationalised, nor did it
outline the means by which a framework of publicly-owned enterprises would be
incorporated into government economic planning. Rather misleadingly, however, the
Campaign Group borrowed the softer language characteristic of the Policy Review to

conceal its lack of policy shift. Jim Mortimer suggested that,

“The social ownership of the utilities including gas, electricity, coal, nuclear power, watet, public
transport including railways, telecommunications, and a stake in oil extraction, together with the
existing public ownership of the postal service would provide a powetful lever for the
stimulation of investment and hence for employment...compensation could be paid in the form
of bonds to provide an annual rate of return which would be competitive for pension funds and

L ) ,, 61
other institutional investments”.

Although the Campaign Group clearly narrowed its public ownership policy, it continued
to advance the principle of returning the essential utilities to nationalised state
management. To this end, therefore, the Group remained significantly at-odds with New
Labour thinking, and further cemented an ideological distinction from those soft-left
Tribunites who more readily accepted social ownership and the mixed economy. Rather
than responding to party-level ideological transformation by moderating its own
commitments, the Group simply re-focused it sights and, relative at least to Tribune, did
so long after others had effectively abandoned tenationalisation altogether. The

Campaign Group neither departed from public ownership as a fundamental ideological

** SCGN 02.95
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tenet, nor could it acknowledge that private capital could play constructive roles in the
functioning of a modern, internationally competitive economy. In this respect, the
Campaign Group’s response to party-level transformation was simply to circumscribe its

programme.

oKk okok

Like other sections of the Labour Left, the Campaign Group showed consistent support
for non-nuclear defence policies based on unilateral disarmament and the reduction of
government military spending to finance its economic priotities. As Gavin Strang
revealed, the Campaign Group’s defence policy reiterated the ideological sentiments of

Labour’s 1983 manifesto:

“We must advocate boldly our commitments to transform this country’s military
strategy from one based on the use or threatened use of nuclear weapons to a credible
non-nuclear defence capability and to decisively reduce military spending. That means
that the next Labour government will unilaterally cancel Trident, decommission Polaris,
abolish all other British nuclear weapons [and] remove all US weapons and nuclear bases
from British territory. An historic reduction in the level of military spending is crucial if
the Labour government is to successfully implement its employment, industrial and

. ., 62
social policies”.

The Campaign Group strongly criticised the shift in patty policy towards multilateralism
and proposals to transfer defence spending towards conventional defence. ® By opposing
the party’s revised defence programme, the Campaign Group complained that party
leaders had effectively rejected ‘the idea of reduction of the burden of military spending
[and] any policies not accepted by an American dominated NATO’." Bob Clay suggested

that ‘the issue of unilateral nuclear disarmament summarises everything which 1s wrong

with the policy review’.”

Events on the international stage, notably East-West rapprochement, undermined the
Campaign Group’s commitment to unilateralism. The Group was initially successful in
mobilising grasstoots support for the re-endorsement of unilateralism, particularly at the

1988 party conference. But the disintegration of communist regimes in Eastern Europe
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after 1989 slowly dissolved popular enthusiasm for disarmament as the issue itself

disappeared from the political agenda.”

The Campaign Group suggested that Labour would not necessarly be ‘any more

electable because it abandons unilateralism’, yet its non-nuclear policy was gradually

removed from its programme.” In 1991, the Group completely excised unilateralism as a

stated policy objective in its model conference tesolutions, as it switched to a new

emphasis on the reduction of British military spending to European averages.” Whereas

the Campaign Group continued to support the cancellation of Trident after the 1992

election, it remained quiescent on issues such as the retention of Polaris and the enduring

presence of American forces on British soil. More importantly, the Campaign Group

appeared to tacitly endorse multilateralism by emphasising the need for a long standing

commitment to a non-nuclear defence policy as part of the process of nuclear
> 69

disarmament wotld-wide’.” By 1994, the nuclear issue disappeared altogether, and the

Group confined the parameters of its security programme exclusively to commitments to

.7
reduce overall government defence spending. 0

The hard-left’s anti-militarism was particulatly evident in its opposition to the
involvement of British troops in conflicts abroad. During the 1991 Gulf War, the
Campaign Group played an important role in establishing the ‘Commuittee to Stop War in
the Gulf which was designed to build grassroots support for an international cease-fire.
The Group also publicly diverged from the bi-partisan consensus in criticising the
government’s decision to send British troops as part of an international contingent to
reclaim occupied Kuwait and to protect Kurdish civilians from Iraqi genocide.” In 1993,
the Group declared its public opposition to the despatch of British peacekeeping troops

to the Balkans following the outbreak of civil war in the former Yugoslavia.72

% A resolution in suppott of unilateralism was approved at the 1988 party conference by 3,715,000 votes to
2,470,000 votes; CGN 11.88; LPACR (1988), p.140
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The abandonment of unilateralism by the Campaign Group was a product of changing
international events, rather than a response to patty-level policy shifts towards
multilateralism. In an increasingly interdependent world, unilateralism could not be
sustained. Nor was it strategically necessary given the dissipation of superpower conflict
at the end of the Cold War. But, by retaining an anti-militaristic foreign policy alongside
commitments to teduce government defence spending, the hard-left showed that it
rejected much of the underlying philosophy of defence policy at the party-level. As with
its stance towards public ownership, the Campaign Group showed a propensity simply to
delimit its programme and, consequently, it remained significantly at-odds with the

Labour front-bench on such issues.

*okokokok

The Campaign Group also rekindled the ideological antipathy shown by the Labour Left
in the 1970s towards questions of further European integration, especially the restrictions
which Community membership imposed on the ability of future Labour governments to
putsue alternative economic priotities. Although the hard-left rarely delivered explicit
statements in favour of withdrawal after Labout’s 1983 defeat, its approach was clearly
designed to resist further transfers of power to European mstitutions, notably in the field
of economic policy-making. The logic of its European policy would either have resulted
in Britain’s eventual withdrawal from the Community, or it would have caused
insurmountable divisions between Britain and its continental partners. Les Huckfield
suggested that futute Labour governments should repeal those clauses of the European
Communities Act (1973) which pre-determined the supremacy of European
jurisprudence over national law. This would enable the pursuit of Labout’s alternative

economic strategy, especially by enabling government ‘to introduce controls on the
export of capital and tax incentives to keep investment in this country’.” Bob Cryer

concluded that

“The Campaign Group...does not believe that the issue of withdrawal 1s ‘dead and
buried’...We shall keep to party conference decisions, believing that any future Labour
government will have to withdraw from the Common Market in order to catry out its
programme of economic revival of the UK economy...the free movement of capital

[cannot] provide a basis for socialist advance in Europe”.

" CGN 04.86
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The Campaign Group was an ardent opponent of the Policy Review’s shift in European
policy, and the hard-left continued to stress the importance of repealing key clauses of

Britain’s accession treaty to ‘tegain economic powers’ and to maintain ‘the option of

withdrawal in the last resort’.” Eric Deakins contended that British membership of the
Community had been an ‘economic disastet’. An extension of integration would prevent
Labour governments from pursuing key economic goals and would require additional
transfers of legislative competence to unaccountable European institutions. Further
integration mught also harm the developing world through regional protectionism
(‘fortress Europe’) and the ineffective operation of the Community’s systems of

agricultural price-support.”

The rejuvenation of the European project following the ‘sclerosis’ of the mid-1980s was
powerfully symbolised by the signing of the Single European Act in 1987 and the
endorsement of the Commission’s programme for the creation of a Furopean single
matket by December 1992. These initiatives provided the hard-left with a number of
different areas of concern, typically focused around the implied removal of Bntish
economic and political sovereignty. In 1989, the Group turned its attention towards an
apparent European consensus regarding the merits of economic union between the
Member States and the important preparatory role of ERM membership. The Campaign
Group suggested that a currency union would be an economic ‘diversion’, undermining
‘any prospect of a British Labour government running the economy precisely because it
would remove its ability to control vital features of economic policy’.” The decision by
the Conservative government to enter the ERM in October 1990 was heavily criticised
by the hard-left, most of whom regarded the price at which sterling entered the system
(DM 2.95) as far too inflated. Ken Livingstone suggested in January 1991 that ERM
membership stimulated interest rate growth and further extended Britain’s economic
recession. Livingstone’s solution involved the reduction of interest rates and the

devaluation of sterling ‘to boost exports and therefore increase demand in the

economy’.”” Both strategies militated against the long-term fixing of currencies, the

pursuit of which would have involved Britain’s suspension from the ERM. But, as Brian
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Bowles asserted, to endorse economic and monetary union ‘is simply to support Britain

becoming a permanent centre of mass unemployment and low living standards — it is a

deadly trap for the labour movement’.”

The Campaign Group responded to the signing of the Maastricht Treaty in December
1991 by attempting to build popular supportt for a refetendum to determine whether the
Treaty should be ratified into domestic law. Dennis Skinner concluded that ‘whatever the
differences on the Common Market it makes sense to consult the British people before

massively transferring the powet to determine this country’s economic policy from

London to Brussels’." Although this strategy ultimately failed — largely because the
Conservative government rejected all suggestion of a plebiscite — the hard-left spent
much of 1992 trying to convince the Labout front-bench to vote against ratification. This
prompted seemingly wild predictions as to the future of Europe under the Treaty. Diane
Abbott suggested that the ERM and Maastricht encouraged ‘soaring unemployment,
weakened trade unions, racism and the rise of the fascists’.” Others acknowledged the
strategic importance of opposing ratification by exploiting Euro-scepticism and dissent
mnside the Conservative government. Livingstone concluded that the Maastricht vote
would be Labour’s ‘best chance to defeat the Tories’. Moreover, the Group contended
that the Treaty and its undetlying economic criteria represented the pre-eminence of
monetarism and an international political assault on national sovereignty in the economic

arena:

“Maastricht contains the most savage attack on welfare spending in Europe since the
Second World War...It is a monetarist treaty. Everything — employment, living
standards and social provisions — is subordinate to price stability. And, because the
results of this will be profoundly unpopular, economic policy is to be taken out of the
hands of elected governments...We did not struggle for democracy for 200 years only to
voluntarily hand it over to a gang of central bankers whose economic objectives have

nothing in common with the people who elected us”.82

The eventual ratification of the Treaty did not dissipate the Campaign Group’s hostility
towards Maastricht. Diane Abbott noted that the Treaty created new forms of European

citizenship that systematically failed to address the peculiarities of Commonwealth
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subjects resident in Britain without full nationality.” The anti-Maastricht campaign was
even supported by Bryan Gould, a political figure not traditionally associated with the
‘hard-left’. Gould reinforced the Group’s concern regarding the democratic
accountability of independent central banks, and suggested that ‘what is worrying about

the Maastricht Treaty 1s that it provides a blueprint for a Eutrope in which the debate

about economic policy is irreversibly settled in favour of the [central] bankers’” The
Group also continued to emphasise the monetarist nature of the Treaty. Michael Hindley
contended that rather than reducing inflation to within one percent of the best European
performer the Treaty should pledge to reduce unemployment, and ‘instead of cutting
deficit spending to three percent we could encourage investment in jobs and
manufacturing’.” The Campaign Group complained that the Maastricht criteria for
monetary union necessitated budgetary cuts and fiscal rectitude on the part of
participating economies. The Group drew particular lessons from the experiences of

those countries alteady committed to monetary union by 1999. Roger Berry concluded

that

“Recent public spending cuts to achieve the Maastricht criteria — most notably but not
exclusively in France — demonstrate that the current road to a single European currency

: . o : 86
is a tecipe for even more unemployment, social division and poverty in Europe”.

In 1996, the Campaign Group forwarded model conference resolutions rejecting
monetary union for the foreseeable future, and two months later the Group further

cemented this position by publicly declaring its opposition to the undetlying principles of

the entire Maastricht Treaty.87

On the question of Europe, therefore, the Campaign Group made little substantive
change in thinking in reaction to party-level policy shifts. It also maintained an
ideological distinctiveness from the Tribune soft-left to the extent that it refused to
acknowledge the imperatives of constructive engagement with European allies. Although
there were a number of similarities between the positions of Tribune and the Campaign

Group on Maastricht, the fervency and continuity of the hard-left’s opposition to
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Europe highlighted that the Campaign Group maintained rather ‘solationist’ anti-
European sentiments. As in other areas of policy, the Group downgraded those
ideological precepts which were no longer electorally credible or sustainable, while
simultaneously advancing a series of radical initiatives elsewhete which sustained marked

ideological distances between the hatrd-left, the soft-left and party élites.

The Campaign Group also maintained distinctive ideological platforms regarding other
questions of social policy. For example, the hard-left opposed party leaders by
consistently endorsing the need for autonomous sections 1n party structures to correct
the under-representation of women and members from ethnic communities.” This policy
was further extended to the parliamentaty arena. In 1989, the Campaign Group declared
that it would campaign for all-women shortlists to ensure that the parliamentary party
contained at least 40% women within ten years. In 1996, the Group advanced a policy of
gender parity by 2005.” Similarly, in 1993, the Group announced that it sought the

introduction of all-black shortlists in those constituencies where ethnic populations

comptised more than 15% of the local electorate.”

The rise of the European far-right following the collapse of communist regimes in
Eastern Europe encouraged the Campaign Group to mount regular campaigns against
racism and race-related crimes. The hard-left was particulatly concerned at the success of
the neo-fascist British National Party in Tower Hamlets in the 1993 local elections, and
by the ‘institutionalised racism’ shown by the Metropolitan Police in its investigation of
the murder of black teenager Stephen Lawrence shortly thereafter.”” The Group
published lengthy articles denouncing the far-right, and pledged its support for popular
direct-action movements like Anti-Racist Action and the TUC’s anti-racism campaign.”

The hatd-left also opposed Consetvative immigration and asylum legislation, and sought

to commit a future Labour government to their immediate repeal.93
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On Northern Ireland, the Campaign Group regularly asserted the importance of the

withdrawal of British troops and publicly championed the campaigns to free convicted

terrotists on appeal, notably the Birmingham Six.” The hard-left in Parliament also
systematically opposed the annual renewal of the Prevention of Terrorism Act (1974).
But the growing bi-partisan consensus on Ireland, evident at Westminster in the eatly-
1990s, led to a moderation of the Campaign Group’s stance on the Irish question.
Although the Group continued to publicly support the reunification of Ireland, at least
until 1993, the establishment of formal peace talks effected a softening of its stated
policy. As Benn declared by reiterating Churchill’s famous maxim, ‘the only alternative to
war, war 1s jaw, jaw’ and ‘only out of discussion will a solution be found’.” By 1995, the
Group excised all references to the withdrawal of troops, although it maintained an
ideological distinctiveness from the front-bench by emphasising the need alter the
sttuctures of local policing, create all-Ireland institutional bodies and support the
regeneration of the region through economic intervention.” This agenda would not be

realised until the signing of the Good Friday Agreement in 1998.

Militant: the extreme-left and policy transformation

The Militant Tendency became the most successful of the Trotskyite revolutionary-
socialist groups to penetrate the grassroots membership of the Labour Party and trade
union movement. As a distinct faction, the Militant Tendency and its predecessor, the
Revolutionary Socialist League, evolved much of its ideological programme and strategy
for entryism both from Trotsky himself, but also more broadly from the writings of
Marx, Engels and Lenin. What distinguished Militant from other revolutionary groups in
Britain, such as the Socialist Workers’ Party or British communists, was its unwavering
adherence to Trotsky’s ‘logic’ of entryism into mainstream socialist and social-democratic
parties. Trotsky identified these parties as more suitable vehicles — than either Comintern
or individual communist parties at the national level — for conveying revolutionary
principles to working people. For Trotsky, entryism into the Labour Patty would reap

much greater long-term reward:
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“Regardless of how we enter, we will have a secret faction from the vety beginning. Our
subsequent actions will depend on our progtess within the LP [Labour Party]... While it
is necessary for the revolutionary party to maintain its independence at all times, a
revolutionary group of a few hundred comrades is not a revolutionary party and can
work most effectively at present by opposition to the social patriots within mass

.5, 97
parties”.

Militant’s ideological agenda also replicated Trotsky’s Transitional Programme presented
to the founding conference of the Fourth International in 1938. The Programme
provided Trotskyists with a theoretical framework by which to develop a range of
popular, transitional policies designed to bridge the gap between the prevailing system of

capitalism and eventual international socialism by workers’ revolution.

“It is necessary to help the masses in the process of the daily struggle to find the bridge
between present demands [capitalism] and the socialist programme of the revolution.
The bridge should include a system of transitional demands, stemming from today’s
conditions and from today’s consciousness of wide layers of the working class and

unalterably leading to one final conclusion: the conquest of power by the proletariat”.98

Consequently, the strategic objectives of the Militant Tendency have sought to build and
mobilise support within existing social democratic organisations in preparation for
intemational socialist revolution, to await a time when ‘the conditions are ripe’.” This
idea of ‘transitionality’ has remained a patticulatly constant theme throughout the history
of the Tendency. In 1943, Ted Grant declared that it was necessary to relate ‘the ideas of
Marxism in practice to the experiences of workers themselves’ and that only once this

had been achieved could ‘the ground be laid for the victory of soctalism in Britain and

internationally’."” This mantra was repeated thirty years later when Grant again suggested

that ‘what is required is a burning faith in the capacity and power of the organised

working class once it has understood the day-to-day transitional policies and the socialist

objective of the transformation of society’.m1

Another regular leitmotif expressed by Militant involved the reiteration of Trotsky’s
belief that the British capitalist class was ‘tobogganing towards disaster with its eyes

closed” and, hence, conceptions of transitionality appreciated that global capitalism was

" Trotsky (1977), pp-379, 382
* Trotsky (1938/1973), p.183
® Bulletin of Marxist Studies, Summer 1985, p.9

1 \Woods in Grant (1975), p.2
! British Perspectives and Tasks, August 1981; see also Shipley (1983), p.170
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not only inherently flawed but also subjected to terminal decline. The Tendency regulatly
revisited these notions, declaring the irteversibility and ievitability of the ‘crisis of
capitalism’, the systematic and ‘progressive decline in the power and economic viability

of British capitalism’ and the ‘betrayal of working-class people’ by an acquiescent Labour

movement.'” As Militant asserted, only ## programme could successfully avert global

economic and industrial catastrophe wrought by the ‘death agony’ of British capitalism.103

The cornerstones of Militant’s 1deology have, therefore, sought to encourage the
propagation of alternative strategies designed to bring about a transition from the

inevitability of economic catastrophe to the utopian ideal of true international socialism.

A common criticism, therefore, is that the Militant Tendency has engaged 1n 1deological
teductionism, delimiting all political 1ssues to simple economics in desiring the eventual
overthrow of the prevailing structures of capitalism. The excessive simplicity of such
‘reductive economics’ appears to be a trait common of a number of other Marxist-
Leninist and Trotskyite groups in Britain. Like other groups, the Militant Tendency, its
predecessor and successot, have shown little apparent willingness to alter its ideological
orientation regarding the fundamentals of its own reading of revolutionary socialist
thought. To this day, Militant supporters continue to reductively stress both the
transitional qualities of its ideological programme and the inevitability of an impending

crisis of global capitalism.

The Trotskyite strategy of entryism rendered the organisation and operation of the
Militant Tendency to be sectetive and covert. Most Labour activists knew that Militant
existed, and they were also free to openly purchase Miltant newspapers and privately
donate to Militant funds if they chose to do so. But the Tendency’s organisation was
closed to non-members, and few outside it knew with any degtee of surety which Labour
Party members were, in fact, simultaneously active within the Tendency. In defence
against charges that Militant was operating as a ‘party-within-a-patty’, contrary to
Labourt’s constitution, its leadership argued that Militant’s operations were limited to the
publication of newspapers and theoretical journals. This meant that public statements of
ideology were typically confined to Militant publications themselves. The only other

widely available statements of the Tendency’s programme were duplicated either as part

102 British Perspectives and Tasks, August 1981, p.1
" ibid., p.3
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of independent research into the Tendency, ot as evidence submitted to successive
Labour Party investigations. Two key documents are particularly useful for the post-1979
period: Ted Grant’s meta-theotetical Brutish Perspectives and Tasks published in 1981
(updated in 1985), and the more programmatic Whar We Stand For written by Peter
Taaffe in 1981 (revised in 1986). However, systematic analysis over time requires
examination of either Militant’s theoretical quartetly journal Militant International Review
(edited by Ted Grant) or, more usefully, its weekly newspaper Militant: the Marxist paper
for Labour and Youth (edited by Peter Taaffe). Both are included as part of the Harvester

. . . . . 10.
Primary Social Sources seties, available on microform."”

As discussed above, it 1s a trait inherent of many Trotskyite groups to stress the
importance of economics and class issues over all others in the development of
‘transitional’ policies. In this regard, Militant was not substantively different to other
revolutionary groups by reducing its cote ideological principles to economics. Economic
policy provided the superstructure of Militant’s aims and objectives, and throughout the

1979-97 period five key economic principles were proclaimed with remarkable regularity:

¢ ending unemployment by limiting the working week to 35 hours.

® increasing public expenditure to provide for major public works in health, housing and education
e introduction of 2 minimum wage in line with the Council of Europe’s ‘decency threshold’

e nationalisation of the leading monopolies, including banks and building societies

e nationalised industries under tri-pattite control of workers, trade unionists and Government

If economic policy formed the bedrock of Militant’s ideological programme it was the
Tendency’s policy towards the nationalisation of the leading British corporations and
banking institutions which provided the core of its alternative economic strategy. Militant
consistently advocated a programme for the nationalisation of monopolies under the
direct management of workers, albeit that after 1993 Militant arbitrarily reduced its sights
from the top 200 to the leading 150 companies.'” Militant’s main economic thinking was
provided by Oxford economist Andrew Glyn, at least until Glyn left the Tendency in the

™ see also The Left in Britain: A bibliographical guide, an author, title and chronological index to
accompany the Harvester Primary Social Sources microform collection, Hatrvester Press, Brighton, updated
annually. This 1s available at the British Library of Political and Economic Science [reference M (R145) -
Militant and Militant International Review; and ZHX3 Harvester bibliographical guide]
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mid-1980s.'" As Glyn suggested, ‘the nationalisation of the 200 or so companies which

control 60 per cent or more of the assets in the UK would be the indispensable

minimum for securing real control over, and thus the ability to plan, the economy’."”

This theme was revisited in all major public statements of Militant ideology throughout
the 1980s and 1990s.

Unsurprisingly, Militant vehemently opposed the privatisation of key public utilities
undertaken by successive Conservative governments after 1983. In addition to
transferring the leading commercial and banking organisations to public ownershjp,
Militant pledged to immediately work for ‘the renationalisation of all companies
privatised by the Conservatives’. But the growth of mass share-ownership following the
privatisation of British Telecom and British Gas presented the Tendency with a
significant ideological dilemma — whether to support mass compensation or not. This
was an issue which the Labour Party itself was forced to address. Before Labour formally
abandoned public ownership in the Policy Review, party leaders considered whether
renationalisation could be afforded, if the next Labour government should simply acquire
share equity without compensation, or whether additional regulation would satisfy public
demand for greater accountability in the provision of important services. Patty leaders
eventually chose the latter. Militant responded by demanding ‘compensation on the basis
of proven need’. Since share purchasing required certain levels of disposable income,
Militant’s policy of compensation was presumably designed only for those in financial
hardship. For the majority of ordinary working shareholders, therefore, the implication
of Militant’s objective involved the widespread confiscation of share capital without

compensation. As Militant revealed,

“It would not be too expensive to bring into public ownership the finance institutions
and top commercial companies, if compensation was restricted to those who wete
unable to work and needed the income from theit small investments...why should
capitalist shareholders be compensated? They have had enough compensation over the

years”’ 108

Militant’s support for tenationalisation and the workers’ control of industry continued

beyond the later privatisations undertaken the Conservative government, most notably

"% see Glyn (1979, 1983)
7 Militant 06.04.79
198 Militant 19.05.89
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following the deregulation of the water and electricity industries in 1989 and 1991. For
example, Militant sought to halt the privatisation of water companies through immediate
industrial action by water workers to encourage the industry’s renationalisation and
eventual expansion. As Mzitant claimed, the water industry should come under the

direction of ‘wotker control and management, with [water] boards elected to represent

watet wotkets, consumets, local authorities and workers in other industries’.'”

Labout’s Policy Review provided Militant with an important opportunity to disengage
from the growing climate of acceptance towards ‘social ownership’ and the mixed
economy. Alan Tuffin observed that the Labour Party of the late-1980s required ‘an
open and honest admission that a socialised economy will retain a prominent private
sector and that market forces are the most efficient way of producing and of distributing
many commodities’. Tuffin further concluded that the Left’s support for public
ownership resembled a ‘fetish’ and that social ownership and the regulation of a mixed
economy had become the most ‘desirable end’."” The leadership of Militant avowedly
disagreed. In a lengthy article written by Peter Taaffe in advance of Labour’s 1988 annual
conference, he suggested that social ownetship would lead the Labour Party up a ‘blind
alley’. Taaffe also confidently predicted that ‘the idea of nationalisation and socialist

planning will gain enormous popularity amongst all wotkets as the anarchy and chaos of

. . . . 111
capitalism 1s manifested’.

Following the Review, the Tendency continued to oppose Labout’s downgrading of
public ownership in favour of government regulation of a mixed economy. Militant
claimed that nationalisation of the leading banks and financial institutions would have
prevented the ‘economic fiasco’ of Black Wednesday in September 1992. Moreover, it
urged a future Labour government to re-nationalise the entire energy industry to ‘stop
the overpaid profiteering management dictating energy policy’ and to protect NHS
funding through the public ownership of pharmaceutical industries."” When Tony Blair
proposed the revision of Clause 4 in his October 1994 conference speech, Militant used

the opportunity to reiterate its long-standing commitment towards public ownership,

' Militant 07.04.89
" Tuffin (1988)

"™ Militant 30.09.88
"2 Militant 10.10.92
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renationalisation and wortkers’ control. As Militant declared shortly before Labour’s

special conference in April 1995,

“Militant Labour defends Clause Four, not for sentimental or traditional reasons but
because public ownership is the only way for working people to control the economy
and run it in the interests of the majority of the population and not the privileged

few...you can’t plan what you don’t control and you can’t control what you don’t
,» 113

own
The primacy of Militant’s economic programme, patticulatly the emphasis on the
nationalisation of the ‘commanding heights’ of the economy and the need for socialist
economic planning, pre-determined Militant’s ideological positioning towards a range of
social and community issues during the 1980s and 1990s. Over time, the Tendency
tended to pay ‘lip service’ towards anti-discrimination policies, especially concerning
sexual and racial discrimination. Conscious of the need to develop more extenstve and
broader social appeal, particularly in light of criticisms that Militant activists concentrated
on economic issues to the exclusion of all others, the Tendency used the growing
opposition to the Conservative government as an opportunity to demarcate a distinctive
social agenda. But these opportunistic displays of opposition concealed that, in fact,
Militant continued to view the prevailing system of capitalism as #be main source of all

social inequity.

