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

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

The legacy of Ralph Miliband’s writings on the Labour Party has been, and
remains, both an important and a controversial one. It is also one that is much car-
icatured by critics unfamiliar with its central theses. Indeed, too often in collec-
tions of essays on New Labour these days, lazy throwaway lines discourage serious
readers from exploring its complexity and continuing importance. So, for exam-
ple, in the essays gathered to mark the Labour Party’s centenary (Brivati and Hef-
fernan 2000), the works to be discussed here were dismissed by Ben Pimlott as the
‘we wuz robbed’ school of party history (Jefferys 2000: 68); and even the more
careful Robert Taylor reported that in the work inspired by the writings of
Miliband ‘trade unions were portrayed as a formidable, defensive barrier to
Labour’s Socialist advance, supposedly holding back the masses from commitment
to a militant socialism’ (Taylor 2000: 10). But neither characterisation, though per-
haps appropriate to many others, is either accurate or just in respect of Miliband;
and, indeed, one reason why this chapter may be of lasting value is that it will
demonstrate that impropriety.

For there is a distinctively Milibandian perspective within the historiography of
the Labour Party. The content and complexity of that perspective has grown over
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time, as the early work of Ralph Miliband and his sometime collaborator John Sav-
ille has been supplemented by the writings of other scholars persuaded of the
importance of their initial formulations. Yet even those initial formulations were
not of the ‘we wuz robbed’ variety. Instead, from the outset, the arguments devel-
oped by Miliband and Saville about Labour politics were far more sophisticated
and important than that. From its inception, the Milibandian perspective on the
Labour Party emphasised the importance of three things. It emphasised, first, the
centrality of parliamentarianism to the theory and practice of Labour Party poli-
tics, and its deleterious consequences for the party’s capacity to act as a successfully
reformist agency when in office. It stressed, second, the functionality of the Labour
Party’s periodically radical rhetoric to the long-term stability of the British class
structure, and its harmful consequences for the creation and consolidation of a
radicalised proletariat. Third, it emphasised the inability of socialists within the
Labour Party to do more than briefly (and episodically) radicalise the rhetoric and
policy commitments of the party in opposition, and the deleterious consequences
of that inability for the creation of a genuinely potent socialist party in Britain.

It is these three complex propositions that constitute the core of the early-
Miliband-inspired scholarship on the Labour Party and its limits; and it is with
their establishment and development that this chapter is primarily concerned.

The Labour Party and working-class incorporation

The character of Miliband’s early writings on the Labour Party have been docu-
mented in the previous chapter, and will not be re-established here. Instead, we
begin by observing, lest it be forgotten, that Miliband’s later writings were not pre-
dominantly focused on the Labour Party, and from 1969 the focus of his work
shifted to state theory. This shift – beginning with the publication of The State in
Capitalist Society (1969) and his famous debate with the Greek socialist theorist
Nicos Poulantzas – made him for a while one of the most internationally recog-
nised intellectual figures in political science and sociology in the English-speaking
world and beyond. In this change of focus and status, it was not that his original
positions on the Labour Party were abandoned so much as generalised.

The thesis in The State was the by-now-standard one for the Milibandian
‘school’ as a whole. This was that democratic politics in advanced capitalist soci-
eties operate within powerful class constraints; and that these constraints are
structured into the political domain through the conservatism of state bureau-
cracy, the force of business and financial interests, and the ideological pressure of
capitalist values in the mass media. Social democratic parties of the Labour Party
variety were not entirely ignored in this analysis; but they appeared there in less
prominent roles. They appeared as orchestrators of capitalist legitimation and
working-class demobilisation, as part of the political processes that accommodate
democratic aspirations to capitalist power structures, and as ‘singularly weak agen-
cies of mass education in socialist principles and purposes’ (Miliband 1969: 196).
What in Parliamentary Socialism (1961) had been presented as a vulnerability to
parliamentary socialisation now reappeared in The State in Capitalist Society as an
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inadequate capacity for counter-hegemonic politics. Hence the latter book singled
out Labour leaders’ ‘ideological defenses’ as being ‘generally not . . . of nearly suf-
ficient strength to enable them to resist with any great measure of success conser-
vative pressure, intimidation and enticement’ (Miliband 1969: 195).

