SOCIALISTSAND THE LABOUR PARTY:
A REAPPRAISAL

by Leo Panitch

In the 1973 Socialist Register, Ken Coates produced a timely and
brilliant defence of sociaists working within the Labour Party. The
argument was largely cast in terms of the absence of any alternative
agency capable of maintaining a full scale political presence outside
the Labour Party. But at the same time Ken Coates provided a
positive case for working within the Party, stressing the critical role
it plays in defensive struggles, the importance of parliamentary
activity, and the possibilities for change in the Party contained in
the radicalization of the unionsin the late sixties and early seventies.
The article was notably free of illusionson the radicalization of the
Parliamentary leadership of the Party, but it contended that the
‘cardinal tenets of late fabianism have been refuted by events and
therefore that the ideas of the leadership could no longer dominate
the labour movement, 'since the integrating force of their dogma has
rotted away'. The changing balance of forces in the movement
would come to be reflected in its political councils. the Parliamen-
tary Party would have to elect a new leader acceptable to the unions
or face a 'shattering rift’, indeed, 'a candidate with 'the insight and
skill to present a platform of socialist change [was] very likely to
win'. Theidea that the statusquo pragmatism of Wilsonism 'might be
botched along for another parliamentary term [was] not comple-
tely absurd', but the consequences of this for Labour would be
immense:

Another Wilsonite government would split the labour movement
into irreconcilable camps, the vastly larger of which would be in
sharp opposition to it ... if this scenario is plausible, where must
the socialists engage themselves? There can hardly be a moment's
doubt. Another Labour Government offers sociaists the chance
to do well the work they botched up last time: to force the
imposition of socialist policies, or to isolate and defeat those
who oppose them. While external critics might aid in this pro-
cessin its essentials it will either be an inside job or it won't get
done.
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The challenge Coates presented to socialists outside the Labour
Party has not stood alone. Despite the actual emergence of another
'‘Wilsonite' government similar arguments directed to, or at least
against, the extra-Labour left have continued to be advanced, most
notably by Geoff Hodgson, Peter Jenkins and Frank Ward.? And
most recently, LewisMinkin’s monumental study of The Labour Party
Qnference, while meticulously uncovering the organizational bases of
leadership control over the Party, has also sought to challenge the
orthodox view that intra-party democracy is ineffectual or inconsis-
tent with parliamentary government, and to show that the unions
policy commitment to extensive public ownership never waned, but
was only temporarily concealed by the Party leadership. On both
counts he clearly identifies the Labour left of the 1970s with the
forces 'which Party tradition nourishes' and contends, albeit more
circumspectly than Ken Coates, that the alignment between the left
and the unions on the floor of the Party Conference which emerged
in the late 1960swas'bound to have long-term consequencesfor the
distribution of power in the Party asa whuole'?

Taken as a whole these writings may be seen as a regeneration in
the 1970s of what Ralph Miliband has called 'the bdief in the
effective transformation of the Labour Party into an instrument of
socialist policies[which] is the most crippling of illusions to which
socialistsin Britain have been prone'? It isthe purpose of thisarticle
to reassess the case for working within the Labour Party not only in
the light of the record of the 1974-9 L abour Government, but of the
behaviour of the trade unions and the Labour left since the late
1960s. As the labour movement moves into a period of opposition
against a clearly reactionary Tory Government, as the actions of
the Labour Party leadership against the working class recede
from centre stage, as the appeal for defensive solidarity re-emerges
with urgency and cogency, the pull to join the Labour Party will
gain renewed strength. And with it the illusion that Labour
can be transformed will cast its shadow over many dedicated social-
ists. As it does the argument that there is no viable alternative
to the Labour Party is liable to take on the hue of a self-fulfilling

prophesy.

I't has always been its unique relationship with trade unions that has
drawn sociadlists to the Labour Party. To a large extent this has
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simply reflected the perception that it is necessary to locate one's
political work on that terrain where the working class is itself
engaged. But more than this is involved. Precisely because the
Labour Party is part of the labour movement, this means that the
development of class struggle even if not initiated by the Party, is
bound to affect it considerably from wthin. The great paradox of
the Labour Party, and the source of the continued renewal of the
belief that it can be changed, liesin this fact. The 'class harmony'
ideology which has dominated the thinking of the leadership
since the founding conventions rejected the concept of class
struggle, is consistently challenged not merely by external events
and by socialist currents in the Party, but by the direct express-
ion of working-class struggle within the Party, above all on those
occasions when the trade unions act as immediate agencies
of working-class defence against the actions of Labour Govern-
ments.

The central factor underlying the belief in the 1970s that the
Labour Party was ripe for sociadist change may be located in the
specific manifestation of this contradiction in the late 1960s. The
action of the 1964-70 Labour Governments, not just in terms of
disappointing the promise on which they had been elected, but in
terms of directly challenging the basic material' and organizational
interests of the trade unions, would itself have strained considerably
that 'bond of mutual confidence between the Parliamentary leaders
and a preponderant part of the trade union leadership which is the
essential key to the understanding of the functioning of the Pariy™
and the mechanism whereby the contradiction had been contained
for most of the post-war years. But it was combined with develop-
ments within the union movement which strained the relationship
further. The broadening and deepening of militancy at the base and
the increasing decentralization of collective bargaining began to
come to fruition in the mid 1960s and resulted in a greater
radicalization of union conferences and delegations to TUC con-
gresses and Labour Party conferences, and in the election of
left-wing leaders in some major unions. After the enormous political
loyalty and material sacrifice shown by the union movement from
1965 to 1967, and as a direct reaction against it, there ensued a
period of sustained conflict within the Labour Party which was
unparalleled in the Party's history. T o Minkin these developments
proved that ‘ " the bond of mutual confidence” wasa contingent and
not an endemic feature of the pattern of power within the Pariy"#
Coates was more emphatic:
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... Wilson injected an unprecedented scepticism about Labour
politicians into nearly all the unions, which serum took effect
from top to bottom. At the same time, the reaction produced a
notable democratization of the main unions, which process has
adamantly resisted the Industrial Relations Act, and shows not
the slightest sign of recession. No new leader of the Party can
avoid coming to terms with this profound development, which
already carries the problem of accommodation far beyond the
scope of the kind of bureaucratic intrigue which was open to
leaders of the Gaitskell era. Unlike Lawther and Williamson,
whose capacity to uphold conservative policies rested on wides
pread mass lethargy, Jones and Scanlon can only lend their
weight to policies which carry support in an active and sdf-
assertive rank and file. Of course, they could always theoretically
abandon the rank and file; but if they ever did, they would be of
little value to the establishment without it. All this means, quite
plainly, that the unions will not be easily diverted from the
pursuit of serious social change.'