“[Recently] the basic list of Militant’s public demands has been expanded, pattly to allow
for mounting criticisms that Militant had no concern for the rights of women, gays and
blacks...All these additions have been made to increase Militant’s appeal amongst

potential recruits, but apart from these alterations, Militant’s main economic progtamme

has remained remarkably unchanged”.m

Throughout the period, Militant contended that social discrimination was essentially a
function of global capitalism and could only be eradicated through international workers’
revolution. This led Militant, patticularly in the early-1980s, to conflate the demands of
vatious communities by blandly suggesting the need to unify the forces of ‘opposition to

all forms of discrimination against women, black and Asian workers and other minority

groups 1n society’.115 Despite the apparent breadth of social issues covered by Militant in

"3 Militant 31.03.95
'™ Crick (1986), p.74
"5 Militant 01.06.83
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its various publications, the Tendency provided few workable solutions to important

questions of social integration.

Militant opposed strategies to tackle discrimination through coalitions with autonomous
organisations, suggesting that caucuses undermined the important goal of uniting
workers in challenging the global capitalist ‘infrastructure’. The Tendency tejected
demands for the establishment of separate Black Sections in the Labour Party during the
1980s, claiming that they provided ‘no solution’ to the problems of black tepresentation
in the party."® Militant refused to join the Anti-Nazi League because the group was
controlled by the rival Socialist Workers” Party. At the local level, Militant also declined
to join the Liverpool black caucus, choosing to establish its own Metseyside Action

Group 1instead.

Militant displayed a particular hostility to the women’s movement. In 1977, Ted Grant
unfairly suggested that the women’s movement was dominated by ‘petty-bourgeots’
feminists who subjected their cause to ‘hysteria’.'” As with Black Sections, Militant
opposed the idea of autonomous caucuses for women in the Labour Party, claiming that
solutions to sexual discrimination lay ‘not in the separation of women’ but only ‘in unity
with youth and adult workers’. Militant envisaged the creation of a broad cross-cutting
movement against discrimination which ‘linked the idea of transformation of society to
the perspectives and theory of Marxism’."® Moreovet, the Tendency rejected demands
for positive discrimination, especially through ‘quota’ schemes. As Lesley Holt remarked,
affirmative action programmes ‘did not have the positive effects envisaged by its
advocates’. In repeating the established Militant approach, Holt contended that ‘only

socialist planning with the ownership and control of industry’ in the hands of workets

) . 119
themselves could bring about the ‘real emancipation’ of women.

Thus, Militant responded to the growing liberalisation of British society towards gender
issues by reiterating its established economic orthodoxy that discrimination and

inequality were by-products of the prevailing system of global capitalism. In March 1987,

"' Militant 28.08.87

""" British Perspectives 1977, p.29; see also Crick (1980), p.89
"'® Grant (1985), p.25
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Militant reported on a case brought by an Oxford University student in which he
successfully prevented his ex-partner from terminating her pregnancy. Although Militant
defended the theoretical basis of abortion-on-demand, it asserted that women only
considered termination because of the structural failings of capitalism. Militant conctuded
that abortions would not be necessary if the economy was managed according to a
socialist plan of production where government provided for additional public

expenditure in all areas affecting women’s lives:

“There are many women who ‘chose’ abortions because they can’t face bringing up a
child or an extra child under their present circumstances. If women are really to be free
to choose they must be able to choose to keep a child. This will mean...a crash house
building programme...good quality flexible childcare...maternity and paternity leave for
six months on full pay...If these demands were implemented...the citcumstances which

: . 120
force many women into abortion would be removed”.

The arrest and conviction of Sara Thornton and Kiranjit Ahluwalia on charges of murder
raised the profile of women living in abusive and violent domestic relationships.
Although Militant played an important role in building campaigns to free both women
on appeal, particulatly through its relationship with the national Campaign Against
Domestic Violence, Militant framed the solutions to domestic violence in exclusively
economic terms. Militant suggested that women could only leave violent relationships if
they enjoyed undetlying economic security, and asserted further that the problems
surrounding domestic violence would be eradicated by additional funding for refuges,
council housing, nursery places, after-school care and increased child benefit payments.
Margaret Creer myopically concluded that all forms of domestic violence would be

eliminated through the creation of a socialist society ‘under the democratic control of the

working class men and women who built it”.”

The inner-city riots in Brixton, Toxteth and Tottenham in 1981 and 1985 provided
Militant with another important strategic opportunity to build support among ethnic
communities for a broad spectrum of policies designed to tackle racial discrimination and
economic injustice. But the Tendency concentrated almost exclusively on policing issues,
suggesting that the tiots largely occutred in reaction to police brutality. Similar to 1ts

views on gender politics, Militant claimed that racial discrimination and soctal exclusion

120 Militant 20.03.87
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could only be tackled through the establishment of a socialist soctety. In a lengthy
supplement assessing the consequences of the Brixton riot in Apnl 1981, the Tendency
proposed the need for an ‘action plan’ to focus on two key themes. First, the ending of
police repression through the abolition of police stop-and-search powers and greatet
police accountability to the local communities they served. Second, Militant used the
opportunity provided by the riots to reiterate the underlying importance of its own

economic programme in addressing the causes of racial inequality.

“The fight to defend the people of Btixton is part and parcel of the fight to bring down
the Tory government. It is a fight against big business and the rotten conditions

produced by a system based on private property and the anarchy of the market”.'

Militant adopted similarly exclusive economic approaches to the extension of social
rights for lesbians and gay men. In his 1986 study of the Militant Tendency, Michael
Crick suggested that Militant was ‘anti-homosexual’, that it lacked any out-gay members,
and regarded homosexuality as a ‘problem which would disappear’ under true
revolutionary socialism.” While Crick was undoubtedly correct in revealing that Militant
had failed to produce a clear gay rights policy, particularly 1n the early-1980s, his
conclusions cannot be fully substantiated. The record of Militant’s campaigning during
the late 1980s and 1990s on this issue appears to suggest that, if anything, the Tendency
was one of the few political groups outside the gay movement prepared to advocate
significant extensions of social rights for lesbians and gay men. Nonetheless, Militant
continued to adhere to its fundamental claim that all forms of discrimination, whether on
grounds of race, gender, or sexuality, could only be eliminated through the establishment

of a socialist society founded on its own cote economic principles.

During the Conservative government’s third term, two pieces of legislation were
introduced which extended the bounds of criminal law in the field of gay rights. The first
— section 28 of the Local Government Act (1988) — prevented local education authorities
from teaching children that same-sex relationships were morally ‘equivalent’ to
heterosexuality. The second — section 31 of the Criminal Justice Act (1991) — criminalised
public displays of affection between men. Both pieces of legislation provided Militant

with renewed opportunities to mobilise opposition to the Conservative government.

' Militant 17.04.81
"2 Crick (1986), p-90
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Militant developed a radical agenda with regatrd to lesbian and gay rights, symbolised by
its support for the equalisation of the age of consent to 16, the decriminalisation of
homosexuality in the armed forces, and the provision of accurate and unbiased safer-sex
education in schools. But Militant continued to regard solutions to homophobia as being
economically driven rather than socially determined. On occasion, their remedies merely
reinforced wider social prejudice. For example, by stressing the need for additional
funding into the ‘treatment and care of HIV carriers and Aids patients’, the Tendency

reinforced the misleading stereotype of HIV/Aids as a ‘gay plague’ rather than an issue

which affected all sexually active people irrespective of orientation.” That aside,
Militant’s approach to homosexuality mirrored its short-sighted universalist philosophy
towards disctimination — that capitalism encouraged social injustice and that only a

socialist soctety would ‘destroy’ it.'”?

The ideological centrality of Militant’s economic programme also shaped its response to
the growing popularity of ‘green politics’ during the late-1980s. Thus far, Militant had
failed to make any significant policy developments in this area, and the Tendency
continued to view the cause of global climate change resting on the prevailing system of

capitalism and the profit motive of multinational industries. Tim Harris suggested that

“Only socialist planning offers a solution. This means taking the economy out of the
control of big business who are profiting from the destruction of the planet. The
monopolies must be nationalised under democratic workers’ control and management.
In a world socialist federation based on true international co-operation, economic

growth and a cleanet, safer world would both be possible”.126

During the 1990s, the environmental pressure groups began to diversify their political
agendas by targeting animal welfare and the cancellation of environmentally damaging
road-building programmes in favour of a sustainable integrated public transport system.
Militant’s youth wing paid particular attention to animal rights, suggesting that animal
welfare could only be guaranteed by the immediate nationalisation of pharmaceutical
companies engaged in laboratory testing, ‘because profit not progress is their primary

motive’.'” By emphasising the importance of its own economic priorities, the Tendency

124 Militant 12.04.91, 06.03.92 — author’s emphasis
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advanced different perspectives from established green groups. As Cathy Hartley
concluded, rather than viewing animal welfare as a predominantly ‘moral’ issue, the
explottation of animals should be regarded as an economic by-product of ‘our

exploitation under capitalisrn’.128

Militant responded to government proposals for the construction of new roads through
countryside areas with similar emphases on economic alternatives. During the mid-1990s,

government plans were delayed by the activities of ‘Eco-warriors’ who occupied a

129
In

number of sites, most publicly near Newbury, Leytonstone and Twyford Down.
defending the activities of pseudo-anarchic groups like ‘Reclaim the Streets’, Militant
seized the opportunity to re-assert its own economic solutions to important questions of
transport policy. The Tendency opposed the privatisation of Railtrack”™ and contended
that the environmental problems caused by traffic congestion could only be tackled by

the development of an adequately integrated transport system founded on the

. . . . . 131
nationalisation of all rail and bus compantes.

European integration and the development of the European free market were issues of
secondary importance to the leadership of Militant. During the 1980s and 1990s, Militant
adopted an ambivalent ‘neither-In-nor-Out’ approach towards questions of supranational
integration. Although Militant shared the Labour Left’s broad desire for the development
of an united Europe founded on core socialist principles, the Tendency refuted the
importance that the Left attached to the democratic accountability of institutions and the

retention of national sovereignty in economic and financial affairs.

Militant’s ambivalence towards Europe flowed from its perspectives towatrds British
withdrawal. Although Militant policy would cleatly involve Britain’s eventual suspension
from the European Community, the Tendency did not share the enthusiasm for

withdrawal shown by other party activists, claiming that ‘to leave the EEC would not

solve anything’."” Militant voiced the widely held belief that withdrawal would harm

'8 Militant 20.05.94
' Byrne (1997), pp-145-7
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British exports and, therefore, would affect British jobs. Leaving the European
Community would ‘be as great a disaster as staying in’ and the pursuit of an isolationist
policy suggested that, at least in the short-term, the British economy would jump ‘from

the frying pan into the fire’. As Pat Craven concluded,

“The fundamental error the Labour leaders make is that they see the Common Market
rather than the capitalist economic system as the root cause of Britain’s industrial
decline. Neither in nor out of the EEC is there any future for the British
economy...Rather than just condemning the Common Market...Labour leaders should

be putting forward the class arguments against the capitalist nature if the EEC and

campaigning throughout Europe for a Socialist United States of Europe”.133

Militant made little substantive response to the growth of European integration following
the ratification of the Single European Act in 1987. The Tendency repeated its long-held
viewpoint that capitalism could not ultimately provide for European unity, and that if
Britain ‘were outside the EC its exports to Europe would have to bear the external tariff’
which would ‘ruin’ its economy. Only a programme of nationalisation of Europe’s
leading industrial monopolies under workets’ control and management could ‘realise the
advantages of a single market of 324 million’.” Although the Tendency appeared to
support the development of 2 common European Social Charter, it concluded that the
Commission’s proposals were ‘limited” because workers’ rights could be better reinforced
by imposing a working time directive ‘not of 48 but 35 hours’ each week. Militant

dismissed the new European social dimension as safeguarding ‘the most powerful

capitalist countries against being undercut by cheap labour economies’."”’

Militant responded to the emergence of Euro-scepticism in the 1990s by repeating its
fundamental claim that a united Europe founded on capitalism, rather than socialism,
would reap few economic rewards. The Maastricht ratification crises provided Militant
with the chance to mobilise grassroots antipathy to an extension of European economic
and political integration. Militant supported the demands for a British referendum and
urged its supportets to oppose the provisions of the Treaty. This was a coutse of action
rejected by both the Conservative government and the Labour front-bench. Militant’s
enthusiasm for a referendum to ‘raise the alternative of a Europe run by and for working

people’ became an opportunistic instrument for its underlying objective for ‘a socialist

133 Militant 18.06.82
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united states of Europe in which real co-operation and harmony could be achieved’."”™ At
its re-launch in February 1997, the Socialist Party retained this approach by saying ‘no to
Maastricht’ and calling for the ‘solidarity of the European working class’, but provided no

practical alternatives as to how this could be achieved."”’

The Militant Tendency supported unilateral nuclear disarmament throughout the 1980s
until the collapse of the Soviet Union in December 1991 rendered unilateralism largely
extraneous to the emetgent priorities of the new wotld order. However, like its social
policy, Militant’s support for the peace movement was cultivated out of broader
strategies, in this instance, to utilise the groundswell of anti-nuclear support exhibited by
CND at USAF bases at Greenham Comrhon and Molesworth. Although Militant was
visibly committed to unilateral disatmament, it was for economic rather than for
humanitarian ot environmental reasons, conflating disarmament with the need to reduce
defence spending to fund its own economic priorities. Militant frequently denied the
realities of nuclear proliferation, arguing that ‘to destroy the working class, which nuclear
war would mean, would be to destroy the goose that lays the golden egg’. Even during
the ‘hottest’ part of the Cold War, Militant leaders found it difficult to contemplate the
outbreak of nuclear hostilities between the superpowers, claiming that only ‘totalitarian
fascist regimes, completely desperate and unbalanced’” would consider the use of nuclear
weapons.” Peter Taaffe confidently predicted some years before that a war between

Russia and the capitalist west is completely ruled out for the foreseeable future’."””

Although Militant shared CND’s desire for the immediate cancellation of Trident and
Polaris nuclear programmes, it criticised the peace movement for failing to incorporate
economic and class perspectives into unilateralism, asserting that that disarmament could
‘not be achieved on a lasting basis under capitalism’. During the Falklands War, Militant
alleged that some CND patrons ‘backed the wat’ because it was fought exclusively with
conventional weapons and, as a consequence, they assisted in the defence of ‘the prestige
of the Thatcher government and British capitalism’. Moreover, Militant repeated its claim

that ‘in the immediate petiod, nuclear war between the superpowerts is ruled out - neither
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would gain from a world obliterated by nuclear holocaust [and] by setting off a nuclear

war the superpowers would destroy the foundations upon which their wealth and

privileges exist’." Militant appealed directly to CND activists (via Labour’s Young
Socialists) to provide a class-lead to unilateralism, asserting that disarmament could only

be realised through truly working-class social movements:

“...in the epoch ahead only on the basis of a series of massive defeats for the working
class movements in a number of major capitalist countties with the consequent coming
to powet of extreme militarist police state regimes, would the possibility emerge of a

third wortld [nuclear] war”.""!

Militant opposed Labout’s gradual abandonment of unilateralism following the 1987
election. The Tendency claimed that party policy had, in fact, become a rather ineffective
blend of ‘unilateralism, bilateralism and multilateralism’. Adhering to traditional
perspectives, Militant reiterated that nuclear war had been avoided thus far, not through
a balance of mutual ‘terror’ between the superpowets, but because global capitalists
sought to avoid the annihilation of ‘themselves and their markets’. Michael Roberts

concluded that

“[Labour] conference should not only oppose the policy review and support
unilateralism. We need a programme for the immediate decommissioning of nuclear
weapons, the withdrawal of US bases, the trade unionisation of the armed forces...the

arms industries should be brought into public owncrship”.142

The emergent rapprochement between East and West after November 1989 led Militant
to downgrade unilateralism in favour of other priorities. After 1990, most references to
unilateralism were completely excised from its programme. Although this apparent shift
may have been a function of Labout’s own abandonment of disarmament, Militant
emphasised markedly different priorities for the attainment of world peace. Rather than
advocating unilateralism or nuclear non-proliferation, Militant stressed the need to work
for the restoration of democratic workers’ rule in Russia and the ctreation ‘a socialist

wotld where hunger, poverty, the threat of environmental destruction and world war can

finally be abolished’."” By 1996, nuclear disarmament had become part of ‘other
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savings’"' and, in a significant departure, the seventeen ideological principles of the new

Socialist Party contained no mention of unilateralism, not did it advance any strategy for

the non-proliferation of nuclear technologies in the developing world."”

The Militant Tendency made few substantive alterations to its prevailing ideological
orthodoxy in light of the reforms of policy occurring at the party-level in the late-1980s
and early-1990s. Militant retained its strict adherence to the two axioms of Trotskyite
political thought — the ‘transitional’ qualities of its programme for eventual workers’
revolution, and the strategic impottance of entryism and infiltration into mainstream
social movements of the Left. The extreme-left continued to reduce all political issues to
economic and class perspectives, and while Militant made some supetficial progress in
the diversification of its agenda to accommodate dimensions of social policy, it did so for
purely opportunistic and populist reasons. In all areas of social policy, Militant continued
to advance the primacy of its five key economic principles, and suggested that solutions
to discrimination and social injustice would only be deliveted through the creation of a

socialist soctety founded on the ‘rubble’ of global capitalism.

The other constituent elements of the Labour Left responded very differently. The hard-
left Campaign Group reacted to the ‘shifting sands’ of ideology at the party-level by
citcumscribing its programme in some areas, typically where its policy goals had become
outdated or electorally unsustainable, whereas it re-radicalised its agenda on other
questions. Although the hard-left publicly opposed most major aspects of the Policy
Review, the Campaign Group programme was tempered in a number of key areas,
notably regarding the universality of public ownership, withdrawal from Europe, and
unilateral disarmament. The hard-left continued to diverge from the mainstream thinking
of party leaders in several important respects. The Campaign Group retained its
commitment to te-nationalise the major public utilities. Although the hard-left
acknowledged the importance of ‘constructive engagement’ with Europe, the Campaign
Group helped to reinforce the nationalistic sentiments of Conservative Euro-scepticism
by supporting a referendum campaign to overthrow Maastricht and halt the inevitable

acceleration in transferring legislative powers from Westminster to Brussels.

™ Militant 29.11.96
" Socialist 07.02.97
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The Trbunite soft-left were unlike other groupings of the Labour Left. After 1985, the
soft-left made sweeping policy moderations across the spectrum of policy, and provided
important soutces of legitimacy for the ideological reforms underpinning Labour’s Policy
Review. Tribunites publicly endorsed the new orthodoxy of social ownership and market
regulation in place of their traditional commitments to nationalisation and state
intervention. The soft-left also abandoned its isolationist European and disarmament
policies, and followed party leaders by accepting looser multilateral alternatives and the
need for more open and constructive European platforms. However, the extent of policy
shift by the soft-left meant that, by 1992, it had become virtually impossible to demarcate
the Tribunite position from that of Labout’s patliamentary leadership. Party-level
ideological reform caused Tribune to loose most, if not all, of its ideological

distinctiveness.

The differential responses of Labour Left groups to the new ideological ‘playing field” at
the party-level reinforced its own fragmentation and decline. The Policy Review and later
moderations had a remarkably fragmenting effect on the Left. The maintenance of
identifiably distinct policy agendas showed that the Left continued to lack a common
ideological purpose. More importantly, this implied very different outcomes for its
vatious groupings. Whereas the acquiescence of the Tribunite soft-left was rewarded by
leadership patronage and their slow absorption into the echelons of the party elite, the
ideological intransigence of the hard- and extreme-left communities simply intensified

their continuing isolation from the mainstream of the patty.
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5

The Demise of the Branch-Mass Party:

Labout’s organisational transformation and the atomisation
of grassroots membership

“The politics of organisation is equally as important as the politics of ideas’.

first BBC Television interview with John Prescott as Deputy Prime Minister;
Breakfast with Frost_4™ May 1997

The form of organisation and structure of a political party heavily pre-determines the
extent to which sub-groups and factions are free to mobilise opinion and command
institutional power. The diffusion of power, either between different mstitutions or
between different factions and tendencies, often encourages the propagation of
competing ideological priorities and electoral strategies. The existence of factionalism,
therefore, is strongly associated with the organisational balance of power within political
parties. As Labour strategists identified after the 1983 defeat, the co-existence of Labour
Left factionalism and electoral isolation suggested that party leadership needed to reassert
centralised organisational control over the organisation — primarily to effect the
sustainability of Labout’s own project for ideological modernisation and the broadening
of its electoral appeal. Thus, the eradication of structured factionalism necessitated an
organisational transformation that fundamentally altered the prevailing balance of power

between party leaders and the rank-and-file of its grassroots membership.

This chapter makes several important contentions. First, in examining the various
classical and contemporary models of party organisation within political science, it
appears that the modern-day form of the Labour Party bears a striking resemblance to a
range of theories located within the Downsian literature of democracy and inter-party
competition. The traditional theories of organisation, which revealed Labout as a branch-
mass party supporting a2 homogenous membership, regularly controlling the actions of
party leaders, have become unquestionably outdated. Instead, the Labour Party of the
1990s demonstrated the extent to which its leaders centralised control in their own
hands, teducing and atomising the collective power of grassroots membership. In doing

so, the contemporary theories of party organisation which point to the emergence of
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electoral-professional, catch-all and cartel parties, appear to demonstrate greater and

more immediate theoretical validity.

Second, to test whether these theoretical assumptions may be realised in practice, this
chapter considers the far-reaching consequences of the organisational reforms
undertaken by successive party leaders during the 1980s and 1990s. In overcoming the
constraints imposed by the patalysis of leadership following Labour’s election defeat in
1979, it is important to examine the means employed by leaders in reasserting centralised
control over party organisation, and the emergent atomisation of grassroots membership
this involved. Moreover, these recent alterations to the balance of power between leaders
and party members play an important part in allowing us to understand the progressive

decline of organised left-wing factionalism in the Labour Party.

The modern political party relies on structured organisation in order to utilise the
multitude of socio-political, economic and cultural resources available to it. Generally
speaking, irrespective of whether a party is activist or elite-led, financed by its grassroots
members or by outsiders, holds the reins of government or is in opposition, it will
display one central tendency. Political parties maintain organisational structures designed
to facilitate electoral participation, encourage inter-party competition, and exploit a range

of available resources in order to do so.

Within political science there exist a number of different theoretical approaches by which
we can appreciate and analyse the development of party organisation. Some of the eatlier
classic theories of organisation are particularly important in reviewing the evolution of
modern socialist branch-mass parties. Classic theories of party organisation remain
particularly distinctive from more contemporary and sociological approaches. While the
former seek to understand the development of parties, espectally the meaning of and
institutional prerequisites for democracy, the latter tend to address themselves to how
parties are organised as electorally competitive units. The restrictions of classic theory are
evidenced by its limited empirical applicability. Although they often prove useful in
informing us as to the origins and early development of parties, their central assumptions
fail to account for change and transformation. The perception of modetn parties as
constantly evolving phenomena — so important in Downsian theory and the models that

flow from it — is juxtaposed with the rather static quality of classic theores of
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organisation. Accordingly, while we may learn much from eatly theory as to the origins
and development of organisation in branch-mass parties like Labour, it remains that
contemporatry theory proves most adaptable in responding to, and accounting for,

variation and change.

Classic Theories of Party Organisation

Roberto Michels contended that party organisation led to the oligarchic control of
political parties by office-holders, what he referred to as his ‘iron law of oligarchy’.
Michels suggested that oligarchic control was particulatly prevalent in branch-mass
parties where ordinary members, in return for subscriptions and levies, were granted
certain organisational and decision-making responsibilities.! Once party organisation was
sufficiently developed, Michels claimed, the presence of office-holders would interrupt
the sacrosanct inter-relationships between members and decision-making given the
‘inevitable’ irresistibility of office-holders seeking to accumulate functional power and
authority in their own hands. During the early 20" century, Michels identified two
fundamental types of party leadership — of party officers and elected parliamentarians.?
Throughout Labout’s history, these two sources of leadership have remained
institutionally interwoven. The party leadership continues to be drawn exclusively from
the party in parliament, and it remains largely the case more than a century on that the
balance of leadership power continues to rest with the parliamentary party rather than

elsewhere.

An important implication of Michels’ iron law of oligarchy suggested that political parties
tend to maintain either intra-party factions (the existence of distinctively powerful sub-
groups within the organisation) or intra-party tendencies (observable attitudinal patterns
among the grassroots membership). Both hinder the control and leadership of a branch-
mass organisation. As the history of the Labour Party in the 1970s and early-1980s
revealed, the party membership and its sub-groups used party otganisation as a vehicle
through which to exert and play-out a series of strategic ‘moves’ with party leaders. The
widespread factionalisation of the party’s otrganisational structures, particularly the

consideration given to the constitutional nature of the organisation itself, appeared to

1 Michels (1915)
2 ibid., p.84
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suggest that neither members (and their factions) nor the leadership (and its supporters)

would be sufficiently united to wrestle functional control from eachother.