What was presented in general terms in The State also reappeared as very much
a United Kingdom phenomenon, in Miliband’s Capitalist Democracy in Britain
(1982). There, the compatibility of capitalism with democracy, now explained in
neo-Gramscian terms, was seen as a consequence of ‘the hegemony exercised by
the dominant class and its conservative forces’ (1982: 15). The capacity of that
hegemony to survive unscathed was, in considerable measure, still seen as a prod-
uct of past Labour Party policy. Miliband was clear on this when critiquing the
arguments of his mentor Harold Laski:

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

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

has weighed more heavily upon labour politics in Britain than the existence of a strong
framework of representation: however inadequate and undemocratic it might be,
there did exist, it was believed, a solid proven structure that could be made more ade-
quate and democratic, that had already undergone reform, and that in due course
could be used to serve whatever purpose a majority might desire, including the cre-
ation of a socialist order. (Miliband 1982: 27)

Parliamentarism of this kind worked, according to Miliband, by co-option and
incorporation. ‘It simultaneously [enshrined] the principle of popular inclusion
and that of popular exclusion’ (Miliband 1982: 38): co-opting and incorporating
the working class as an electorate, their more radical parliamentary representa-
tives, and their trade union leaderships. The British parliamentary State sustained
the private rule of capital in the UK by drawing all these potentially oppositional
social forces and political institutions into a form of democratic politics that left
elected governments subject to the constraints of a conservative state apparatus
and a well-entrenched business and financial class, and left their electorate subject
to heavy ideological pressure from schools, churches and the media. The Labour
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Party leadership, Miliband argued, had long been an active player in that process
of political socialisation and incorporation: training early generations in the rules
of parliamentary politics (especially in the illegitimacy of the use by Labour of
industrial power for political ends); and repressing (until challenged by the Ben-
nite internal party reforms of the early 1980s) internal party democracy, so that
MPs could remain free of effective pressure from constituency activists and Labour
Cabinets could remain free of party control (Miliband 1982: 68–76).

The question of ‘betrayal’

Quite contrary to what their less than careful critics often assert, neither Miliband
nor Saville subscribed to some ‘sell-out’ theory of British labour, some notion that
the British working class was inherently socialist but was persistently betrayed by
its moderate political leadership. The Milibandian understanding of the relation-
ship between Labour as a political party, the working class as a social force and
socialism as a body of ideas was always far more complex than that. As Marxists
Miliband and Saville always believed that the contradictory relationship between
capital and labour in a capitalist society precludes an effective long-term realisa-
tion of working-class interests without a major resetting of property relationships.
They did not apologise for perpetually raising the socialist question, seeing it still
a legitimate issue to discuss when exploring left-wing political formations. But
their critique of British Labour was not that an already existing socialist working
class required better political leadership. Such a claim constituted, in Miliband’s
view, a ‘gross overestimation of the strength of the socialist forces in the Labour
Party and in the labour movement at large’ and, as such, ‘obvious nonsense’
(Miliband 1977a: 47). He later wrote:

There is no point pretending that there exists a ready-made majority in the country
for a socialist programme. How could there be? One of the fruits of the long predom-
inance of labourism is precisely that the party of the working class has never carried
out any sustained campaign of education and propaganda on behalf of a socialist pro-
gramme; and that Labour leaders have frequently turned themselves into fierce pro-
pagandists against the socialist proposal of their critics inside the Labour Party and
out, and have bent their best efforts to the task of defeating all attempts to have the
Labour Party adopt such proposals. Moreover, a vast array of conservative forces, of
the most diverse kind, are always at hand to dissuade the working class from even
thinking about . . . socialist ideas . . . a ceaseless battle for the ‘hearts and minds’ of the
people is waged by the forces of conservatism, against which have only been mobilized
immeasurably smaller socialist forces. (Miliband 1983a: 304–5)

