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What matters is what works:
the Third Way and the case of
the Private Finance Initiative

Introduction

There is a multitude of ways of defining and explicating the Third Way, and there
is now an extensive literature on the matter. (See, in particular, chapters 1 and 8 in
this volume.) I use the term ‘Third Way’ in a limited and, hopefully, precise manner.
Policy-making is a complex and problematical matter, often entailing difficult
choices in uncertain circumstances, selecting from a range of options whose con-
sequences cannot be accurately predicted. To render the task more manageable all
policy-makers inevitably rely on a cognitive map or frame of reference to help
order their understanding of external reality, selecting, classifying and highlight-
ing its most salient features, identifying those problems of social life deemed to
require public intervention, explaining how they arose and providing recommen-
dations as to how they may most effectively be remedied. They compose an ‘oper-
ational code’ – a set of goals and guidelines used by policy-makers to structure
analysis, define priorities and set the policy agenda.1 My suggestion here is that the
most useful way of approaching the problem of the Blair Government’s ‘Third
Way’ is to apply the term to its ‘operational code’: the precepts, assumptions and
ideas that actually inform policy choice. I propose to do this by selecting for more
detailed analysis a policy strategy which has been presented by the Government as
typifying the Third Way. My choice is the strategy of public–private partnership
(PPP) or the Private Finance Initiative (PFI),2 as applied to health policy.

The PFI involves a separation between the role of commissioner of public ser-
vices, which remains the responsibility of public authorities, and the role of pro-
vider of those services, which the private sector is encouraged to undertake. It
has been described as the ‘key element in the Government’s strategy for deliver-
ing modern, high quality public services’.3 It is promoted as the most practicable
and cost-effective way of remedying the country’s much-neglected public infra-
structure, especially in the health service. But it is also commended as exemplify-
ing New Labour’s ‘pragmatism’. The PPP strategy is presented as a ‘Third Way’
alternative to the ‘dogma of the Right’ that ‘insisted that the private sector
should be the owner and provider of public services’ and the ‘dogma of the Left’

HALE MAKE-UP  23/10/03  8:21 am  Page 64

Eric Shaw - 9781526137883
Downloaded from manchesterhive.com at 05/25/2023 02:56:52AM

via free access



that insisted the State must be the sole provider. ‘The modern approach to public
services’ contends, to the contrary, that ‘the best way forward is through new
partnerships between the public and the private sectors’.4 By the same token,
critics of the PFI are dismissed as hidebound traditionalists who allow ideology
(or vested interest) to obscure the fact that this new mechanism alone can guar-
antee ‘value for money to the taxpayer’ and ‘the delivery of a higher sustainable
level of public sector investment’.5

The Government’s case is that it opted for the PPP–PFI approach because it
delivers the goods – it ‘works best’. There are indeed instances where the evi-
dence points to one particular policy as unequivocally the most effective – in
terms of meeting its objectives and serving the public good. As I hope to show,
the PFI is not one such instance. Various factors other than its intrinsic merits –
e.g. electoral issues – may persuade a government to select a policy, and I find
some such reasons for the decision to back the PFI. Yet, the Government does
appear to genuinely believe that it affords better value for money than any alter-
native. We need to know why – and in seeking the answer we are, by definition,
uncovering the Third Way as operational code. 

The chapter’s first section outlines the PFI and highlights its political and
ideological importance. The second reviews research findings on the operation
of the PFI in the health service. I find that there is little substance to the
Government’s claim that the PFI is on strictly pragmatic grounds the most effec-
tive way of renewing the capital infrastructure of the NHS – the third section
explains why. In the fourth section, by exploring the reasons for its adoption, I
hope to shed some light on the character and contours of the Third Way as New
Labour’s operational code.

The PFI and New Labour’s pragmatism

The Major Government launched the PFI in 1992. Under the PFI the public sector
contracts to purchase services long-term from the private sector, which provides
finance and accepts some of the venture’s risks in return for an operator’s license
to provide the specified service. Within the NHS the PFI involves a consortia of
construction companies, bankers and service providers contracting to finance,
design, build, maintain and operate new hospital facilities which they then lease
to the NHS, usually for periods of 25–35 years.6

Labour was from the start hostile to the PFI and as late as 1995 was still
denouncing it as ‘totally unacceptable’ and ‘the thin end of the wedge of pri-
vatisation’ (Margaret Beckett, shadow health secretary, cited in Health Service
Journal, 1 June 1995). Shortly afterwards Labour began to change its mind. In
office Labour ministers found the PFI (in the words of Paymaster-General
Geoffrey Robinson) to be ‘floundering’ – and they set about resuscitating it.7 By
1999, with far more PFI agreements being signed than under the Tories, the
Government declared that a ‘revitalised PFI’ had become ‘a key tool in helping
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provide effective and good value public services’.8 It was ‘the only game in town’.
The health research institute known as the King’s Fund calculated that by the
close of 2002 the bulk of NHS capital investment projects would be financed and
managed by the private sector.9

The creation of the NHS is still regarded as Labour’s crowning achievement.
To the Government, the PFI is indispensable to NHS modernisation, indeed to its
survival as a free and universal service providing health on the basis of clinical
need. It has, however, provoked a storm of opposition among critics (especially,
but by no means exclusively, the public sector unions) who claim that it amounts
to ‘privatisation by stealth’. At its June 2001 annual conference, UNISON, the
country’s largest union, announced a co-ordinated national campaign of strikes,
demonstrations and lobbying against ‘the privatisation juggernaut’, with Dave
Prentis, the union’s general secretary, accusing ministers of having a ‘depressing
obsession and love affair with the private sector’ (Guardian, 21 June 2001). In
January 2002 the General, Municipal and Boilermakers’ Union (GMB), a tradi-
tionally loyal union, announced that it would, in protest against the policy, cut
affiliation fees by £500,000 in each of the next four years (Guardian, 3 January
2002). The issue threatens to be one of the most troubling in the Blair
Government’s second term. Indeed John Edmonds, general secretary of the GMB,
warned that, by his insistence on the PFI strategy, ‘Tony Blair threatens to crack
the foundations of the Labour party. He has certainly tested the loyalty of Labour
party members to destruction’ (Guardian, 10 September 2001).

How, then, can we account for the Government’s enthusiasm – overturning
the reservations initially expressed while in opposition – for the PFI? The expla-
nation put forward by the Government itself (and by a number of commenta-
tors) is that it reflects a crucial defining feature of New Labour – its pragmatism.
Pragmatism has been defined by one sympathetic commentator as a ‘a technical
and hands-on orientation’ focusing first on the detail of ‘what works’ and what
can be achieved within ‘the constraints of empirical and political realities’.10 In
the past (it is contended) Labour was, on grounds of dogma, stubbornly opposed
to reliance on the private sector and market disciplines for supplying public ser-
vices. This ‘old argument’ over the relative merits of public and private supply of
goods and services is now dismissed as ‘simply outdated’, reflecting irrelevant
battle lines which only distract from ‘the real challenge of improving our public
service’.11 The Third Way’s pragmatism stipulates an approach to policy which
makes decisions according to the merits of the case, the feasibility of a policy,
and a careful and scrupulous investigation of its likely consequences – and not
on the basis of fixed ideological formulae.12 According to Le Grand it reflects a
Third Way agnosticism as to means: ‘the best means are whatever achieves the
best combination of ends, whether the means concerned involve the market, the
state or some combination’.13 In some areas the state should remain the direct
provider of public goods; in an increasing number of areas, it should act in part-
nership with the private sector, purchasing and regulating services which the
latter delivers. The great advantage of public–private partnerships is that they
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harness the strengths of the market – ‘dynamism, innovation and efficiencies’ –
to the delivery of public services. 

The PFI, in short, is New Labour pragmatism in action: ‘what matters is what
works’. To what extent can that proposition be substantiated?