Hence, Michels’ claim that party organisation znevitably leads to the formation of unified
élites which undermine the role of mass memberships, appears to be unsustainable.? For
example, the recent attempts by the Green Party to ignote the imperatives of party
organisation would reinforce the misleading nature of this assumption. In the absence of
clearly-delineated organisational structure, decision-making remains confused and
unclear. Thus, for a party to exist without a large mass membership, the alternative to
formal organisational structure may not be internal democracy, but political and
organisational anarchy. Equally, whereas Michels may have been correct in contending
that the ethos of office-holding served only to fulfil officers’ own ends, this would not
suggest any inherent incompatibility between leaders and members. While officers can
choose to adopt different methods and strategies, this would not necessarily exclude
them from participating in a broader consensus as to the overall political and strategic
objectives of the party. The nature of officers’ own roles does not universally dictate the
perceptions they hold, either towards the party or towards its organisational balances of

powet.

Michels’ iron law of oligarchy further implied that party organisations exhibited a certain

life of their own:

‘The party, continually threatened by the state upon which its existence depends,
carefully avoids (once it has attained to maturity) everything which might irritate the
state to excess. The party doctrines are, whenever requisite, attenuated and deformed in
accordance with the external needs of the party.. Thus, from a means, organisation

becomes an end’. 4

But party organisation as an end in itself need not be disadvantageous, either for the
party or for its grassroots members. Since officers and leaders are not necessarily large
risk-takers, it is more often the case that party élites regard their own role, not of self-
preservation but as one dedicated to the protection of the enfire party organisation. The
polarisation of opinion between office-holders and party members typically emerges

through fear for the survival of the organisation itself. Equally so, there is no correlation

3 ibid., p-80; Michels distinguishes between different types of leadership superiority — the economic
superiority of leaders, traditional or hereditary superiority, and intellectual superiority.

4 ibid., pp.370-71
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between office-holder power and a disadvantaged and disenfranchised membership. In
contemporary politics, it is common for resoutces to flow towards leadership groups
given that they are best placed in the wider political system to utilise them to best effect.
To contest that such positioning automatically places party leaders at-odds with
grassroots members implies that the intetests of officers and members a/ways diverge.
The prevalence of divergence is strongly dependent on which party, and in which

context, the iron law of oligarchy is being examined.

Labour’s modermn form of party organisation provides little substantive evidence in
support of Michels’ central hypothesis that the presence of leaders and office-holders
encourages the proliferation of unelected officials who exert organisational dominance
over collective systems of decision-making. It remains that Labour parliamentarians
continue to prevail over Labour’s decision-making processes. Unelected officials, while
organisationally close to party leaders and MPs, do not in themselves command
organisational authority and legitimacy. Furthermore, any official opposition to the
demands of members has tended to occur through broader considerations for the party’s
own organisational survival. If Labour became an ‘officialised’ party, as Michels
suggested would be inevitable, there can be no consequent conclusion that party
members necessarily consider alternative, more decentralised structures as means of
ending oligarchic control. As a historically ‘confederal’ organisation, powerfully reflected
by Labour’s handling of the Militant Tendency during the 1980s, the party would find a
system of local élites and the encouragement of local fiefdoms irreconcilable with its own

organisational ethos.

In the mid-1950s, Maurice Duverger asserted that there existed two fundamental types of
West European political party — branch-mass and caucus parties — whose organisations
could be understood by distinguishing between them either as unitary (direct)
otganisations ot as (indirect) confederations of other groups.> Duverger claimed that the
caucus party was the oldest identifiable form of party organisation, and existed as a small
number of co-opted elite members who controlled affairs locally and liased with other
élites at the national level. The destruction of the social homogeneity of electorates, the

emergent desire for democratisation at the turn of the 20™ century, and popular demands

3 Duverger (1954), pp-17-19
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for an extension of the franchise, put caucus parties under considerable structural

pressure to develop nattonal forms of party organisation.’

Duverger’s type of branch-mass party differed from caucus parties in a number of
respects. Whereas caucus parties were established within pre-democratic legislatures by
political élites, branch-mass parties were created outside the prevailing political system by
those dented access to political power. Similarly, while caucus parties were organised on
the basis of a system of local élites, branch-mass parties concentrated on the
development of mass memberships to provide resources to increase political leverage
over the system as a whole. Moreover, whereas the elite caucus normally retained a high
degree of local autonomy #z. any national organisation it belonged to, branch-mass

parties tended to be more heavily regulated from the centre and at the national level.

But, it i1s Duverger’s contention that branch-mass parties are supetior forms of
organisation that is of particular interest. The pressures of electoral competition and the
retention of loyalist support, together with the more extensive range of opportunities
open to a branch-mass structure in acquiring essential electoral resoutces, suggested that
caucuses could either transform themselves into branch-mass parties or might gradually

adopt many of their organisational traits.

Leon Epstein found the opposite to be true. Rather than regarding the emergence of
party organisation as determined by inter-party competition, Epstein contended that
modern parties simply responded to the pressures of electoral competition by shaping
and altering their organisational structures to suit. The important goal for parties, Epstein
asserted, was to acquire solid financial resource bases and, in this respect, interest groups
and ptivate individuals might be better placed than grassroots members to provide
essential resources and campaigning donations. Moreover, the organisational pressures
placed on branch-mass parties to appropriate mandates (for leaders) and establish lines
consent (from party members) could act to circumscribe the overall strategic
manoeuvrability of party leaders. Therefore, rather than branch-mass parties emerging as

the pre-eminent forms of modern party organisation as suggested by Duverger, Epstein

6 For a discussion of caucus party organisation see Ostrogorski (1902), especially vol. I, pp.618-23
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concluded that it would be the more conservative and elite-driven caucus parties which

would predominate in the future.’

However, the models of Duverger and Epstein encountered serious predictive failure
given their underlying assumption that a single form of party organisation would prevail,
and that the existence of inter-party competition revolved around just two types of
political party. Their methodologies did not allow for hybridity between the two ideal-
types they purported — a problem common in the development of typologies and
classifications. The Labour Party serves as a useful example. Although Labour was clearly
organised in its early formative years along the lines of the ‘indirect’ branch-mass model
rather than caucus structures, over time it has become much less indicative of an
otganisation based around mass membership. Despite the endeavours of the various
groups of the Labour Left during the 1970s and 1980s to strengthen intra-party
democracy and the power of grassroots activists, the organisational reforms undertaken
since 1983 suggested that Labour became much less representative of Duverger’s ideal-
type of branch-mass party. While Labour has not adopted the structures of the caucus
party symbolised by its Conservative rivals, the systematic centralisation of power and
the creeping atomisation of party membership suggested that Labour had increasingly
adopted forms of otganisation which were markedly different to those envisaged by

classic theotists.

The classic theories advanced by Michels and Duverger suggested a number of impottant
democratic considerations. But their explanatory and predictive power 1s much reduced.
Both types of debate introduced by them — of democracy versus officers and leaders, and
the branch versus caucus organisation — examined parties as rather static entities. They
might (indirectly) consider aspects of change and transformation, but their conclusions
are heavily restricted by assumptions that what will emerge in the future will be more or
less a reflection of existing inter-party competition. The classic theories of party
organisation neither account for hybridity, nor forms of party structure which bear little

observable modern-day resemblance either to the branch-mass or caucus parties to

which they portend.

7 Epstein (1967)
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Contemporary Theories of Party Organisation

The electoral-professional approach to party organisation modelled by Angelo
Panebianco contended that the eatly development of parties may be viewed either
through the ‘genetic model’ (examining the structural origins of parties) or through the
‘institutionalisation model’ (considering the degree of leadership autonomy over intra-
party sub-groups).8 Panebianco claimed that modern political parties were formed
through territorial penetration (the development of mass membership through localities
and regions) or by territorial diffusion (the formation of national party organisation
through the convergence of autonomous groups). In this respect, therefore, the
Panebianco approach bears a striking resemblance to the Duverger model of branch-
mass and caucus party organisation. The eatly organisational development of the Labour

Party revealed it to be

‘predominantly due to territorial diffusion and to the spontaneous germination of

assoctations...[which] impedes the formation of strong organisational loyalties. The

dominant coalition that forms is, moreover, divided and heterogeneous’.9

The Panebianco model of party organisation built upon Downsian theories of inter-party
competition, particulatly Otto Kirchheimer’s contention that modern parties experience
systemic pressures to transform themselves into electorally-competitive catch-all parties.
For Panebianco, the branch-mass form of party organisation would inevitably cede to
electoral-professional organisations, a ‘problem’ he regarded to be ‘of the utmost

irnportamce’.10

“[with] the increasing professionalisation of party organisations...a much more important
role is played by professionals (the so-called experts, technicians with special
knowledge), they being more useful to the organisation than the traditional party
bureaucrats, as the party’s gravitational centre shifts from the members to the

electorate”.11

The modern Labour Party closely resembles Panebianco’s model of the electoral-
professional party. First, Panebianco suggested that modern parties tend to emphasise

the centrality of professionals within the organisation.!? Since the mid-1980s, party

8 Panebianco (1988)
? ibid., p.65

10 ibid., p.262f

1 ibid., p.264

12 ibid., pp-229-31
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leaders have shown particular enthusiasm to transfer key organisational responsibilities to
professionals. The appointment of Peter Mandelson as Kinnock’s Communications
Director 1n 1985, alongside the emergence of the Shadow Communications Agency aftet
1987, demonstrated the willingness of party leaders to cede responsibility to outside
experts in the field of media management and public relations. Second, Panebianco
asserted that electoral-professional parties directed their campaigning strategy towards
those sections of the ‘opinion electorate’ which displayed little long-term attachment to
any given political party.!3 The intention of the Policy Review sought to build a cross-
class alliance with voters beyond its established core constituency of support, reinforced
by more effective integration of opinion research into campaigning and communications
strategies. Finally, electoral-professional parties tend to demand substantive shifts in the
balance of power towards party leaders and elected parliamentarians.’* The increasing
‘presidentialisation’ of Labour election campaigns after 1987 and the systematic
extension of central leadership power, particularly over the selection of patliamentary
candidates, revealed an emergent tendency among party leaders to dominate and exert

control over the entirety of Labout’s organisation.

The strategy pursued by party leaders after 1987 to rebuild Labour’s mass membership
lent particular weight to Panebianco’s claim that electoral-professional parties strive to re-

orient themselves towards opinion electorates. As Paul Webb observed,

“the motivation for the membership drive had less to do with the desite to (re)create a
party of mass integration. Rather, 1t was conceived of as a way for the party leadership to
counter a perceived threat to the policy review process coming from many of the CLP
activists represented at the party’s annual conference...[Its] contemporary significance

lies in ensuring that Labour’s policies and image never again shift too far away from the

ideological centre ground that is so important in winning support”. 15

The Panebianco model emphasised that electoral-professional parties often consider the
diversification of sources of finance, supplementing existing intra-party resources from
members and affiliated organisations with external, even international, donations and
new forms of state-based funding.!® Despite the lessons of the political scandals that

engulfed the final months of the Major government, the British political system has yet

13 ibid., p.264. The term ‘opinion electorate’ is derived from the distinction drawn by Parisi and Pasquino
(1977) between the ‘vote of opinion’ and the ‘vote of belonging’

14 ibid., p.264-5

15 Webb (1992), p.283

16 Panebianco, p.50-53
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to adopt systematised methods for the state-funding of parties. Labour’s income
continues to rely on fundraising and marketing among members, supporters, trade
unions, pressure groups, and other private individuals. State-funding remains restricted to
the provision of subsidies for the maintenance of patliamentary parties and the

reimbursement of limited amounts of election campaigning costs.!’

The legacy of organisational transformation in the late-1980s and 1990s suggested that
Labour increasingly resembled the electoral-professional form of party envisaged by
Panebianco. Party leaders successfully enlarged Labour’s appeal among a more mobile
and transient electorate, and it did so by enhancing leadership autonomy through the
centralisation of power, the management of party organisation, and the
professionalisation of party campaigning strategy. Furthermore, the efforts to revetse the
decline in membership while simultaneously pursuing the broadening of its appeal to an
increasingly volatile electorate, demonstrated that party leaders conflated organisational

transformation with the necessities of electoral competition.

There are some areas in which we are unable to fully apply the Panebianco model to the
contemporary Labour Party. The British political system has failed, thus far, to diversify
established forms of party funding through the incorporation of regulated state-based
financing. Moreover, where the early development of Labour organisation revealed that it
was, indeed, born through territorial diffusion and internal trade union legitimisation,
Panebianco’s ‘genetic model’ does not explain how and why parties might subsequently
consider substituting traditional provision of funding and legitimisation. Although
Panebianco’s model of the electoral-professional party presented an interesting ideal-
type, it appeared to be heavily predicated on the assumption that party transformation 1s
pursued exclusively through the intricacies of the electoral market. Just as the Duverger
hypothesis could not explain why party leaders often look to means other than
organisational transformation to respond to changing electoral conditions, the
Panebianco model suffered from over-simplicity by failing to acknowledge more

complex organisational constraints upon party leadets. Alan Ware observed that,

‘[These accounts] of party organisation development [have] been sought at far too
general a level. It is plausible to assume that the kind of structure a party has already will
influence the extent and direction of change in that structure; it is also plausible that the

17 Blackburn (1995), pp.312-19
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need to compete for votes exerts pressure on a party to adopt a suitable organisational

form...What results is likely to depend on the particular circumstances of a given
> 18

party’.
The sociological models of party organisation propounded in recent research by Richard
Katz and Peter Mair afforded particular centrality to the incentives and disincentives for
change experienced by party leaders.!” They suggested that the given form of a party’s
organisation should be regarded as more complex than either the Duverger or
Panebianco explanations accounted for. The Katz-Mair hypothesis centred on three
principal contentions. First, that the nature of a party’s organisation was inextricably
linked with the resoutces available to it. Second, that organisational transformation
demanded the substitutability of those resources. Third, that party leaders engaged 1n a
process of ‘cartelisation’ by substituting traditional resources for those provided by the

state.

The cartel party thesis sought to avoid the static qualities prevalent in classic models of
party organisation, appreciating that party structure remained a constantly evolving
phenomenon.?’ As with the electoral-professional approach to organisation developed by
Panebianco, the Katz-Mair hypothesis was built upon Downsian theory of party
competition and those specialist theories, like Kirchheimer’s catch-all thesis, which were
predicated on it.2! The cartel model is especially instructive for students of the modern
Labour Party. The notion of cattelisation affords a degree of intuitive validity that, in a
number of different ways, surpasses the existing base of theoretical work. But the model
should be subjected to two important caveats regarding the applicability of its hypothesis
to the British case and, therefore, the proximity of the Katz-Mair study to empirical

reality.

The cartel party thesis sought to explain Western European (rather than predominantly
British) party organisational transformation. Much of the thesis draws on the historical
expetiences of continental socialist branch-mass parties. Moreover, Katz and Mair
regarded party organisation as subject to frequent change and adaptation. The observable

trends they suggested may, or may not, be revealed over time. Therefore, there 1s a need

18 Ware (1996), p.104

19 Katz and Mair (1995)

20 ibid., p.9

21 Downs (1957); Kirchheimer (1966)
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not to over-state one particular case’s compliance with the cartel party model. We should
not expect the conditions for organisational change implied by Katz and Mair would be
observable, or would apply, at all times and actoss all cases. Indeed, one of the particular
methodological strengths of their model was that it rejected the propagation of universal

theoretical perspectives.?

The central argument of the cartel party thesis contended that modern political parties
engage in such a wide range of activities that certain exploitable resources should be at
their disposal for them to effectively compete with other parties.”> To appreciate the
development of party organisation, it is important to account both for the origins of
resources and existing methods of allocation. Since parties usually display different
patterns of tesource provision and exploitation, there can be no singl observable form of

party organisation.

‘...the mass-party model is tied to a conception of democracy, and to a particular, and
now dated, ideal of social structure [un]characteristic of post-industrial societies...the
mass party model implies a linear process of party development which, even when
elaborated to take account of more recent developments (e.g. Kirchheimer’s catch-all
party or Panebianco’s electoral-professional party), suggests an end-point from which

the only options are stability or decay, and which, like all hypotheses of the end of

evolution, 1s inherently suspect’.24

The existence of one party with quantifiably more disposable resources than all others
would not necessarily place that party in an electorally advantageous position. The
tendency of modern parties to engage in ‘inter-party collusion’, encouraged by the inter-
penetration of party and state’, suggested that parties have become ‘agents of the state’
employing state resources ‘to ensure their own collective survival’?® The provision of
state resources not only restricts the emergence of new parties, but also reduces the

necessity for party leaders to expand their own mass memberships.

The substitution of traditional resoutces provided by members, affiliates and supporters
for those of the state implies a number of considerations both for party leaders and
grassroots members. The development of modern campaigning and fundraising

techniques suggests that party officials increasingly diversify ‘resource provision’ in what

22 Katz and Mair (1995), p.5
23 ibid., pp.15-16

24 ibid., p.6

2 ibid., p.18
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Katz and Mair described as the ‘Americanisation’ of politics.?® Whereas grassroots
members might strive to retain traditional soutces of funding and legitimacy, party
leaders often enthusiastically pursue donations from multinational corporations, interest
groups and other private individuals, none of whom necessarily wish to become part of a
mass membertship party. But Katz and Mair failed to acknowledge that the progress of
resource substitution could be tempered by the weight of history. Just as party leaders
need to consider the importance of alternative resources of party financing, they must
also account for the historical and psychological centrality of traditional providers (e.g.
the trade unions in the Labour Party) in upholding the political legitimacy of the party.
These caveats suggest that resource substitution might be a more gradual, complex and

inter-generational phenomenon than implied by the cartel model.

Katz and Mair contended that resource substitution encourages the gradual cartelisation
of political parties as agents of the state — a process representing a logical stage in the
historical shift away from traditional branch-mass party organisation. Furthermore, they
suggested that cartel parties typically emerge out of prior transformations in party
structure predicated on the Downsian and Kirchheimer models. In an environment of
contained electoral competition, where the distribution of resources becomes
increasingly diffuse, emergent cartel parties look keenly towards the more permanent

resources available from the state.

The result is a system in which political parties adopt less representative organisational
structures. As agents of the state, cartel parties draw upon state-based financing and
more privileged lines of access to state-regulated agencies, especially ‘politicised’ state
bureaucracies. Although the absence in British politics of state-funded parties and 2
politicised bureaucracy suggests that the immediate pressures of cartelisation are limited,
there are a number of areas where the development of cartel parties may become a
phenomenon in the future. State funding of parties was intimated by the Nolan and Neill
committees in treaction to the political scandals that plagued the Consetvative
government after 1992. Also, the recent reforms to the Civil Service have resulted in an
increasing propensity of selection boards to appoint senior officials drawn from the

private-sector and in the growth of quangos and decentralised agencies run on a market-

26 ibid., p.8
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based ethos. While the Civil Service is far from politicised, the recent reforms endured by

it suggest that it has become significantly less independent from the domain of politics.

The cartel party thesis advanced by Katz and Mair suggested a number of important
trends in party organisational change. Rather than regarding organisation as a static
phenomenon, their hypothesis provided a theoretically and intuitively plausible
framework for analysis. Mote importantly, it revealed the extent to which centre-left
parties have experienced structural pressures to move away from the branch-mass form
to mote contained, professional and efficient methods of party organisation and electoral
competition. Although the British example may not be entirely compliant with the
rigours of the cartel party thesis, in longer-term perspective there appeats to some

empitical evidence reinforcing the general trends to which it so powerfully referred.

To what extent has Labour engendered a form of organisation resembling the cartel
party model, or is it that the process of organisational transformation continued to
emphasise the centrality of balance of power considerations intimated by other
contemporaty theoties of party organisation? Labour’s constitutional framework came
into force in 1918. Since then, its principal organisational components have remained
unchanged, albeit that the prevailing balances of power between them have been subject
to occasional alteration.?’” Throughout, the Labour Party has remained organised around
four central institutions, each representing clearly delineated constituencies of leadership

élites, parliamentarians, delegates and grassroots members.

At the apex of Labour’s organisational structure stands the party leadership in which all
practical day-to-day political and managerial authority s vested. Over time, the Labour
Left was particularly concerned with the organisational inter-relationships between
leaders and grassroots members. The strategic success of the Labour Left demanded
observable shifts in the balance of power away from leaders, primarily so as to direct the
radical politics which it so often professed. But recent reforms meant that party members
came to represent a distinct organisational component in themselves. Since the
introduction of OMOV in 1993, grassroots members have become more individually

empowered in a manner juxtaposed both to the traditional collectivism of membership

27 for a thorough historical exposition of the main organisational elements of the Labour Party and the
distribution of power between them see the classic text McKenzie (1963), esp. pp. 295ff.
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envisaged by Labout’s original constitutional settlement, and to the strategic necessities
of the Labour Left. Party membership was framed increasingly in an individualised
context where members expressed views and opinions through ballots, referenda, focus
groups and thematic policy forums.?® In place of the traditional representative democracy
symbolised by delegates, mandates and conference resolutions, New Labour championed
a system of direct participative democracy where members were forcibly aligned to an
agenda set far-above them at the leadership level, away from the confrontational setting
of the conference platform. Party leaders enjoyed mandates delivered to them either
through direct ballots of individually enfranchised members, or indirectly through policy

forums engaged in ‘rolling’ programmes of policy development.

Labour’s National Executive Committee acts as the constitutional holder of party
management functions, responsible for the discharging of its responsibilities to the
annual conference. Although recent reforms altered the composition of the NEC and the
method for electing its members, most NEC members continue to be elected through
direct ballots of party members, trade unionists, and members of the various socialist
societies. The centralisation of power after 1987 ensured that the NEC became less
organisationally significant. The co-existent decline of the Labour Left meant that the
NEC no longer engaged in fractious battles with party leaders to assume control of patty

otganisation and, thereby, dictate the development of party policy.

One of the most important functions of the NEC remains the oversight of the
management and administration of the party. Over time, the input of officials and party
bureaucrats has become more significant as party leaders focus intently on the
efficiencies of party management. Most officials are responsible to Labour’s general
secretary and they execute the full range of management functions, including marketing
and fundraising, membership administration, policy development, international liaison
and regional monitoring. Since the late-1980s, the number of officials and advisors has
increased significantly and, as Seyd and Whiteley observed, this would only be to the

longer term detriment of Labour’s other representative institutions.

28 The individualisation of membership has been advanced by the introduction of OMOV (in 1993) for the
annual ballots for the election of delegates to the NEC and the increasing use of referenda to decide key
political questions, notably to approve the revision of Clause 4 in 1995 and Labour’s draft election
manifesto in 1996.

29 Seyd and Whiteley in Smith and Spear (1992), pp.33, 39-41
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The ‘party in Parliament’ exists as the third distinct organisational component,
incorporating MPs and Peers within the Parliamentary Labour Party.’® When Labour 1s
in opposition, the PLP elect annually from its own number a Patliamentary Committee
to whom the party leader assigns shadow ministerial portfolios. When in government, the
leader enjoys established prime-ministerial patronage in the appointment of Cabinet and
juntor ministers. The daily supervision of MPs remains the responsibility of the PLP,

notably Labour’s parliamentary whips and the backbench Chair of the patliamentary
patty.

The party’s annual conference remains the most publicly-visible organisational
component in the Labour Party, bringing together delegates from the constituencies,
trade unions and affiliated socialist societies with Labour’s leadership, parliamentarians
and local councillors. Over time, the balance of power has evidently shifted away from
the party conference, particularly through the emergence of the National Policy Forum
and its complicated nexus of policy sub-groups. Nevertheless, significant institutional
power remains in the hands of delegates, especially from the trade unions. As Duverger
observed, the complex inter-relationships between the party and the trade union
movement played an important part in shaping Labour’s historically confederal and
‘indirect’ structures. Despite recent reforms, the trade unions continue to play important
organisational and financial roles at all levels of the organisation. A number of Labour
MPs continue to be sponsored by affiliated unions, and some activists continue to enjoy
the privileges of ‘double registration’ as individual members and trade unionists. Trade
unionists comprise around one-third of the membership of the NEC, and their block
votes at party conferences continue to be of the utmost importance both to party leaders
and their opponents. The socialist societies also reflect the historical confederalism of the
party. Like the trade unions, they send small delegations to the NEC, sponsor several

Labour MPs, and are active within the conference arena.

Labour’s eatly organisation was concentrated around a homogenous membership that
claimed its collective right to control the actions of the patty elite. Party members were
actively recruited, either individually or as affiliates. Moreover, patty members enjoyed a

tange of decision-making privileges, while also recognising the important duties and

30 MEPs are members of the European Parliamentary Party (EPLP). In the election of the Leader and
Deputy Leader the votes of the EPLP form part of the one-third of total votes cast by parliamentarians.
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obligations which accompanied membership of a political party.3! During the late-1980s,
Labour opened its doors to a much wider range of supporters, conscious of a strategic
need to reverse the decline in membership and to attract a broader, cross-class clientele.’?
Simultaneously, party leaders emphasised the importance of remaining accountable to the
electorate, thus demanding considerable freedom of organisational and ideological
manoeuvte. The lines of authority within the party increasingly adopted more vertical
directions. The membership reforms surrounding the introduction of OMOV meant
that, whereas party members possessed more individual rights than before, their position
as part of a collectivised mass-membership was much less privileged. Following the
election of Blair in 1994, many of the distinctions between members and non-membets
became increasingly blurred as Labour invited all supporters, irrespective of formal
enrolment, to participate in pre-election campaigning. This was vividly evidenced by New
Labour’s Operation Victory campaign in 1996-7, although party leaders continued to pay lip
service to notions of a formal party membership in helping it to deliver a broader and

more socially diverse constituency of voter support.>3

The campaign to reverse the decline in party membership began immediately after
Labour’s third election defeat in 1987. But the leadership needed to ensure that an
enlarged membership base would not pose any threat to its own authority, particularly in
reviving organised intra-party factionalism. Accordingly, party strategists adopted more
atomised conceptions of grassroots participation in which party members determined
key political questions via postal ‘armchair’ balloting rather than through fractious
conferences and local meetings. This conception of party membership sought to
encourage greater identification with (and allegiance to) the national party, and therefore
with national leaders, while actively discouraging the immediate need for local
organisation and decision-making. Nowhere was factionalism more evident than in local
patties, where local leaders used the vestiges of organisation as extensions of their own

political constituencies. As Katz and Mair suggested,

“...it becomes possible to imagine a party that manages all its business from a single
central headquartets, and one which simply subdivides its mailing list by constituency,

31 For a cost-benefit analysis of Labour Party membership and activism see Seyd and Whiteley (1992),
especially pp.59-65

32 Memorandum from the General Secretary to the National Executive Committee, 26.04.86; NLC
Organisation Sub-Committee Minutes 1985/6; see also LPACR 1986, pp.55-57

33 Labour Party (1990), p.9; see also Labour Party (1997a)
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region or town when particular sets of candidates have to be selected or when sub-
national policies have to be approved”.34

In short, the organisational reforms undertaken by Labour since the late-1980s have been
heavily predicated on the fundamental assumptions of Downsian theory. Whereas the
Labour Party of the early 20" century sought to draw electoral support from one part of
a wider system of segmented constituencies and to retain such support over time, the
modern party has been forced to compete in the electoral marketplace.?> In doing so,
Labour’s electoral strategy has become more competitive, conscious of the need to
secure voters from a more variegated range of communities. However, whereas Labour
has embraced many of the characteristics of Kirchheimer’s catch-all and Panebianco’s
electoral-professional parties, it remains that Labour has yet to fully realise the form and

traits of the cartel party thesis advanced by Katz and Mair. Why is this so?

