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Introduction

There are some problems surrounding the meaning of the term “Social Democracy”. It is sometimes taken to be synonymous with the term “Democratic Socialism” and to apply to Evolutionary Socialism as a whole as distinct from “Revolutionary Socialism.” However it is also often argued that there are important distinctions between democratic socialism and social democracy social democracy and democratic socialism and I shall assume here that the ideology of democratic socialism focuses upon the fundamental transformation of society involving the significant growth of the public ownership at the expense of private ownership combined with much increased equality in the distribution of wealth, income, power and opportunity. Furthermore in the comparison of the ideology of social democracy with the ideology of New Labour I shall assume that the term “social democracy” might be associated most closely with the revisionist conception of “Socialism” outlined in the 1950s by Anthony Crosland and broadly supported subsequently by the Labour Governments of Harold Wilson [1964-66; 1966-70; 1974-1974; 1974-1976] and James Callaghan [1976-1979].
Partly because of the poor performance of the UK economy in the 1960s and 1970s economic growth faltered and this undermined the overall social democratic strategy because redistribution of resources to the poor via the expansion of the welfare state was to be achieved mainly via economic growth: without the economic growth redistribution would be limited.
Consequently there was increasing pressure from members of the  left wing of the Labour party [who were more likely to define themselves as democratic socialists than as social democrats] for increased public ownership, greater central government economic planning and a more determined attempt to reduce economic inequality and poverty. The left also demanded increasing workers control over industry, unilateral nuclear disarmament, withdrawal from the EEC and for reform of the Labour Party constitution which according to the left would increase the possibilities of election of a left wing leader and the adoption of more left wing policies. Opposition to such policies from senior figures within the Labour Party [David Owen, Shirley Williams and William Rodgers] and from former senior Labour Party politician Roy Jenkins led to the formation of the Social Democratic Party which was pledged to halt the leftward drift of the Labour Party  
Constitutional reforms were introduced in the early 1980s and Labour did fight the 1983 General Election on a more left-wing manifesto promising more public ownership, more central government control of the private sector of the economy, unilateral nuclear disarmament and withdrawal from the EEC. For a variety of reasons it suffered humiliating defeat; its leader and deputy leader[Michael Foot and Dennis Healey]  resigned and they were replaced by Neil Kinnock and Roy Hattersley whose basic strategy was modernise the Labour party and to re-establish Labour again as a party of relatively moderate social democracy .

{Michael Foot died on March 3rd 2010. Click here for a BBC Obituary] 

Progress in this direction was meaningful but gradual between 1983 and 1987 when Labour where again defeated in the 1987 General election. The processes of modernisation and moderation accelerated after 1987 particularly as a result of the 1987 Labour Policy Review which promised more moderate economic policies, continued membership of the EEC and the ending of Labour’s commitment to unilateral nuclear disarmament. Once again, however, Labour was again defeated in the 1992 General Election: Neil Kinnock and Roy Hattersley were replaced by John Smith and Margaret Beckett as leader and deputy leader respectively and the process of gradual modernisation and moderation continued.

However in September 1992 a serious financial crisis occurred [Black Wednesday] in which the UK was forced out of the European Exchange Rate Mechanism   which resulted in the destruction of the Conservative government’s reputation for economic competence and opened up a large Labour lead in the opinion polls. It now seemed that a “steady as you go” policy would be sufficient to secure a Labour victory at the next General Election but more radical modernisers such as Tony Blair and Gordon Brown felt that more rapid modernisation was necessary and that John Smith’s leadership was too cautious. 

John Smith had experienced heart problems for some time but it was nevertheless entirely unexpected when he died in 1994. Following difficult discussions whose impact is still being felt in British politics, Gordon Brown agreed that Tony Blair rather than he should be the modernising candidate in the Labour Party leadership election which Blair duly won comfortably. John Prescott was elected deputy leader.
The Case for the Modernisation of the Labour Party

According to Blair , Brown and their supporters the disastrous defeat of 1983 established beyond doubt the case for modernisation and despite the best efforts of previous leaders Neil Kinnock and John Smith further modernisation was now essential if Labour were ever to regain power again.

By 1992 Labour had been defeated in four consecutive General Elections [1979, 1983, 1987 and 1992] and there were both sociological and political reasons for these defeats

1. Labour traditionally received relatively more electoral support from the working class but the relative size of the working class was declining and it was believed also that as working class people became more affluent they identified less with core Labour policies such as relatively high taxation and high expenditure on the welfare state [the so-called tax and spend approach to social policy], support for further nationalisation and close links with the trade unions.