Choosing what works? The PFI balance sheet to date 

PPP schemes, and most notably the PFI, are seen by the Government as ‘central
to our drive to modernise our key services’. They have been pronounced ‘a huge
UK success story. We are blazing a trail that others will undoubtedly follow’.14

Their success rests on their ability to deliver:

• investment in the public infrastructure that would not otherwise have been
possible; 

• higher quality projects; and 
• greater value for money.15

The Government acknowledges that public authorities can raise capital more
cheaply in the financial markets than can private concerns, and therefore that the
PFI carries an initially higher financial cost. This will be more than wiped out by
the efficiency gains inherent in public–private partnerships procured by: 

• greater private sector access to relevant expertise and experience 
• the incentive to minimise costs imposed by operating within a commercial

environment 
• significant performance improvement through private sector innovation and

management skills.16

Therefore PFI deals promise ‘more essential services and to higher standard than
would otherwise have been the case’.17

Is this claim justified? The impact of the PFI on the quality of service, usually
understood to refer to the ability of the NHS to meet need through appropriate
treatment, equitably delivered, is very difficult to operationalise and measure.
Furthermore, evaluation of the impact of the PFI on the standard of service – on
outcomes – has to be tentative since PFI-built hospitals are only now beginning
to open and none has a track record on which to base a firm assessment. Rather
than confronting the problem directly (though I do, from time to time, quote
judgements by recognised authorities), I utilise two indicators as proxies: 

• staffing: the numbers of skilled personnel available to help in the delivery of
health care; and

• capacity: the number of beds (which includes appropriate equipment and
facilities) available. 

Both these indicators are, of course, inputs, but my working assumption
(reflecting a broad consensus among practitioners and experts) is that a growth
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in these inputs is a necessary, though not a sufficient, condition for effective
needs fulfillment.

The Government insists that the money to fund a PFI hospital will not be
found ‘through shedding staff who are needed . . . A hospital that was not fully
staffed would not be value for money and would not attract Health Authority
support. In no way . . . are clinical services compromised or threatened’.18 A
number of investigations suggest, however, that this is precisely what is happen-
ing. Pollock et al. (2000) report that ‘all of the first wave of PFI hospitals, for
which figures are available, involve reductions in the number of beds’. The
average reduction is of 31 per cent of current (1995–96) capacity.19 It is estimated
that the burden of meeting the costs of the new PFI hospital in Carlisle will
involve a 13 per cent cut in the clinical staffing budget between 1994 and 2000
with 88 per cent of the posts lost in nursing. Similarly, when the new Edinburgh
Royal Infirmary opens in 2003 ‘the projected staff budget will be 23% less than
1996, and there will be almost 25% fewer staff, a greater proportion of whom
will be untrained and unskilled’. The result of the PFI deal at the Worcester
Royal Infirmary is expected to produce a 17 per cent cut in the number of nurses
and a 31 per cent cut in the number of ancillary staff.20 This trend can be repli-
cated elsewhere.21 The House of Commons Select Committee on Health
reported in 1999 that ‘the evidence we have received leads us to conclude that on
current trends the projected increases in the number of nurses and other clinical
staff fall well short of what is required to deal with current shortages and future
developments in the NHS’.22

But would these capital projects have fared any better under public procure-
ment? The Government insists that the PFI is selected over public procurement
only after a rigorous analysis of the relative costs. It is a comparative judgement:
which promises better value for money, public procurement or PFI? All PFI
schemes are compared against a notional publicly funded equivalent, the so-
called ‘public sector comparator’ (PSC), using an appraisal method ‘under which
the cash payments associated with each option are “discounted” and costs are
adjusted to reflect “risk transfer”’. The PSC takes account ‘of risks which under
public procurement the public sector carries itself, but which under private
finance initiative it pays another agent, the private investor, to bear’.23 These
include such risks as construction-cost overruns, design faults, higher than
expected maintenance costs, unexpected variations in demand and so forth. In
almost every case, the PSC judges the PFI option better value for money. The
method used to assess risk is the crucial factor since, as the Department of
Health acknowledged in its evidence to the Health Select Committee, ‘the major-
ity of savings provided by PFI are due to risk transfer’.24 Without this, in most
cases, outright public funding would provide better value for money. ‘If insuffi-
cient risk is transferred’, the Government holds, ‘a project will not represent
value for money and will not be pursued under PFI.’25

A number of commentators have, however, cast doubt on the robustness of
the appraisal methods used to determine risk responsibility under PFI. The best
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indicator of the extent of risk actually transferred is the rate of interest paid by
consortia to their lenders, which reflect calculations by lending sources about
their precise degree of risk exposure. In PFI schemes surveyed by Gaffney et al.,
it was found that borrowing terms were ‘extremely favourable’, implying modest
vulnerability.26 Similarly, Hutton concludes that while the ‘whole purpose of the
PFI is to off-load government borrowing and risk onto the private sector the
private sector regards itself as accepting very little risk’. Indeed, the relatively low
levels of risk have allowed some PFI firms to capitalise on a ‘risk premium’
through the development of new risk markets. PFI contractors are increasingly
undertaking ‘refinancing’ deals which enable them to borrow at lower interest
rates and pocket the difference between the original and new financing costs: PFI
‘risk’ has been converted into a commercial product, priced and traded
(Observer, 13 December 1998). Furthermore, doubts have been raised about the
degree to which, in the real world, risk in large-sale public sector capital projects
can be moved to the private sector. A project – such as a new hospital – cannot
be simply abandoned if the private consortium is unable to deliver on its con-
tract. As the National Audit Office noted, ‘ultimate business risk cannot be
transferred to the contractor because if the contractor fails to deliver the spec-
ified project, the public sector still has the responsibility for delivering the
required public service’.27

Public or PFI? What determines which works?

The King’s Fund report on the PFI, summarising existing findings, concludes that
‘the evidence on which individual decisions were made was insufficient to justify
a wholesale switch from public to private financing of investment in NHS hospi-
tals’.28 I would further suggest that the inadequacies of PFI funding arrangements
reflect structural characteristics of the new health market. Economic theory
allows us to have a stab at predicting or, at least, anticipating the circumstances
and conditions in which goods and services are most efficiently and effectively
supplied by the private sector. The indicators are: 

• where the market for goods and services is sufficiently open and competitive
to ensure that producers provide value for money;

• where transaction costs are low; and
• where there are no major externalities involved and profit-maximisation by

private firms responding to market incentives produces outcomes broadly
congruent with the needs and well being of the relevant publics.29

Competition 

In conventional markets, the degree of competition is seen as a key determinant
of efficiency, responsiveness and choice. This entails multiple providers, none of
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which should be able to influence the market price by changing their output.30

‘Competitive tension’ in the market for health contracts, the Public Accounts
Select Committee stressed, ‘is the key both to obtaining and to demonstrating
value for money in procurement’.31 Theoretically, PFI contracts involve the public
sector client specifying the services which it wishes to purchase and, through com-
petition, selecting private sector suppliers to provide them. However, because of
the sheer magnitude of the costs incurred by a potential contractor, the number
of bidders involved in any one set of project discussions is usually very small. In
four of the first fifteen PFI schemes to reach financial closure there was only one
final bid.32 The Treasury Select Committee acknowledged that, in the real world,
‘there is a trade-off between competition and the length and cost of [PFI] nego-
tiations’. Few companies are large enough to cope with the size of the contracts
and the complex negotiating processes involved in PFI, and the ongoing process
of acquisitions and mergers is constantly reducing that number. Even where the
procurement was competitive overall, the Treasury Select Committee added, the
market ‘may be too immature for competitive tension to provide value for money
. . . In these circumstances, it may not be sufficient to rely only on competitive
pressure to secure reasonable financing arrangements.’33 In short, because of the
highly imperfect operations of the competitive mechanism, there are grounds for
the supposition that PFI procurement is unlikely to secure the kind of efficiency
gains that may be anticipated in a more open and competitive market structure.