The cartel party model assumed that inter-party competition would be contained.
Although commentators have suggested that the ideological distance between the major
parties has narrowed over time, the prevailing pattern of electoral competition remains
competitive.3¢ In an environment where parties need to attract broader, less traditional
constituencies of support, inter-party competition continues to be frercest around
centrist and floating (non-aligned) voters. The existence of contained competition
implied by their model suggests that a limited incentive to compete has been replaced by
a positive incentive not to do so. Electoral competition in Britain today may have
become much less vigorous, but there is little substantive evidence to suggest that it has

become as contained as Katz and Mair claim.

The UK continues to lack the institutional structures necessary for the full cartelisation
of parties. British political society does not maintain state-funded political parties, nor
does it provide for a politicised state bureaucracy. Without these key charactenstics, the
ability of party leaders to consider the substitution of traditional resources is limited.
Rather than becoming an agent of the state as Katz and Mair predict, the organisational
reforms undertaken by Labour in the 1980s and 1990s reaffirmed many of the balance of

power considerations central to the catch-all and electoral-professional models of party

34 Katz and Mair (1995), p.21
35 Lipset and Rokkan (1967), p.51

36 for a discussion of the narrowing of economic policy differences between Labour and the Conservatives
during the 1980s see National Institute of Economic and Social Research (1990)
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transformation. As Kinnock recognised, for Labour to meet the imperatives of
Downsian theory by establishing Labour’s cross-class ideological appeal, it was essential
to end the climate of factionalism and to reassert the universal authority of party

leadership over party organisation.

Centralisation of Power and Atomisation of Grassroots Membership

By recognising the need to create a grassroots party membership which identified more
readily with the national party and its leadership, party strategists sought to reverse the
crisis of organisation which had been so dominant inside the Labour Party since its
election defeat in May 1979. In defeat, many party members blamed Callaghan and his
colleagues for failing to respond to the aspirations of ordinary working people. Some
activists perceived that intra-party democracy had been abandoned under an increasing
leadership tendency to ignore resolutions agreed by annual party conferences. At a time
when Labour’s parliamentary leadership was required to provide some form of
opposition to the new Conservative government, many party activists de-recognised
incumbent party leaders as occupants of legitimate ‘repositories of power’. These ctises
of legitimacy were exacetbated by the growth in membership of young, white-collar,
semi-professional, and public sector workers, who did not share the same ‘socialising’
experiences of party membership experienced by older members of the party. As Austin
Mitchell observed, ‘to lead is to betray. Leadership was itself an anti-social act, and an

indictable offence. Leaders would sell-out — unless they were stopped’.?’

Many of Labout’s rebellious new recruits looked to the Labour Left (especially the
Bennite Left) to provide opposition to the autonomy of leadership. During the 1970s,
many suppotters of the Labour Left aligned themselves with an emerging movement
inside the party against the established constitutional settlement which, they felt,
accorded too much decision-making power to party leaders. Throughout the 1974-79
Labour government, a number of small and highly specialised ‘ginger’ groups were
established to spearhead co-ordinated campaigns against the party’s constitutional
inadequacies, as they saw them. The most popular of these groups, notably the Labour
Co-ordinating Committee and the Campaign for Labour Party Democracy, formed the

Rank and File Mobilising Committee to create an umbrella organisation to campaign

37 Mitchell (1983), p.35
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more effectively for greater intra-party democracy. Crucially, these groups later provided
important organisational resources for Tony Benn’s challenge for the deputy-leadership

in October 1981.

By 1979, therefore, a powerful movement had gathered force in support of constitutional
change, primarily to effect a fundamental shift in the balance of organisational power
away from de-legitimised party leaders. The Labour Left’s proposals centred on three
areas of particular importance — the introduction of mandatory reselection of incumbent
Labour MPs, the transfer of responsibility to the NEC for the drafting of election
manifestos, and extending the franchise for the election of party leaders to the grassroots
membership as a whole. Mandatory reselection was designed to make individual Labour
MPs more accountable to their local parties. The electoral college proposals to include
constituency delegates, trade unionists and members of the parliamentary party, sought
to increase the responsiveness of leadership to wider opinion in the Labour movement.
Finally, the shifting of responsibility to the NEC for the drafting and preparation of
election manifestos was intended to check the personal bias and veto of revisionist and

overly pragmatic party élites.

Party leaders have traditionally opposed attempts at intra-party democratisation through
fear that such reforms disproportionately favoured a relatively small number of activists
who, as John May identified in 1973, typically held radical political opinions relative to
the electorate as a whole®® The accepted view of party leaders also reinforced
Ostrogorski’s concern that parliamentarians should not be forced to succumb to the will
of a party caucus, or be compelled to support mandates without exercising individual

political discretion. As Crosland suggested,

“...the voice of moderate opinion in the Labour Party has been drowned by the

clamour of an active and articulate minority...We seek to reassert the views of the great

mass of Labour supporters against those docttinaire pressure groups”.>

The proposals for the reform of Labour’s constitution were put before the party’s annual
conference in 1980, and to the special Wembley conference held in January 1981. The

introduction of mandatory reselection and the creation of a new electoral college for the

38 May (1973), p.139
39 Crosland, C.A.R., A Manifesto Addressed to the Labour Movement, Private Papers 1959-63, (Ref: 6/1 -
Campaign for Democratic Socialism)
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selection of party leaders represented the ‘pinnacle’ of Labour Left success thus far.%0
But, more critically, the conference cemented internal division inside the party.
Immediately afterwards, more than twenty Labour MPs resigned from the patliamentary
party and joined with the ‘Gang of Four’ senior ex-Labour ministers to form the

breakaway Social Democratic Party.*! Tony Benn concluded that

“this was the end of a historic day — [Wembley was] the product of ten years of
work...We have lost the manifesto fight, but we have won the battles over the
leadership election and mandatoty reselection and this has been a historic, an enormous
change, because the PLP, which has been the great centre of power in British politics,

has had to yield to the movement that put the [MPs] there”.42

Following the special conference, Callaghan announced his decision to resign as party
leader in the hope that, with the existing electoral arrangements still in place, his chosen
successor would prevail. Although Healey appeared the most qualified candidate, he was
widely repudiated as Labour’s last (and arguably most infamous) Chancellor of the
Exchequer. The election of Michael Foot was a second important strategic success for
the Labour Left, but it quickly emerged that Foot’s leadership would be unable to resolve
the prevailing crisis of organisation and leadership inside the Labour Party. The Labour
Left tended to view Foot with some suspicion. Foot was seen to publicly support the
Callaghan government, and the new leader was criticised for his rather antipathetic
apptroach towards questions of intra-party democracy. Labour’s right-wing also distrusted
him because of his radical stance towards a number of policy questions, including public
ownership and nuclear disarmament. Foot rapidly experienced the vacuum of leadership
that so dominated Callaghan’s last months as leader. As the former Prime Minister
ruefully observed shortly before his resignation, party leaders held ‘as little authority in

the PLP as in the NEC — the Left are the masters now’.43

The Wembley special conference failed to resolve the undetlying paralysis of leadership
and organisation inside the Labour Party, and several key events between 1981 and the
1983 election highlighted the continuing importance of organisational issues in

oxygenating intra-party dissent. First, Tony Benn announced in January 1981 that he

40 The proposals for NEC control over the Party's general election manifesto were narrowly rejected by
3,625,000 to 3,508,000 votes; see LPACR (1980), pp.142-48

41 see Crewe and King (1995), p.76

42 Benn diaries 1980-90, p.69

43 Callaghan quoted in Jenkins (1987), p.113
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intended to invoke the new electoral college arrangements to challenge Healey for the
deputy-leadership of the party. Despite failing to secure Foot’s support, Benn proceeded
with the contest, and soon enjoyed the support of many local constituency parties and
trade unionists. Following a bitter and protracted battle, Healey narrowly secured victory

over his left-wing challenger.

Second, the selection of Peter Tatchell by the Bermondsey constituency party to contest
the local by-election brought the party leadership into sharp conflict with the Labour
Left-dominated NEC. The decision to select Tatchell, despite the leadership’s
opposition, was promptly turned into a battle regarding the locus of constitutional
authority in the endorsement of patliamentary candidates. The devastating defeat for
Labour in Bermondsey revealed some of the deeply-embedded structural and
otganisational problems which the party would face in the forthcoming general election

campaign, and beyond.*

Third, Foot appeared unable to exert the necessary leadership authority to ensure that
the party put forward an election manifesto which would deliver a Labour government.
The roots of these problems lay in the NEC’s decision to endorse the Left-sponsored
Labour’s Programme 1982 that contained radical proposals for unilateral nuclear
disarmament, withdrawal from Europe, and widespread extensions of public ownership
and economic planning. Notwithstanding the Wembley conference’s decision to leave
the power of manifesto drafting in the hands of party leaders, much of the 1982

Programme was ultimately replicated in the 1983 manifesto.

Finally, the emergence of the Militant Tendency in some local inner-city constituency
parties alarmed many Labour MPs, particularly after the NEC failed to take long-term
action to eradicate Trotskyite entryism and infiltration during the 1970s. A coalition of
centre-left and centre-right MPs ensured that an initially reluctant party leadership
endorsed proceedings against the Tendency. This angered many supporters of the
Labour Left, particularly after Foot decided to proscribe Militant and expel several of its
most high-profile leaders in 1982. The division caused by the Militant episode continued

into the 1983 election campaign, involving High Court rulings and a number of

44 Eor a detailed examination of the events surrounding the Bermondsey by-election and Tatchell's
candidature see Tatchell (1983)



alterations to party rules and procedures. More importantly, the proceedings highlighted
that the marginal short-term rewards gained from the expulsions could not disguise
deeper-rooted structural and organisational deficiencies, and the enduring presence of an

organisationally reactive party leadership.

The effect of the constitutional changes agreed at Wembley was not that institutional
power shifted uncontrollably to the party outside Patliament, but that it cemented the
polanisation of organisation and paralysis of leadership within it. The Labour Left was
unable to enforce systems of collective order and central decision-making, rendering it
impossible to co-ordinate the activities and aspirations of a newly empowered
membership. Labour had become a ‘rudderless ship that drifted aimlessly in dangerous
seas buffeted by storms’.4 The lasting testament of Labour’s electoral nadir in 1983
revealed that the strident conviction with which Margaret Thatcher led both her party
and her government stood in marked contrast to the uncontrolled and fractious

opposition led by Michael Foot.

Neil Kinnock inherited from Foot an unelectable political party in which its two
opposing factions were increasingly at war. The new leader quickly identified that internal
dissent, organisational defects, and Labour’s electoral programme had offended many of
Labout’s core constituency of supporters. Such weaknesses could only be remedied by
concerted action to restore the organisational authonty of leadership and the supremacy
of the parliamentary party in policy-making, to curb the powers of the National
Executive, to marginalise the Labour Left, and expel “Trotskyite entryists’ from the party.
These objectives were not immediately realisable. Kinnock commanded limited
otganisational resources, and presided over a power base of leadership that was broad
but very shallow. The new leader needed to overcome four important barrers to

organisational modernisation.

First, the Wembley reforms transferred key powers of selection to local constituency
activists, as evidenced by the Bermondsey party’s selection of Tatchell n 1982. The
abandonment of these reforms served as useful starting-point from which to wrestle

control away from activists, particularly from the Labour Left. Kinnock proposed new

45 Shaw (1994), p.23
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systems of selection balloting among local members that effectively terminated the 1981
reforms. To appease the Labour Left, Kinnock recommended that the one-member-one-
vote proposals should not be compulsory on all local parties. Despite Kinnock’s narrow
success in securing NEC approval for his proposals, the Labour Left subjected ‘optional
OMOV’ to umiversal criticism. The proposals were ultimately defeated at the 1984
conference following the defiance of trade union delegates, especially among

representatives from the powerful transport unton (TGWU).46

Second, Kinnock needed to overcome the problems generated by the Labour Left in
local government. The new system of rate-capping of over-spending local authorities,
enacted by the Conservative government after 1983, encouraged campaigns of non-
compliance from some innet-city authotities controlled by the Left. Since non-
compliance was illegal and could lead to imptisonment or disqualification, the party
leadership felt compelled to distance itself from some of its most high-profile local
government leaders.#’ At the 1984 conference, 2 number of motions supporting non-
compliance were agreed, most publicly sanctioned by Derek Hatton, the deputy leader of
Liverpool City Council and senior Militant activist.®® Kinnock found himself caught
between two extreme positions. To support non-compliance would excite electorally
damaging bad news stories about Labour. The condemnation of senior leaders of local
government like David Blunkett in Sheffield, Ken Livingstone at the Greater London
Council or Ted Knight in Lambeth, would re-ignite anger from all sections of the Labour

Left and might threaten any future alliance between the leadership and the soft-left.

Ultumately, Kinnock decided to oppose the non-compliance strategy, suggesting to local
government leaders that it was better to have ‘a dented shield than no shield at all’.%
Although Kinnock incurred the immediate wrath of Labour’s council leaders, the non-
compliance strategy pursued by local authorities was, in practice, one of mendacity. Most
local government leaders sought to avoid surcharge, bankruptcy and imprisonment.>
Rather than damaging those non-compliant authorities led by the Labour Left, the
countervailing stance taken by Kinnock and the NEC only damaged the Labour Party as

46 LPACR 1984, pp.66-7
47 Labour Party (1986a)
48 ibid., pp.128ff

¥ Guardian, 02.01.85

30 In the event, the strategy of non-compliance collapsed after the disintegration of the united coalition in
the wake of Livingstone's decision to avoid criminal action by setting a rate for the G1.C

—
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a whole. As Lansley suggested, it was a ‘phoney war’. Instead of generating popular
support against the rate-capping policy of the Conservative government, Labour had

effectively ‘manufactured a crisis of its own’.>!

Third, party leaders needed to overcome the bartiers to modernisation reinforced by the
position of the Labour Left inside the trade union movement. The mineworkets’ strike
during 1984-5 rapidly became the most serious industrial dispute to threaten the
Conservative government. Although Kinnock opposed government plans to close
unproductive coalmines, the leadership was mindful of Labour’s traditional support for
the National Union of Mineworkers. Like rate-capping, Kinnock found himself
entrapped between two competing positions, neither of which would assist his
programme for modernisation and transformation. On one hand, Kinnock did not wish
to publicly support the industrial policies of the New Right. On the other, Kinnock was
aware that to outwardly support the NUM would encourage media portrayal of Labour
as extreme and militant. Also, the party leadership did not share the views of NUM
President, Arthur Scargill, that the dispute would mobilise the working-classes and would

topple the Thatcher government. As Benn observed at the 1984 conference,

“Kinnock made his conference speech...he got a standing ovation of a most forced

kind. Then he himself stopped it.. .Arthur Scargill had got a spontaneous and passtonate

ovation, and Neil didn’t want comparisons drawn with Arthur”.52

The shock-waves of the NUM’s disappointing defeat reverberated around the Labour
movement, not least that it powerfully symbolised the systematic curbing of trade union
powers by a hostile Thatcher government. Party leaders were looked upon to provide
some form of comfort to a demoralised rank-and-file membership. With an apparent
inability to succeed at the industrial level, many activists looked to Kinnock to deliver
electoral victory for them. This supplied important catalysts for later party
transformations. The growing reluctance of activists to use extra-patliamentary action in
light of the NUM’s defeat, whether 1t be in the constituency, at work, or within local
government, provided an important mechanism by which party leaders could further
challenge the legitimacy of the Labour Left. But the immediate effect of the NUM’s

industrial action was to decelerate reform and modernisation. The strike required Labour

>1 Lansley (1985)
52 Benn (1992), p.378
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to take ‘a year out of the job we should have been doing — renovating policy’, and

suggested to many voters that the Labour Party had become simply ‘a union support

group’.>?

The defeat of the Labour Left, particularly with respect to non-compliance and industrial
relations, served to empower party leaders in their drive to bring about significant
organisational reform. Kinnock’s style at the 1985 conference became more aggressive
and combative, especially in addressing the two potentially fractious issues concerning
the reimbursement of NUM fines and the reinstatement of dismissed mineworkers.>*
Kinnock narrowly secured support from the NEC to reject both proposals, although
conference delegates ultimately endorsed reinstatement. In one of Kinnock’s most
famous conference speeches as leader, he demonstrated his own security of position by
publicly rebuking the Labour Left. As the Guardian remarked, by denouncing both the
NUM and the Militant Tendency’s leadership of Liverpool City Council, Kinnock had

effectively lanced a boil’.>

‘Ill tell you what happens with impossible promises. You start with far-fetched
resolutions. They are then pickled into a rigid dogma, a code, and you go through the
years sticking to that, outdated, misplaced, irrelevant to the real needs, and you end 1n
the grotesque chaos of a Labour council - a Labour council - hiring taxis to scuttle ‘round
a city handing out redundancy notices to its own workers...[Applause]...You can’t play

politics with people’s jobs...[Applanse)’.>°

1985 was a watershed year in the organisational life of the Labour Party. The power of
the Labour Left had sharply receded, especially within the NEC, and the vatious left-
wing coalitions had fragmented over a range of organisational and strategic issues. The
splintering of the Labour Left was so evident that Tribune publicly endorsed the
‘realignment of the Left’ to effectively counter the Thatcherite transformation of British
society. The Labour Left neither anticipated the extent to which the mainstream of the

Labour Party had left it behind, nor had it fully understood that its own crisis was one of

tactics as well as one of its own ideology.>’

53 Interview with David Dimbleby, BBC Television, 05.12.92

54 LPACR 1985, pp.153-56

33 Guardian, 02.10.85; Observer, 06.10.85
56 LPACR 1985, p.128

57 see also Wertheimer (1929)
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The position of the Labour Left gradually ceded to more reformist and conciliatory soft-
left undercurrents which proved essential in enabling the restoration of leadership
control and organisational discipline. Among activists the soft-left was represented by the
Labour Co-ordinating Committee, in pathiament by the Tribune Group, and within the
NEC as a bloc led by David Blunkett, Michael Meacher and Tom Sawyer. Labour’s right-
wing, as well as the hard-left championed by Benn and Heffer, lacked the organisational
strength by which to assert organisational leverage over the party. This allowed new
coalitions of forces to gather strength largely unchecked and, furthered by leadership
patronage, the soft-left joined with party leaders in establishing an alliance at the elite

level in support of modernisation and change.

These new relationships between patty leaders and the soft-left inside the NEC
necessitated compromises and concessions. As discussed eatlier, the continuing debate
inside the party regarding unilateralism was one area of policy change demanding
flexibility on both sides. The legacy of a broad left-wing consensus supportive of non-
nuclear strategies suggested that the soft-left might be initially reluctant to abandon
unilateralism. For Kinnock, these revocations of policy, agteed at the 1981 conference
and re-affirmed in 1984, could rekindle dissent and destroy emergent coalitions in favour
of reform. In the event, however, the widespread desire within the party to end disunity
and further Labour’s electoral revival encouraged concessions from the soft-left in

supporting the new multilateralist thinking of party leaders.>®

A fourth significant barrier to organisational modernisation was provided by nature of
policy-making itself within the party. In a report presented to Kinnock shortly after the
1983 election defeat, Labour’s research sectetary, Geoff Bish, highlighted a number of
structural inadequacies in existing policy-making procedures.” First, Bish suggested that
the NEC and the Shadow Cabinet had become competing centres of power. Second,
Bish identified the growing overload inside party’s communication channels, preventing
the effective dissemination and enactment of policy. Third, the report concluded that the
party had failed to recognise and adapt to the important strategic role played by opinion
research. Consultation on policy tended to be sporadic and occutred at too late a stage in

the development process. To address these problems, Kinnock abolished most of the

58 Tribune 26.09.86
59 Labour Party (1983b)



NEC’s complex hierarchy of sub-committees and study groups, replacing them with joint
NEC-Shadow Cabinet policy committees to resolve outstanding policy disagreements.
These reforms gave the NEC an institutionalised role in policy-making, albeit only as an
adjunct of (and facilitator for) party leadership. By 1987, most organisational
responsibilities for policy-making had passed to the leadetship and Shadow Cabinet.
Senior front-benchers dominated the NEC through the holding of key commuttee chairs,
whereas other leadership loyalists ensured that policy decisions made elsewhere were

routinely endorsed.®®

Kinnock also reformed internal party policy-making through the direct appointment of
policy advisers and professional officials. Rather than being centrally employed under the
direction of the NEC (like the party’s own research staff), these new advisers were
directly recruited by the leadership and Shadow Cabinet, and remunerated through the
Short Fund.6! Their role was two-fold — either to advise policy committees (and later the
Policy Review groups), or to reinforce support for party leaders through deal-making and
arm-twisting. Operating outside the formal employment structures of the party, these
officials owed their primary loyalty to their paymaster, who controlled their career
progression and access to internal power. As Shaw observed, such an influx of outside
advisers and strategists represented a concerted attack on the NEC as a ‘battering ram of

change’ and ‘rival to the parliamentary leadership’.62

Centralised control over policy-making was also extended through patronage. Although
Kinnock was restricted in the appointment of senior Shadow Cabinet positions, he used
the opportunity of enlarging the size of his junior front-bench team to expand control
over the entire parliamentary party. By 1990, more than one-third of the parliamentary
party occupied front-bench positions. This allowed Kinnock to demand unquestioning
loyalty to the decisions and policies of the parliamentary patty. When Ann Clywd voted
against the agreed position of the PLP regarding the Conservative government’s defence

estimates in October 1988, she was dismissed. Clare Short was forced to resign two

60 At the 1990 Conference, the traditional policy-making role of the Annual Conference was further
amended by the establishment of Policy Forums and Policy Commissions (with a membership drawn from
all levels of the Party, including trade unions) who were charged with conducting a rolling policy-formation
programme which could be overseen directly by the leadership; LPACR (1990)

61 This is a publicly funded grant allocation to opposition parties which the leadership used, supplemented
by ad hoc contributions from the trade unions, for the purposes of recruiting Party advisers and strategists.
See Katz and Mair (1994), p.123

62 Shaw (1994), p-111
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months later following her opposition to the cyclical renewal of emergency powers in the

Prevention of Terrorism Act (1974).

The centralisation of media management furthered the extension of leadership control.
Party leaders enjoyed easier access to the media than their critics, particularly to the
editorially liberal-left newspapers like the Guardian ot Independent. The development of
centralised communications strategies, especially following the appointment of Peter
Mandelson in 1985, allowed party leaders to interact with important news journalists
who, in turn, could influence the wider electorate and the grassroots membership of the
party. Following the 1987 election, the leadership began to use the media as a means of
attacking its internal critics. For instance, leaked statements and briefings to selected
journalists undermined the positions of both John Prescott and Michael Meacher.
Mandelson allowed Prescott’s views regarding British involvement in the Gulf War to be
described as ‘treacherous’ and ‘self-indulgent’, and the Observer was encouraged to declare
the soft-left ‘Supper Club’ as an organised conspiracy against Kinnock’s reforming

leadership.63

Therefore, the significant alterations to the prevailing balance of intra-party power
between 1983 and 1987 were effected by the leadership’s growing competence in tackling
its own organisational paralysis. As discussed above, the vacuum of leadership was
exacerbated by the Wembley reforms, by the resurgence of the Labour Left it reinforced,
and by the structural characteristics of party policy-making. After Labour’s 1987 defeat,
centralised control was extended through further reforms to the nature of grassroots
membership. This was achieved in two distinct ways. First, by extending leadership
control over parliamentary selection, typically the domain of local activists in the
constituencies. Second, by the introduction of direct individual balloting, known as one-
member-one-vote, which delimited the autonomy of local activists in determining policy,

representation and candidate selection.

The nomination of a modestly left-wing candidate, Deirdre Wood, to contest the
Greenwich by-election shortly before the 1987 election, suggested to party leaders that
the rules governing the selection of candidates should be tightened. The intransigence of

the Greenwich party by selecting Wood over the leadership’s preferred candidate was

63 Observer, 10.02.91
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identified as one of the main causes for a safe Labour seat being won by the
SDP/Liberal Alliance. The NEC immediately tightened the selection procedures for
constituency parties, and created new parliamentary selection panels (appointed by the
NEC) to interview prospective candidates and to publish centrally approved shortlists
from which local parties could nominate. These new procedures were activated for the
Vauxhall by-election in May 1989 when the NEC rejected two hard-left candidates,
Martha Osamor and Russell Profitt, by imposing the moderate Kate Hoey in their place.
The NEC also turned its attention to the revision of by-election rules where general
election candidatés had already been selected, giving party leaders renewed powers over
de-selection and imposition of approved candidates. These new procedures were used to
impose Chatlotte Atkins as the Labour candidate for the Eastbourne by-election in 1990
and Derek Enright in Hemsworth in 1991. Kinnock also threatened summary de-
selection in the Walton by-election in July 1991 in the event that the local party endorsed
Militant activist Lesley Mahmood over Peter Kilfoyle. Mahmood ultimately contested
Walton for Militant as the ‘Real Labour’ candidate. By standing in direct competition to
Labour for the first time, Militant signalled that it was prepared to contemplate the

abandonment of its entryist strategy.*

Having regained control over the selection procedures for by-elections, Kinnock
proceeded by reforming the rules governing routine parhamentary selections. The
ascendancy of the Labour Left during the late-1970s meant that the NEC rarely
intervened to prevent either the selection of hard-left candidates or the de-selection of
right-wing MPs. Three new hard-left MPs were returned to Parliament at the 1987
general election.b®> Kinnock sought to prevent the election of any more. Buttressed by the
new soft-left coalition in the NEC, Kinnock consolidated support for further revisions to
patliamentary selection procedures. To this end, when Frank Field was de-selected in
Birkenhead, the NEC intervened by otdering the contest to be re-run, a strategy which

ultimately procured Field’s convenient re-adoption.