2. It was therefore necessary for Labour to devise policies which would appeal to a coalition of middle class and more aspirational working class voters who opposed relatively high taxation and looked instead for greater individual freedom for themselves and their children to better themselves by their own efforts.

3. It was claimed that orthodox social democracy had been undermined because the “fall of communism” was considered to have occurred because of the inefficiencies of centrally planned communist economies and it was suggested that that the social democratic emphasis on high government spending on nationalisation and an over-bureaucratic welfare state was also misguided. In this respect it was argued that Thatcherite New Right ideas were actually more credible than the ideology of orthodox social democracy.
4. Finally the growth of globalisation meant that it would be more difficult for nation states to organise their economies on a social democratic basis. Social democratic governments might wish in principle to levy high rates of income taxation on the rich and high rates of corporation tax on business profits and to redistribute income to the poor but if they did so talented individuals would leave the country and foreign investment into the UK would be reduced resulting in reduced economic efficiency and increased unemployment. Therefore efforts to increase economic equality would actually result in reduced living standards for the poor. There were limits also in the extent to which Keynesian policies could be used to reduce unemployment because such policies were potentially inflationary and would lead rapidly to increased unemployment caused by reduced international competitiveness. 
Old Labour and New Labour: Socialism, Revisionism [Crosland] and neo-Revisionism [Blair] [It is important that you are familiar with the terms “revisionism” and “neo-revisionism” as applied to Crosland and Blair]
Tony Blair was elected leader of the Labour party in July 1994; at the October 1994 Labour party conference the term “New labour” was unveiled for the first time in the slogan” New Labour: New Britain” and at a special Labour party conference in April 1995 the apparent fundamental break with past Labour party history was symbolised when the Labour party accepted Blair’s redrafted Labour party constitution which removed its commitment to the nationalisation of the means of production.

Given the four consecutive general election defeats suffered by the Labour party in 1979, 1983, 1987 and 1992 it is easy to see why Tony Blair and his modernising supporters wished to re-brand the Labour Party as “New Labour” in order to signal its break with the failed policies if “Old Labour”. However the meanings of the terms “Old Labour” and “New Labour” must be analysed with care.

The Blairites did not wish to distance themselves  from the achievements of the 1945-51 Labour governments  but from the perceived relative failures of the Wilson and Callaghan governments of the 1960s and 1970s and in particular from the more radical left wing policies  of the Labour Party between 1979 and 1983. 
Thus while in the eyes of the Blairites the Wilson-Callaghan governments had accepted the continued existence of nationalised industries, had retained close relationships with the trade unions and had failed to reform the institutions of the welfare state and Labour in 1979-83 had also supported increased state control of the economy, increased public ownership, withdrawal from the EEC and unilateral nuclear disarmament, Blair’s New Labour party would accept none of these things.

 Instead it would accept the privatisations, trade union reforms and low income taxation policies introduced by Mrs Thatcher but it would also modernise the welfare state and modernise the UK constitution via the introduction of a range of liberal reforms.

It would be fair to say, therefore, that under Tony Blair New Labour did represent a break with Labour’s past and in this sense Blair could be described as a neo-revisionist of Labour’s ideology. However we should also note important continuities between Blair’s ideology and the ideology of traditional social democracy. Moderate social democrats have always played an important role within the Labour party such that, for example, the revisionist Labour party theorist Tony Crosland had called for the restriction of further nationalisation in 1956 and the then Labour Party leader Hugh Gaitskell had tried [but unsuccessfully ] to remove the commitment to nationalisation from the Labour party constitution in 1959.
 Furthermore Tony Blair might be seen as accelerating the reforms of the Labour party begun initially by Neil Kinnock in the difficult circumstances following the 1983 General Election defeat although Blair probably did take these reforms further than Neil Kinnock would have done.

We might conclude therefore that although Blair’s re-branding of the Labour party did result in fundamental shift of ideology and policy there are also continuities with the complex past history of the Labour party : some  elements of New Labour thinking have always been present to some extent within Labour party ideology.
We may investigate the ideology of New Labour in more detail via the consideration of the so-called “Third Way.”
New Labour and the Third Way 

It has been suggested that in practice New Labour policies have been heavily influenced by the ideology of the so-called Third Way as developed primarily by the famous Labour supporting Sociology professor Anthony Giddens who claimed that the Third Way  "is an attempt to transcend both old style [or classical] Social Democracy and Neo-Liberalism”.