The Milibandian thesis was never that an inherently socialist working class was
periodically betrayed by Labour Party moderation. It was rather that the possibil-
ity of creating such a radicalised class has been blocked by, among other things, the
presence of a party committed to Labourism rather than socialism, and the peri-
odic leftwards shift in rhetoric made by the Labour Party whenever working-class
militancy intensified. The Milibandian argument was always that the emergence 
of such a working class was, with the Labour Party in the way, extraordinarily 
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difficult to trigger; but it was also that the creation of mass support for socialist
programmes was both possible and necessary. The whole thrust of the Milibandian
argument on the working class and socialism was that the fusion between the two
was one that had to be created, and that such a creation required clear and unam-
biguous political leadership of a kind that the Labour Party systematically declined
to offer. As Miliband and Marcel Liebman (1986: 481) put it:

The notion that very large parts of ‘the electorate’, and notably the working class, is
bound to reject radical programmes is a convenient alibi, but little else. The real point,
which is crucial, is that such programmes and policies need to be defended and prop-
agated with the utmost determination and vigour by leaders totally convinced of the
justice of their cause. It is this which is always lacking: infirmity of purpose and the fear
of radical measures lies not with the working class but with the social democratic lead-
ers themselves.

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

The Miliband legacy

To dwell, as we have thus far, on Ralph Miliband’s contribution to the study of the
Labour Party minimises the great effect of the broader role he played in founding
a creative new current of Marxist political analysis. The remit of his Marxism and
Politics (1977b: 14), arguably his greatest book, was the need to show clearly

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

It was this broader perspective, this invitation to go beyond the old Marxist para-
digm and create a new and richer one, that excited the new generation of intellec-
tuals and scholars that emerged in the 1960s and 1970s, the two of us among them.
Unconnected with each other in any way, we took up many of the themes that
Miliband (and Saville) had already sounded in their studies of Labourism, seeking
not only to extend their account of the contemporary party’s history but also to
develop further the conceptual apparatus for doing so. Like Miliband, we also
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sought to go beyond the Labour Party in this respect and to contribute to the
development of Marxist political theory in general. Unlike him, however (he once
privately admitted to being bored by economics), we also sought to engage on this
basis with the new Marxist political economy. Thus in our accounts of the Labour
Party from the 1960s to the 1990s we both built on what he had established and yet
departed from him in various ways. This meant telling the history of policy and
intra-party conflict in more detail than he did, and concentrating much more on
economic policy and political economy.

Miliband was therefore not alone in turning from the focused analysis of one
political party to a more general political sociology of social democracy and the
State. By the mid-1970s Leo Panitch had already intervened significantly in the
emerging international debate on corporatism (Panitch 1977a, 1980a, 1981), and
had made his initial contributions to the new Marxist work on the State (Panitch
1976, 1980b, 1986b, 1986c). After Labour in Power? (Coates 1980), Coates’s own
Gramscian turn then produced The Context of British Politics (1984a) and Running
the Country (1995 [1990]), both of which sit alongside Colin Leys’s Politics in
Britain (1983) as major attempts to produce a general assessment of the parame-
ters of Labour politics in the manner of Miliband’s writings on the State. Such ini-
tiatives then extended into intellectual territory that Miliband did not explore –
rounding out this Marxist political sociology with a series of studies in interna-
tional and comparative political economy. Panitch encouraged (and developed
himself) a new approach to democratic state administration (Albo, Langille and
Panich 1993) and a distinctive Socialist Register position on the relationship of
globalisation to the State (Panitch 1994); and Coates produced, first, a detailed
survey of British economic under-performance (Coates 1994) and then a compar-
ative study of models of capitalism (1999a, 2000a). This set of later publications
produced new frameworks for analysing developments in Labour politics: not only
by exploring the limits of Old Labour politics through a discussion of ‘corpo-
ratism’, but by examining the limits of New Labour through notions of ‘progres-
sive competitiveness’. In this way, a Milibandian perspective was eventually
brought to the analysis of New Labour, one that was armed with a range of con-
cepts and arguments that went beyond those available to it in the first phase of its
work on the Labour Party.