64 These procedures were not used against the Walton local party given that Kilfoyle had already been
selected to replace Eric Heffer at the next general election and polling data suggested a Labour victory. But
the use of summary de-selection would undeniably have raised the profile of Mahmood and, so close to a
general election, this might have made the subsequent expulsions of MPs Dave Nellist and Terry Fields all
the more damaging for the leadership. Mahmood retained her deposit [2,613 votes (6.5%)]. Peter Kilfoyle
was elected (21,317 votes; 53.1%) with a Labour majority of 6,860. McKie (1992), p.285

64 Diane Abbott (Hackney North), Bernie Grant (Tottenham) and Ken Livingstone (Brent East)
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Why did the leadership concentrate on constituency selection processes? There are two
important explanations for this trend. First, by-elections had become highly publicised
media events of national political significance. The party leadership found it increasingly
difficult to recover after poor by-election results, as in Greenwich, and recognised the
importance of by-election victories as part of wider electoral strateges. Second, the
selection of candidates critical of the leadership, or portrayed as relative extremists,
militated against the objectives of party leaders in restoring Labour as a moderate
political organisation capable of government. Inherently fearful of public and media
criticism, it was imperative for party leaders to be seen to combat internal extremism.
The ability of leadership to direct the selection of patliamentary candidates was central to

the reassertion of centralised control of party management.

The re-introduction of direct balloting proposals in 1988 furthered the centralisation of
power within the party. OMOV was designed to extend intetnal party democracy while
simultaneously abating the autonomy of local activists. Mote importantly, it sought to
involve individual (non-active) members in local and national decision-making. In
recalling the difficulties of the mid-1980s in introducing ‘optional OMOV’, Kinnock
suggested that the NEC establish ‘local electoral colleges’ for the selection of
patliamentary candidates. By restricting the voting input of trade unionists to forty
petcent, with the remainder allocated to ballots of individual local members, Kinnock
intended to completely remove the autonomy of local activists in determining local
representation and delegation. In 1988, the NEC ‘encouraged’ local parties to use direct
balloting for the forthcoming leadership elections and, again, in 1989 encouraged the use
of OMOV for the selection of conference delegates. But the system of local electoral
colleges was seen to be particularly cumbersome. It was abolished in 1990.66 Despite the
setback, the NEC resolved to make direct balloting of the membership a mandatory

requirement at some point in the near future.

The extension of individual membership rights could not conceal the continuing
poignancy of Michels’ iton law of oligarchy. The introduction of direct balloting for all
parliamentary selections reduced the accountability of local Labour MPs to their local
parties, since many of the oversight functions of constituency committees were

systematically replaced by increased central control from party headquarters. Direct

66 L PACR (1990), pp.9-11
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balloting also encouraged the removal of the Labour Left from organisational power
inside the party. After 1989, the number of openly left-wing constituency representatives
on the NEC declined significantly. Denis Skinner lost his NEC seat in 1992, and the
following year Tony Benn was also ousted from the constituency section. The Left’s
exclusion from the party’s decision-making apparatus further prevented it from
mobilising grassroots activists and influencing the party’s electoral ‘message’. Moreover,
the replacement of hotizontal communication at the local level with new patterns of
direct, vertical communication between leader and grassroots member involved the
growing redundancy of local political activities as sources of learning and political
socialisation.’ These trends in organisation potentially had far-reaching long-term
implications for party leaders. The reduction of local party power would delimit the
ability of leaders to maintain Labour’s cote constituencies of electoral support at the
ballot box. Whereas representative democracy allowed for open debate, direct democracy
forced individual members to align themselves (ot not) to agenda set far above them at
the elite level. By the 1992 election, Kinnock successfully ensured that the authority of

the parliamentary leadership had become untivalled.

During the leadership campaign to replace Kinnock in the summer of 1992, John Smith
revealed his intention to review the ‘link’ between the party and the trade union
movement. Smith contended that if Labour did not reduce the importance of union
votes in decision-making and selections, Labour could not hope to appeal to affluent,
middle-class voters. OMOV represented a direct challenge to the collective strength of
trade unions in electoral colleges. The shift towards individual membership also

necessitated the reduction of union voting strength at party conferences.

At the NEC meeting in February 1993, Smith proposed that trade unionists should be
included in party decision-making oz/y as individual members. Initially, the new leader
suggested that the leadership electoral college should consist exclusively of grassroots
members and patliamentatians, although in the face of widespread opposition Smith later
conceded that trade unionists who were also individual members should be given the
opportunity to vote. John Prescott played an important role in shaping compromises and

concessions with the union movement. The unions continued to cast seventy petcent of

67 This was also achieved by ensuring that the Party's traditional information newsletter came under stricter
central editorial control. Labour Weekly was replaced by the quarterly Labour Party News. See Heffernan and

Marqusee (1992), pp-107-8
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votes at the party conference. As Prescott recognised, the trade unions could ultimately
defeat Smith’s proposals.8 By relating the issue of the union link to the expectation of an
increase in the size of the party’s individual membership, Prescott suggested that trade
unionists should be entitled to join at reduced rates, known as levy-plus’ or ‘registered
subscription’. Prescott delivered an unexpectedly impassioned speech in support of
Smith’s proposals, and his speech played an important part in deliveting a last-minute
narrow majority of conference delegates.®® It was also agreed that when individual
membership reached 300,000 the balance between union and constituency votes at
conference would be reviewed. When this was achieved (1n 1995), the existing 70:30 ratio
was reduced to parity. As Seyd observed, by undermining the collective voting strength
of the union movement, it had ‘become in the eyes of the party leadership a limited asset

rather than an electoral liability’.70

The formal introduction of OMOV in 1993 represented the most significant
organisational reform of the Smith ‘interregnum’. The structural consequences were far-
reaching, especially by reducing activist power and furthering the centralisation of
leadership begun under Kinnock. The new levy-plus system limited the collective
strength of union activists at the local level. The introduction of direct balloting for the
election of party leaders also extinguished the autonomy of constituency delegates.
Furthermore, the alteration to the electoral college meant that seven percent of union
voting strength was transferred equally to parliamentarians and the constituencies. It was
also agreed to reform conference decision-making once individual membership had
increased — a modification that would reduce the structural importance of trade unionists
and activists at all levels of the party. The intention of OMOV was to ‘complete the
process of change from an activist-based system of selection to one in which the wider

membership alone determined the choice of candidates’.”!

The centralisation of power was extended by restricting the manoeuvrability of local

constituency parties in choosing candidates for the next general election. At the 1993

68 the size of the union bloc vote in overall conference voting strength was reduced in 1993 from ninety to
seventy percent; see Panitch and Leys (1997), p.225

69 the 1993 conference agreed to individual votes from trade unions and socialists societies by 48.9% to
48.1%, agreed the introduction of one-member-one-vote for parliamentary selections by 47.5% to 44.3%,
and to the introduction of all-women shortlists by 53.8% to 34.9%; see LPACR (1993), p.179

70 Seyd (1997), p.63

71 Butler and Kavanagh (1997), pp.188-9
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conference, the party resolved that women-only shortlists should operate in a number of
designated marginal seats and Labour-held constituencies where the incumbent intended
to resign. The intention was to ‘feminise’ the patliamentary party and to achieve eventual
gender parity. This position was reaffirmed after Smith’s death at Tony Blair’s first
conference as leader. Women-only shortlists would operate in one-half of all marginal
seats winnable on a six-percent swing, and in one-half of Labour-held seats requiring the

adoption of new candidates.

Although the strategy behind all-women shortlists was clearly well meaning, its
introduction fuelled a number of unnecessarily fractious selection contests between party
leaders and some grassroots members. In Falmouth, the imposition of Candy Atherton
led to the resignation of a number of local Labour councillors. In Slough, the NEC’s
deciston to impose Fiona MacTaggart encouraged the recruitment of a large number of
new members opposed to the centralisation of candidate selection. In 1996, two
excluded male candidates decided to invoke legal proceedings against the party, claiming
that all-women shortlists contravened the Sex Discrimination Act (1975) and the 1976
European directive on equal treatment. Unfortunately, the NEC decided not to appeal
against the ruling and the leadership agreed to allow the policy to lapse. Despite the
suspension of the policy by allowing on-going selection contests to operate with open-
shortlists, local parties continued to endorse the undetlying philosophy of quotas and all-
women shortlists. By the 1997 election, nineteen women had been chosen in marginal
and Labour-held seats, fifteen of whom were selected gffer the suspension of all-women
shortlists in January 1996. The unexpected swing to Labour in 1997 added a further
eleven women MPs nominated under open-shortlists in seats deemed unwinnable.
Although all-women shorﬂists improved the representativeness of the parliamentary
party, it was achieved only at the expense of local party autonomy and marked a further

extension of leadership power over the selection of parliamentary candidates.

The introduction of OMOV encouraged wayward local parties to recruit new members
to pre-determine the outcome of local selection contests. The media took great delight in
reporting that this phenomenon tended to occur in seats with large ethnic populations.
In Manchester, activists claimed that party headquarters delayed the processing of six
hundred membership applications by Asian supporters, thus preventihg the de-selection

of Gerald Kaufman in favour of Ahmed Shahzad. Similarly, four Birmingham local
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parties were suspended following accusations that the selection processes were unduly
influenced by the recruitment of large numbers of Asian and black supporters who had
been promised housing improvement grants as inducements. In Bradford, Max Madden
was deselected in a confused and fractious battle between tival Sikh and Muslim
candidates. In Bethnal Green, Oona King was nominated following the exclusion of
Rajan Uddin after a protracted investigation into the membership applications of over
two hundred Bengali supporters. The most publicly divisive selection contest, however,
occurred in Glasgow Govan where the incumbent MP, Mike Watson, challenged the
names of more than twenty new recruits, most of them Asian. The extent of local and
national publicity regarding the selection contest, and the NEC’s subsequent decision to
re-run the ballot in June 1996, reinforced polarisation in the Govan constituency party.
Watson was defeated. Local Pakistani businessman, Mohammed Sarwar, was nominated

to fight Govan for Labour.

OMOV caused a number of other non-racial selection battles between local parties and
the national leadership. In Leeds, the NEC deselected Liz Davies after it was revealed
that she held editorial positions with the dissident Left journal, Labour Briefing.
Opponents claimed that Davies had been disloyal to the party while a Labour councillor
in Islington. Davies also held a conviction for non-payment of the poll tax. In Exeter, the
leadership removed the approved local candidate, John Lloyd, following accusations
regarding his involvement in a South African bomb trial 1n the 1960s. In Swindon, John
D’Avila, the 1992 candidate and trade union activist, successfully challenged the selection
of Blairite Michael Wills in the High Court. Despite the ruling, the NEC decided that the
widespread division within the local party made another selection contest unfeasible and,
in May 1996, imposed Wills as the candidate. Finally, following the defection of Alan
Howarth from the Conservatives shortly before the 1997 election, the NEC decided to
impose him as Labour candidate for Newport East despite strong local opposition and
irrespective of his poor track record in parliamentary selection contests in Wentworth

and Wythenshawe.

OMOV was central to the determination of candidate selection and in improving
member recruitment. It also proved significant in allowing party leaders to by-pass
Labour’s traditional decision-making structures through the use of direct referenda. Tony

Blair’s early decision regarding the revision of Clause 4 and the re-statement of Labour’s
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aims and values was the first occasion where the leadership decided to appeal directly to
grassroots members to measure the party’s commitment to further reform. The use of
direct balloting to replace the collectivism of constituency party resolutions and the bloc
votes of trade unionists undoubtedly allowed the revision of Clause 4 to pass with
substantial majorities. Most local parties balloted their members by post. Most trade
unions agreed either to do the same, or to poll representative samples of their
memberships. At the special Clause 4 conference held in April 1995, Blair secured a
majority of trade unionists (54.6%) as well as an overwhelming number of individual
party members (90%). Similarly, following the NEC’s approval of New Labour’s draft
manifesto in July 1996, Blair decided to repeat the direct balloting experiment in order to
bind the party membership into his programme for government. The ballot on New
Labour New Life for Britain was held shortly after the 1996 conference. Despite a relatively
low turnout (61%), the draft manifesto was overwhelmingly endorsed by 95% of

individual members.

The centralisation of Labour’s campaigning and communications strategies further
reduced the role of local parties and activists. The development of national fundraising
campaigns to pursue party members and supporters for donations inevitably reduced the
ability of local parties to obtain important sources of funding by using traditional
doorstep and mailing techniques. The creation of a central marketing department and a
large call-centre team provided long-term regular donations from members and
supporters by standing order and direct debit contributions. Between 1995 and the 1997
election, more than £10 million was raised for the campaign in this way, supplemented

by the ‘Thousand Club’ which generated a further £10 million from wealthy individual

supporters.’?

The emergence of an alternative headquarters staff to the officials based at Walworth
Road aroused particular concern at the unrelenting pace of Blait’s centralisation of
leadership. Charged with overseeing Labour’s news and media management, hundreds of
party officials were employed (under the direction of Peter Mandelson) to co-ordinate
Labour’s new media centre on Millbank. To many activists, this reinforced perceptions of
New Labour as a party increasingly dictated to by unaccountable ‘spin-doctors’ and

image-makers who considered almost any policy initiative in order to gain electoral

72 see NEC Report (1997), p.18
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support. There were two centrepieces to the ‘Millbank machine’. First, the Rapid
Rebuttal Unit to oversee the repudiation of damaging news stories by using
computerised archival material from the Excalibur database. Second, the Key Seats
taskforce managed by the General Election Co-ordinator to target floating votets in the
92 marginal seats which Labour needed to win on a six-percent swing. The significance
of the growth of Millbank lay in the extent to which party leaders were prepared to
marginalise its traditional headquarters staff to establish a powerful (and often covert)
alternative bureaucratic elite of loyal officials whose role became another adjutant for

Blair’s extended authority.

kokokokk

Shortly before the 1997 election, the party leadership published its proposals to reform
the structure of party policy-making. Conscious of the need to maintain intra-party
discipline in government, Blair sought to make a number of important changes to the
organisational character of the party, emphasising the role of the NEC and party
conference as ‘partners’ to the Labour government rather than sources of conflicting
opinion.” The Partnership in Power proposals substantially altered the prevailing balance of
power between the leadership and grassroots membership. The composition of the NEC
was enlarged through the inclusion of three government ministers and two
representatives of Labour local councillors. More mmportantly, the reforms introduced
‘rolling’ two-year programmes of policy development to integrate new decision-making
institutions. A new Joint Policy Committee would be established with equal numbers of
government and NEC representatives to ‘oversee’ party policy development. A National
Policy Forum of 175 representatives was also proposed to scrutinise policy reports from
the JPC and to deliver them to annual conferences. Both institutions effectively delimited
the organisational manoeuvrability of the NEC and the supremacy of party conference.
By determining the parameters of party policy elsewhere and by creating new two-year
cycles of policy deliberation, the ability of party conference to debate issues of concern
to grassroots activists was undeniably restricted. Although the proposals stressed the
continuing institutional ‘sovereignty’ of party conferences, it was clear that the powers of

policy-making had been irretrievably settled in favour of party leaders and those most

loyal to them.

73 Labour Party (1997a)
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The legacy of the systematic centralisation of leadership power, and the emergent
atomisation of grassroots membership it involved, meant that New Labour represented a
markedly different kind of political organisation to that envisaged by classic theories of
party organisation. The transformation of the Labour Party into an electoral-professional
catch-all party, built upon the precepts of Downsian theory of democracy and electoral
competition, necessitated the demise and emasculation of traditional representative
structures typical of the branch-mass party of the early 20" century. By altering the
prevailing balance of power, party leaders assumed unrvalled control over the
development and communication of party policy, and in the selection of candidates. No
longer was it organisationally possible for caucuses of activists, however representative
they were of political opinion inside the party, to use Labour’s local or national
otganisation to further their ideological programmes and to select the candidates they
supported. New Labour was transformed into a ‘top-down’ party where all organisational
resources and lines of authority flowed directly towards party leaders. By reasserting the
autonomy of leadership, and by undermining the collectivism of grassroots structures of
participation, the modern Labour Party engendered a form of organisation in which the
opportunities for a revival of structured Labour Left factionalism appeared virtually

unattainable.
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6

The Organisation of Factionalism:
Distinguishing between different types of Labour Left

Political scientists concerned with the study of parties as competitive organisations
frequently allude to the importance of factions and factionalism in understanding the
distribution of power and the structural relationships between the various otganisational
components inside modern political parties. Yet the systematic analysis of factions as

distinctive organisational groups at the sub-patty level is regularly ignored.

“This 1s especially true in the context of the enormous body of literature devoted to
phenomena of organisation and competition for power, where by far the largest share of
attention has gone to political parties...Yet factions are a prominent feature of the
political arena, and their predominance in at least a few national political systems makes

development of faction study a matter of considerable irnportance”.1

The predominance of party study occurs, in part, because such organisations are more
readily observable both in terms of structure and activity. Moreover, they are seen to
petform more valid democratic functions for the polity at large. Relative to factions and
other groups at the sub-party level, mature political organisations are afforded greater
legitimacy as positive assets in the wider political system. Factions, on the other hand, are
seen to be divisive and clandestine organisations, typically composed of disaffected
activists bent on wrestling organisational control away from party leaders so as to pre-
determine the ideological direction of the party and to secure the selection of

‘sympathetic’ candidates.

This chapter intends to redress the apparent methodological void in the study of
factional groups as distinctive organisations at the sub-patty level through an
examination of key structural differences between the different Labour Left groups

operating inside (ot in close proximity to) the Labour Party. First, this chapter discusses

! Belloni and Beller (1976), p.530
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the wvarious theoretical approaches to the study of factional orgamisation and, mn
particular, reviews the importance of the typology of sub-group organisation propounded
by Richard Rose in his 1964 study of dissent inside modern British parties. Second, this
chapter contends that the post-1979 Labour Party, in fact, contained the three ideal-types
of factional organisation advanced in Rose’s model. Rather than perceiving the Labour
Left as an homogenous whole, typical of the less rigorous studies of Left dissent, we
should instead regard the post-1979 Labour Left as composed of a number of divergent
groups displaying markedly different organisational traits. Finally, this chapter suggests
that broad pattern of fragmentation and decline of the Labour Left since the 1980s
revealed how the resurgence of centralised leadetship at the party-level, discussed eatlier,
effected the wholesale destruction of both loose and structured forms of factional

organisation.

Theoretical Approaches to Factional Organisation

Factional groupings have played important historical roles in the organisational evolution
of modern political parties. William Chambers’ study of the origins of the Hamilton
Federalists and Jeffersonian Republicans revealed that, as the early American political
system developed, fully-fledged political parties evolved out of factional groups.
Although Chambers imphied that there existed an organisational continuum running
between the factional group (or ‘proto-party’) and the mature form of political party,
Chambers contended that these two types of organisation displayed mutually distinctive

otrganisational structures.

Chambers viewed political parties as formal, visible organisations with stable, regulated
procedutes and structural relationships. Over time, parties maintain highly durable
organisations which exist from election-to-election and transcend a range of issues and
ideologies. Conversely, Chambers regarded the organisation of factional groups as
typically loose and ‘semi-visible’, irregular and often unstable. Factions usually evolve
through unconscious behaviour by their adherents. In contrast to parties, factional
groups tend to be relatively short-lived organisations, politically ‘visible’ for only brief

periods, maybe for a single election or for an isolated political issue. Thereafter, factions
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often disappear, either on a permanent basis or until they subsequently re-group as

fledgling political parties.’

Rather than factional groups being pre-party organisations, as suggested by Chambers, it is
often the case that modern factions emerge out of pre-existing structures as ntra-party
units representing sections of the party elite, its legislative representatives, grassroots
membership, or voting electorate. In contemporaty politics, factions are otrganisational
‘by-products’ of pre-existing lines of conflict within political parties. Within a political
environment increasingly dominated by highly stable patty systems, where the number of
parties actively engaged in inter-party competition remains constant for long petiods of
time, the model of faction otrganisation as ‘pre-parties’ appears much less sustainable.
Instead, the existence of factionalism suggests deeply embedded lines of internal dissent
within a political system where the possibility for the growth of new parties is heavily

tempered.

The 1dentifiable characteristics of modern factional organisation are also more developed
than Chambers suggested. Although factions normally display less co-ordinated activity
than parties, they should be regarded as more than transient groups of individuals
inclined towards political conflict. Ralph Nicholas obsetved that factions operated
according to fundamental ‘leader-follower’ relationships, whetreby organisational roles are
well-defined and reinforced by mutual self-interest. Factional members also generate
important reservoirs of support for faction leaders in patliamentary and intra-party
conflicts, whereas faction leaders provide positions, funds and other instruments of
patronage to loyal adherents. But Nicholas’ assertion that the durability of factional
organisation depends on the ‘life’ of its leadership — unlike political parties — appears
over-exaggerated. Factional groups often endure well beyond their founders, although it
is unlikely that they will maintain the same degree of long-term durability as evidenced by
mature political parties. Nonetheless, Nicholas is undoubtedly correct in his conclusion
that the primary raison détre of factions is to exist as conflict groups supporting

organisational structures designed to amalgamate various combinations of political

interests.’

2 Chambers (1963); Chambers (1969)
> Nicholas (1965)
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These studies assumed an apparent structural similarity between factional groupings. In
practice, however, we find that factions display »arying degtees of organisational solidity.
Some intra-party factions ate highly structured organisations with clearly demarcated
leadership groups and grassroots memberships, such that they may be regarded as ‘mini-
parties’ in themselves. Other groups are much more loosely arranged alliances of
individuals who meet to discuss issues of common concern, but stop short of operating
structures to bind adherents together in demanding loyalty to the aims and objectives of
the faction. Modern British political history has revealed a rich tapestry of different
forms of factionalism and dissent inside electoral parties. We might recall the division of
the Liberals in 1886, 1916 and 1922; among the Conservatives after 1900, in 1940 and
throughout the 1990s; and within the Labour Party in 1931, 1951 and after 1981. Richard
Rose’s study of factional groups, published in 1964, sought to account for the apparent
vatiation in sub-group organisation. Within political parties, Rose identified the existence
of three ideal-types of sub-group, which distinguished the consciously otganised “faction’

from looset structures of ‘tendencies’ and temporary ‘ad-hoc’ issue groups.4

Rose defined political factions as identifiable groups of individuals within parties ‘who
seek to further a broad range of policies through consciously organtsed political activity’
over extended periods of time. Factions normally profess discernible ideological
principles to which supportets should declare their adherence, alongside clearly
demarcated leaderships or elite groups who exercise control over the factional
otganisation. Factions also offer technical expertise in policy and strategy development,
distinctive cadres of grasstoots activists organised on sub-national or branch levels, a
range of political (material or psychological) resources, and developed communications
networks through which to publicise the activities and objectives of the faction. Because
factions display self-conscious organisation, their leaderships tend to exert a measure of
discipline and cohesion’ over members to maintain loyalty and identification with the
faction programme. Disloyalty and abandonment of the faction would be ‘to risk

appearing publicly as a renegade’”

Rose defined the political tendency as ‘stable set of attitudes’ which are ‘held together by

a more or less coherent ideology’. In contrast to the political faction, tendencies are not

* Rose (1964)
? ibid., p.37
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composed of self-consciously organised groups of individuals, expected to maintain
membership for long periods of time. This suggests that tendency adherents might hold
membership of more than one political tendency at any given moment, resolving ‘cross
pressures in different ways and in different contexts’. Tendency alignments are, therefore,
temporary and are prone to organisational and membership flux. As new political issues
atise, political tendencies often liquefy ot re-group into new alignments by resolving pre-

existing enmities and dispersing former allies.

Finally, Rose identified the existence of ad-hoc issue groups which represented
combinations of individuals ‘in agreement upon one particular issue or at one moment in
time’. Relative to factions and tendencies, these groups do not necessarily occupy the
base of a subjective hierarchy of organisation, running from least to most ofganised. Ad-
hoc groups can exist for long petiods and may transcend the ideological parametets of
both factions and tendency groups. For brief periods, ad-hoc issue groups may be highly
organised, evidenced by the enduting presence of pro- and anti-European groupings in
the Conservative and Labour parties during the mid-1970s. As looser forms of sub-gtoup
organisation, the participation of activists may be understood through individuals’ choice
to avoid 1dentification with either factions or tendenciés. At times of intensified intra-
party conflict, these groups often generate crucial reservoirs of support by which to

mobilise others and ‘shift the balance’ of power within the party.

There are a number of important differences between the three ideal-types of sub-group
suggested by Rose. Tendencies can be distinguished from factions and ad-hoc groups in
terms of the extent and cohesion of their own internal organisation, wheteas ad-hoc
groups differ from factions and tendencies by scope and duration. Moreover, ad-hoc
groups temain distinct from factions and tendencies since they influence political parties
only on certain questions, whereas factions usually seek to influence the overall power
relationship within parties themselves.® While the typology presented by Rose is
especially useful to students of modern political parties, the faction-tendency-ad-hoc
group distinction suffers from methodological ambiguity — a trait evident in many
typologies. We are left unclear as to exactly what level of otganisational solidity a faction

ot tendency should display before it can be labelled as such.