In the ideology of the Third Way it was argued that centralised state economic control of both communist and social democratic types generated economic inefficiency but that Thatcherite neo-liberalism had increased economic efficiency. However it had done so at the expense of increased economic inequality and poverty, reduced equality of opportunity, community breakdown and social disorder. Furthermore in the globalised world economy countries with inadequate education and training systems would be unable to compete effectively leading to long term job losses and falling living standards.

Giddens argued that in order to address these problems markets should still be allowed to operate according to neo-liberal principles but the role of the state should be extended and modified to deal with the problems created by neo-liberalism and globalisation. The Third Way state should be both a “competitive state” and an “enabling state”: it should take on especial responsibility for the provision of suitable education and training which would be necessary for the UK to compete effectively in the globalised economy while these skills would also enable individuals to improve their job security and develop their talents to the full.

While the education system was to enhance equality of opportunity the social security system was to focus more on encouraging individuals into work rather than on the provision of unconditional benefits for the unemployed. In the words of Bill Clinton [who was an American supporter of the Third Way] individuals were to be given “a hand up rather than a hand out” although a range of social security benefits would still be available for those unable to work. 
However although in the ideology of the Third Way it was highly desirable to reduce relative poverty and to increase equality of opportunity it was recognised that it might be counter-productive to increase economic equality significantly because this would result in reduced financial incentives which would reduce economic efficiency and ultimately reduce the living standards of poorest rather than increase them.
The concept of communitarianism also plays an important role in Third Way ideology. Individuals are seen as having the rights to a range of state services and benefits but they are seen also as having duties to act as responsible citizens if community strength and solidarity is to be increased. Parents have duties to raise their children so that they can benefit from educational opportunities; workers have rights to unemployment benefits but also duties to take work when it is available; and especially perhaps individuals have a duty to obey the law and can expect punishment from Labour governments if they do not. As Tony Blair expressed it Labour would be “tough on crime: tough on the causes of crime.”

Tony Blair and his supporters have argued in relation to communitarianism that they are seeking to encourage the community spirit which has always been a major element of social democratic ideology but his critics have argued that he has adopted  a rather conservative view of communitarianism in that responsibility for community solidarity is placed excessively on the individuals living in disadvantaged communities while Labour governments do not do enough themselves to alleviate the poverty and social disadvantage which are the ultimate causes of the decline of community spirit.
There have difficult theoretical disputes s surrounding the precise nature of the Third Way. It has been noted that whereas Tony Blair often used the term, Gordon Brown rarely if ever did so and that Labour stalwarts such as Roy Hattersley of the right and Tony Benn of the left of the Labour Party both agreed that the term was essentially meaningless although they have never agreed on much else.

Nevertheless Labour governments did introduce a range of policies which reflected Third Way ideology in combining elements of neo-liberalism and modified social democracy as well as constitutional reforms traditionally associated with the Liberals/Liberal Democrats.

Subsequently disputes have arisen among theorists who believe that   New Labour has sought to retain its fundamental social democratic values modified to take account t of changing circumstances and those who believe that New Labour has been so committed to the principles of neo-liberalism that it has broken more or less completely with the ideology of social democracy.
Labour Government Policies 1997-2008 

In their study “New Labour” [Second Edition 2006] Steven Driver and Luke Martell have argued that in several respects New Labour might be seen as “part of the revisionist thread of British social democratic politics.” In this view it is argued that there are clear connections between the ideological positions of, for example, Tony Crosland and his supporters in the 1950s and Tony Blair and his supporters from the 1990s onwards. 
Both groupings argued that the labour party would have to respond electorally to the changes in the UK class structure involving the decline in size of the working class which meant Labour would need to attract secure the support of increasing numbers of middle class voters in order to secure electoral victory. Both recognised the limitations of public ownership. Both believed that a dynamic private sector was necessary to secure rising living standards for all.

In this view times may have changed but New Labour is simply developing new policies which will enable it to be true to its old values in changing circumstances. There are several elements of New Labour policy which reflect the party’s social democratic Croslandite traditions.