The issue of ‘corporatism’

The first moves in these new directions came in response to the experience of
Labour in power between 1974 and 1979. Through his intervention in the famous
profits squeeze debate of the 1970s, Panitch stressed the centrality of class conflict
to understanding the crisis of the British economy (Panitch 1977b). In a study ini-
tially designed as an update of The Labour Party and the Struggle for Socialism,
Coates developed what was an early attempt at Milibandian political economy to
explain Labour’s dismal performance in office. In Labour in Power? (1980) Coates
argued that, though vital as a first step, it was no longer enough merely to list the
range of powerful interests constraining Labour governments, because to do only
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that was to imply that those interests were in control of their world even if Labour
was not in control of its. What was needed instead was the recognition that ‘nei-
ther private elites nor public figures either understood or were in complete control
of the main processes which shaped the world economy over which they presided’,
and that it was the capitalist nature of that world economy that ultimately held the
key to the failure of this Labour Government and to the growing estrangement of
trade unionists from it. ‘To understand the events of the 1970s’, Coates (1980:
160–1) argued, ‘to assess the true impact of elite constraints, to place the power of
British trade unionism, and to discuss the future of the Left in Britain, the ques-
tion of capitalism had to be faced, and its impact on British politics fully under-
stood.’

The question was how best to do that. One answer came from a systematic
examination of the class constraints then eroding the viability of corporatism. In
a widely cited article written against the background of the second Wilson Gov-
ernment, Panitch (1977a: 66) defined corporatism as ‘a political structure within
advanced capitalism which integrates organized socio-economic producer groups
through a system of representation and co-operative mutual interaction at the
leadership level and of mobilization and social control at the mass level’, empha-
sising its inherent instability with the presence of strong social democratic labour
movements. The class parameters surrounding even the corporatist version of the
capitalist state, Panitch argued, and the resulting policy outputs reflecting ‘capital-
ist class dominance’ had eventually to draw the unions out of corporatist struc-
tures, or had at least to oblige them ‘to abstain from accommodative behaviour if
they were not to be repudiated by their rank and file membership’ (Panitch 1977a:
138). This explanation of the propensity of Labour governments to succumb to
winters of discontent of the 1978–79 variety also figured in David Coates’s later
writings on this last example of Old Labour in power. What Labour then under-
stood to be socialism, he wrote,

was more properly understood as a mild form of corporatism, the sharing of political
power with bureaucratized trade union leadership and corporate capital. Yet . . . this
power sharing was itself a major barrier to capital accumulation, and so proved
destructive of the very economic growth that Labour governments sought to extract
from the mixed economy . . . For even on such favourable political and industrial ter-
rain corporatism proved to be extraordinarily brittle. Anaesthetizing rather than
removing the basic cleavage of interest between capital and labour, by pushing that
tension down to lower levels of decision-making, corporatist structures . . . in the end
fell victim to the contradictions they were supposed to suppress. (Coates 1984a: 258;
see also Coates 1984b: 131)

The political economy of ‘New Labour’

This repositioning of the study of the Labour Party on the wider canvas of state
theory and corporatist political practice moved the centre of gravity of such stud-
ies away from the detail of Labour Party political developments into a more gen-
eral analysis of capitalism and the contemporary state. That move was accentuated
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through the course of the 1980s and 1990s by further emphasis on questions of
political economy. The long years of Thatcherism imposed their own imperative
here. David Coates probed the adequacy of Thatcherite claims about the adverse
economic consequences of a strong labour movement, and argued against the low-
wage, low-welfare, growth strategy that the Conservatives were then pursuing.
Panitch followed his colleague Greg Albo in theorising that strategy as one of ‘com-
petitive austerity’, contrasted it to the emerging Centre–Left enthusiasm for strate-
gies of ‘progressive competitiveness’, and developed arguments about the
inadequacies of each (Albo 1994, 1997). As New Labour repositioned the party’s
economic policies – from both the radical statism of both the Bennite alternative
economic strategy and Old Labour corporatism – Panitch saw parallels between
Labour’s growing enthusiasm for reskilling as the key to industrial modernisation
and ‘Clintonomics’, and warned the Left about both.