Indeed, in the 1970-74 'interregnum’' the unions supported policies
which, while not amounting to a socialist programme, certainly
went as far in proposing to test the limits of reforms within
capitalism as any in Labour Party history. Suffused in the spirit of
the greatest period of class confrontation in Britain for fifty years
and encouraged by the alliance between the TGWU and AUEW
and the Labour left forged in the late 1960s, Party Conferences
breathed the rhetorical fire of socialism with uncharacteristically
little intake of the reformist smoke that isinevitably present on these
occasions. The National Executive Committee's 1973 Programme,
while going nowhere near as far as some successful conference
resolutions of 1971 and 1972, nevertheless promised a major
extension of public ownership and control, above all through the
proposed National Enterprise Board's acquisition of 'some twenty-
five of our largest manufacturers’, and through a system of Planning
Agreements with the top 100 companies, both backed up by
extensive compulsory powers in a new Industry Act®™ When
combined with the commitments established in the TUC-Labour
Party Liaison Committee's 'Social Contract' on repealing the
Industrial RelationsAct, 'real moves' towardsindustrial democracy,
extensive wealth and income redistribution, and statutory price
controls, socialistsin the Party could with justification claim to have
made major gains. It was all summed up in Coates’s challenge to
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sceptics: 'If the unions decide to support real socialist options, why
should the socialists need to split away ™

Yet if the events of 1968 to 1974 were indicative of the extent to
which the Party is internally affected by major periods of class
struggle, they by no means disposed of the question of whether the
Labour Party can actually be transformed into a socialist party by
struggles on itsown terrain. On the contrary the intra-party conflicts
of this period were subject to specific limitations which considerably
undermined their potential for change. In thefirst place, the shift to
the left in the unions was not nearly as pronounced as was
sometimes imagined. As Minkin himself has shown ° ... in spite of
the move to the left evident in the resolutions submitted and votes
cast there was no major change in the leadership of the largest
unions between 1970 and 1973. Those changes which did take place
in fact reinforced the position of theright ... thusit wasstill the case
in 1975 that most of the senior officialsof the ten largest unions were
to the right of the Party's political centre of gravity.*® Secondly, the
extent of the rift between the left-wing union leadership and the
Party leadership was often exaggerated. Both the left-wing union
leaders and the Parliamentary left had a consistently great regard
for Harold Wilson's 'tolerance’ of minority opinion in the Party and
a marked tendency to put real stock in the (re)conversions of their
erstwhile Bevanite colleagues. Thisdid not apply to theJenkinsites
both because they showed less tolerance and less readiness to empl oy
socialist rhetoric to conceal their orthodoxy, and because they never
fully appreciated as did Wilson (and Callaghan) that without the
unions the Party would be'uneasily poised between the Liberalsand
the Bow Group' without a mass base."" T o be sure, theestablishment
of the Liaison Committee and the absorption of Michael Foot into
the leadership specificaly to act aswhat Tony Benn called 'the link
and buckle with the industrial wing of the movement','? greatly
facilitated the accommodation between Jones and Scanlon and the
leadership. But apart from the stipulation that a Labour Govern-
ment never again impose statutory penalties on collective bargain-
ing, this accommodation was much more '‘endemic’ and much less
‘conditional’ than Coatesor Minkin allowed.

Thirdly, the force of union solidarity and tradition, which had
been a source of the cleavage regarding the issue of state interven-
tion in collective bargaining, was at the same time a source of
continuity and conservatism in terms of maintaining the dominance
of the Party leadership. Again asMinkin admirably has shown, even
the left-wing unions continued to cast their votes for the Conference
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Arrangements Committee and the NEC largely on the basis of
traditional arrangements and understandings, leaving right-wing
sitting tenants in place. Although these committees were more
responsiveto delegate pressuresin the early 1970s, it wassignificant
that CL P resolutions which would have required MPs to abide by
conference decisions were either kept off the Agenda or remitted to
the Executive. Similarily left-wing union leaders refused to counten-
ance the idea of instructing their union's sponsored MPs on how to
vote. The Party leadership were still able to draw substantially on
the union leadership's feeling, gained from experience in managing
their own union conferences, that a 'good conference' was one that
did not go too far towards divisiveness, and their sensitivity that
unions should not be seen to be 'running' the Party. All this was
reflective of the 'typically limited role’ which Ralph Miliband
identified the union leaders as playing in the Party, whereby they
e themselvesas 'representatives of organized labour, involved in a
bargaining relationship, notably over industrial and economic
issues, and their political colleaguesin the Labour Party, and not in
the lead as political rivals intending to capture control of the Party
for purposes radically different from those of the men who now
control it’.!* Thisis not so much a matter, as Ken Coates seemed to
think in challenging this view in his 1973 article, of union leaders
failing to put themselves forward from time to time as politica
leaders or even acting as policy initiators; it is rather the unions
maintenance of traditional practices vis-a-vis the party leadership
which inhibits them from throwing the full weight of their
organizational strength in the Party behind the forces for change,
even when their differences with the leadership on major policy
issuesissignificant.