Transaction costs

Transaction costs are the costs involved in arranging contracts. They include ‘the
costs encountered in drafting, negotiating and safeguarding an exchange agree-
ment’ and ‘the costs of monitoring the outcomes of the exchange to check com-
pliance with the exchange’s terms after the transaction has taken place’.34

Their magnitude has been recognised as a key issue in determining whether
goods and services should be contracted out or handled in-house.35 The more
effectively contractual performance can be monitored and the more effectively
compliance enforced, the higher the chances of promised gains being made – a
key point where contracts take the form of long-term binding agreements.
Transaction costs vary according to the transparency and complexity of the ser-
vices offered. If the delivery of a service or product can be easily prescribed and
monitored contractually, and the standard of the service provided measured with
some precision, outside tendering may well make sense.36

The negotiation and monitoring of contracts for NHS PFI projects is, however,
complex, intricate and time-consuming, requiring a range of technical expertise.
Generally speaking, NHS trusts have responded by buying-in services. But the
expertise required – finance, law and accounting – is very expensive. Details
obtained through Parliamentary Questions revealed that the advisors’ costs for the
first fifteen NHS PFI hospitals represented between 2.4 per cent and 8.7 per cent
of the capital cost of those projects.37 The Public Accounts Committee expressed
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‘alarm’ in its report on the Dartford and Gravesham Hospital contract that the
health trust incurred costs from its advisors, KPMG and Nabarro Nathanson,
which exceeded the initial estimates by almost 700 per cent. Boyle and Harrison
concluded that in the early stages of the PFI there was a substantial increase in
transaction costs over the level of pre-PFI schemes.38 The NHS Confederation
reported that NHS managers found the PFI to be slow and bureaucratic, requiring
‘us to put up a vast amount of management time and consultancy fees at risk
without the certainty of success’.39 Heald and Geaughan also suggest that because
the PFI process is so protracted delays longer than might have been expected under
conventional procurement have occurred. Similarly, the National Audit Office
found that ‘there have been notable cases where PFI projects have failed or been
delayed with significant adverse consequences for the public sector’.40

Externalities 

‘Externalities’ are costs (or benefits) external to the terms of a contract. Parties
to a contract reach an agreement which is intended to bring mutual benefits, but
they incur costs which are borne by others who are not party to it. As I use the
term, it refers to the negative effects on the operations of the healthcare system
as a whole which, directly or indirectly, flow from the terms of the contract. PFI
contracts focus on how a set of discrete procedures, typically the responsibility of
an NHS trust, can be carried out in the most cost-effective way. By encouraging a
multiplicity of contractual arrangements among a host of autonomous units, the
PFI contributes to a fragmentation of overall service provision and to a neglect of
wider needs, formal responsibility for which lies with bodies or agencies not party
to a contract. An example would be adequate provision for the elderly, which
requires close collaboration between suppliers of both primary and community
care, responsibility for which is divided between the NHS and local government
social services departments. However, it may make financial sense for NHS com-
missioning bodies to make savings by off-loading responsibilities to other agen-
cies. The effect has been to displace costs on to the local health economy, reducing
the amount left to finance other aspects of healthcare such as mental health, com-
munity services and primary care – despite the fact that current Government
policy is to encourage the integration of all aspects of health.41 As Boyle and
Harrison comment, ‘the PFI in its existing form is not a suitable means of deliver-
ing on the Government agenda to rebuild the NHS around the planned delivery
of health care across a full range of provision facilities’.42

There are also broader long-term externalities. The Government insists that,
under PFI arrangements, ‘while responsibility for many elements of service deliv-
ery may transfer to the private sector the public sector remains responsible for
deciding, as the collective purchaser of public services, on the level of services
that are required, and the public sector resources which are available to pay for
them’.43 In fact, the commitment of a growing slice of the health budget to meet
public contractual responsibilities has quite serious implications for the ability
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to imprint national priorities, as registered in election contests, upon future
spending patterns. A growing share of the resources set aside for healthcare will
be pre-committed, leaving less and less to the discretion of public authorities and
democratic choice.44 One of the first pieces of legislation passed by the new
Government was the National Health Service (Private Finance) Act, which
empowered NHS trusts to enter into PFI agreements and guarantee financial pay-
ments over the life of the contract, irrespective of public expenditure totals.45

The Financial Times (17 July 1997) noted that 

future cash outflows under PFI/PPP contracts are analogous to future debt service
requirements under the national debt, and, potentially, more onerous since they
commit the public sector to procuring a specified service over a long period of time
when it may well have changed its views on how or whether to provide certain core
services of the welfare state. 

Further PFI contracts will not only limit the ability to switch resources in the
future but, in the event of a need to cut spending, will force non-PFI expenditure
to carry proportionately deeper cuts. It is difficult to interpret this as anything
other than a substantial constraint on the ability of a future government, ‘as the
collective purchaser of public services’, to decide on how to respond to shifting
social needs and new priorities. Changes in medical needs, technologies and
treatments may, for instance, reduce demand for large acute PFI hospitals, but
the public sector will be contractually bound to a pre-set schedule of payments.46

As Anthony Harrison of the King’s Fund points out: 

If the demand for hospital services is reduced for any reason, the NHS trust is still
tied into an agreement for maintenance, facilities, and management services over
and above the cost of building the hospital. This would not be the case if the hos-
pital was built with public funding.47

In short, though there may be short-term benefits in relying on the PFI – a more
rapid commitment of funds – within the time-span of the contract as a whole the
NHS is binding itself to a sup-optimal allocation of resources.

The PFI and the Third Way as operational code 

To some commentators, the Blair Government’s backing of the PFI represents a
‘pluralist approach to the delivery of public services’, opening up ‘established
hierarchies without fetishizing the market’. It is a Third Way since it rejects ‘Old
Labour’s ‘centralism’ while remaining rooted in the socialist tradition.48 From
that perspective, the Blair Government’s pursuit of the PFI testifies to a new
open-mindedness and hard-headed realism – to a refusal to be distracted by ideo-
logical shibboleths from measures which promote the more efficient and effec-
tive delivery of services. But this line of reasoning presumes what needs to be
demonstrated: that the PFI, as compared to public funding, promises more and
higher quality public services. The evidence provides no solid substantiation for
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the proposition.49 Precisely for that reason, many within the medical profession
and among health researchers have reacted with mounting apprehension. For the
editor of the British Medical Journal ‘much evidence is accumulating to show
that private finance initiative schemes are costing much more than traditional
public funding of capital development’.50 Sir Peter Morris, president of the Royal
College of Surgeons, warns that within a decade the cost of the PFI to the health
service would land it ‘in desperate trouble’.51 Dr Peter Hawker, chairman of the
British Medical Association’s Consultant’s Committee, expressed his anxiety
about the PFI’s ‘poor use of public money’ and its ‘rash assumptions about work
intensity’ (quoted on BBC website, accessed 19 May 1999). And, most recently,
the country’s leading health research institute, the King’s Fund, has pronounced
the PFI-driven hospital construction programme as one of the Blair Govern-
ment’s ‘few outright errors of policy’ (Guardian, 9 May 2002).

What, then, does the Government’s zeal for the PFI tell us about the Third
Way? One possibility is that it tells us little – that it was embarked upon for con-
siderations apart from its intrinsic merits. There is some support for that view. In
part it originated (in 1992) as a financial stratagem, an accounting device to allow
for some investment in the UK’s decaying public infrastructure while maintaining
a tight fiscal stance. While borrowing to fund conventional public procurement
was counted as adding to the public sector borrowing requirement, borrowing by
the private sector of the same amount of money to finance the same investment
was not – even though the public body would be contractually bound to repay the
private firm from its revenue budget. It was ‘off-balance sheet’.52 This had an
obvious attraction for the incoming Labour Government, torn between its com-
mitment to rigorous controls over public spending and borrowing, on the one
hand, and its pledge to ‘save’ the NHS (and education), on the other (Guardian,
14 March 2000). It allowed the claim that the PFI provided for higher levels of
public investment than would otherwise have been possible.53 However, this argu-
ment is now less frequently heard. The Accounting Standards Board objected that
PFI spending had to be paid from the public purse in precisely the same way as
standard public procurement and should no longer be treated as off-balance
sheet, a criticism which the Government appears to have accepted54 (David Heald,
Observer, 28 April 2002). Notwithstanding, this factor almost certainly weighed
heavily in the Blair leadership’s initial decision to embrace the PFI. 