The two centuries-old search for a cross-class ‘producer’ alliance between labour and
national capital as an alternative to class struggle has taken shape in recent years in the
form of the progressive competitiveness strategy, but its weaknesses have been very
quickly revealed in the context of the globalization of capital. (Panitch 1994: 87)

Similar arguments were by then appearing sequentially in Coates’s writings on the
British economy. These came first in the form of a critique of Thatcherite low
wage-growth strategies (Coates 1994), and later as critiques of New Labour’s
emerging political economy and of contemporary social democratic growth
strategies of the Swedish or Clinton–Reich variety (Coates 1999a, 1999b, 2000a).
By the time Models of Capitalism was published, towards the end of New Labour’s
first term, those following a Milibandian perspective had equipped themselves
with a set of political economy theses that both illuminated central weaknesses in
New Labour’s economic strategy and rounded out what had hitherto been an
approach to the politics of Labour more narrowly anchored on the terrain of his-
tory and sociology.

Limits to Labour Party radicalism

Between the 1980s’ writings on the limits of Old Labour’s corporatism and the
1990s’ writings on the dangers of New Labour’s enthusiasm for ‘progressive com-
petitiveness’ – came a further refining and deepening of some of the older strands
of the Milibandian approach to Labour politics. This focused particularly on the
inability of the party to transform itself into an effective counter-hegemonic force,
and the inability of the Labour Left, however well endowed, to transform Labour
into a socialist organisation. The argument on the link between Labour’s electoral
politics and its weakness as a hegemonic force occurs in a number of places in
Coates’s work (Coates 1983: 98; 1986: 423; 1989: 102–3; 1996a: 63–4). On each
occasion Labour’s electoral fragility was linked to its inability or refusal to forge
more than an episodic and limited electoral relationship with its mass base. In
1996, Coates noted the high ‘degree of assistance from external events and forces
the Labour Party has always needed to create an electoral bloc sufficiently sub-
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stantial to give it parliamentary power’, and its long-established failure to establish
any of the institutions –‘newspapers, clubs, communities’ – of a fully functioning
Labour movement. Restricting itself to a vote-getting relationship with its work-
ing-class base, so the argument went, and mobilising even that relationship only
episodically, Labour left the formulation of mass opinion to more conservative
sources of values and policy in the privately owned media. This left Labour
marooned as a largely ‘passive recipient of electoral swings’, with its politics never
normally in possession of ‘sufficient magnetic force to redraw the shape of elec-
toral Britain by the power of its own programme and possibilities alone’. No
wonder, then, Coates (1996a: 63–4) argued, that majorities so gratuitously won
were easily lost, or that ‘Labour majorities when they come tend to be accidental
rather than created, and invariably prove to be as tenuous as they are fortuitous’.

Although most of those inspired by Miliband moved away from Labour Party
studies to produce more general work that engaged with political sociology and
political economy, those adopting a Milibandian view were not silent on the detail
of developments within the party during its long years of opposition after 1979. In
fact, they played a full part in the debates triggered by the 1983 electoral defeat.
They argued in particular against the ‘move to the right’ logic of Eric Hobsbawm’s
The Forward March of Labour Halted? (Mulhern and Jacques 1981; see Coates
1983; Panitch 1986a) while also chronicling and commenting on the party’s policy
trajectory after 1983 (Coates 1996a). Panitch and Leys’s The End of Parliamentary
Socialism (2001 [1997]), dedicated as it was to Miliband’s memory, directly spoke
to the continuing relevance and importance of the approach he pioneered to the
understanding of the detailed internal development of the Labour Party. Ever since
Parliamentary Socialism, the argument for socialist politics had engaged with suc-
cessive generations of the Labour Left; but not until The End of Parliamentary
Socialism had any of the academics closely associated with Miliband addressed
themselves in a detailed, focused and sympathetic way to Left Labour politics. That
omission was now addressed, with the post-1970 Labour Left treated as a new Left
sensitive to the weaknesses of its predecessors. The End of Parliamentary Socialism
offered a detailed guide to the conflict within the party from 1970 to 1983. It
explored the radical democratic character, as well as the weaknesses, of Bennism,
the Campaign for Labour Party Democracy and the alternative economic strategy.
It documented the role the union leadership and the Old Left played in their ulti-
mate defeat; and then analysed the process of policy reformulation and the disem-
powerment of activism within the Labour Party up to the end of the century.