But far the most important factor prohibiting change in the
Party, what in fact reproduces the unions 'limited rol€, isthe very
commitment of the unions to maintaining the Labour Party as a
'viable' political force, both out of immediate defensive and
electoral considerations and out of overwhelming loyalty to the
Party as an institution. The very process that suggested to Coates
that the Party 'might possibly recover from a whole succession of
Wilsons’—the threat of a Conservative Government to the interests
of the working class and the lack of any ready alternative to
Labour's political machine—is the same process which all but
guarantees that the Party wll actually have to face a whole
succession of Wilsons, however 'implausible’ Coates finds this
prospect. For to carry intra-party conflict to the point of forcing the
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imposition of socialist policies, or isolating and defeating those who
oppose them, entail's too great a riskito Party unity in terms of the
primacy of immediate electoral and defensivecainpaigns. It isParty
unity, not change, which is ultimately paramount from the union's
perspective when intra-party conflict emerges. There may be some
good defensive reason for this, but it is not the basisfor the kind of
transformation entailed in changing the L abour Party.

What Coates called the 'barely concealed civil war' between the
Party and union leadership in 1968 and 1969 is particularly
illustrative in this regard. The 'Solemn and Binding Agreement'
between the TUC and the Government, which resolved the
immediate controversy over | N Place of Strife, may be seen from one
perspective as a sterling victory by the labour movement over a
Labour Government. But from another perspective, the long and
abrasive negotiations between Wilson, Barbara Castle and the
General Council was not only about avoiding the proposed
legidation, but about avoiding an actual ‘civil war' in the Party.
The union leadership, no less than the Party leadership, were
reaching for some political formula to heal the immediate scisson
and were for that reason anxious that 'extraneous’ issues (such as
those which were at the source of the division) should not be raised.
What stood out about the victory over | n Place of Strife wasits purely
defensivecharacter: it involved neither a change'in Party leadership,
or ideology, indeed it did not even address the question of the
Government's continuing commitment to a statutory incomes
policy. Although it did not by any means re-establish a consensus
between the unions and the Government, it certainly left the latter
in a much stronger position vis-¢-vis the Labour Party than it had
been a year earlier. Whereas the leadership had been defeated in five
major policy issuesat the 1968 conference, the 1969 Conference left
the TGWU and AEU in virtual isolation amongst the unions in
opposing the leadership on incomes policy, and the delegates were
treated to the sight of Hugh Scanlon moving fulsome support for
the Government, without the reservations he had insisted on (and
obtained) a year earlier.

It can, of course, be said of 1968 (as Coates said of 1973—and is
being said of 1979) that the'battle-lines are just beginning to form'.
But in the 1970-73 period again the very factors that Coates
identified as ensuring that 'the whole alliance did not fall
apart'— the common struggle against the Tory Government and the
necessity of maintaining Labour as a viable political force to fight
the next election— alsoensured that the battle would not go sofar as
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to risk Party unity. This was most critically evident with regard to
Harold Wilson's successful opposition to the NEC's '25 companies'
proposal. As Minkin has put it, the'triumvirate' of Foot,Jones and
Wilsort 'acted asa reconciling force between the Party's factionsand
a restraint upon the leftism in the Programme. Thus in 1973, the
advantages of this link went to the Party as both large union
delegations responded to the call for moderation and pre-election
unity. There was no concerted attempt to push the more radical
interpretation of the role of the National Enterprise Board.”** In
these circumstances, Harold Wilson did not actually have to use his
threatened 'veto' by the Shadow Cabinet against including this
proposal in the Manifesto. But his view that 'it was inconceivable
that the party would go into a general election on this proposal, nor
could any incoming Labour Government be so committed’,'® was
overwhelmingly confirmed by the 1973 Conference.

The result was that the Labour Party emerged out of its period of
opposition with a most ambiguous programme. The NEC's
Programme itself had already exhibited considerable ambiguity by
noting that the proposed Planning Agreements System as 'deve-
loped from those already in operation in France, Belgium and Italy’',
thus inviting the question of whether this was in fact to be the
centrepiece of a socialist economic strategy or of a modernized state
capitalism. Similar questions could have been raised about the
resemblance between the NEB and Italian state holding companies.
Precisely because it could have been argued, however, that the way
that these new policies would be used by a Labour Government
would depend on the balance of forces in the Party and the State,
Wilson's pre-election victory on this question was s0 significant. For
it indicated how easily openings for change in the Party areclosed in
the face of immediate pressures of Party unity. Insofar as the unions
were concerned in 1973, the battle-lines for change were hardly
being drawn. On thecontrary, the hatchet was being buried.

b

The limitations which the requirements of defensive and electoral
unity place upon changing the Labour Party entail consequences
which by no means can simply be measured in terms of the
ambiguity of Labour's Election Manifestos or even the failure of
L abour Governments to implement those reforms which the M ani-
festos do explicitly promise. For the problem with the Labour Party
isnot simply that in the absence of a better alternative, the working
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class has to make do with a reformist rather than a revolutionary
party. It isthat the Party itsdf plays an active role as an agency of
social control over the working class. Ken Coates wasindeed right to
explain the importance of Parliamentary politicsand the stability of
the Labour Party on the grounds that no alternative socialist
grouping can become an alternative vehicle'for thedevelopment of
the outlook of a whole social class until they can be seen to have the
potential to enable that class to speak for itself at every politica
level on which its interests are, the object of contention. Even the
corporate interests of the subordinate class cannot be safeguarded
without organization on this scale.' But when he immediately went
on to maintain that'it is manifestly silly to speak about " hegemonic
aspirations” developing within such a class unless it has safely
passed the point at which its self-defence is relatively assured’,'s it
was he who was being unredistic. This is not only because
self-defence entails a constant struggle and is never 'assured’; but
more importantly because continued subordination may be in-
scribed within the very process of self-defence. In the case of the
Labour Party, self-defence takes place at the expense of the hegemonic
development of the working class.