A second consideration is, we can safely surmise, electoral. ‘Acquiring assets
via the PFI is analogous to buying a house with a mortgage rather than paying
cash for it up-front. You still have to pay for the house, one way or the other.’55

There is, however, a disjuncture between the repayment schedule and the elec-
toral cycle, for long before the former has been completed the ministerial incum-
bents responsible will have departed the political scene. In short, it makes
electoral sense to stretch out the payment of the bills even if the final total is
much larger. So the Government can claim (credibly) to be embarking on the
largest hospital building programme in history without placing unduly burden-
some claims on the public purse. The real cost will bite only later.
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However, these factors fall far short of fully explaining the Blair
Government’s stance on the PFI, for it appears to genuinely believe that PFI offers
a better deal. Why? It is rare for ‘the facts’ to point unequivocally in favour of
any single policy. Decision-makers may vary in their willingness to take account
of research findings, to engage in reasoned analysis and to question inherited
policy stances. Similarly, they may differ in the flexibility and open-mindedness
with which they tackle policy problems. But the stark contrast between a ‘prag-
matic’ approach driven by an objective consideration of evidence systematically
and comprehensively assembled and rationally evaluated, on the one hand, and
an ‘ideological’ approach, on the other, is misleading. Persuasive evidence about
the likely consequences of differing policies is difficult to obtain, even if commis-
sioned; and wholly dispassionate analysis is rare. To this may be added the force
of limited time and energy, of political exigencies demanding rapid action, the
limited cognitive and information-processing abilities of decision-makers and
the press of governmental business.56

As Lindblom, Simon and many other social scientists have shown, the claim
that policy choice is based on ‘rational, synoptic’ analysis is rarely convincing.
Decision-making is, at best, ‘boundedly rational’.57 All governments must, inev-
itably, rely upon selection principles – cognitive short cuts, criteria for determin-
ing what is feasible and practicable – for guidance in making policy decisions. As
Hall suggests, they ‘customarily work within a framework of ideas and stan-
dards that specifies not only the goals of policy and the kind of instruments that
can be used to attain them, but also the very nature of the problem they are to
be addressing’.58 The key factor impelling policy-makers to opt for one line of
action rather than another is less often a detached and meticulously analysed
assessment of ‘what works best’ than their ‘subjective view of the situation’ and
the way in which they ‘characterise the choice situations that face them’:59 in
short, their assumptions and beliefs about why some things work better than
others – their ‘operational code’. In essence, the argument here is that it is not
‘objective’ logic but the logic of the Blair Government’s ‘framework of ideas and
standards’ which renders the choice of PFI intelligible.

New Labour’s support for greater private involvement in the provision of ser-
vices is rooted in a diagnosis of the innate weakness of public sector service pro-
vision. As ‘monopolist providers’, one New Labour sympathiser commented,
public institutions ‘grew fat and unwieldy’ and ‘ ran up uncontrollable bills’.60

All this reflected endemic public sector failure – a tendency to bureaucratic
inertia, a wasteful use of resources, over-centralisation, incompetent manage-
ment, poor motivation and low commitment. ‘Compared with the experience of
the private sector’, one cabinet minister has written, ‘services in local hospitals,
schools councils were often too slow and inadequate. Much of this was due to a
bureaucratic and statist regime of control and command.’61 A major injection of
private sector techniques and market disciplines was deemed to be vital precisely
because these faults were seen to be inherent in public provision. 

On what grounds is it anticipated that a greater commercial role in the organ-
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isation and provision of services will raise their quality and reduce costs? The
Government’s reasoning is (as we have seen) based less on iron-clad evidence
than on assumptions about the factors that ‘can lead to better value services,
delivered more flexibly and to a higher standard’. Thus, it is held that the cor-
porate imperative to expand markets and maximise profits ‘provides the private
sector with an incentive to innovate and try out new ideas’. Equally, it renders
businesses ‘more adept at looking for innovative ways of delivering their services,
and adapting to changing requirements and expectations’.62 By its very nature,
the public sector is less efficient and effective in managing large projects because
it has ‘ no incentive to make a profit or recoup the cost of capital’. As a result
there is an innate ‘temptation to over specify, leading to gold-plated projects’. In
contrast, under PFI private firms have ‘every incentive for tight project manage-
ment and the best use of capital’.63 In short, the presumption is made that market
disciplines and the drive to boost profit will more or less guarantee both higher
quality and cost efficiencies, as corporate interest can normally be expected to
mesh with the public good.

Organisational efficiency, higher standards and responsive service delivery all
require that appropriate institutional incentives and disciplines are in place to
motivate the required commitment. Here it is assumed that profit maximisation
and performance-related financial reward offer the most potent incentives for
management and employees ‘to maximise efficiency and take full advantage
of opportunities’.64 The beliefs about human behaviour underpinning the
Government’s faith in market solutions are squarely rooted in classical political
economy, with its conviction that people are by nature self-interested ‘utility
maximisers’. As Tony Blair explained to the British Venture Capitalist
Association, the pressures of the market stimulate entrepreneurial behaviour, a
zeal to innovate and to eliminate waste. Lacking the spur of these pressures
‘people in the public sector’ tended to be sluggish, unimaginative and reluctant
to experiment. Importing the rhythms of the private sector can enhance motiva-
tion and therefore performance. ‘Let’s be honest about it’, the prime minister
declared, ‘the private sector, in its reward and motivation, has moved on apace.’
The same spirit must be instilled in the public sector.65

How dramatic a change in Labour’s creed does all this represent? It would be
wrong to infer that the Blair Government has abandoned traditional Labour
values. Thus the Government remains committed to a welfare state in which core
services are freely provided and financed by taxation, just as – unlike its prede-
cessor – it seeks to promote greater social justice and social cohesiveness. This is
reflected in the Blair Government’s major expansion of health spending since
1999 and the great energy and political capital it is investing in building a stream-
lined and more effective NHS. In a sense the Third Way is, as it claims, pursuing
traditional values in ‘a modern setting’. But that setting is a cognitive one: a
revised operational code. The Third Way is a particular type of synthesis in that
it seeks to yoke neo-liberal concepts and modes of analysis to the furtherance of
public purposes. It has absorbed much (though by no means all) of the ‘new
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public management’ – in effect the infusion of market norms into public admin-
istration.66 It often takes as axiomatic that profit-maximising firms operating
within market environments are a more natural repository of creativity, cost-
savings and organisational dynamism than are their public sector counterparts.
What has occurred is a transformation in the frame of reference that Labour’s
leadership utilises to define and tackle political problems – in the manner in
which it construes issues, in its preferred diagnoses, in its standards of judgement
and in its notions of feasibility and efficacy.

What will be the impact of all this? For Will Hutton, the choice of the PFI is
not, as its champions urge, simply a matter of means, for it amounts to ‘the
enthronement of market values in public provision’. Patients’ interests have
become secondary to those of ideological public accounting principles and a
dynamic has been released in which ‘considerations of public health, clinical
need and patient care’ will be progressively subordinated to the values of ‘cost
reduction, operational efficiency and the need to reproduce the managerial
culture of a privately-owned PLC’ (Observer, January 10, 1999).