The end result of this intellectual journey has been the creation of a distinctively
Milibandian voice in the current set of debates on the nature and potential of New
Labour. The Milibandian voice in the burgeoning literature triggered by the 1997
victory has been distinctive in at least three ways. Though as concerned as other
scholars and commentators to isolate what is new is New Labour’s ‘Third Way’
(Panitch and Leys 2001: 237–61; see Coates 2000b), it has been distinctive partly
through its propensity to combine its recognition of novelty with an emphasis on
continuities in the politics of New Labour: underlying continuities (with Old
Labour) in the party’s continuing enthusiasm for a co-operative relationship with
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the business community; continuities with Gaitskellite revisionism from the
1950s; and continuities (between New Labour and the Major Government which
preceded it) in basic industrial and employment policy (Coates 2000c). In this
writing on New Labour, therefore, there is still more than an echo of Miliband’s
propensity to see Labour leaderships of whatever stripe as a political force which
acts ‘as a safe alternative government for the British establishment’ (Panitch and
Leys 1997: 218).

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

A third distinctive feature of our work on New Labour in power has been its
propensity still to measure New Labour’s performance – as once we measured Old
Labour’s – against various kinds of socialist yardsticks. By those tests, the party led
by Tony Blair is far less a party of social reform even than was that led by Harold
Wilson; and of course the Blair-led Government is light years away from the
reformist party long sought by the Labour Left – the one briefly brought into view
again by Bennite pressure between 1970 and 1983 before being ‘modernined’ away
by Kinnock and Blair. As Colin Leys (who joined Panitch as co-editor of The Social-
ist Register in 1997) argued well before New Labour came to power, to criticise such
policy realignments was not to deny that policy modernisation was necessary to
win victory after nearly two decades in opposition. What did concern him, how-
ever, even before they came to office, was whether, as New Labour deployed ‘the
buzzword of “modernization” to good short-term electoral effect . . . any serious
project for social change, let alone one that can seriously be called socialist, can be
constructed on such a foundation’ (Leys 1996: 26). In keeping with the Miliban-
dian perspective as a whole, he proved correct in thinking that the answer to that
concern would soon be given with a resounding ‘No’.

The development of such arguments since 1979 means that additions now need
to be made to the three core elements of the Milibandian perspective on the
Labour Party laid out at the start of this chapter. To those can be added, fourth, the
centrality of corporatism to the politics of Old Labour, and the particular inap-
propriateness of that form of politics to parties of social reform in an economy
with so weak a manufacturing base and so globally focused a set of financial insti-
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tutions. Fifth, the peculiarly electoralist nature of the Labour Party’s relationship
with its potential mass base, and the particularly inappropriate nature of that rela-
tionship for a party requiring to consolidate a counter-hegemonic presence. Sixth
the attractiveness of the Bennite attempt to reset Labour Party politics, and the
necessary limits of that attempt. Seventh, there should be added the centrality to
the New Labour project of strategies of ‘progressive competitiveness’, and the par-
ticular inappropriateness of those strategies for a party seeking both a prolonged
period of majority electoral support and a strengthened industrial base from
which to finance social provision.