This is not just a matter of Labour Governements introducing
reforms which are specifically structured to integrate the working
classin the existing socia order, reforms which constitute real gains
for the class—but are designed to close rather than open room for
further struggle.l” Nor is it just a matter of leaving a Party
leadership in place which proclaims and maintains those 'national’
values which prescribe subordination of the working classand which
treat the whole class as a mere sectzonal group in the society. (In
periods of mass quiescence this may not entail misrepresentation;
but it certainly will greatly reinforce the quiescence.) It is aso a
matter of Labour Governments employing the loyalty and solidar-
ity inherent in the movement actually to demobilize the working class
at critical junctures in its development and to secure real material
sacrifices from the working class at those very moments when
economic militancy threatens profitability. The very self-confidence
and self-awareness of an active working class, which is the force
behind the election of Labour Governments, becomesthe very object
of the attempt to subdue and extirpate this energy. Although these
attempts are only partially and temporarily successful, they never-
theless mean that it is never quite a matter of just picking up where
one left off when classconflict re-emergesagain.

The 1974-9 Labour Government has to be seen precisdly in this
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light. It was composed of a Party leadership which in Coates's words,
'inspires no sacrifice, blazesno trails, bodes no fundamental changes,
and meets no spiritual needs. But thisis too negative a view. It was
a leadership which continued to see itself playing, and did play, an
active and indispensable role in the British political system—above
al therole of tempering, containing and channelling into ‘responsi-
ble' outlets the industrial militancy of its time. The Labour
leadership's part in the defensive campaign against the Industrial
Relations Bill was not merely that of fighting the battle in
Parliament, but of urging the unions not to take the very
industrial-cum-political action which in the end scuppered the Act.
A prime basis of Wilson's opposition to the Act was that it fostered
revolutionary tendencies in the working class, that it was a
'militants charter', that it treated industrial relations as part of 'a
wider political conflict'. Throughout its years in opposition the
Labour, leadership remained committed, moreover, to one fixed
ideal —resurrecting union agreement to wage restraint. Wilson and
Callaghan did come to appreciate that a statutory incomes policy
was unacceptable to the unions; indeed, this was the one genuine
‘conversion' they experienced whilein opposition, the one real lesson
they learned from Michael Foot and Jack Jones. But this did not
dampen their enthusiasm for wage restraint. On the contrary, they
continued to hold to the view, first elaborated in the early 1960s,
that the Labour Party's ability to promise this was its mgjor
electoral asset. Although they could not obtain from the unions the
kind of fulsome commitment to incomes policy than they had
engineered in 1963, they continued to press for it vz the Liaison
Committee and in the drawing up of the Manifesto, right through
the industrial crisis of December 1973 and January 1974. The
Labour left were able to convince themselves, asthey had done from
1959 to 1964, that what was involved was a 'socialist incomes
policy', in which wage restraint was not the object of the exercise but
an inevitable part of socialist planning. The Labour leadership,
however, clearly accepted the more radical elements of the Socid
Contract only to the extent that unions insisted that, as the
February Election Manifesto put it, 'only deeds can persuade...
that an incomes policy is not some kind of trick to force [the
worker] ... to bear the brunt of the national burden'. If it turned out
that such persuasion was possible without too many such deeds, so
much the better.

And what happened? Within a year of the February 1974
election, incomes policy became the centrepiece of the Socid
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Contract, and the unions responded with an exercise in voluntary
wage restraint unparalleled in modern British history. Increasesin
gross money earnings for the average worker fell from 25.5 per cent
in 1974-5 to 12.4 per cent in 1975-6 t0 8.8 per cent in 1976-7. Asthe
rate of inflation fell more dowly (from 25 per cent to 14 per cent
over the three years) real wages fell considerably. Even taking into
account the compensatory tax concessions offered by the Govern-
ment, real wagesfell by 5.5 per cent, 1.6 per cent and almost 1 per
cent in the three respective years.'®* The real weekly net income of
the average male worker, married with two children, if calculated in
terms of October 1978 prices, had stood at £68.90 in September
1970, risen to £74.50 in September 1972, and maintained that leve
until September 1974; it fell by September 1977 to £68.10—i.e., by
over £6 per week. In 1977-8, with a less restrictive pay norm, a rate
of inflation of 8 per cent, additional tax concessions, and the first
instances of breakdown of union co-operation, real net earnings
recovered substantially (increasing by 9 per cent). But this still left
the average worker with a real weekly take home pay in September
1978 which was £3.50 less than in 1974 and almost £1 a week lessin
terms of real net weekly income (i.e., taking account of increased
transfer payments of 1977-8).19

It would of course be absurd to attribute these losses to the
Labour Government's wage restraint policies alone in abstraction
from the economic crisis. But the sacrifice entailed in wage restraint
would have been one thing had it been inspired on the basisof Tony
Benn’s promise to the 1973 Conference (broadly incorporated into
the 1974 Manifesto) that 'the criss we inherit when we come to
power will be the occasion for fundamental change and not the
excuse for postponing it'.*" Instead the crisis became the basis for
maintaining the existing balance of wealth and power in British
society by increasing the exploitation of the working class. Wage
restraint was secured and maintained: while the statutory price
controls and food subsidiesintroduced in 1974 were weakened and
phased out; in the context of massively deflationary budgets and an
increase in the unemployed, once school |eavers were included, by
amost one million; and while public expenditure programmes were
cut and subjected to cash limits 0 that instead of the promised 13
per cent growth there was no growth at all in real terms from 1974
to 1978. As Stuart Holland put it in commenting on the Thatcher
Government's Budget of 1979: 'Certainly, the edge o Mrs
Thatcher's axe was first ground and then fel under successive
Healey Budgers. ™



o THE SOOTALIST REGISTER 1979

As for the Industrial Strategy, the true basis of the case for a
'socialist incomes policy’, the wage restraint programme was
launched after Tony Benn had been dismissed from the Department
of Industry, an act which Jack Jones, speaking for the TUC as a
whole, warned at the time would constitute 'a grave affront to the
trade union movement™™ The Industry Bill was shorn of its
compulsory dimensions, and the singular Planning Agreement
entered into with a private company occurred in the context of the
Government sanctifying in this way the bail-out of Chrysler. Asfor
the NEB, it was largely absorbed into the role of traditional state
fire-fighting 'on closures and in any case operated, as its intellectual
progenitor put it with great dismay, '‘purely on commercia rather
than public, or socia criteria™ ™ | n these circumstances, the locus of
the Industrial Strategy shifted back to the NEDC and the tripartite
sectoral working parties established under its auspices in 1975. It
was all summed up in 1977 by Jack Jones: 'Somehow, somewhere,
the Goverment's objectives seem to have been hijacked off course,
and 1 mean "hijacked" . an industrial strategy which reliesonly on
deliberation of sectoral working parties, on polite talks with
industrialistsand trade associations. . is not a strategy at all, but an
excuse for one. "™