The New Labour response is that the State should be a ‘steerer’ not a ‘rower’,
a notion, Anna Coote tells us, that ‘is characteristic of “Third Way” politics’.67

In fact, this begs the crucial question: where the private sector (increasingly)
owns and manages, who actually steers? In 1997 the health policy specialist Chris
Ham, addressing the issue of PFI, pointed out that ‘investors who put their
finance at risk will want to have a big say in how the hospitals are run . . . The
end of the route will be increasing privatisation’ (Independent, 22 April 1997).
There is an ‘institutional logic’ to the process in which the scale of private
involvement steadily expands. Thus, initially, a distinction was made between
core clinical and non-clinical services. In 1999 Alan Milburn reaffirmed the
Government’s view that while the role of the private sector in the supply of ancil-
lary services could be expected to grow, ‘clinical services are best delivered by
public sector staff not least because the NHS is more efficient than the private
sector alternative’.68 If public sector provision has the advantages attributed to it
by ministers, logic dictated its application to core as well as secondary services.
As Kelly and Le Grand noted, ‘ to confine the role of the private sector in this
way may be to lose what are supposed to be its benefits’. Indeed (as proponents
of PPPs) they suggested that that the most ‘impressive efficiency savings and
innovations are made’ where private firms are able ‘to manage the whole
service’.69 By 2000 the rule limiting the PFI to non-clinical services – which ini-
tially the Blair Government had adduced to demonstrate its commitment to the
NHS ethos – was abandoned and Alan Milburn, the health secretary, announced
that he wanted it extended ‘beyond the hospital gates to include GP surgeries,
community pharmacies, health centres, intermediate and long-term care facili-
ties’ (Observer, 19 November 2000). This process is set to continue.70

Government choice is reinforced by institutional dynamics. The relentless
advance of PPPs through the NHS since 1997 has steadily increased the financial
and organisational leverage available to private firms to advance the process still
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further. ‘Once the private sector controls the operational management of facil-
ities [it] will be in a powerful position to influence service delivery policies.’71

Conclusion

To New Labour a defining feature of the Third Way is its pragmatism, its com-
mitment to evidence-based policy-making: in the pithy precept so often reiter-
ated, ‘What matters is what works.’ The case of the PFI casts a rather different
light on the Third Way, since self-evidently it does not work. A paper produced
jointly by the King’s Fund and the NHS Alliance (representing primary care
groups – GPs and other community health providers) concluded that the evi-
dence for public–private partnerships increasing funding and improving services
within the NHS was ‘paltry’.72 Precisely for that reason, the case of the PFI is
particularly instructive, since it affords insights into the Blair Government’s pre-
sumptions about ‘what works’ or, more precisely, why particular policies can be
expected to work better than others. The Third Way, according to the interpre-
tation proffered here, constitutes New Labour’s operational code: its cognitive
structuring of the situation; its mental maps which help it clarify ‘the nature of
the problem, relate it to [its] previous experience, and make it amenable to
appropriate problem-solving activities’.73

From this perspective, the Government’s decision to rely upon the PFI as the
main mechanism for renewing the UK’s public infrastructure reflects the Blair
Government’s reappraisal of the appropriate role of the State. ‘A seismic switch
in the business of government itself’, Milburn observed, has occurred.
Governments are judged ‘not so much on what they own – or even what they
spend – but more on what they do’.74 From this perspective the evolution of the
State ‘from being an owner of capital assets and direct provider of services, into
a purchaser of services from a private sector partner responsible for owning and
operating the capital asset that is delivering the service’ seems a natural step.75

This may represent the ultimate thrust of the Third Way’s view on the future of
public services. As operational code, it retains Labour’s traditional commitment
to the free delivery of healthcare, but within the context of a commodification
of service provision. It still upholds a large public sector, but one increasingly
permeated by market arrangements and a more commercial ethos. The Third
Way prescribes for the State a major role in social life, but less as a direct pro-
vider than as purchaser and regulator. It would retain responsibility for guaran-
teeing access to services free at the point of delivery, but these would be
increasingly supplied, under contract, by private firms.

David Marquand has argued that the fate of ‘social democracy and the public
domain are inextricably intertwined [for] without a vibrant public domain, ring-
fenced from the market and private domains, social democratic politics cannot
flourish’.76 If so, in this may lie the ultimate significance of the PFI for Labour in
Britain.
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Notes

1 George 1967: 13; March 1994: 14.
2 I use the terms PFI and PPP as synonyms. ‘PPP is a generic term used to describe part-

nerships, which involve more flexible methods of financing and operating facilities
and/or services’, while PFI is ‘a particular method of financing private investment,
which requires the private sector to design, build, finance and operate facilities’
(Centre for Public Services 2000).

3 HM Treasury 2000.
4 Milburn 1999a.
5 Robinson 1998.
6 Pollock, Price and Gaffney 1999; Gray 1997.
7 Robinson 1998.
8 Milburn 1999a; Smith, A. 1999.
9 Boyle and Harrison 2000: 24.

10 Halpern 1998.
11 HM Treasury 2000; Blair 2001.
12 Temple 2000: 320.
13 Le Grand 1998.
14 Milburn 1999b.
15 Robinson 1998.
16 Department of Health 1999.
17 HM Treasury 2000, Foreword by the chief secretary.
18 Department of Health 1999. 
19 Pollock, Price and Gaffney 1999). In Hereford the number of beds available will fall

from 351 to 250; in Norfolk, from 1,600 beds to 1,000; in Worcester, from 540 to 380,
in Carlisle from 520 to 440, in Edinburgh from 1,300 beds to 800. The BMA estimates
that 5,000 beds will be lost to the system once the 38 PFI hospitals, costing more than
£3.6 billion, are built. Gaffney, Pollock, Price and Shaoul 1999a; Observer, 27 August
2000; Cohen 1999.

20 Pollock, Price and Gaffney 1999; Pollock, Price and Dunnigan 2000.
21 Gaffney, Pollock, Price and Shaoul 1999a. 
22 Health Select Committee 1999.
23 Gaffney, Pollock, Price and Shaoul 1999b.
24 Boyle and Harrison 2000: 22.
25 HM Treasury 1999.
26 Gaffney, Pollock, Price and Shaoul 1999b; Shaoul 1999.
27 National Audit Office 2001.
28 Boyle and Harrison 2000: 34.
29 Buchanan 1985: 14–15; Bartlett and Le Grand 1993. 
30 Bartlett and Le Grand 1993: 19.
31 Public Accounts Select Committee 1999.
32 Boyle and Harrison 2000: 19.
33 Treasury Select Committee 2000.
34 Bartlett and Le Grand 19993: 27.
35 Williamson 1985.
36 Coulson 1998: 30.
37 Hansard, written answer, 28 February 2000, quoted in Centre for Public Services 2000.
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38 Public Accounts Select Committee 2000; Boyle and Harrison 2000: 19.
39 Health Select Committee 1999.
40 Heald and Geaughan 1997: 230; National Audit Office 2001.
41 Boyle and Harrison 2000: 34; Lister 2001; Will Hutton, Observer, 13 December 1998.
42 Boyle and Harrison 2000: 34.
43 HM Treasury 2000.
44 Pollock, Shaoul, Rowland and Player 2001.
45 Centre for Public Services 2000.
46 Dawson 2001.
47 Cited in MacDonald 2000. According to a King’s Fund report, Labour had ‘entered a

massive building programme without an assessment of future requirements and
without transferring any substantial risk from the public to the private sector’
(quoted, Guardian, 9 May 2002).

48 Bevir and O’Brien 2001.
49 See e.g. Boyle and Harrison 2000; Sussex 2001; Health Select Committee 1999.
50 Smith, R. 1999.
51 Revill 2001.
52 Centre for Public Services 2000.
53 ‘PFI is enabling Government to support a significant number of additional projects

beyond what can be provided through the public purse’, according to Robinson 1998.
54 Smith 2000a: ‘Unlike the last Government, we use PFI where it offers best value for

money – not to move public sector investment off balance sheet.’
55 Sussex 2001.
56 Simon 1985; March 1994.
57 See e.g. Lindblom 1979; Simon 1985; March 1994.
58 Hall 1993: 279.
59 Simon 1985: 300.
60 Coote 1999: 117.
61 Hewitt 2001.
62 Smith, A. 1999.
63 HM Treasury 1999. One of the Government’s main objections to public procurement

schemes has been major cost overruns and the heart of its case for the PFI is that ‘it
offers best value for money’ (Smith 2000b). In fact, the PFI has performed no better,
as a clear pattern of serious cost escalation is now emerging. Among the more dra-
matic increases in prices from original plan to final PFI deals are: Greenwich: up from
£35m in 1995 to £93m; UCLH, London: up from £115m to £404m; Leicester: up from
£150m to £286m; South Tees: up from £65m to £122m; and Swindon: up from £45m
to £96m (Lister 2001).