S Hine (1982)
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Rose’s study contended that the British Conservative Party historically lacked the
determinants for structured factional organisation given that it incorporated a variety of
different left-wing and right-wing alliances, pronouncing a range of reactive, status quo
and reformist ideological apptroaches. Rose observed that the Conservatives were ‘pre-
eminently a party of tendencies’ where political alignments changed with remarkable
regularity. Finer’s study of Tory backbench Early Day Motions reinforced this claim.
Finer revealed that Conservative dissent arose out of ‘struggles between ad-hoc groups of
members who may be left or right on specific questions, but as new controversies break
out the coherence of former groups dissolves as new alignments appear’.’ Rose suggested
that Labour ‘has been since its foundation a party of factions’, where inter-generational

left-wing factions have engaged in otganised dissent against leadership and other

moderates.

“Rose finds...the implicitly majoritarian ‘moderate’ wing is under constant attack from
the ‘left’ wing, which wants a more drastic socialistic transformation of society than the

‘moderate’ leadership is willing to effect when Labour is in govemment”8

Rose observed that the history of the Labour Left showed it to be ‘nototiously
schismatic’. Hence, the nature of intra-party conflict placed a ‘high premium [on] non-
aligned partisans’. Rose further suggested that the influence of non-aligned groups of
patliamentarians and activists played a decisive role, for example, in Gaitskell’s battles
with his party during the late-1950s and early-1960s over the repeal of Clause 4 and
against unilateralism. But, as David Hine asserted, these generalisations as to the pre-
eminence of certain types of factional organisation within British parties ‘while intuitively

plausible and widely followed, is essentially irnpressionistic’.9

Rose’s approach to factional organisation differed substantively from Chambers. Rose
afforded particular emphasis to the organisational development of factions. Chambers
posited that pre-party factional groups were typically otiented around single issues. Rose
implied that factions offered a broad range of policies designed to incorporate vatrious
factional interests. Chambers also viewed factions as unconsciously organised and short-
lived groups, but Rose perceived them as both durable and consciously organised. In

practice, therefore, Chambets’ pre-patty factions appeared to display more of the

” Finer (1961), p.106
% Belloni and Beller (1976), p.537
? Hine (1982), p.39
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attributes of Rose’s tendency type. Rose’s model also differed from that advanced by
Ralph Nicholas. Nicholas asserted that the primary organising variable within factions
tended to be of leadership v. followership, whereas Rose claimed that factional leadership
was of only secondary importance. In Rose’s view, the principal objective of factions was
to organise in furtherance of identifiable political ideologies to which adherents remained
committed. The development of leader-follower roles would occur much more

instrumentally (and incidentally) than implied by Nicholas” hypothesis.

The principal intention of Rose’s typology sought to classify the obsetvable differences
between various types of sub-group operating in, or around, the patliamentary arena.
Historically, the Labour Left brought together a number of different groups from a
number of different political contexts. Factional participants included members of the
party elite, left-wing parliamentarians, trade unionists and, more importantly, a significant
number of grassroots activists and other suppottets operating outside the legislative
environment. The context of Labour Left factional organisation revolved around mutual
self-interest. Parliamentarians and factional leaders were best placed to influence wider
patty policy and to publicise objectives and ideological programmes. Grassroots activists,
on the other hand, afforded political legitimacy to the activities of the group and its
leaders by reptresenting distinctive currents of ideological opinion. It is important to
recognise that the organisation of Left factions encompassed a myrad of structures in
both the patliamentary and non-parliamentary arenas so as to influence the broad

direction of Labour Party policy and electoral strategy.

Rose’s underlying assumption that sub-group organisation within political parties should
be represented as a linear scale, running from highly to loosely organised, is of particular
importance in examining different ‘types’ of Labour Left faction. This chapter suggests
that we can observe all three types of sub-group identified by Rose’s model as operating
inside the Labour Left after 1979. The Militant Tendency existed as a highly structured
otrganisation, charactetised by a stable leadership and heavily ideological platform. These
features revealed it as one of the most salient examples of Rose’s ideal-type of “faction’.
The soft-left Ttibune Group setved as a particularly good example of Rose’s tendency
type. Tribune was noted for its relative lack of organisational solidity, leadership and
ideological cohesion. Tribune was patliamentary-based sub-group, existing to represent

the diverse range of left-wing ideological opinion within the patliamentary patty and,
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therefore, it worked almost exclusively within patliamentary structutes in order to
influence the development of party policy. Finally, the Campaign for Labour Party
Democtacy closely resembled the loose and temporary form of Rose’s ad-hoc issue
group. Throughout the 1970s and eatly-1980s, the CLPD concentrated on a nartow
political agenda, tightly focused on extending intra-party democracy and protecting the
structural rights of grassroots members in determining Labout’s political and electoral

objectives.

In post-war British politics, intra-party factionalism has been a phenomenon evident in
both major parties. But, the existence of left-wing factions in the Labour Party has
excited patticular attention, for it was the vatious groups of the Labour Left which
acquired the most significant organisational leverage over the prevailing balance of power

and 1deology inside their party. As Rose concluded,

“The Labour left...shates the desite to transform Britain into a completely socialist
society, and the need to act togethet...in attacking the leaders of the Labour moderates.

The persistence of left factions from generation to generation shows the deep roots of
» 10

the left in the Labour Party”.

Under Attlee and Gaitskell, intra-party factionalism was dominated by the Bevanites and
Keep Left groups. The Tribune Group was created in 1964 to provide a broad left-wing
umbrella movement organised in an informal and consensual setting within Patliament —
‘to preach and practise hot ideas with cool tongues and heads’."" The slow ascendancy of
the Labour Left during the 1970s was precipitated on an emergent climate of grassroots
hostility at the perceived ‘illegitimacy’ of Labour governments in office. As Arthur Cyr
observed, the late-1960s and eatly-1970s saw ‘an important structural shift in the

composition of the left and moderate sections of the party’ which created a new balance

of forces."

“However, the extremely significant shift in the relationship of forces which has
occutred in the Labour Party in recent years has not primarily involved non-aligned
pattisans, but rather the realignment of significant memberships of trade unions from
moderate to left. In effect, on important economic and other policy issues, two of the
most highly organised sections of the party — the left and the unions — have parually

ovetlapped”. 13

' Rose (1964), pp.41-2

" Kinnock in Tribune 29.11.74
2 Cyr (1976), p-295

" ibid., p.297
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These new forces were both heterogeneous and vulnerable. Whereas the eatly successes
of the Labour Left were predicated on the inefficiencies of party leadership in managing
their organisation, the seeds of the Left’s eventual decline were rooted in the
misperception that it maintained a unity of strategic and ideological purpose. Labour Left
factionalism during the 1970s gradually departed from the exclusivity of parliamentary-
based dissent typified by Tribune, towards ad-hoc issue groups like the CLPD and
Labour Co-ordinating Committee which displayed the organisational traits of neither
faction nor tendency. The growing paralysis of leadership following Labour’s 1979 defeat
encouraged the rise of more organised forms of factionalism typified by Militant and
Socialist Organiser. But, after the 1983 defeat, the resurgence of centralised leadership
exposed a// three types of group to decline. The limited political agenda of ad-hoc groups
like the CLPD ensured that they exerted only temporary influence over the wider party.
The broad-based tendency structure of Tribune meant that, as party leaders regained
control over the party at-large, its distinctiveness was lost through the formation of new
coalitions and allegiances. If these groups could not sutvive the fragmentation of the
Labour Left it was unlikely that the more structured and visible forms of Militant

factionalism could survive either.
Tendency — the Tribune Group

The Tribune Group filled the vacuum left by the demise of Keep Left and the Bevanites
during the mid-1950s. Tribune was formed after Labour’s victory in the 1964 general
election and, ever since, the group operated as the largest and most successful of the
various Labour Left groups at Westminster."" Indeed, until the 1981 deputy leadership
contest and the creation of the Campaign Group in December 1982, Tribune operated as
the Labour Left in Parliament, providing an important forum where left-leaning Labour

MPs could meet and discuss issues and ideological priorities.

Labour’s Westminster parliamentarians have dominated the active membership of the
Tabune Group, although members of the European parliamentary party have been
allowed to join since 1981. While the key objective of the Group sought to provide
effective leads to political opinion inside the parhiamentary party, most of Tribune’s

strategic concerns involved procedural and legislative matters before the House of

M see Twitchell (1998) for a detailed history of the Tribune Group between 1964 and 1970
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Commons. Only at infrequent intervals would the Tribune Group publish detailed policy
statements. The absence of a clear platform of ideological principles meant that Tribune
members escaped binding mandates forcing them to support the consensus arrived at
Tribune’s weekly meetings. The Tribune Group operated as a ‘broad church’ for the
patliamentary Labour Left, and it displayed many of the typological traits of tendency

organisation proposed by Rose. As Seyd observed, Tribune existed as

“...a rather loose and amorphous body acting as a meeting-ground for like-minded
members of the PLP at which discussions on patliamentary business and tactics took
place but at which no attempt was made to organise a regiment of MPs to act in a

concerted manner in the House...”"

The Tribune Group enjoyed limited success in establishing an organisational structure
ontside Westminster. During the 1970s, there were 2 number of attempts to establish local
Tribune groups, largely to dispel accusations that the Group ignored rank-and-file
opinion by concentrating exclusively on the patliamentary ‘machine’. In 1975, a local
Tribune ‘branch’ was established in Bristol. More than twenty other local Tribune groups
wete formed before 1979. Although the Westminster Tribune Group operated national
registers of local groups, it did not seek to co-ordinate their activities or exercise formal
organisational control over them. As party leaders became increasingly concerned at the
growth of branch-based groups, the number of local Trbune groups began to decline.
After 1980, Tribune held occasional one-day national conferences to supplement annual
Tribune ‘rallies’ and speaker meetings at Labour’s annual conferences. The relative lack
of progress made by Tribune in establishing a formal local structure allowed other
groups, notably the Militant Tendency, to fill the emetging void in grasstoots
representation at the extra-patliamentary level. Tribune continued to operate as an

exclusive club for the patliamentary left.

The Tribune Group has always attracted a range of senior Labour patliamentarians.
Important figures at the time of the Group’s formation in 1966 included Ian Mikardo,
Eric Heffer, Stan Orme and Stan Newens. During the 1970s, Michael Foot, Neil
Kinnock and Joan Maynard became active members of Tribune, and in the 1980s leading
Tribunites included Michael Meacher, Bryan Gould and Derek Fatchett. The Tribune

Group’s membership also boasted 2 number of patliamentarians who later went on to

> Seyd (1987), p.78
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serve at the heart of New Labour, including Gordon Brown, Robin Cook, Jack Straw,

John Prescott, Hattiet Harman and, crucially, even Tony Blair himself.

The trends in Tribune Group membership revealed the extent to which it was
maintained as a highly influential sub-group operating in the patliamentary arena. During
its formative years, the Group’s active membership remained relatively contained. After
the October 1974 election, 41 Labour MPs joined Tribune and its membership
accounted for approximately 11% petcent of the patliamentary party. By 1978, Tribune
membership had risen to 86 (or 27% of the PLP). The Tribune Group briefly secured
the election of Ian Mikardo as chair of the patliamentary party in March 1974, and it
played a crucial role in the PLP’s tejection of Wilson’s renegotiated terms of accession to

the EEC in 1975."

As Table 1 illustrates, Tribune membership remained static following Labout’s 1979
election defeat, although the Group continued to tepresent more than one-quarter of the
entire patliamentary party. The most significant upturn in Tribune membership occurred
after the 1987 election — the era of Kinnock’s Policy Review. Membership increased year-
on-yeat after 1985, and peaked in 1988 with more than 100 Labour MPs (approximately
one-half of the parliamentary party). After 1989, membership declined rapidly and
following the 1992 election, the number of Tribune members fell back to pre-1979 levels,

reptresenting only one-fifth of all Labour MPs.

The growth in Tribune’s membership during the mid-1980s reinforced claims that the
Kinnock leadership used Tribune as an important source of political legitimacy for its
agenda of party modernisation and ideological transformation. The influx of leadership
sympathisers suggested that opposition to reform inside the parliamentary party could be
minimised. The active membership of Ttibune now included most of the key soft-leftists
as well as a number of pro-Kinnock moderates. As Richard Heffernan suggested, after

> 17

the 1987 election the Tribune Group ‘was colonised by the leadership’.

¢ ibid., p.78. Mikardo was defeated by Cledwyn Hughes in a second ballot in November 1974
7 Heffernan and Marqusee (1992), p.126
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Year Tribune Tribune Tribune PLP total Tribune Group

Group Group Group MPs as % of PLP
MPs Others" total

1979 - - - - -

1980 67 0 67 267 25.0
1981 72 1 73 253 28.4
1982 72 2 74 238 30.2
1983 53 4 57 207 25.6
1984 59 4 63 207 285
1985 60 12 72 207 29.0
1986 60 16 76 208 28.9
1987 101 19 120 227 44.5
1988 103 19 122 227 45.3
1989 93 18 111 227 40.9
1990 84 25 109 225 37.3
1991 c. 80 - c. 80 228 35.0
1992 c. 56 - c. 56 269 20.8

Table 1: Tribune Group membership and the Parliamentary Labour Party 1979-92
Source: data compiled from Tribune 1979-92 and National Executive Committee reports 1979-92

The annexing of Ttribune as part of a new pro-leadership alliance is also evidenced by the
success of leading Ttribunites in the annual Shadow Cabinet elections, albeit that these
trends may reflect the overall increase in the number of Tribune members inside the
parliamentary party. Tribune commanded a membership of almost one-half of all Labout
MPs, and the group evidently enjoyed much greater success in internal PLP elections. In
June 1987, the Tribune Group rejected proposals for the establishment of a joint slate
with the Campaign Group for the Shadow Cabinet ballot and, instead, nominated only
ten Ttibune candidates for the fifteen places available. Crucially, this allowed the right-
wing (Labour Solidarity Group) to secure the remaining positions, where its key figures
were appointed to senior posts. John Smith became Shadow Chancellor, Gerald
Kaufman was appointed to the foreign affairs brief, and Roy Hattersley became Shadow

Home Sectetary.

Nevertheless, several important economic and industrial positions were given to leading
members of the Tribune Group. Gould was appointed as trade and industry
spokespetson, and Meacher was rewarded with the key employment portfolio. As Table
2 illustrates, the success of Tribunites in Shadow Cabinet elections powerfully reflected
Tribune’s closer overall proximity to party leadership. In 1980, less than one-third of the
membership of the Shadow Cabinet was drawn from Tribune. By 1989, the Group

assumed unparalleled control in occupying more than two-thirds of all front-bench

positions.

'8 Tribune Group Others: includes Labour peers (n=2 1983 to 1989) and Labour MEPs
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Year Ex-officio” Elected total

1980 1(4) 3(12) 4 (16)
1981 1(4) 5 (15) 6 (19)
1982 1(4) 5 (15) 6 (19)
1983 1(4) 6 (15) 7 (19)
1984 1(4) 5 (15) 6 (19)
1985 2 (4) 5 (15) 7 (19)
1986 2 (4) 4 (15) 6 (19)
1987 3 (4) 9 (15) 12 (19)
1988 3 (4) 9 (15) 12(19)
1989 3 (4) 12 (18) 15 (22)
1990 3 (4) 11 (18) 14 (22)

1991 3 (4) 11 (18) 14 (22)

Table 2: Tribune Group membership and the Shadow Cabinet 1979-91
Source: data compiled from Tribune 1979-92 and National Excecutive Committee reports 1979-92

The most serious organisational threat to face Tribune immediately followed Tony
Benn’s 1981 challenge for the deputy-leadership. Although Benn was not a long-standing
member of Tribune, he looked to the Group to provide broad left-wing support for his
candidacy from among Labout’s patliamentarians. As Table 3 below highlights, the
voting patterns of the Tribune membership revealed the extent of division over Benn’s
challenge. Whereas Benn secured the votes of a majority of Tribune members in both
ballots, thirty Tribunites voted for Silkin in the first round, and one-quarter of the
Tribune membership failed to cast a vote in the second ballot. Such fragmentation in the
Tribune vote undoubtedly contributed to Benn’s eventual natrow defeat to Healey.” As
Benn remarked, the 1981 contest was decided by ‘the abstention of a group of Tribune
Group MPs who, in the end, turned out to be the people who cartied the day’? In
December 1982, the patliamentary left split into two. Benn joined with other hard-left
patliamentary colleagues like Dennis Skinner, Denis Canavan and Terry Fields, and

together they formed the Campaign Group in direct political competition to Tribune.

15t ballot 1 ballot 2nd pallot 274 ballot
votes % votes %
Deputy Leader:
Benn, Tony 40 55.6 49 68.9
Healey, Denis 1 1.4 5 6.9
Silkin, John 30 41.7 - -
Did not vote 1 1.4 18 25.0
Total 72 100.0 72 100.0

Table 3: Tribune Group voting in the 1981 deputy leadership election
Source: data compiled from Tribune (1981) and LPACR 1981

P ex-officio positions: Leader, Deputy Leader, Chief Whip and Chair of the PLP

% First ballot: all MPs (30% of electoral college) — Benn 6.7%, Healey 15.3%, Silkin 7.9%,; total electoral
college — Benn 36.6%, Healey 45.3%, Silkin 18.0%. Second ballot: all MPs (30%) — Benn 10.2%, Healey
19.7%; total electoral college — Benn 49.5%, Healey 50.4%. See LPACR (1981), p.26

! Benn (1992), p.154

22 Did not vote: Michael Foot did not vote in first ballot. Tribune MPs who voted for Silkin in first ballot
but did not vote in second ballot included Neil Kinnock, Robert Kilroy-Silk, Kevin McNamara and Martin

O’Neill
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Since the Benn-Healey contest, the voting trends of Tribune Gtroup members in
leadership elections continued to reveal the extent of division between the various
candidates of the left and right-wings of party. As Table 4 illustrates, mote than two-
thirds of Tribunites endorsed Neil Kinnock over Eric Heffer in the 1983 leadership
ballot. But in the deputy-leadership election, Ttibunite opinion appeared much more
sharply divided. Although several Tribunites displayed personal loyalty to Gwyneth
Dunwoody and Denzil Davies as the minority candidates, the remaining Tribune votes
were evenly fractured between the two favoured nominees. Therefore, it is particularly
interesting to note that as many Tribune MPs voted for their own candidate (Michael
Meacher) as voted for Roy Hattersley who was one of the leading patrons of the rival

Labour Solidarity group to the right of Tribune.

Votes %
Leader:
Hattersley, Roy 3 7.3
Heffer, Enc 6 14.6
Kinnock, Neil 29 70.7
Shore, Peter 3 73
Total’ 11 100.0
Deputy Leader:
Davies, Denzil 5 12.2
Dunwoody, Gwyneth 1 24
Hattersley, Roy 16 39.0
Meacher, Michael 17 415
Did not vote 2 4.9
Total 41 100.0

Table 4: Tribune Group voting in the 1983 leadership elections
Source: data compiled from Tribune (1983) and LPACR (1983)

The Tribune Group vote was also sphit in the party leadership elections held in October
1988. Tony Benn’s challenge against Kinnock secured him less than ten petrcent of
Trbune votes, typically of those left-wing Tribune members like Hatry Batnes, Maria
Fyfe, Bill Michie and Audrey Wise. As in 1983, it was the deputy-leadership contest that
proved the most divisive. Table 5 highlights that substantially more Tribune MPs
supported Hattersley over John Prescott. Prescott had been a long-standing member of

Tribune throughout the 1980s.

2 41 Tribune Group MPs voted in the 1983 leadership ballots; the remainder of those reported as Tribune
membets for that year in Table 1 either lost their seats in the 1983 general election or were otherwise

ineligible to vote.
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votes %

Leader:

Kinnock, Neil 92 89.3
Benn, Tony 9 8.7
Did not vote™ 2 1.9
Total 103 100.0
Deputy Leader:

Hattersley, Roy 55 53.4
Prescott, John 37 359
Heffer, Enc 10 9.7
Dad not vote 1 1.0
Total 103 100.0

Table 5: Tribune Group voting in the 1988 leadership elections
Source: data compiled from Tribune (1988) and LPACR (1988)

The ‘tendency’ traits of the Tribune Group are also highlighted by observable trends in
patliamentary rebellion against the front-bench leadership. As Seyd observed, it is
important to distinguish between relatively inactive Tribune members and ‘those active
members regularly attending the Group meetings and displaying their commitment by
regular parliamentary rebellion’”® All eighty-six Tribune MPs voted against the
government on at least one occasion between 1974 and 1979. Most Tribunites rebelled 1n
forty or more Commons divisions, and one-third of them dissented on over seventy
separate occasions. Tribunite rebellion was particularly significant during the report stage
of the 1975 Industry Bill, in the defeat of the Labour government’s public expenditure
plans in March 1976, during the standing committee debate on the 1977 Finance Bill, and
in the narrow defeat of the government’s pay policy in December 1978. As Philip
Notrton concluded, during the mid-1970s the Tribune Group provided the source of ‘the

most petsistent, sizeable and cohesive dissent’ inside the parliamentary party.”

Total dissenting votes in Tribune MPs Tribune MPs as
Commons divisions % of PLP
dissidents
1 3 9
29 10 11
10-19 8 21
20-29 12 37
30-39 8 47
40-49 10 50
50-59 2 60
60-69 6 75
70-79 5 100
80-89 7 100
90-99 6 100
100+ 9 100
86

Table 6: Tribune Group Dissent in Commons Divisions 1974-79
Source: data reproduced from Seyd (1987), p. 80

2 Did not vote: Calum MacDonald (Leader and Deputy Leader); Clare Short (Leader)
% Seyd (1987), p.79
2 Notrton (1980), p.434
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When Labour was in opposition, the Tribunite inclination towards dissent appeared to
wane quite sharply. The decline of Tribune dissent can, in part, be explained by the
eatlier fragmentation of the patliamentary left, since a number of the more persistent
rebels of the 1974-79 petiod resigned in favour of the hard-left Campaign Group.
Furthermore, as discussed above, the nature of Tribune membership highlighted the
influx of new members after 1985, and the close overall proximity of Tribune to patty
leaders and the Shadow Cabinet. The emergence of new coalitions at the elite level

involved a consequent reduction of patliamentary dissent by Tribunite MPs.

During the 1989-90 patliamentary session, a total of 1,320 dissenting votes were recorded
by Labour MPs in eighty-one Commons divisions (23.5% of all divisions), of which 753
concerned detailed legislation for the Human Fertilisation and Embryology Bill. As Table
7 below illustrates, around three-quarters of Labour MPs cast at least one dissenting vote
in the session, of which mote than one-third (35%) were members of Ttibune. On
average, Labour MPs rebelled on 3.5 occasions during 1989-90, whereas Tribune Group
MPs dissented only 2.7 times in the session. Moreovert, thirty-six MPs (16% of the PLP)
persistently rebelled on five or more occasions, of which less than one-third (30.5%)

were drawn from the membetship of the Tribune Group.

A number of Tribune members joined other Labour MPs in the 1989-90 session to cast
dissenting votes against Conservative legislation, Commons private business and other
private membets bills. For example, on 8" May 1990 one-half of the twenty-four Labour
rebels supporting the legalisation of voluntary euthanasia were members of Tribune.” On
24™ July 1990, four Tribune members joined five other Labour MPs by supporting the
Second Reading of the London Underground Bill.? Trbune Group members also
comptised around one-third of dissenting votes cast by supporting a government motion
to refer the War Crimes Bill to a Commons committee on 19™ March 1990.” Yet, in an
adjournment division on 7™ September 1990 in the debate on the Gulf crisis following
the Iraqi invasion of Kuwait, fewer than ten percent of the thirty-four Labour MPs who

endorsed the motion were drawn from the ranks of Tribune.*

27 Hansard — HC Deb. 172, col.47
% HC Deb. 177, col.392
2 HC Deb. 169, col.975
3 HC Deb. 177, col.903
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Number of dissenting votes Tribune MPs All Labour MPs

1 24 52
2-3 22 64
4-5 4 19
6-7 5 16
8-9 3 8
10-11 0 0
12-14 1 4
15 or more 0 1
Total 59 164
Total dissenting rotes 164 567
Average incidence of dissent 2.7 3.5
(Total Tribune/PLP membership — 1989) (93) (227)

Table 7: Tribune Group dissenting votes during the 1989-90 parliamentary session"
Source: data compiled from Campaign Information 1td (1991)

The incidence of parliamentary dissent among both Tribune Group members and
Labour MPs as a whole declined substantially during the following parliamentary session
in 1990-91, where thirty-one divisions (13.3% of all divisions) recorded a split in the
Labour vote. Table 8 below reveals that slightly more than one-half of all Labour MPs
(54%) dissented on at least one occasion in the session, of which less than one-in-four
were members of the Tribune Group (24%). Labour MPs dissented on 2.5 occasions,
compared with Tribune membets who rebelled on 2.3 occasions. Only one-in-twenty
Labour MPs (5.3%) persistently rebelled against the majority position on five or more
occastons, of which one-quarter were members of the Tribune Group. Hence, during the
1990-1 session, persistent Tribune Group rebels accounted for less than 2% of the entire

patliamentary party.

Specific instances of dissent in 1990-91 included the War Crimes Bill, a piece of
government legislation that divided both major political parties. In a division held on 18"
March 1991 to give the Bill a Second Reading, ten Labour MPs dissented including just
two members of the Tribune Group.”” Andrew Bennett was the only Tribune member to
rebel during the Third Reading held the following week.” In February 1991, ten Labour
MPs voted against a motion sponsored by the Labour front-bench to introduce a clause

into the Road Traffic Bill providing for random breath testing, of which only three were

34

members of Tribune” The crsis in the Persian Gulf continued to encourage

parliamentary dissent from the Labour backbenches. During three Commons divisions

* Because of the high number of instances of Labour dissent regarding the provisions of the 1989 Human
Fertilisation and Embryology Bill, these have been excluded from the analysis. This reflects the

methodology used by Campaign Information (1991)
2 HC Deb. 188, col.112
3 HC Deb. 188, col.738
* HC Deb. 186, col.866
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held in December 1990-January 1991, a significant number of Labour MPs opposed the
party leadership’s position towards the mulitary crisis, albeit that Tribune Group members

accounted for less than one-fifth of dissidents on all occasions.”