The continuing relevance of the Milibandian perspective

Complex and extensive bodies of argument require careful reading, and such read-
ings take time – time that many critics of the Milibandian perspective have not
always afforded it. As we noted at the start of this chapter, too often the whole
corpus has been dismissed as merely criticising the Labour Party for not being a
socialist party when in truth it had never set out to be one; as though that was the
argument being offered in Parliamentary Socialism and in the scholarship inspired
by it. But that was never the Milbandian view of the Labour Party. The Labour
Party has always been understood from within this perspective – even at moments
of the party’s greatest radicalism – as at most a reformist party. It has always been
understood, moreover, as more normally at best a party of social reform, one within
which Centre-Left and Centre-Right social democrats battled for dominance (with
the latter invariably in the ascendant). The whole focus has been not on the poli-
tics of Labour as a party that betrays its own socialist goals and its already socialist
working-class constituency, but on the politics of labourism and its consequences.
The whole focus has been on a party that was moderate in its fundamental aims,
even when these were articulated in some form of socialist discourse. Such schol-
arship has always understood the Labour Party as one which, through its particu-
larly ‘narrow interpretation of parliamentary democracy’ (Panitch 1988: 349),
locked itself very early in its career onto a trajectory of increasing conservatism, a
trajectory which arguably has now repositioned the party to the Right of any pro-
grammatic position that could be described as even progressive, let alone socialist,
in intent. The Milibandian perspective has always conceded the presence within
the Labour Party of individuals and programmes of a socialist or progressive kind;
but it has always insisted too that socialists within the party have never enjoyed
more than a minority and subordinate presence.

The frustration which more moderate commentators on Labour matters down
the years have expressed with Milibandian writings seems to have been created in
part by the fact that the concept of ‘socialism’, used as a yardstick against which to
judge New, as well as Old, Labour appears insufficiently defined. In defence we
would simply say that this frustration ignores those writings in the Milibandian
genre that do offer varying degrees of specification of what may be meant by
‘socialism’ today. There have been many such (Albo 1994; Albo, Langille and Pan-
itch 1993; Burden, Breitenbach and Coates 1990; Leys 1999; Miliband 1977, 1994b;
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Panitch 1980b, 2001; Panitch and Gindin 1999; Wainwright 1994). It is not that
there is a single Miliband-inspired definition of an alternative order. Such a speci-
fication would have an arbitrariness that would render it valueless. It is rather that
we can point to various moves to specify part of what that socialism might be, to
put some flesh on what Panitch and Leys’s 2000 Socialist Register termed ‘necessary
utopias’, to engage in what Gindin and Panitch in that volume called ‘rekindling the
socialist imagination’. If Labour Party scholars do not read this work, it says some-
thing significant – and sad – about their lack of interest in answering the question:
what is socialism? In that sense, the frustration of those who criticise Milibandians
for their lack of clarity is matched by our frustration with their apparent total lack
of interest in the issue of alternatives to the status quo.

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

A final word on the importance of Ralph Miliband himself. Because time is pass-
ing since his death, and because his major writings of the late 1960s were not
directly focused on the Labour Party, there is a danger that new generations of
Labour Party scholars will discount his importance. That would be a great loss to
left-wing scholarship in Britain. We have separately recorded our own personal
debts to him and his work (Coates 1996b; Panitch 1995); but the debt (and the
importance of his work) runs wider than that. Ralph Miliband was a member of
that generation of socialist intellectual giants who, by the sheer force of their per-
sonalities, the charisma of their teaching and the quality of their scholarship cre-
ated a huge (and more or less safe) intellectual space within which radical students
could pursue radical research. Before them, the range of the tolerable (and the tol-
erated) in the study of British Labour was narrow and arcane. We have the freedom
to react to them now, to decide how much to take from their work as our own,
because they won for us a width and a quality of scholarship missing in their youth.
This intellectual space has been much eroded of late by the enthusiastic absorption
of neo-liberal orthodoxies by the vast majority of Centre-Left parties; which is one
of the reasons why we believe that intellectuals of their stature are needed again: to
stem and to reverse that tide.
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