64 Smith, A. 1999.
65 Blair 1999.
66 Dunleavy 1994.
67 Coote 1999: 148.
68 Milburn 1999b. 
69 Kelly and Le Grand 2000.
70 Notably via the ‘concordat’ under which the NHS contracts to buy services from com-

mercial organisations.
71 Centre for Public Services 2000.
72 Kmietowicz 2001.
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73 George 1967: 16.
74 Milburn 1999b.
75 HM Treasury 1999.
76 Marquand 2000.
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Community and the Third Way
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Introduction

The idea of community forms a significant part of the positive content of the Third
Way. Anthony Giddens, in his account of the Third Way, says that ‘the theme of
community is fundamental to the new politics’.1 For Amitai Etzioni, ‘cultivating
communities where they exist and helping them form where they have been lost …
should be a major priority for future progress along the Third Way’,2 while com-
munity is one of the four values placed by Tony Blair at the heart of his Third Way.3

Linked to the idea of community is the doctrine of communitarianism, which
appears in a number of forms. The prominent juxtaposition of rights and duties,
or rights and responsibilities, in the Third Way – for example, Giddens suggests,
‘as a prime motto for the new politics, no rights without responsibilities’,4 while
Blair’s Third Way has responsibility as a key value and features the claim that
‘the rights we enjoy reflect the duties we owe’5 – a key aspect of some versions of
communitarianism, particularly that of Etzioni – and thus feeds back into ideas
about community. The different forms taken by communitarianism can, at the
most basic level, be categorised as political and philosophical. Both have been
linked with New Labour.

While the narrative of community is central to New Labour’s message, there
is little consensus among commentators as to either the form or the significance
of the concept in this context. Closely linked, and similarly vague, is the idea of
communitarianism and its role in the ‘newness’ of New Labour. The chapters in
Part III both reflect and assess some of the approaches, attitudes and assump-
tions surrounding the role of community – and of communitarianism – in the
Third Way as manifested in Britain by New Labour.

Sarah Hale examines the role of communitarian philosophy in New Labour’s
Third Way, challenging the view that contemporary academic communitarian
philosophy has played a significant part in informing the party’s approach, and
critically assessing the claim, made by Blair himself and endorsed and promul-
gated by commentators, that the British moral philosopher John Macmurray has
influenced New Labour’s approach.

Eunice Goes and Simon Prideaux consider the role of political communitar-
ianism, and the contribution of its most noted exponent, Amitai Etzioni. Goes
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argues that New Labour has not, as is often suggested, adopted communitarian
values, but has used them strategically in developing a Third Way which moves
away from a traditional commitment to equality, particularly in the context of
the party’s welfare-to-work agenda.

Simon Prideaux traces the provenance of Etzioni’s 1990s communitarianism
and finds that it is little different from the organisational theory which that
author espoused as a functionalist sociologist in the 1960s. This, Prideaux
argues, makes for a highly inappropriate basis for a Third Way supposedly of the
Left.

Taken together, the chapters in Part III provide, on a number of fronts, a chal-
lenge to accepted beliefs about the role of community – and of communitarian-
ism – in New Labour’s Third Way.

Notes

1 Giddens 1998: 79.
2 Etzioni 2000: 18.
3 Blair 1998: 4.
4 Giddens 1998: 65.
5 Blair 1998: 4.
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5 Sarah Hale

The communitarian ‘philosophy’ of
New Labour

When, in February 2002, Tony McWalter, an obscure Labour backbencher,1

asked Tony Blair, at Prime Minister’s Questions, to ‘provide the House with a
brief characterisation of the political philosophy that he espouses and which
underlies his policies’,2 it was in the apparent belief that he was asking his leader
an easy question. However, Blair’s evident confusion and his eventual reply, that
‘the best example I can give is the rebuilding of the national health service under
this Government – extra investment’, led to a few days’ ridicule in the broad-
sheets’ parliamentary sketch columns. ‘Tony Blair with a philosophy?’ Simon
Hoggart asked incredulously in the Guardian. ‘You might as well . . . inquire of
Vinnie Jones3 whether dualism was an apt response to pre-Cartesian thought’.
In a more serious response, Roy Hattersley suggested that ‘[u]ntil Tony Blair
came along, Labour had an implied philosophy’ based around egalitarianism
and support for ‘the bottom dog’, but that once this implied philosophy ‘was for-
mally renounced by the prophets of “the project” it needed replacing with a set
of overt beliefs’.4

The development and academic study of the ‘Third Way’ since the mid-1990s
represents the most consistent and durable attempt to develop those overt beliefs
on behalf of the ‘Centre-Left’ in general and New Labour in particular. The
wording of McWalter’s question made explicit the idea that a politician’s guiding
idea is expected to be a political philosophy. Yet the oft-cited ‘gurus’ of the Third
Way – Anthony Giddens way out in front, with Amitai Etzioni leading the pack
following a good distance behind – are not political philosophers, but sociolo-
gists. When Blair said, at the launch of the Social Exclusion Unit, ‘My political
philosophy is simple. Individuals prosper in a strong and active community of
citizens. But Britain cannot be a strong community, cannot be one nation, when
there are so many families experiencing a third generation of unemployment’,
he was making an empirical claim about ‘the dangers of a society that is falling
apart’,5 not a philosophical point. It is nonetheless hard to imagine any politi-
cian, friendly or otherwise, asking Tony Blair about the sociology underlying his
policies, even though beliefs about the dynamics of society are more easily dis-
cernible in policy than is any political philosophy.
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However, farther down the field, the names of philosophers have been men-
tioned in connection with New Labour, and these philosophers are the subject of
this chapter. The philosophy in question is communitarianism – a term popular-
ised by Etzioni and generally – often misleadingly – associated with him. Etzioni’s
communitarianism is not a political philosophy but, as Simon Prideaux shows in
chapter 7, a sociology, and a sociology of a particularly narrow and unsatisfactory
kind. Five names crop up when communitarian philosophy is cited by Third Way
commentators: Alasdair MacIntyre; Michael Sandel; Charles Taylor; Michael
Walzer and John Macmurray. The first four are a well-known quartet who,
although very diverse, were brought together under the communitarian label in the
1980s as all of them were seen to offer a critical response to an inherent individu-
alism in liberal political philosophy since Rawls. They have all, with varying
degrees of vehemence, objected to being called communitarian. When these four
names come up in relation to New Labour, it tends to be simply because of this
label. If we look a little more closely at communitarian political philosophy we find
not only great variety and diversity in the writers’ approaches, concerns and start-
ing-points, but a range of philosophical positions which, insofar as they can be
related to it, are inherently opposed to – rather than supportive of – New Labour’s
approach. The fifth philosopher linked with the party, John Macmurray, was not
known in his lifetime as a communitarian (the term’s current use in political phil-
osophy dates only from the early 1980s and Macmurray died in 1976); he thought
of himself as a Christian socialist. Nonetheless, because of his stress on the idea
of community he has been closely linked with ‘New Labour’s communitarianism’
and that of Etzioni. He is also cited as an influence by Blair himself. More surpris-
ingly, perhaps, in the light of this, a closer examination of his philosophy again
reveals much that is the antithesis of what New Labour believes and does.