Number of dissenting votes Tribune MPs All Labour MPs
1 12 39
2-3 12 58
4-5 4 19
6-7 2 6
8-9 0 0
10-11 0 1
12-14 0 0
15 or more 0 0
Total 30 123
Total dissenting rotes 70 312
Average incidence of dissent 23 2.5
(Total Tnbune/PLP membership — 1990) (84) (225)

Table 8: Tribune Group dissenting votes during the 1990-91 parliamentary session
Source: data compiled from Campaign Information 1.4d (1992)

In compatison with the 1970s, the extent of patliamentary rebellion by members of
Trbune had declined substantially. During the 1974-79 patliament, every Tribune
member dissented on at least one occasion. In the 1991 parliamentary session, almost
two-thirds of Tribune MPs consistently upheld the majotity position of the parliamentary
party. There may be a number of different explanations for these trends. Tribune
members may have chosen to dissent on fewer occasions when Labour was in
opposition. Similarly, the type of legislation before the House of Commons 1n 1989-91
might have produced generally less deviant responses from Labour MPs. More probably,
the patliamentary party now contained a particularly pervasive environment in which
Labour MPs sought to uphold the appearance of parhamentary unity at every
oppottunity. Nonetheless, by appreciating the prevalence of Tribune members to engage
in significant acts of patliamentary rebellion, no longer was 1t that ‘from the Tribune

ranks that the most persistent rebels emerged’.*

Following the 1992 general election, the active parliamentary membership of Tribune
declined to pre-1979 levels. During the previous eighteen months, Tribune membership
(as a proportion of the patliamentary party) declined by more than 50%. The Tribune

Group accounted for only around one-fifth of the entire patlamentary party. In July

% HC Deb. 182, c0l.908 — Adjournment motion on 11.12.90 to discuss the Gulf crisis (40 rebels including
6 Tribune members); HC Deb. 183, col.821 — Adjournment motion on 15.01.91 to discuss the Gulf crisis
(53 rebels including 11 Tribune members); and HC Deb. 184, col.110 — Government motion on 21.01.91
commending British troops (34 rebels including 4 Tribune members)

* Seyd (1987), p-80
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1992, Tribune attempted to revive its network of local groups to rebuild its rank-and-file
popularity. The function of this network ‘would not be to organise a new soft-left faction
in the Labour Party’ but to further ‘debate and to help revive Labour at the grassroots’. It
was estimated that around four hundred supporters were successfully recruited into local

Tribune groups by the autumn of 1994.”

Blair’s election as party leader encouraged several leading Tribune members to launch
What'’s Left as a breakaway soft-left ‘forum’ to the Tribune Group. The split in Tribune
occutred largely in reaction to the ousting of Peter Hain and Roger Berry from the
Tribune executive (in 1993) following publication of their critique of Labout’s treasury
programme. As David Osler observed, What's Left served as a counter ‘to the petceived
drift’ of Tribune ‘towards the moderniser camp’, particularly since most of the active

10 38

Tribune membership ‘strongly supported Tony Blair’.

The Tribune Group displayed many of the typological traits of tendency otganisation
suggested by Rose. Since the 1960s, Tribune operated as a ‘broad church’ of left-wing
opinion inside the parliamentary party without the structured otganisational
characteristics of the political faction, not the temporary single-issue qualities of the ad-
hoc group. Duting the 1970s, the Tribune movement provided crucial political legitimacy
for 2 number of radical policy instruments, including the AES, unilateral nuclear
disarmament and democratic-socialist Euro-scepticism. Duting the mid-1980s the
Tribune Group lost its ideological distinctiveness. The sharp increase in membership
between 1985 and 1990 was not reflective of a renewed popularity among Labour
parliamentarians for Tribune’s brand of left politics. Rather, it symbolised the use of the
Tribune Group by Labour modernisers as a vehicle through which to establish important
alliances to reinforce party-level modernisation. Far from being a beacon of anti-
leadership defiance, as in the 1970s, an affiliation with the Tribune Group under
Kinnock’s leadership during the late-1980s became an important ‘career-move’ for
aspirant frontbenchets. As Paul Anderson concluded, the Ttibune Group was

‘undoubtedly mote closely tied to the party leadership today than ever before’. What little

37 Clare Short quoted in Tribune 03.07.92
3 Tribune 25.11.94

185



resurgent dissent remained among the ranks of Tribune had become essentially ‘muted

and fragmentary’.”

Ad-hoc Issue Group — the Campaign for Labour Party Democracy

‘The Campaign for Labour Party Democracy (CLPD) is one of the most recent salient
examples of Richard Rose’s ideal-type of ad-hoc issue group. Contrasted with other
factional groups at the sub-party level, the CLPD’s strategic objectives concentrated on a
narrow agenda of intra-party democtacy, public ownership, and the protection of
membership and trade union rights in determining party policy. But the CLPD lacked the
durability and permanency shown by other factions and tendencies of the Labour Left.
The acme of the CLPD’s influence inside the Labour Party was confined to the late-
1970s and early-1980s, notably the period around the Wembley special conference in
January 1981. As Panitch and Leys concluded, the CLPD ‘for a while became the core
organisation of perhaps the most powerful movement for radical intra-party reform ever
to arise within western social democracy’.” Thereafter, it ceased to advance any
substantively new ideas concerning either patty policy or intra-party democracy and, by
1986, its active membership had declined substantially. Although the CLPD survived as
an affiliated otganisation inside New Labour, it remained a small and rather isolated
group led by an executive team which, since the CLPD’s foundation, has been
dominated by the partnership of Vladimir and Vera Derer.

The origins of the CLPD can be traced back to 1973, to Harold Wilson’s controversial
decision to reject large parts of Labour’s Programme 1973, and to the NEC’s landmark
decision in June 1973 to include commitments towards the nationalisation of the leading
twenty-five industrial companies. For many grassroots activists, the leadership’s
acquiescence towards policies endorsed by successive party conference brought into
sharp relief the need to wrestle decision-making authotity away from the party elite. The
strategy of the CLPD sought to challenge the pre-eminence of Michel’s ‘iron law of
oligarchy’ inside the party, particularly to redress the ‘disorganisation and deference

among the active membership’ by granting party leaders unfettered control ‘over the

3 Tribune 10.01.92
* Panitch and Leys (1997), p.135
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party administration and conference agenda’."! This strategic approach was evident in the

CLPD’s founding statement of aims and values:

‘We call on the National Executive Committee: (a) to carry out fully its responsibility as
custodian of conference decisions; (b) to be responsive to rank and file opinion between
conferences and extend the processes of consultation with the constituenclies]; (c) to report
back in writing to constituency Labour parties, trade unions and other affiliated
organisations at not less than quarterly intervals; and (d) to make National Executive
Committee meetings open to representatives from the constituencies]. Finally we urge the

NEC to..make sure that Labour’s election manifesto accurately reflects party policy as

expressed by annual conference decisions’.*”

The CLPD developed a formal organisational structure after 1974, including a cleatly
defined membership, an executive committee and annual general meetings. The group
also held occasional rallies and speaker-meetings, and it was patticularly visible at party
conferences. The CLPD created two distinct types of membership — affiliates and
individual members — but, so as not to transgress the party’s constitution which forbade
branch-based membership organisations, the CLPD labelled both types of member as
‘supporters’. Unlike Tribune, the CLPD did not rely upon the endorsement and active
participation of Labour MPs. Those patliamentarians who were actively involved with

the CLLPD tended to assume titular rather than executive positions.43

The formative political agenda of the CLPD concentrated on four key instruments of
organisation underlying the single-issue focus on the grassroots democratisation of party
structutes. First, the introduction of mandatory reselection for all sitting Labour MPs in
order to improve the accountability of patliamentarians to local parties and local
members. Second, the widening of the franchise for the election of party leaders through
the creation of an electoral college which included provision for the main political ‘units’
of the party. Third, to guarantee the supremacy of conference decision-making by
asserting the representative authority of the NEC in determining the form of Labout’s
general election manifestos. Finally, to improve the transparency of the patliamentary

party through the publication of PLP debates and voting records.

Y ibid., p.138
2 CLPD Statement of Aims, June 1973

# For example, Irank Allaun was CLPD president from 1973 to 1975, succeeded by Frances Morrell untl
1983. Audrey Wise and Jo Richardson both served as CLPD vice-presidents during the 1970s and 1980s.
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Mandatory reselection was a key priotity for the CLPD as early as the group’s first public
meeting held on the ‘fringe’ at the 1973 conference. Activists were particularly concerned
with selection procedures in light of the explosion of grassroots resentment following the
de-selection of Dick Taverne in Lincoln in 1972. Grassroots members acknowledged
that party conference and the NEC possessed inadequate organisational leverage over
parliamentary leaders. Labour also maintained cumbersome procedures for the
sanctioning of incumbent MPs and the nomination of alternative candidates. The CLPD
executive concluded that ‘under the present arrangements there is no way the conference
can effectively influence the patliamentary party’. The threat of de-selection would,
instead, improve the ‘individual accountability of each MP to a regulatly held selection
conference’ and could, therefore, bring about a ‘fundamental change which no

conference can accomplish’.*

Mandatory reselection was also an impottant organisational issue for the party at-large.
Four sitting Labour MPs had been deselected — Taverne in Lincoln in 1972, followed by
Eddie Milne (Blythe) in 1973, Eddie Griffiths (Sheffield Brightside) 1n 1974 and Reg
Prentice (Newham North-East) in 1975. At the 1974 conference, an amendment
supported by the CLPD to enable local parties to hold selection meetings at least once
during the lifetime of each parliament was defeated by more than 1.5 million votes. In
1975 and 1976, the Conference Arrangements Committee used the arcane ‘three-year
rule’ to prevent further discussion of the issue, itrespective that some local parties had
alteady submitted tesolutions in favour of mandatory reselection. At the 1977
conference, the CLPD secured the support of sixty-seven local parties who signed
identical model resolutions on reselection.”” Thirty other similar resolutions were
proposed but, again, the CAC prevented debate, claiming that all constitutional
amendments needed to be on the table before the NEC for at least twelve months. The
NEC convened a working party to examine the issue, and its report was presented to the
1978 party conference. The working party proposed systems of ‘competitive reselection’,
whereby a ballot would be triggered only after initial votes had gone against an
incumbent Labour MP. Although the CLPD sought more routinised methods for

patliamentary reselection, it begrudgingly accepted the proposals as a temporary measure

H CLPD Newsletter 2, 06.75; newsletters from 1973 to 1986 ate available for consultation at the British

Library ref. ZC.9.b.739

® the model resolution adopted by “the 67” proposed a system of reselection in all local parties within
forty-two months of the date of the last general election; see CLPD Newsletter 14, 10.78
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that could be adapted later. The CLPD executive succinctly summarised the issue for its

grassroots activists:

mandatory reselection would meet two vital needs. The first is the need to make

Labour MPs more accountable; the second is to make the procedure wheteby Labour
)’46

MPs may be replace less damaging to the party

Despite the growing popularity of mandatory reselection among patty members and
trade unionists, the 1978 conference narrowly defeated the NEC’s proposals following
the controversial ‘miscasting’ of votes by the engineers’ leader Hugh Scanlon. The
remarkable shift of opinion towards reselection, especially among trade unionists, meant
that party leaders could not prevent further discussion of the issue. Following Labour’s
election defeat in 1979, mandatory reselection was endorsed by more than one million
votes. The CLPD finally secured a system of reselection ‘accepted as normal in most
European social democratic parties’. Moreover, it was an organisational mechanism that

was ‘extremely difficult to refute by any standards of democracy’.”

The CLPD turned its attention to two other key issues surrounding intra-party
democracy after 1979. Following the successes of re-selection in 1979, the CLPD
executive immediately circulated a newsletter that declared proudly “The Fight Must Go
On’. The CLPD would inaugurate a campaign to limit the authority of parliamentarians,
both in selecting party leaders and in agreeing Labour’s election manifestos. In 1980, the
CLPD joined with other left-wing groups, notably the Campaign for a Labour Victory,
the Institute for Workers’ Control and the National Organisation of Labour Students,
and together they formed the Rank-and-File Mobilising Committee.” The RFMC acted
as an extra-patliamentary ‘umbrella’ organisation that would secure the ideological and
organisational demands of the Labour Left, particularly the areas of reform identified by
the CLPD. Seyd noted that the RFMC briefly became an important unifier for the Left
‘from which to mount an extensive campaign for [party] constitutional reform’. Within

months, the RFMC was mobilised for Tony Benn’s challenge against Healey for the
patty’s deputy-leadership.”

¥ CLPD Newsletter 14, 10.78
*" Hine (1986), p-279

# Other left-wing groups subsequently joined the RIFMC, including the Militant Tendency, the Labour
Party Young Socialists, and the Socialist Educational Association.

¥ Seyd (1987), p-116
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The debate concerning the franchise for the election of party leaders began after
Callaghan’s election as leader in 1976. The NEC reported on the issue to the 1977
conference, and suggested that the party could choose between one of three options: to
leave the existing arrangements in place, transfer the power to conference delegates, ot
establish an electoral college. In 1978, conference delegates agreed to continue with the
established formula where patliamentatians alone selected Labour’s leadership team. The
following year, the CLPD secured the support of the NEC to include twenty-five
resolutions and amendments in favour of an electoral college. Two composite motions

were eventually debated. Both were narrowly defeated.”

The CLPD continued to pressutise the party elite on the electoral college issue. At the
patty conference in October 1980, the NEC recommended to delegates that they should
approve a constitutional amendment bearing remarkable resemblance to that defeated
only the year before. Although the conference approved broadly worded motions
favouring the widening of the franchise, it proceeded to defeat several key amendments
regarding the formula for vote allocation in the electoral college.”' The issue was
subsequently deferred to a special conference on constitutional reform to be held at the

Wembley conference centre in January 1981.

The second issue exciting the CLPD after Labour’s 1979 defeat involved the locus of
constitutional responsibility for approving the patty’s election manifestos. The existing
arrangements stipulated that manifestos should include all policies approved by
conference with more than a two-thirds majority, and that the NEC and front-bench
would be jointly responsible for deciding which of these policies would ultimately be
included in Labour’s election programme.” But, the need to hurriedly devise a Labour
manifesto following Callaghan’s defeat in the vote of government no-confidence in
March 1979, meant that many of the agreed conference policies were either ignored or

remained politically ambiguous.

% L PACR (1979), pp.252,262,454

*! Electoral college amendments: (1) NEC recommendation for an electoral college including all members
of the PLP and endorsed parliamentary candidates, and delegates from local patrties and affiliated
otganisations (defeated by 3,557,000 to 3,495,000 votes); (2) Eric Heffer’s amendment for an electoral college
with three equal constituencies of PLP members in attendance at party conference, delegates from
affiliated organisations, and delegates from local patties (defeated by 3,757,000 fo 3,322,000 votes); and (3)
second NEC amendment proposing electoral college of PLP [30%)], CLPs [30%] and affiliated
otganisations [40%)] (defeated by 3,910,000 to 3,235,000 votes); see LPACR (1980), p-191

521 abour Party Rule Book (1978), clause V section (i)
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“Its Whple tenor differed on economic affairs from the NEC’s commitments to an
?ltemanve economic strategy of reflation, import controls and public control of
mdustr.y...Similar ambiguities and omissions occurred in the field of social and
educational policy...[and] the party’s commitment to total abolition of the House of

Lotds had been personally vetoed by the Prime Minister” 3

At the 1979 conference, the CLPD secured the support of twenty-five local parties to
submit resolutions ‘tegretting’ the omissions and ambiguities evident in Labout’s
programme. The motions proposed that formal powers for the apptoval of election

programmes should be ceded to the NEC. As the CLPD observed,

“The record of Labour governments since 1964 demonstrates that the party’s most
urgent task is to ensure that Labour Party policies, as decided by conference, are
implemented by the PLP...The party needs to regain control over the manifesto. The
amendment we suggest would cteate the ditect accountability to conference which 1s

needed if the party is to ensure that an election manifesto is produced based on

conference decisions”.’

Crucially, the NEC endorsed the CLPD’s proposals and conference delegates narrowly
approved motions calling on the NEC to devise an appropriately worded constitutional
amendment for later discussion. When the matter was debated again at the 1980
conference, the constitutional amendment was narrowly defeated.”> The CLPD’s
manifesto proposals could not be debated until affer the electoral college issue had been

resolved at the Wembley special conference in January 1981.

1,100 delegates attended the special rules revision conference held in Wembley on 24"
January 1981, representing over 600 local constituency parties, trade unions and socialist
societies.” More than 200 constitutional amendments concerning the method of election
for party leaders were submitted which, in various forms, proposed the same types of
electoral college discussed by the October 1980 conference. First, a college with thirty
percent of the vote for patliamentatians, thirty percent for local parties and forty percent
for affiliated organisations. Second, a college awarding half of all votes to the PLP with

the remainder split equally between constituencies and affiliates. Third, a college of all

» Seyd (1987), p.122

* CLPD Newsletter 15, 06.79

5 The 1980 constitutional amendment was defeated by 3,625,000 to 3,508,000 votes; see LPACR (1980),
p.148

3 Delegations and voting powet: CLPs — 591 delegates from 588 local parties (689,000 votes), trade unions
— 523 delegates from 50 trade unions (6,446,000 votes); socialist societies — 17 delegates from 10
otganisations (67,000 votes); total 1,131 delegates from 648 organisations (7,202,000 votes); see NEC
Report (1981), Report of the Special Rules Revision Conference (1981), p.121
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individual members of the patty operating on the basis of one-member-one-vote, a
proposal which the RFMC and CLPD universally opposed. Fourth, the NEC’s proposal

to establish an electoral college with one-third of the total votes each for the PLP,

constituencies and affiliated organisations.”

The electoral college issue divided the Labour Left. The soft-left and the Tribune Group
suppotted the 33:33:33:1 option proposed by the NEC. The hard-left RFMC, the CLPD,
and some of the larger trade unions favoured the 30:30:40 option proposed by the shop-
wotkers” union (USDAW). The CLPD quickly identified that the main battle would be
between the USDAW motion and the 50:25:25 option proposed by the GMWU. The
CLPD further predicted that NEC’s proposal was ‘almost certain to be defeated’. Since
the group opposed the re-affirmation of the authority of the PLP in electing party
leaders, the CLPD ‘strongly urged’ its supporters in the constituency parties and trade
unions to support the USDAW amendment.”® As Table 9 below reveals, the CLPD and
RFMC enjoyed remarkable success. Not only were they correct in appreciating that the
final contest would be between USDAW and GMWU, but they also successful ensured
that the preferred 30:30:40 option prevailed when the NEC’s motion and other

amendments were defeated in the first and second ballots.

Seyd poignantly observed that the distribution of voting revealed how ‘petilously close’
the CLPD came to losing the entire battle. In the first ballot, the NEC motion and
USDAW amendment received identical votes. If a single constituency delegate voted in
favour of the NEC motion in the first ballot, rather than for the USDAW amendment,
then the 30:30:40 proposal would have been defeated. USDAW delegates could then cast
their 429,000 votes in favour of the GMWU amendment. If the AUEW delegation
(928,000 votes) supported the GMWU instead of abstaining in the second ballot, then
the CLPD would have been similarly defeated. Nonetheless, as Benn ambitiously
exclaimed, the Wembley reforms would ‘never be reversed and nothing will be the same
again’.”® Put in context with his narrow defeat in the deputy-leadership contest nine

months later, the Wembley result showed that the Labour Left had reached its summit.

57 The actual NEC proposal was 33% (PLP): 33% (CLPs): 33% (Trade Unions): 1% (Socialist Societies).
Other proposed amendments: (1) 38:30:30:2 moved by COHSE; (2) 30:40:30 moved by Wokingham CLP;
(3) 33.3:33.3:33.3 moved by New Forest CLP; (4) 50:25:25 moved by GMWU; and (5) 75:10:10:5 moved
by AUEW.

® cited in Seyd (1987), p-120

% Benn (1992), p.70
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Yet even here — at its undisputed high-point — the Left’s majority position temained only
‘wafer-thin’.

Motion Preliminary First ballot Second ballot Third ballot
Round 1:*
Electoral College at conference 6,238,000
Individual balloting 882,000
and other options:
Round 2:*
NEC (33:33:33:1) 1,763,000 1,757,000 -
COHSE (38:30:30:2) 192,000 - -
Wokingham (30:40:30) 59,000 - .
USDAW (30:30:40) 1,763,000 1,813,000 3,375,000
New Forest (33.3:33.3:33.3) 24,000 - -
GMWU (50:25:25) 2,386,000 2,685,000 2,685,000
AUEW (75:10:10:5) 992,000 - -
Total votes cast 7,120,000 7,179,000 6,255,000 6,240,000

Table 9: Voting for the electoral college at the Wembley Special Conference 1981
Source: NEC Report 1981, Report of the Special Rules Revision Conference 1981, pp. 135, 149

At the party conference in October 1981, the CLPD and RFMC brought forward theit
proposals to reform the procedures governing the approval of Labour’s election
manifestos, deferred from the previous year’s conference. Fresh from victory at
Wembley, delegates were expected to teadily endorse the amendment of Clause 5,
transferring sovereignty over Labout’s election programmes to the NEC. Despite the
opposition of party leaders, delegates natrowly approved (by 209,000 votes) the CLPD’s
broadly worded motion favouring reform.”” However, when the Tottenham and Wallasey
parties eventually moved the constitutional amendment after the general debate, the
NEC recommended the rejection of the proposals. The CLPD’s amendment was duly
defeated by 3,254,000 to 3,791,000 votes.” As Seyd reported, the CLPD’s amendment
was defeated through the accidental miscasting of USDAW votes.” Whereas USDAW
played a crucial role in delivering victory for the CLPD on the electoral cc;llege issue nine
months before, they unwittingly contributed to its own defeat on the third fundamental
pillar of constitutional reform. In 1982, the CLPD announced that it would no longer

campaign ‘on the question of control over the manifesto’, advising supporttets to ‘now

% Preliminary voting on the options for debate published in the Conference Arrangements Committee
report. The report included five options: (1) to establish an electoral college of party confetence delegates;
(2) postal electoral college; (3) separate electoral colleges; (4) ballot of individual members; and (5)
miscellaneous amendments. An eatlier vote questioning the report was lost by 5,060,000 to 1,936,000
votes. see NEC Report 1981, pp.122, 124

% The CAC report determined that balloting would continue until one option received more than 50% of
total votes cast

“2 LPACR (1981), p.210

% LPACR (1981), p.212

 Seyd (1987), p.124
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accept the status quo’ and concentrate upon party unity and the election of a Labour

government.®

Between 1979 and 1981 the CLPD achieved landmark victoties in reforming Labour’s
constitution and furthering the Left’s agenda for greater intra-party democracy and
grassroots power. Although the CLPD lost the manifesto fight, it revolutionised the
systems for electing party leaders and selecting patliamentary candidates. But, the
successes of the CLPD in restructuring the prevailing balance of internal power directly
oxygenated the fragmentation of the PLP. By the end of 1981, twenty-five Labour MPs
had defected to the new SDP, albeit that no trade union or constituency party voted to
disaffiliate from the party. The new electoral college was activated in October 1981 to
decide the outcome of Tony Benn’s deputy-leadership challenge. During the 1979-83
Parliament, more than one-third of all local parties used the new reselection procedures,
resulting in the de-selection of eight incumbent Labour MPs.% The candidates chosen in

their place were invariably drawn from the left of the patty.

The Wembley reforms proudly symbolised the peak of CLPD influence inside the
Labour Party. Subsequently, the group concentrated on other issues of grassroots
democracy. For example, CLPD activists complained that party leaders undermined the
legitimate candidacy of Peter Tatchell in the Bermondsey by-election 1n February 1983.
The CLPD executive suggested that ‘for the NEC to set itself up as the Thought Police
guarding the ideological purity of the party, the exact criteria of which depends on
variations in the NEC’s composition, is intolerable’. Following the exclusion of Tariq Ali
from the shortlist in Hornsey, the CLPD concluded that such narrow conceptions ‘of the
critetia for party membership invariably required detailed tests of ideological soundness’,
a practice which was ‘totally alien to the party’s tradition’. The CLPD was also concerned
that the on-going enquiry into the activities of Militant raised key democratic
considerations concerning the ‘desirability of ideological tests’. By opposing the remit of
the enquiry and the subsequent expulsion of Militant’s editorial board, the CLPD
declared the importance of retaining ‘the freedom of Labour Party members to hold

divergent views’. A truly democratic and ‘politically lively party’, it suggested, ‘tequires

5 CLPD Newsletter 25, 04.82
% Geekie and Levy (1988), p-478; Seyd (1987), p.129
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freedom of discussion of proposals for alternative policies in ordet to be able to choose

between them’.%

The Hayward-Hughes report into Militant, published in June 1982, recommended the
establishment of a register of non-affiliated groups conforming to Labour’s
constitutional criteria for sub-group organisation.® The registration issue deeply divided
the CLPD and its executive committee. As Vladimir Derer observed with some

actimony, the disagreements within the group were

“...symptomatic of the difference of approach which broadly divides most of the
comrades who ‘founded” CLPD or joined it during its eatly stages, from those who did
so mainly once CLPD proved to be successful...CLPD has campaigned for conference

sovereignty right from the statt.. if it does not wish to lose its credibility, CLPD must
» 69

comply”.
Other CLPD activists disagreed, suggesting that the introduction of a register would lead

to inevitable disunity and further expulsions. Nigel Williamson observed that

“...as democratic socialists, of course we accept the supremacy of conference...[but] we
must also reconcile that with the protection of the rights of minorities. If we accept the
register now, we must inevitably later accept expulsions. Both are an unacceptable

infringement of the rights of individuals and groups and, as such, undermine us a

. — 70
democratic socialist party”.