· New Labour did not succeed in reducing significantly economic inequality as measured by the distribution of income and wealth. However whereas in the Thatcher years income inequality increased significantly partly because of natural trends within capitalist economies and partly because of Conservative taxation and social security policy which further increased income inequality, Labour’s taxation and social security policies, taken in isolation, were redistributive toward the poor but they were not strong enough to offset the natural trend toward income inequality.

· New Labour politicians argued that in any case increases in economic equality not have helped the poor because they would undermine incentives, economic efficiency and ultimately result in lower living standards for poorer people.

· However New Labour did reduce significantly the extent of relative poverty partly as result of its mildly redistributive taxation and social security policies, partly because unemployment remained low and  partly also as a result of the introduction of the minimum wage. 
·  Labour’s attitude to economic equality of outcome may be seen as supporting the views on distributive justice of the liberal philosopher John Rawls, views that it would not be difficult to imagine Tony Crosland supporting.  

· Economic growth remained fairly steady under New Labour and New Labour was able to increase significantly government spending on Health and Education [exactly in line with the Croslandite proposals of the 1950s.]
· Labour has signed up to the European Union Social Chapter which provides for an extension of workers’ rights.

New Labour has also introduced policies which to some extent may be seen as intended to extend the basic liberal democratic principles of the UK system of government.
· Labour’s devolution policies could be seen as representing an attempt to enhance citizen involvement in politics in Scotland, Wales and N. Ireland. [It is noteworthy that the elections to the European Parliament, the Scottish Parliament and the Welsh Assembly are all conducted using the more proportional additional member system and Northern Ireland uses the single transferable system. PR has obviously not been introduced for House of Commons elections.] 
· It is intended finally to remove the hereditary element from the House of Lords although final decisions on method of selecting members of the Second Chamber have not yet finally been agreed. The House of Commons has voted in support of and 80% elected second chamber and in support of a fully elected second chamber but these are advisory votes only at present.
· Labour has signed the European Convention on Human Rights meaning that individuals can defend their rights in UK courts where previously they would have had to apply to the European Court of Human Rights which would have been more time-consuming and expensive.
However other theorists have claimed that New Labour has made an accommodation with the New Right in general and with neo-liberalism in particular. In this view New Labour is seen simply as Thatcherism Mark Two and it is emphasised that New Labour governments have retained several of the New Right policies introduced by the Thatcher and Major administrations between 1979 and 1997.
· Labour removed its commitment to public ownership from its constitution in 1995 and industries which were privatised by the Conservatives have not been renationalised by New Labour.
· Labour has extended the role of the private sector in state activity by means of the expansion of public-private sector partnerships whereby private companies build and maintain hospitals, schools and schools and lease them back to the state at a considerable profit.
· Legislation introduced by the Conservatives to restrict the powers of the trade unions has been retained by New Labour.
· Conservative governments 1979 -1997 introduced significant reductions in income tax rates particularly on the higher paid as a means of increasing financial incentives. New Labour has not reversed these changes and the economic inequality which increased substantially under Conservative governments 1979-1997 has not been reduced under New Labour.
· The New Labour defence of economic inequality is invalid. The Incentive effects of lower taxation are questionable and equality of opportunity is impossible with the high levels of economic inequality which currently exist in the UK. 
· Conservatives restricted the growth of some social security benefits such as unemployment benefits which they claimed led to the creation of a welfare benefit- dependent underclass whose members preferred to live off state benefits rather than to seek paid work. New Labour have to some extent accepted this line of argument and have claimed that the poor can best be helped by the provision of advice and training which will help them to find work rather than by the provision of more generous social security benefits.
· New Labour’s emphasis on communitarianism places excessive blame on disadvantaged individuals themselves for the breakdown of their communities while in reality community breakdown is caused by the ravages of neo-liberalism and the overall failure of New Labour’s own economic and social policies to address the problems created by neo-liberalism. 
We see therefore that in practice New Labour policies have contained elements of mild social democracy, modified to meet changing circumstances, Thatcherite neo-liberalism and liberal constitutionalism. Living standards have improved, expenditure on public services has increased and relative poverty has been reduced so there is apparently much to praise in New Labour’s record.
 However we are perhaps about to find out how well prepared the UK is to withstand economic difficulties and according to those socialists who believe that equality of opportunity is impossible in a grossly unequal society New Labour’s social and economic policies  will be rather unconvincing although social liberals  may find them rather more acceptable. 
Two years on and this document requires some revision and updating which I hope to complete fairly soon.