Why then did the unions display such loyalty? One explanation,
which is fairly common on the Labour left, was expressed in lan
Mikardo's early admission to the 1975 Conference: 'We were all
consmed ** —with the implication that the unions were simply conned
for alonger period. Thisisan attractive explanation for the Labour
left for it carries within it the premise that you can't fool all the
people al the time and that at some point the party will rise up
against the charlatans. But this will not do as an explanation of the
unions loyalty. Jack Joness own account of the Government's
behaviour, that they were 'hijacked’, already indicates a very
different perspective: the Government were themselves unsuspecting
'victims' of the'hijack’. Thiswasindeed the dominant view among
the union leadership and was reflective of the strength of the'bond
of confidence' established in the pre-1974 period.

This bond wasin fact strengthened by the precarious parliamentary
position of the Government and the constant spectre of another
Tory Government (which would have of course acted as even less of
a buffer against the worst effects of the crisis than Labour was
doing). And no lessimportant was thefact that this Government, far
more than had been the case in 1964-70, showed a sanguine
understanding of the unions own priorities—that when push came
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to shove, the unions would insist on those policies in the Socia
Contract that pertained directly to industrial relations, and would
- exert less pressure when it came to the economic strategy. Thisorder
of priorities stemmed not only from narrow organizational interests,
but aso from the unions own fears and frustration with the effects
of economic militancy and high inflation on rea wages and
employment. It also stemmed from the union leadership's own lack
of confidence in the alternative economic strategy they and the
Labour left advanced in the face of the harsh 'economic redlities
put forward by the Government, the Treasury and foreign ‘experts
from the IMF. The fact that Michael Foot alowed the TUC to
write itsown ticket on industrial relationslegislation served, in terms
of the unions' own priorities, to cement the ties between the unions
and the Government at the same time as reactionary economic
policies were pursued. Moreover, the Government proved amenable
to introducing wage restraint in the form advanced by Jack Jones,
i.e., the £6 across-the-board norm so that the low paid would suffer
less. And the very fact that the Government was seen to be resisting
strong Treasury pressuresto institute a statutory policy,® confirmed
the unions' resolve to meet their 'obligations’ to the Government.
The defensive priorities of the union movement in the context of
the crisis were secured, in other words, at the expense of insisting on
aternative, let alone socialist, economic policies. The question
remains, however, of whether the defensivegains were so great as to
be worth the sacrifice. The egalitarian thrust of the £6 norm, such as
it was, certainly struck a responsive chord in the labour movement,
at least temporarily. But this cannot obscure the fact that it mainly
concerned redistribution within the working class (involving
Labourism's new twist, on socialism—what | have called before its
'socialism in one class’’ ) in a context of a policy which reduced the
proportion of the national income going to the class as a whole.
Much more of a case can be made for the industrial relations
legidation of 1974 to 1976. Yet it is certainly questionable how
much the unions have benefited from this in concrete terms. The
Tory Industrial Relations Act had before its repeal been rendered
more or less impotent by the unions. The role that ACAS has been
able to play in extending union recognition under thelegislation has
been very limited, particularly when conciliation has failed. As a
number of long and futile recognition strikes have shown, moreover,
employer intransigence and an anti-union judiciary are able to
render the new procedures usdess. In other areas—disclosure of
information, job security, equal pay for women—the laws are not
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only deficient in certain respects, but are only effective when unions
are already strong enough to advance their members interests
beyond minimum legal guarantees. Aboveall, there isa real danger,
that litigation of issues(e.g., unfair dismissal) undermines shop floor
struggle and saps the time and energy of officials who become
embroiled in the legalistic procedures. In two interna TUC
reassessmentsof the legislation at the end of 1978, al thiswas being
admitted, although little was said publicly lest it be used by the
Conservatives to remove the advantages the laws do give. But this
should not conceal what the TUC’s own counsel, Lord Wedderburn,
has called the unions' own

.. self-doubt asto the degree to which the trade union movement
should in future come to rely upon machinery provided by the
State to achieve that which in the past it has collectively won
largely without the help of —often despite—the State's laws.
Already the movement has been disillusioned by the operation of
some of ‘its laws and has realised afresh the limitations that
inevitably fall upon trade unions who trust in the regulation of
industrial relations by the law. Even the floor of individuad lawsis
often found to be ineffective without industrial strength to
support them, especially in the case of equal pay for women.
What the law givesthe law can take away. ™

The point to be drawn from this, however, is that the Labour
leadership can hardly be accused of 'conning' the unions on this
question—they were fulfilling 'their side’ of the Social Contract.
Indeed what Ken Coates did not foresee in predicting the scisson
that another Wilsonite Government would produce in the move-
ment was that this was another Wilsonite Government with one
major differencefrom the last ones—it was bent on ensuring that it
was not the Labour leadership that would becomeisolated from the
union leadership, but the Labour left. (As indeed occurred over
public expenditure cuts and wage restraints in 1976.) T o this end,
the Government even maintained the form of the rest of the Social
Contract while violating its spirit in most respects. Unlike the
1964-70 Government's abandonment of the Economic Plan, this
Government never rgected the Industrial Strategy. All its constitutive
dements—the Industry Act, statutory prices controls, the NEB, even
the concept of Planning Governments—were retained. Even the
public expenditure cuts were defended, both by Labour and union
leaders ™ in terms of the industrial strategy, as freeing resources for,
investment in manufacturing industry. Even while union leaders
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recognized that the brunt of policy was in the opposite direction
from what they had intended, thefact that the formal structureswere
in place (aswas aso the case with the Royal Commission on Income
and Wealth and the Bullock Inquiry on Industrial Democracy)
alowed them to expect that a new spirit might beinjected into them
once the immediate crisis passed. Above all the Government did
maintain close consultation with the union leadership. The accom-
modation between them, which Ken Coates believed could be
secured only on the basisof socialist policies, wasin fact reached on
the basis of corporatist ones. Only occasionally did a union leader
admit the redlity of the situation to the movement, as did Alan
Fisher at the time of the TUC’s twenty-to-one endorsement of wage
restraint in 1976:

... we in the movement should understand the nature of bargain-
ing at the national level between the TUC and the Govern-
ment ... it is possible that we will become mesmerized by the
process itself rather than considering the results that it
achieves... capital will not hold back from using its power to
influence these negotiations. One example we have is by pushing
down the value of pound. I n that context, it is dangerous for the
movement to accept incorporation in the apparatus of the State,
articulated through what may be a loyaty to a Labour
Government and the test for the trade union movement is to
develop effective bargaining power at this level, if necessary
through new procedures and new institutions, and not to regard
the State as in some mysteriousway a neutral body. It never has
been and it never will b

The big question, of course, remains why the rank and file went
along with the leadership. Coates’s confidence rested after all on the
‘active and self-assertive rank and file' without whose continuing
support Joness and Scanlon's 'theoretically possible’ about-face
would be of little worth to the establishment. It wasin fact worth a
great deal. As Steve Jefferys has pointed out ¢ ... "'left" union leaders
either led or were prominently placed in four of the five most strike-
prone industries. Despite the fact that the five only employed 6 per -
cent of the total labour force, they accounted for 47 per cent of the
working days lost in 1969-74; by 1975-6 this figure had declined to
22 per cent, in a period of faling strike siatisiica." The level of
resistance to Phases | and Il of the Socia Contract was simply
minimal. Both the deep reservesdf loyalty to a L abour Government
among activists and the same fears and frustrations that beset the
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union leadership must surely have been factorsin this. Just as thege
was a mistaken tendency among some of the Trotskyist left in the
early 1970s to assume that the shop stewards of today are the
revolutionary vanguard of tomorrow, so it must be said that many
on the Labour Left vastly overestimated the staying power of eco-
nomic militancy and the political effects which an 'active and sdf-
assertive rank and file would have as a force for change within the
Labour Party. In order to forestall criticisms of being wise after the
fact, it might be permissible in this instance tc quote something |
wrote in 1974:

It is true that industrial militancy does have a clear politica
character. The dissatisfaction with existing socia relations is
inherent in wage claims of 25, 30 or 40 per cent; in the
expectation by dockersor car workersor miners that they be paid
as much or more than groups high above them in the status
hierarchy; in occupations of factories shut down in accordance
with the law of profit; in the large number of strikes challenging
managerial prerogatives. But this militancy retains a non-
political veneer by virtue of the fact that it arises from separate
segments of the working class at different times, and arises
moreover in the absence of a generalized and explicit rejection of
the economic and political structures in which these socid
relations are embedded. Thisisindeed an inherent limitation of
trade unionism; demandsfor a 40 per cent increase in the income
of the working class as a whole, and for workers control over
production, cannot be effectively expressed industrially but only
politically, and although we have seen in recent years a number
of overt and officia political strikes for the first time since the
TUC left Trafalgar Square for Whitehall in the aftermath of the
General Strike, these actions have been hesistant, sporadic and
defensive. Without a palitical party which would maintain and
give focus to industrial militancy, it is not unlikely to be
dissipated in yet another phase of quasi-corporatist policies, or, if
not, to be met by a more fully authoritarian challenge than the
British labour movement has yet faced. ™

That this militancy wasindeed dissipated from 1975 t0 1977 hasa
great deal to do with the inability of the Labour left, no less than the
various socialist groupings outside of it, to capture the political imagina-
tion of rank and file activists. The fact that the Labour vote
continued to drop in 1974 despite Labour's more radical
programme was proof of this, and suggested that the'unprecedented
skepticism about Labour politicians' which Coates identified, was
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by no means highly discriminating between right and left and not
necessarily an entirely positive force for social change. Steve
Jeffery's admission, from an IS/SWP perspective, that 'in the face
of the crisisthere appeared to be no" practical" alternative' asfar as
most workers were concerned, and that ‘when the general conviction
was that there was little you could do, you just had to put up with
the Government's pay policy; then this is what the shop stewards
generally felt aswell,"™ isa damning testament to the ineffectiveness
of the IS/SWP in the previous period. It is even a more damning
testament to the failure of the Labour left, whose alternative might
be thought more 'practical’, to touch the rootsof the movement for
al itsvisibility at the national leve in the 1970s.

Of course the forces that originally produced this militancy were
not themselves dissipated during this period, and, as had been the
case with the wage restraint policies of both the 1945 and 1966
L abour Governments, the breakdown of restraints occurred not afier
Labour was defeated at the polls, but before. This indicated once
again that while L abour remainsable to forecloseclassstruggle for a
certain period, it is unable to quash for too long the class
antagonisms of British society. Callaghan's cynical manipulation of
the 1978 Congress, encouraging it to pronounce its opposition to the
5 per cent guidelines only in faint whispers by giving it the
impression that a general election was imminent, may have looked
likea brilliant political manoeuvre at the time, but it proved to bea
major blunder. For the union leadership by this stage could simply
not hold back the rising tide of economic militancy that had begun
to surface spontaneously as early as a year before. (Indeed to some
extent they may have encouraged it, despite their effective co-
operation in wage restraint until 1978, by their verbal recommit-
ment to full collective bargaining and by their more open criticisms
of the Government's policies from 1977 onwards.) As a result the
class collaboration dogma of socia democracy faltered again on its
own terms. Labour's clam that it was the governing party of
‘consensus while the Tories were the party of ‘confrontation’ lost a
good deal of itselectoral credibility.