The Third Way and contemporary communitarian philosophy

The development of communitarian political philosophy was characterised at
the time as a debate with liberalism, with the communitarian side identified most
closely with books by four writers, published during the 1980s: Alasdair
MacIntyre’s After Virtue (1981); Michael Sandel’s Liberalism and the Limits of
Justice (1982); Michael Walzer’s Spheres of Justice (1983); and Charles Taylor’s
Sources of the Self (1989). These are not the only works of the four writers which
are significantly communitarian: in particular, Taylor’s 1985 article ‘Atomism’
does much to set out what is recognisably communitarian in his approach; but
the publication of four books within a clearly defined decade usually proves too
neat a boundary to resist. Although After Virtue had been published a year
earlier, ‘it was Sandel’s book that first elicited the label “communitarian” and
brought about the retrospective recruitment of other writers to that flag’.6 Even
as political philosophy has moved in recent years beyond this ‘debate’, its termi-
nology has crept into political discourse.
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Although these academic philosophers do not have a high profile, their names
do crop up in relation to ‘communitarian politics’ and New Labour, frequently
via an assumed connection with Etzioni. Anthony Giddens, in a review of
Etzioni’s New Golden Rule, has suggested that Charles Taylor is Etzioni’s ‘illus-
trious predecessor’, and that Etzioni takes the former’s work to a greater level of
detail.7 Etzioni himself promotes the idea of a link, comparing his ‘responsive
communitarianism’ with the work of ‘old communitarians’ – Taylor, Sandel and
Walzer, and the sociologists Philip Selznick and Robert Bellah.8 Philip Collins,
writing in Renewal, calls communitarianism ‘a loose set of ideas . . . usually
associated with’ Etzioni, but goes on to say that the ‘more substantive body of
communitarian thought was named and given its most eloquent advocacy in
Michael Sandel’s Liberalism and the Limits of Justice. It includes in the canon
Alasdair MacIntyre, Charles Taylor, Michael Walzer and Joseph Raz.’ Other
commentators, whether academics or journalists, suggest a direct link between
contemporary communitarian philosophy and New Labour. Driver and Martell
include MacIntyre and Sandel (along with Macmurray, Tawney, Hobhouse and
T. H. Green) as ‘communitarian influences [which] are clearly apparent among
Labour modernizers’.9 Writing in the Independent, Demos director Geoff
Mulgan suggests that the communitarian philosophy of the four writers is one
of ‘several diverse currents’ upon which the party’s ‘shift, towards what can
loosely be termed communitarianism, has drawn’ and has given ‘intellectual
backbone’ to a backlash against both individualism and the insecurity engen-
dered by rapid social change. Melanie Phillips, herself sometimes considered a
populariser of communitarian thought, introduces MacIntyre’s name in an
article which examines ‘what the talk of morality and community really means’.
Although she conceives of communitarianism in terms very similar to Etzioni’s
– it ‘attempts to forge a new equilibrium between rights and responsibilities’ –
she does not see Etzioni as a direct influence on New Labour or Blair, although
she does believe that MacIntyre’s thought feeds directly into Etzioni’s. Rather,
she suggests that ‘[i]t was Gordon Brown who brought the MacIntyre position
into the Labour Party’, and that this ‘chimed with his own Scottish ethical tra-
dition, as it did with Blair’s particular Christian perspective’.

These claims tend to give the impression, firstly, that there is a continuum
between communitarian philosophy and the political communitarianism of
Etzioni, through which it has filtered into the ideas of the Third Way; and, sec-
ondly, that communitarian philosophy has been a direct source of ideas for New
Labour. A closer look at communitarian philosophy and New Labour policy
suggests this to be far from the case.10

What, then, do these communitarian philosophers have to say? It is impos-
sible here to give more than a very brief and superficial account of each writer’s
position where it has relevance to New Labour’s policies and attitudes – and
that with two caveats: firstly, this area of philosophy does not on the whole
concern itself with the quotidian business of politics, making direct compari-
sons problematical; and, secondly, although the same terms occur (for example,
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community, contract, person), they frequently carry different meanings, which
can be a trap for the unwary.

Michael Sandel

While some commentators11 tend to define communitarianism in relation to
John Rawls’s A Theory of Justice, Sandel is one of only two (the other being
Walzer) of the four philosophers under consideration who specifically take it as
their starting-point. Sandel’s approach has been seen as epitomising a commu-
nitarianism in which justice and community are in conflict.12 He questions
Rawls’s assertion that ‘justice is the first virtue of social institutions’,13 claiming
instead that it is a ‘remedial’ virtue, necessary only when other social virtues,
such as benevolence or solidarity, are lacking. Too great a reliance on Rawlsian
justice is likely to cause these communal virtues to atrophy still further – or, at
the very least, to ‘reflect a lessening of the moral situation, rather than a moral
improvement’.14

While Tony Blair has shown no sign of familiarity with communitarian phil-
osophers like Sandel, he has referred to Rawls – suggesting that A Theory of
Justice epitomises a highly individualistic model of human behaviour which
began to take root in the 1960s and, by implication, led to the excesses of self-
ishness and greed widely perceived to characterise the 1980s. According to Blair,
‘the Left was captured by the elegance and power’ of Rawls’s work. His comment
on it is intriguing: ‘[Rawls’s] manifesto for an egalitarian society is a brilliant
exposition of the argument that an equal society is in the interests of anyone who
does not know which position in that society they would occupy. But it is derived
from a highly individualistic view of the world.’15 That derivation is apparently
sufficient to condemn the theory in Blair’s eyes, but this reflects a confusion
between the theory’s ‘philosophical anthropology’ – ‘its general account of the
human person’ and other background factors – and its ‘prescriptive principles’.16

Rawls’s theory may be implicitly individualist at the anthropological level, but
the political and social arrangements yielded by its explicit prescriptive princi-
ples are anything but. There is one obvious point on which Rawls and New
Labour clash: Blair’s avowed support for meritocracy is at odds with Rawls’s
view that people should not benefit17 from ‘arbitrary’ attributes like talents
which happen to be marketable. However, in that respect it is Rawls’s egalitar-
ianism rather than his individualism which Blair is rejecting; and the egalitarian
principle is one which many communitarians, including Sandel, share with
Rawls.

Alasdair MacIntyre

MacIntyre describes After Virtue as having arisen from his ‘negative view of late
twentieth century bureaucratised consumer capitalism and the liberal individu-
alism which is its dominant ideology’, and concludes that 
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the moral philosophy which informs that ideology had been generated by the frag-
mentation of an older moral tradition concerning human goods, virtues and the
social relationships in and through which goods can be pursued, of which the clas-
sical expression is the ethics of Aristotle.18

MacIntyre’s criticism of liberalism is thus far broader than Sandel’s. His objec-
tions are to the entire post-enlightenment liberal tradition, rather than to any
specific work, and he expresses concerns about liberalism’s substantive moral
implications, in addition to questioning its conceptual coherence. His thesis is
that liberal societies are in a state of confusion, clinging to the vestiges of tradi-
tions destroyed by liberalism itself, which thus no longer make sense. Liberal
societies are beset by effectively irresolvable moral arguments – irresolvable
because there is no one set of basic premisses, shared by the whole society, on
which to base moral judgements. Instead, there is a plurality of incommensur-
able moral assertions,19 which must ultimately be arbitrary, but are cloaked in the
antiquated language of moral authority – vestiges of a tradition of which only
the language remains. 

True human morality, destroyed by the enlightenment project of seeking its
rational justification, must, for MacIntyre, be teleological, directed towards the
end that is the good life, and this, for any individual, cannot be separated from
the social roles which that individual holds and which prescribe what is ‘good’
for a person who inhabits those roles. MacIntyre uses the analogy of a watch: we
cannot judge whether a watch is a good watch or not unless we know what it is
that a watch is meant to do – what its role is, in other words. Human potential
cannot be realised, nor human ends fulfilled, in isolation from such communal,
social and moral roles. 