The CLPD executive resolved to decide the matter through a consultative ballot of all
individual and affiliated members. The results of the ballot revealed the true extent of
internal division over the registration issue. As Table 10 highlights, the CLPD’s London
members wete mote opposed to registration than those outside the capital. Constituency
affiliates were also slightly more supportive than local branches. The trade unions
remained deeply divided, especially between their national (divisional) executives and

local union branches.

 CLPD Newsletter 25, 04.82

% The NEC agreed to establish the register in June 1982, and this was endorsed at the 1982 party
conference; see LPACR 1982, p.52. In practice, however, the register was a device by which to legitimise
the ineligibility of Militant activists for Labour party membership. Those groups who chose not to register
(including SERA and Labour CND) were merely excluded from the patty conference diary, and none of
their members were subsequently expelled from the party as a result of non-registration.

9 Derer and Willsman, CLPD Bulletin 5, 11.82

7 Williamson, CLPD Bulletin 5, 11.82
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N Response  For Against

Individuals

London 410 70% 47% 53%
Outside 615 64% 53% 47%
Labour Party

CLPs 141 46% 55% 45%
Branches 85 48% 49% 51%
Other 30 37% 36% 64%
Trade Unions

National/Divisional 45 18% 88% 12%
Branches 110 36% 45% 55%
Total 1536 35% 50.6% 49.4%

Table 10: Results of CL.PD consultative ballot on the register of non-affiliated groups, 1982
Source: CLLPD Bulletin 6, December 1982

With the registration issue resolved, albeit divisively, the CLPD turned its attention to
improving the representation of women and ethnic communities inside party structures.
In September 1980 the CLPD launched its own Women’s Action Committee and,
thereafter, the group’s executive published occasional reports from the committee inside
CLPD newsletters and bulletins.” After the 1983 election, the CLPD endorsed positive
discrimination by proposing the inclusion of at least one woman on each shortlist of
patliamentary candidates. The CLPD also sought autonomy for Labour’s annual
Women’s Conference, both in selecting the membership of the NEC’s women’s section

and in forwarding priority motions for debate at the party’s annual conference.”

The CLPD favoured the introduction autonomous Black Sections for the representation
of party members from ethnic communities. In 1985, the CLPD executive proposed
model resolutions guaranteeing ‘the right of black party members to set up their own
sections in the same way as women and young members, where they so desite’. Kinnock
vehemently opposed the idea of Black Sections.” The group fiercely rejected the creation
of the NEC’s black and Asian ‘advisory’ group, postulating that it was ‘a deliberate
attempt to prevent the mass of black members and potential members from otganising

and speaking for themselves”.”

Despite the laudable attention of the CLPD in rectifying grassroots undetr-reptesentation,
the group was unable to conceal how far it had retreated from the great schema of intra-

party democracy trumpeted in the early-1980s. The CLPD’s retreat occurred, in large

' CLPD Newsletter 20, 09.80
2 CLPD Newsletter 27,05.83;, CLPD Newsletter 29, 04.84
3 CLPD Newsletter 31, 05.85
™ CLPD Newsletter 34, 09.86
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patt, because of a significant downturn in group membership (and financial resources)
after 1982. As Table 11 below reveals, the sharp inctease in CLPD membership neatly

coincided with its organisational successes between 1979 and 1981. But, by 1986, its

membership had declined to pre-1979 levels.

Individual Membership Affiliated Membership

1974 60 6

1975 140 32
1976 248 94
1977 305 173
1978 289 214
1979 443 294
1980 807 400
1981 1016 438
1982 1203 443
1983 1081 354
1984 668 298
1985 513 226
1986 574 188

75

Table 11: CLPD Membership 1974-1986
Source: Data adapted from Seyd (1987), p.87; Panitch and Leys (1997), p.165

The typology of factional organisation suggested by Richard Rose revealed the existence
in modern parties of temporary ad-hoc groups concentrating on a natrow range of
political issues. As we have seen, the exclusivity of the CLPD’s emphases on issues of
intra-party democracy, together with its relatively short period of influence over the
wider party, typified it as an important case study of the ad-hoc issue grouping.
Moreover, the decline in CLPD membership after 1983 suggested that the group may
have been used by the Labour Left more generally as a useful organisational ‘vehicle’ by
which to play-out a series of structural contests with party leaders, particularly in
determining the balance of power within the party. As Vladimir Derer concluded in
1986, the group ‘cleatly cannot hope to regain the broad suppott for its demands that it

once enjoyed’. The decline of the CLPD also reflected the broader fragmentation of the
Labour Left itself:

“Since 1982, the CLPD started to lose support, partly because it failed to convince most
of the ‘hard’ and ‘far’ left that in the new situation a different strategy is
appropriate...the disunity which these disagreements produced reduced CLPD’s
attraction. . .the tactics which proved so effective in securing [out] demands were also

rejected with the far and hard left going back to its ‘principled’ posturing and the soft-
» 76

left seeking (rather pathetically) to gain the ear of the leadership”.

> Affiliated membership included CLPs and local branches, trades unions and shop stewards committees,
co-operative societies, branches of Labour Young Socialists, and university Labour clubs.

76 CLPD Bulletin 11, 01.86
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In 1986, the CLPD joined with other left-wing groups in forming Labour Left Liatson. It
remained in relative obscurity thereafter, albeit that many older party membets paid fond
testament to the CLPD for the ground-breaking constitutional reforms it managed to
effect after 1979. The CLPD played a marginal role in opposing OMOV in 1993 and in
the revision of Clause 4 in 1995. Under New Labout, the position of the CLPD as a
champion of grasstoots democracy was evidently undermined by the growth of the
‘Grassroots Alliance’ and other nebulous groupings like ‘Labour Reform’. Without the
CLPD, nonetheless, Labour would have undoubtedly been a very different and, arguably,

a much less representative political party.

Faction ~ the Militant Tendency

The Militant Tendency is one of the best examples of Rose’s ideal-type of faction
organisation. The origins of Militant test in the immediate post-war years, a period in
which British politics witnessed the creation of several far-left revolutionary groupings.
The direct organisational lineage of Militant dates back to the formation of the
Revolutionary Socialist League in 1955, which was itself established through bitter
factional rivalries following the dissolution of the Revolutionary Communist Party in
1950.” Like Militant of the eatly-1980s, the RSL established sizeable grassroots support,
especially in Liverpool. The RSL developed links with the Socialist Wortkers Federation, a
small Marxist group operating on Metseyside in the mid-1950s led by Etic Heffer. The
RSL paid close attention to building strategic relationships with the Labour Party, and
the question of whether or not Trotskyite groups should engage in covert strategies of
entryism in order to build support for a common revolutionary programme. Heffer was
initially opposed to ‘comrades being in the Labour Party’” The RSL leadership
disagreed, and thereafter urged supporters to participate as ordinary party members. Ted

Grant suggested that

" Three different factions split from the RCP during the 1950s. (1) the RSL (led by Ted Grant) later to
become the Militant Tendency in 1964. (2) ‘the Group’ (led by Gerry Healey) which was renamed as the
Socialist Labour League and expelled from the Labour Party in 1959, again renamed as the Workers
Revolutonary Party in 1973. (3) the Socialist Review Group (led by Tony Cliff), renamed as the
International Socialists in 1962 and as the Socialist Workers’ Party in 1977. See Appendix 1

78 L etter from Eric Heffer to Jimmy Deane, 31t March 1957; Deane Collection, Manchester Metropolitan
University
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“It would be the height of stupidity to abandon work within the LP [Labour Party] now
and to launch into ‘independent’ adventures after a decade or more of work...we have

to establish ourselves as a tendency in the Labour Movement’.”

In 1962, the RSL adopted a constitutional framework which established the basic
otganisational form of the faction, providing for branches, districts, national and
executive committees. The document also enshrined the pte-eminence of entryist
practice, declaring that ‘all members of the RSL are required to enter the mass

otganisations of the working class’ for the purposes of ‘fulfilling the aims of the party’.*’

The Militant Tendency was created out of the RSL’s decision to alter its publications
strategy. The existing newspaper, Socialist Fight, was renamed in June 1964 as Militant — for
Youth and Labour, bortowing the name from the American Socialist Workers’ Party
journal” Ever since, Militant used the publication of newspapers and theoretical
expositions as vital elements necessary for conveying its political message to the
grasstoots of the Labour movement, and for repudiating suggestions that it engaged in
anti-constitutional entryism. In Militant’s early years, the size of its active membership
meant that it need not obscure itself. But, as membership grew during the 1970s, the
Tendency started to use its printing and publishing operations as a method for
concealing an elaborate political organisation. In February 1971, Militant purchased the
lease on the ILP’s former printing press in Bethnal Green, and it set up administrative
offices nearby in Hackney. Following Militant’s successful acquisition of local authority
development grants from Tower Hamlets council, Militant subsequently moved its entire

printing operation to Cambridge Heath in south Hackney.

Militant maintained a highly structured organisation at both the national and regional
levels. The Tendency operated twelve administrative regions and fourteen regional
offices.” Militant’s local otganisation was designed to occupy different boundaries to

those used by Labout, presumably to cause confusion to party officials, and thereby to

” Problems of Enttism’ (RSL internal document), March 1959; Deane Collection, Manchester
Metropolitan University

% Constitution of the Revolutionary Socialist League; Deane Collection, Manchester Metropolitan
University.

8 During the 1930s, the American SWP published a photograph of Trotsky reading its newspaper Meitant.
82 Regions: London, Southern, South Western, West Midlands, Eastern, East Midlands, Yorkshire and
Humberside, Manchester and Lancashire, Merseyside, Northern, Scotland, and Wales. Offices: London,
Brighton, Bristol, Birmingham, Harlow, Hull, Leeds, Manchester, Liverpool, Newcastle, LEdinburgh,
Glasgow, Swansea and Cardiff
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minimise the likelihood of exposure. Within each region, Militant established district
organisations to cover cities and counties, and within each district several branches wete
formed to cover small towns or city communities. In practice, the boundaries of Militant
branches usually replicated those of parliamentary constituencies. This enabled local

Militant members to become legitimate activists in their own local constituency parties.

Local editorial boards were charged with management oversight of Militant’s regional
organisational structures. Theoretically, members of the branch and district organisations
would routinely elect each editorial boatrd. In reality, they tended to be self-nominating
groups of senior Militant activists. During the 1960s and early-1970s, the existence of a
small and heavily clustered membership base meant that Militant’s local structure
remained rather undeveloped. Even at the height of Militant’s popularity after 1979,
where the Tendency managed over 400 branch and district groups, it continued to lack
organisational structures in less populated and politically unsympathetic areas of the
country. Although Militant leaders boasted that the number of ‘supporters’ had risen
from around 1,500 in 1979 to mote than 8,000 by 1986, it 1s impossible to substantiate

their claims.®

Throughout all levels of Militant’s organisational structure, the influence of the national
leadership remained sacrosanct. All policy and strategic communications were agreed at
the centre and passed down to activists in local branches via regional and district
organisers. Militant activists were responsible for making contact with other supporters,
and they were given sttict targets for paper sales and recruitment. Local activists were
invited to quarterly ‘aggregate’ meetings at the district level, and annually at the regional
level. But, the grassroots Militant activist enjoyed only infrequent contact with senior
national officers, usually only as new recruits at regular weekend workshops designed to

‘educate’ them in the detail of Marxist-Leninist and Trotskyite political thought.

The main regular activity for the ordinary supporter involved the sale of Militant
publications, principally its weekly newspaper Mz/itant. These activities held much wider
strategic importance. Militant activists were not only responsible for the sale of
publications, but also for making contact with party members and supporters, and

assessing their reliability and commitment to the objectives of the Tendency. The

% Crick (1986), p-315
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recruttment of Militant supporters and their inclusion in peripheral decision-making
relied on complex processes of ‘socialisation’ between recruiter and recruit. Socialisation
would not only take some considerable period of time, but also relied on the subjective

motivations and character traits of both patties involved. Recruitment could also be very

‘alienating’ process:

“The kigd of commitment that Militant required was bundled together in the form of
h1ghly alienating personal relationships. You had to make sure your subscriptions were
paid and your papers sold so as not to feel guilty...the unspoken truth [was] that as soon

as a young Militant member got a girlfriend he either recruited her or lefe”.*

At the apex of Militant’s national structure stood its executive committee (nominally the
‘Executive Board’) which was responsible for the day-to-day administration of the
newspaper and the wider Militant organisation. Like regional and district boards, the
membership of Militant’s national executive appeared rematkably static over time. Since
the 1960s, a number of names appeared with particular regularity, including Peter Taaffe
(editor), Ted Grant (political editor), Keith Dickenson (administrator), Lynn Walsh
(deputy editor) and Clare Doyle (business manager). Aside from their editorial functions,
all five national officers played impotrtant organisational roles within the wider Militant
structure. Taaffe performed the duties associated with a patty’s general secretary, Grant
was Militant’s 1deological ‘gurv’ and motivator, Dickenson was responsible for

administration and recruitment, and Doyle acted as Militant’s national treasuret.

The national structure of Militant included a Central Committee which brought together
members of the editorial boards with employees, regional representatives, and Militant
activists in Labour’s Young Socialists. The Central Committee met monthly to teview
policy and administrative issues and, until the late-1970s, operated systems of ‘alternate
membership’ to provide voting cover for ex-gfficio members absent on Militant business.
The structure of the committee was reformed in 1981 to streamline its activities and
membership, and to prevent the increasing length of meetings. The committee’s
membership normally included trusted Militant supporters like Pat Wall and Tony
Mulhearn who wete not formally employed by the Tendency, but held important
positions outside it. The 1981 rule change meant that only ‘full-ime’ officers could hold

membership of the committee. The effect of this organisational reform was to exclude

* Barnes (1980)
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part-timers  from important decision-making structures, which further distanced

1}4 b4 " . . . . . . 4
Militant’s national leadership from the aspirations of its grassroots activists.”

In the early-1980s, Militant employed a total of sixty-four staff: thirty at its headquartets
in Mentmore Terrace and the remainder in the regions. Although Militant leaders
claimed that most staff were employed as ‘typists, typesetters, layout and photographic
workers’, in reality they were assigned to Militant’s nine administrative bureaux.*
Regional staff were charged with the administration of local organisations, although
much of their work involved the direct recruitment of members and liaison with trade
unionists to further wotkplace membership. The number of Militant staff compared

quite favourably with the headquarters staffing levels of the major political parties.

Militant held all annual confetences (or ‘teaders rallies’) in secret. The existence of covert
meetings was of particular concern to the Labour leadership. Following Labour’s 1982
enquity into Militant, the Tendency agreed that its conferences should be open and
publicly advertised. On the expulsion of its editorial board in October 1982, Militant
withdrew the offet. As Peter Taaffe observed,

“the Editorial Board invites to the [annual] Rally regular sellers of the ‘Militant’ who ate

in general agreement with ‘Militant’ policies and who make tegular financial

contributions to the paper; it is therefore 7o open to all Labour Party members”.*’

Militant regulatly convened at the Spa Royal Hall in Bridlington in the eatly-1980s,
although its annual conferences were cancelled in 1982, due to the publicity sutrounding
the Hayward-Hughes report, and in 1986 at the height of Labour’s battle with the
leadership of Liverpool City Council. Full-time members of the Central Committee
usually chaired the conference, and most of its time would be allocated to the discussion
of Militant’s ideological manifestos, particularly Britzsh Perspectives and Tasks and World
Perspectives. These documents wete approved in advance by the Central Committee, and
were normally passed by the conference with little dissent. Any opposition was usually

ignored, and dissenting delegates were either expelled or forced to resign. The

% Crick (1986), p.121
36 Political, Otrganisation, Education, Finance, Industrial, Youth, Black and Asian, Student and
International; see also Taaffe (1982), p.7

¥ ibid., p.7
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confetence also considered administrative reports from Taaffe and Doyle, progtess
reports from the heads of Militant’s butreaux, and the re-endorsement of national

executive members. Taaffe revealed that Militant conferences were ‘structured’ around

various thematic sessions designed to discuss

“policies on key British and international issues; developments within the Labour Party
and the trade unions; developments within the Tory Party, the Liberals, SDP, etc; the

circulation of ‘Militant’ and the development of further sales; and the financial position

of ‘Militant’ and plans to increase financial support”.*®

Conferences were closed with rallying speeches from Ted Grant, designed to motivate
activists for the year ahead and to suggest priorities for branch activities. These addresses
petformed a similar role to the end-of-conference speeches by the leaders of major
parties and, in doing so, highlighted the historical and symbolic importance of Grant as

Militant’s political figurehead.

Militant developed otganisational structures that incorporated trade unions and other
social movements. In the early-1980s, Militant operated inside over twenty trade unions,
using workplace activists to convey Militant’s industrial message, and to construct a
convenient arena within which to conceal an entryist strategy towards the Labour Party.
Militant published a number of journals and publications designed exclusively for a trade
union audience, and the Tendency also developed a range of sub-groups designed to

improve the participation of women and ethnic community activists.”

Militant published 2 number of other documents to supplement its weekly newspaper
and trade union publications. Most publications were classified and produced for a
narrow readership, although in 1969 Militant began to publish the Militant International
Review as an open theoretical journal advancing many of the principles of socialist
internationalism. Militant also published a number of small occasional pamphlets
reviewing the intricacies of Marxist theory and broader issues of concern for party
activists and the labour movement. These included Ted Grant’s Entryism, first published
in 1973, and also British Perspectives and Tasks and World Perspectives as programmatic

documents expanding on the policies agreed by Militant’s annual conferences. In 1984,

88 . .

ibid., p.6
% Militant publications included ‘Militant Teacher’, ‘Militant Miner’, NALGO Militant’, and ‘Beacon’ for
the engineering industry. The Tendency also used the British youth section of the Jamaican National Party
(PNP) to recruit members from ethnic communities.
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the Tendency decided to publish only one internal theoretical bulletin for its activist

readership, the Bulletin of Marxist Studies, which was printed biannually.

The extent of Militant’s financial resources suggested that it was a political otganisation
engaged in a range of activities extending beyond the publication of newspapers and
journals. Although it is extremely difficult to discern Militant’s exact income and
expenditure, the companies it used as ‘front’ organisations regulatly deposited audited
accounts with Companies House in London.” But, the regularity of financial transfers
between the various ‘front’ companies, and the general complexity of Militant’s
commertcial activities, has prevented researchers from gleaning accurate pictures of the
true revenue (or deficits) generated by Militant. Michael Crick estimated that upwards of
£1.4 million had been loaned from WIR Publications to Cambridge Heath Press by 1985.
Militant’s auditors deemed much of this money ‘irrecoverable’”’ Large amounts of ‘hard
cash’ were also raised through the Militant Fighﬁng Fund. In Apnl 1982, Militant set a
quarterly fund-raising target of £35,000. In the eleven weeks to 9" July, total revenue was
reported as £24,291. Yet, in the following seven days, the Tendency miraculously raised a
further £11,042, leading Mi/itant to celebrate that ‘we asked you for £1,000 per day and

we got it’.” By 1985, Militant was accumulating revenues estimated at approximately

£200,000 per year. Militant also raised funds through the individual donations of Militant
activists. Crick alleged that activists earning annual salaries in excess of £10,000 would
contribute as much as £60 per week to Militant coffers. This might account for up to
one-half of their total take-home pay. The extent of such regular donations from
individual activists clearly discredited Taaffe’s defence to the Hayward-Hughes enquiry

that ‘Militant is a newspaper not an organisation’.”

In organisational terms, Militant adopted many of the structural characteristics of a fully-
fledged political party. Despite Taaffe’s claims to the contrary, the national Militant
otganisation maintained a branch-based structure at the local level, and its ‘supporters’
and ‘newspaper sellers” were, in fact, individual members who paid regular subscriptions

to supportt the wotk of the organisation. Militant maintained a clearly defined (albeit self-

** The Militant Tendency operated three front companies: WIR Publications Ltd, Cambridge Heath Press
Ltd. and Eastway Offset Ltd.

*! Crick (1986), p.136

”2 Militant, 16.07.82
% Taaffe (1982) p.2; see also Militant, 22.10.82
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perpetuating) national leadership, and it organised regular conferences to legitimise 2
distinctive ideological programme. The visibility of Militant’s organisational growth left
party leaders in little doubt. The otganisational structure and political tactics of the
Militant Tendency placed it in direct contravention the party’s constitution, which
prohibited the maintenance of non-affiliated internal sub-groups organised around
branches and (opposing) ideological platforms. The gradual fragmentation of the Labour
Left after 1982, particularly inside the NEC, allowed the party leadership to accumulate
the necessary support for decisive action against Militant. The Hayward-Hughes enquiry
was testament to the fact that party leaders had become increasingly featful of a//
structured forms of factionalism. Although their concerns were chiefly predicated on
wider electoral considerations, the emetgence of structured factionalism of this particular
kind stood 1n marked contrast to the less confrontational forms of dissent typified by the

Tribune tendency and ad-hoc issue groups like the CLPD.

More importantly, Militant reptresented an alien form of political organisation to party
leaders. The segmentation of Militant from the broader Labour Left, the growth of its
highly structured organisation, and the political successes it enjoyed (especially in local
government) rendered Militant a ‘sitting target’ for concerted leadership action.
Moteovet, the sectetive nature of its entryist strategy was progressively undermined by its
own victories, thus allowing party leaders to expose the clandestine nature of Militant’s
political operation. Militant represented the ultimate form of intra-party factional
organisation. Unfortunately for some, its expulsion was a necessary and logical step in
ensuring that Labour leaders assumed untivalled control over their party organisation.
Above all, Labour needed to become an electable and credible party of government. The

enduting presence of the Militant Tendency only undermined that objective.

% k k X %

Like political parties, factional groups at the sub-party level ate distinctive political
organisations in their own right. In comparative perspective, factional organisations often
display markedly different structural properties. Some factional groups are highly
organised and could easily be mistaken for political parties. Others are much more

transitory or temporary groupings of individuals who meet to discuss issues of common
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concern but, nevertheless, retain identifiable allegiances with their ‘host’ party and its

élites.

Richard Rose’s typology of factional otganisation sought to classify groups at the sub-
party level according to the different structural qualities they imbued. As this chapter has
demonstrated, the contemporaty histoty of the Labour Left suggested that it has, indeed,
contained the three ideal-types of factional organisation suggested by Rose’s model. The
‘amorphous’ form of factionalism typified by the Tribune Group closely resembled
Rose’s tendency. Tribune was characterised by a relative lack of organisational solidity,
leadership and ideological cohesion. But, the looseness of Tribune’s organisation
rendered 1t vulnerable to infiltration, evidenced by the systematic influx of pro-leadership
moderates during the mid-1980s, and the emergence of Tribune at the heart of new
strategic coalitions committed to party modernisation and renewal. The CLPD served as
a useful case study of Rose’s type of ad-hoc issue group. The influence of the CLPD
over the wider party was temporary, and the agenda it adopted was tightly focused on a
narrow range of political issues concerned mostly with grassroots democracy. However,
the exhaustion of its political agenda after 1981 exposed the CLPD to decline and, with
time, the group found itself ensnared within the broader trend of Labour Left
fragmentation. Finally, the organisational characteristics of the Militant Tendency
revealed it as a highly durable and structured political organisation with a stable
leadership and clearly defined ideological agenda. In many ways, Militant controversially
became a ‘party-within-a-party’ and, as such, should be readily acknowledged as an
important example of Rose’s ideal-type of faction. The growth and visibility of Militant
as a structured faction rendered it strategically vulnerable to the reassertion of centralised
patty leadership. Irrespective of the democratic considerations, once the maintenance of
Militant within the party organisation became irreconcilable with Labour’s electoral

objectives, it was summarily expelled.

The prevalence of factionalism within political parties is heavily dependent on the
inefficiencies of party leadership in exerting control over party organisation. The Labour
Left is no exception. Its zenith coincided with the paralysis of leadership following
Labour’s 1979 defeat, and its subsequent fragmentation was a by-product of the
resurgence of the Michelsian ‘iron law of oligarchy’. The exclusivity of parliamentary

factionalism, typified by Tribune, could not meet the demands of Labout’s grassroots
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supporters. In an emergent climate of dissatisfaction with Labour governments in office,
the factional organisation of the Left increasingly switched towards ad-hoc groups like
the CLPD and towards the ‘heady heights’ of radical factions like Militant. Both were
inherently vulnerable. While supporters of Tribune readily enjoyed the fruits of
leadership patronage, the temporaty and narrow focus of the CLPD and the ‘proto-party’

organisational ptoperties of Militant exposed them to inevitable and seemingly

insurmountable decay.
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7

New Labour’s Grasstoots Membership

In contrast to other aspects of patty, comparatively little is known about the attitudes and
beliefs of Labour’s grassroots membership. Since 1992, however, we have been able to
draw on several large membership studies underpinning an important new literature
examining the determinants of party membership and political activism.' The Labour
Membership Study, undertaken as a central part of the research design of this Thests,
sought to quantify the extent to which grasstoots members of New Labour retained a
prevalence towards factional behaviour and dissenting attitudinal viewpoints. In this
respect, its methodology adopted a2 more limited focus than those larger studies that

preceded it.

As discussed eatlier, organised Labour Left factionalism was virtually extinct by the 1992
election. As a significant ot meaningful force, left-wing dissent had been almost totally
eradicated from the party, effected by party-level organisational and ideological
transformations following Labout’s election defeats in 1983 and 1987. By 1992, much of
the hotizontal structure of organisation traditionally used by the Labour Left had been
replaced by individualised and atomistic conceptions of grassroots membership based on
vertical relationships between leader and member. The growth of individualised
membership suggested that a future revival of organised left-wing factionalism was
unlikely to occur for the foreseeable future. Moreover, it suggested that 1n order to
examine the prevalence of new forms of factionalism and dissent inside Labout’s

grassroots party, it was imperative to study party members as individuals.

I The study of grasstoots memberships was furthered by extensive survey research undertaken by Patrick
Seyd and Paul Whiteley in 1989/90 (Labour, n=5065), 1992 (Conservatives, n=2466), 199<ns1:XMLFault xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat"><ns1:faultstring xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat">java.lang.OutOfMemoryError: Java heap space</ns1:faultstring></ns1:XMLFault>