The resurgence of economic militancy in the winter of 1978-9
certainly reflects the resilience of the working class and its continu-
ing ability to impose severe barriers to the strategic options of
capital and the state. But in terms of the question of changing the
Labour Party, there is little comfort to be drawn from it. It most
certainly does not conform to Coates's scenario of an irreconcilable
split between the vast proportion of the labour movement and the
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Labour leadership. There has been renewed, friction, but what is
remarkable is how the conflicts within the movement were political-
ly contained in the last years of the Government. Both the NEC and
the Party Conference were certainly much less the mouthpieces of
the leadership throughout this Government, but their ability to
control or even influence its actions showed no marked increase. On
the contrary, the existence of the Liaison Committee hasallowed the
leadership to by-pass conference resolutions without openly flouting
them by promising to work out policy disagreements at a higher
level. The Liaison Committee's policy statements have invariably
turned out to be much less radical than those of the NEC or than
conference resolutions. And even when conflict with unions broke
into the open, as they did on the first day of the 1978 Conference,
when the unions defeated the leadership on both the 5 per cent
guidelines and economic policy as a whole, the unions refused to
widen the conflict..On the very next day, enough union votes were
available—including the TGWU’s—to defeat the constitutional
amendment for an electoral college, encompassing both the extra-
Parliamentary and Parliamentary Party, to elect the leader. The
fact that this was combined with the defeat, on the basis of Hugh
Scanlon miscasting the AUEW vote, of mandatory reselection of
MPs, made Coates’s burial of ‘bureaucratic intrigue’ in the Party
look very premature indeed.

Nor did matters change as the industrial conflict of the winter
gained momentum. In order to protect the Government, asfar as they
could, from the electoral consequencesof the media rampage against
its ‘weakness in the face of anarchy, the General Council was drawn
into producing, with indecent haste, a new Solemn and Binding
Agreement, the so-called 'Concordat’, in which they agreed to
undertake voluntary control on picketing, the closed shop, inter-union
disputes and (eventually) wage demands. Even seen as a symbolic
electoral exercise pure and simple, it was nevertheless significant how
purely defensive a document it was. It was accompanied moreover by a
policy statement by 'moderate’ union leaders which endorsed the
economic policiesof the leadership. With no little justification,and in
the midst of the winter's industrial strife, Shirley Williams could
observe that the unions were 'moving clearly back to the centre' and
scorn earlier suggestions that the socia democrats in the Party were
politically “dead’* Not surprisingly, the hopesof the Labour left in the
fall of 1978 that the postponement of the election would give them the
chance to avoid the Election Manifesto ‘watering down' the NEC’s
1976 Programme, were entirely frustraiod *
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T o be sure, the battle is not over. It isin the nature of'the Labour
Party that the battle-lines will continue to be drawn up to and
including the Day of Judgment. But given the experience of the last
dozen years, what foundation remains for the argument that the
Party can be changed? The NEC has once again put the issues of
election of the leader and mandatory reselection on the Agenda of
the 1979 Party Conference, and despite considerable noise from
'moderate’ union leaders against friction in the Party, it is by no
means certain that these proposals will be defeated. But even if these
proposals were carried, would they constitute an effective basis for
changing the Party? 1t wascertainly clear from Callaghan’s election
that a leader who is'acceptable to the unions' is not necessarily one
who iscommitted to socialist policies. And if a Michael Foot or even
a Tony Benn were elected, and setting aside all doubts as to their
socialist'‘credentials, how fundamentally different a tack could they
take, given the finearray of upstanding gentlemen that numerically
dominate the PL P?

The mandatory selection procedure is presumably designed to
obviate this problem. But the Parliamentary left isitself divided on
thisissue; the unions are concerned about its effects on sponsorship;
and it is unlikely that those constituency parties that are presently
moribund will suddenly spring to lifejust to turn out a sitting MP.
As a theory of an inevitable fall from grace of socialist parties, the
‘iron law of oligarchy' may have little to recommend it. But as an
account of how MPs will be able to use considerable organizational
and psychological resourcesto maintain their position vzs-a-vis their
constituency parties, mandatory reselection or no, it is discounted
only by the naive.

But what about 'forcing the imposition of socialist policies? This,
as Coates made clear, will depend on the unions. Minkin’s
identification of a steady undercurrent of union support for public
ownership, despite the revisionist machinations of the Party leader-
ship, says nothing about the efforts they will make to force its
imposition on the Labour leadership. If anything the 1970s provide
rather strong evidence that too much stock should not be put in
union conference resolutionson public ownership.

This may be especialy seen with regard to the unions' reaction to
the NEC’s 1976 statement on 'Banking and Finance', which
proposed taking over the biggest four clearing banks, a merchant
bank, and the top seven insurance companies. Like all NEC
proposals of this kind, it was primarily defended as a means of



70 THE SOCIALIST REGISTER 1979

facilitating investment in manufacturing industry and specifically
drew itsinspiration from the publicly owned financial institutions of
Britain's capitalist competitor countries (in this case, France, Japan
and Italy). Nevertheless for the Labour Party it was a very radical
proposal indeed. Although it drew screams of anguish from the City
and strong public opposition from Callaghan and other Labour
Ministers, it did not come out of the blue (having stemmed from a
Conference resolution passed in 1971 and revived in 1975). Nor was
it without apparent support from the unions directly involved— at
least those effiliated to the Labour Party. USDAW’s annual
conference, which Minkin describes as 'that weathercock of the
British trade union movement', passed resolutionsin 1973 and 1974
proposing to ‘eliminate the capitalist system' and specifically
endorsing the takeover of the banks, the Stock Exchange and the
insurance companie= But while the 1976 Party Conference
endorsed the statement by an overwhelming majority of 3,314,000
to 526,000, it turned out the unions weren't too keen on the idea
The total votes cast already indicated a substantial number of
abstentions; the TGWU had reservations about 'timing'; and the
unions in the field of banking and insurance demanded 'further
consultation'. When nine relevant TUC unions were consulted by
an NEC working party, they were found to be 'to varying degrees,
hostile to the proposals on nationalization'. Fears of redundancy
and loss of overseas earnings were apparently involved, but most
interesting was the fact that both USDAW and ASTMS, while
agreeing that 'some reform was necessary. questioned the conclu-
sion that ownership was the best means of exercising comtral'™
Despite the conference decision, it wasclear that the issue was now a
dead letter. The 1978 Liaison Committee Statement, 'Into the
Eighties, and the 1979 Election Manifesto made this abundantly
clear. It will belesseasily resurrected than mandatory reselection.
Thiscritical episode suggests that a concerted push by the unions
agai nst the Party leadership on socialist policiesisless of a possibility
than the Labour left would like to think. There remains, however,
one other prospect suggested by Coates (although he was none too
keen on the idea): that if the Party could not be won over, it might
be divided with the left retaining a considerable hold over 'the
apparatus.. necessary to meet the demands of full participation in
political life-"** Yet the likelihood of such a division being initiated
by either of the major groupings on the right or the left must be
counted as remote in the extreme. The leadership as a whole
understands only too well the importance of retaining their hold



SOCIALISTS AND THE LABOUR PARTY: A REAPPRAISAL 71

over this apparatus; a Prentice or a Taverne may go from time to
time, but attrition at this rate is not going to matter much. A
resurrection of 1931 is perhaps more likely, but this would leave the
Party composed of much the same forces as before. One would still
have to ask whether, apart from a temporary hiccup, the Party
could bechanged against 'those who helped to sustain MacDonald’s
supremacy and Snowden's economicsto the eleventh hour of the last
day’,* but who had the sagacity to stay.

Asfor the Labour left, it must surely be recognized that whatever
else it isabout, it is not about dividing the Labour Party. Precisely
because it identifies itself with Party Tradition, the thought of
dividing the Party is particularly abhorrent to it. (It must be said
that to the extent it makes this identification unambiguously, it is
either hypocritical or mistaken. In terms of the class harmony
ideology, the policies effectively pursued, and the absence of mass
socialist education via the Party at the base, the task of changing the
Labour Party surely invovolves wrenching it out of its tradition.) The
left has always taken the burden of Party unity on its shoulders and
has been far more ready than the right to compromise its principles
to thisend.

What then s the alternative for Socialists?In a number of respects,
Coates cannot be faulted. The issue is not about 'parliamentarianism
versusinsurrectionism'. The question of whether Parliament can be the
effective vehicle for implementing a sociaist programme will indeed
‘only beanswered when it has been tried' (which it never hasin Britain
or any other major capitalist country), and tried, moreover, on the
basis of the crystallization of the kind of socialist consciousness'in the
whole active part of the subordinate class which Coates envisages*
The point about the Labour Party is that it has always been
dominated by a leadership which, with the support of most of the
movement, has not only been unable or unwilling to develop a
coherent socialist programme, but has not seen its task as one of
instilling such a consciousness. I t has lived off the existing consciousness
of the working class, it has even represented it, but rather than
attempting the difficult task of securing working-class support by
undermining those values of national unity and moderation which
encapsulate class subordination, it has chosen the easier route of
engaging working-class allegiance by associating itself with those
values. The problem with the Labour Party isnot that it has sought to
bring the working class to power by peaceful means. Rather the fact
that it has not seen its task as bringing the working classto power has
determined thekind of parliamentarianism which it practices.
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Coates was also right in his assessment that existing revolutionary
groups will not stand serious scrutiny as viable alternatives to the
L abour Party, not least because of their doctrinaire refusal to alow
any ‘equivocation’ on a parliamentary strategy.#> And however one
might applaud certain changes in the Communist Party, the vast
historical weight under which it staggers, no less than the trans-
parency of its illusion that the Labour Party might be remotely
interested in an alliance with it, suggeststhat it will continue to fail
to make much progressasa viable alternative.

T o sum up: the Labour Party will not conveniently fall apart; a
good measure of parliamentary success is indeed essential; the
present alternatives hold out little hope. It isscarcely surprising that
many sociaistscling to the illusion that the Labour Party can be
changed although one might expect from them greater candour
about the costsinvolved—i.e., that by continuing to work within the
Labour Party, they necessarily do their bit to sustain Labourism's
strangling hegemony over the politically active working class. But
given the Sisyphus-like task they appear to beengaged in, it isby no
means inappropriate to ask whetherit is not indeed worth the candle
for socialistsin Britain to come together to 'try again' in the 1980s:
to make a start at building a mass socialist party. Certainly such a
party would have to detach many activists, and perhaps eventually
some major unions, from the Labour Party. But it need not inherit
by this token the same structure or all the burdens that come with
the Labour Party tradition. With different leaders, a different ethos
and with a positive attitude to Marxism, these elements would
necessarily combine in a different way. Even if a federated structure
were adopted, it need not carry with it the same separation between
parliamentary and extra-parliamentary activity, and the same
division of labour between industrial and political leadership. One
important reason for making the attempt is that even a remotely
viable alternative would act as pole of attraction for those socialist
elements within the Labour Party to break out of the viciouscircle
of both trying to change the party and maintain its defensive unity,
and put their energy, their talents, and the respect and legitim-
acy they enjoy in the eyes of many trade unionists to more positive
use.

The fact that what is entailed in creating a mass socialist party
today is not the political mobilization of the working class, but its
remobilization, isindeed what makes such an attempt seem so Hercul-
ean. That there is little historical evidence for such a successful re-
mobilization is true. But where are the examples of a transformed
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social democratic party? With no less justification, indeed with
rather morein light of the experience of the past six years, one might
indeed launch such an attempt at remobilization by quoting
Coates's own concluding call to arms: 'The work will be arduous
and intricate, daunting indeed. It will need all the socialist forceswe
can muster, and, indeed, it needs them . ™1
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