To illustrate how we are to understand these roles and the ends they offer,
MacIntyre introduces the concepts of ‘tradition’ and ‘practice’. Inherent to the
concept of practice is the notion of an ‘internal good’: a good which can be real-
ised only through (or, rather, within) that practice.20 These then provide an inter-
nal standard against which to make moral judgements about human action, and
which itself, unlike liberal moral assertions, is not arbitrary. It is because such
practices and traditions are realisable only in society that the concept of commu-
nity is vital to MacIntyre’s thought, and this is one of the reasons why his criti-
cism of liberalism is a communitarian one, although it is also neo-Aristotelian
and, in subsequent work,21 neo-Thomistic. 

A third aspect of MacIntyre’s communitarianism is his insistence on the ‘nar-
rative unity’ of a human life.22 What this means, in part, is that people make
choices not in the vacuum of the moment but in the context of a whole life, and
thus, again, in terms of their ultimate human ends.23 For MacIntyre, therefore,
the possibility of attaining, or even identifying, any kind of good, but particu-
larly the good life for human beings and the possibility of moral behaviour, is
dependent on the standards given by traditions and practices, which are, in turn,
social phenomena, requiring membership of a community. 
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The virtues whose loss MacIntyre laments are again those of Aristotle’s polit-
ical ideal. 

The notion of the political community as a common project is alien to the modern
liberal individualist world. This is how we sometimes at least think of schools, hos-
pitals or philanthropic organizations; but we have no conception of such a form of
community concerned, as Aristotle says the polis is concerned, with the whole of
life, not with this or that good, but with man’s good as such.24

Although in appeals to the ideas of ‘one nation’ and ‘national community’25 it
might appear that New Labour is pursuing this ideal, it is not, on two counts.
While New Labour does have a clear view of the good citizen – one who works
for a living and brings children up properly – this only reflects its narrow view of
citizenship, which is defined in those very terms. It does not reflect a conception
of what is good for ‘man as such’, or of the human telos. Rather, it reflects a view
of what is good for the British nation or society – economic competitiveness and
social order. People’s human fulfilment, on the other hand, is to be sought on the
basis of individual choice, sometimes in the public sphere but equally possibly in
the private, and subject only to the liberal constraints of not impinging on
others’ ability likewise to seek fulfilment: ‘We seek’, Blair says, ‘a diverse but
inclusive society, promoting tolerance within agreed norms.’26

Government and politics simply do not concern themselves with what is good
for man as such, i.e. as an entity with given ends. MacIntyre is right to say that
we no longer think of people in this way. In the terms of MacIntyre’s particular
brand of communitarianism (although we must not forget that he himself has
eschewed the label) New Labour, like every other major Western political party
and polity, is irredeemably and inescapably liberal; they are among his ‘barbar-
ians’.27

In the same way that New Labour’s invoking of the idea of citizenship super-
ficially but misleadingly suggests congruence with MacIntyre’s communitarian-
ism, so too might Blair’s frequent appeals to ‘tradition’, a key anchor for the
modernisation of the party in the early years of his leadership. However, in a very
significant sense New Labour understands this concept also in a different way
from MacIntyre, because, for Blair, tradition (and its continuation) is something
which is consciously chosen – impossible on MacIntyre’s conception of it.
Furthermore, Blair suggests that we can chose rationally between different tra-
ditions, or between ‘values’ and ‘attitudes’:

When I think of the values and attitudes of my parents’ generation, I distinguish
between the genuine values that underpinned the best of Britain and the attitudes
we can safely and rightly leave behind. Old-fashioned values are good values. Old-
fashioned attitudes or practices may simply be barriers that hold our values back.28

‘Values’ worth keeping here include good manners, respect for others, courtesy,
rejection of crime, respect and support for teachers, and doing voluntary work,
while ‘other things from the past’ which Blair chooses ‘to leave behind’ include
opposition to women working, to wearing jeans in church and failure to be ‘fair-
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minded to gay people’.29 Nowhere does Blair give any basis – other than personal
preference or an intuition of the spirit of the age – for these distinctions: they are
essentially arbitrary. In this, Blair is actually exhibiting what MacIntyre con-
demns as one of the manifestations of the modern age. In addition, in suggest-
ing that it is possible rationally to chose to keep some traditions and reject others
Blair is utilising a conception of ‘tradition’ wholly different from MacIntyre’s.

Charles Taylor

In Sources of the Self, Taylor sets out to ‘define the modern identity in describ-
ing its genesis’.30 This modern identity, the ways in which we understand our-
selves, is central to any understanding of ‘modernity’ in general. Taylor’s
approach is a historical one, because he believes that this question of identity can
be understood only in the context of past conceptions. A central issue is where
we find apparently objective standards of right and wrong – those standards
which go beyond mere preference and enable us to undertake what Taylor calls
‘strong evaluation’.31 Morality, or ‘the good’, is strongly intertwined with the
idea of ‘selfhood’, but, Taylor claims, modern moral theory focuses on ‘what it
is right to do’ rather than what it is ‘good to be’.32 Ideas about the good, and
strongly evaluative standards, must come from a social or communal context.
This context provides ‘frameworks’ which enable us to judge by standards that
are above and beyond our own immediate reactions and that can give us some-
thing to which to aspire. We can recognise such standards without necessarily
being able to articulate why we subscribe to those particular ones. The kinds of
communities which give such meaning to our lives, and which here mark Taylor
out as a communitarian, are far broader and deeper – encompassing history,
culture, religion and, above all, language – than what is generally understood by
the term ‘community’, and the conception of it employed by New Labour.

A key feature of modernity, in Taylor’s thesis, is the elevation of ‘ordinary
life’. In the past, ordinary life was not an end in itself, but a necessary prerequi-
site for the pursuit of ‘the good life’: a life which is fully human (compared to
the life of a slave, in the classical model). In ancient Greece, or under the Italian
republican revival, this was epitomised by a ‘citizen ethic’: to be a good citizen
was to aspire to far more than the domestic necessities of ordinary life33 – but
in New Labour’s conception, being a good citizen is identified very closely with
the two most fundamental activities of ordinary life: working for a living; and
taking care of one’s family. This identification is made explicit in Blair’s
announcement to his party conference that once given the ‘chance’ to join the
labour market, single parents, ‘no longer the butt of Tory propaganda, [. . .] will
be the citizens of New Britain who can earn a wage and look after the children
they love.’34

Taylor claims that in modern societies ‘the individual has been taken out of a
rich community life and now enters instead into a series of mobile, changing,
revocable associations, often designed merely for highly specific ends’.35 Taylor
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clearly considers this a matter for regret, but when those ‘revocable associations’
take the form of short-term employment contracts and other manifestations of
the ‘flexible’ employment market that is the Third Way response to its percep-
tion of globalisation, this is a model of society endorsed by – or at least accept-
able to – New Labour. For Blair, community is not the framework which provides
us with our bearings, but is itself a means to an end; for example, helping people
in ‘the struggle of balancing work and a family’ and in the adjustment to a global
economy: ‘to become the masters of change, not its victims, we need an active
community’.36 Taylor notes that ‘a society of self-fulfillers, whose affiliations are
seen as more and more revocable, cannot sustain the strong identification with
political community which public freedom needs’.37 This means that two aspects
of what New Labour wish to achieve are, in communitarian terms, in conflict
with each other. Moreover, Taylor continues in a direct reference to policy, 

the atomist outlook which instrumentalism fosters makes people unaware of these
conditions [i.e. the conditions ‘for the public health of self-governing societies’], so
that they happily support policies which undermine them – as in . . . neo-conser-
vative measures in Britain and the US, which cut welfare programmes and regres-
sively redistribute income, thus eroding the bases of community identification.38

Taylor wrote that in 1989, but policies of this sort have been implemented to
increasing degrees since then on both sides of the Atlantic; New Labour in
government has, for example, implemented cuts in lone-parent benefits and
increased (regressive) indirect taxation. The Labour Government has more
recently put into place a range of measures – among them the 2002 budget –
which have redistributed resources to the least well-off. Nonetheless, that was
not the case in the party’s first years in office – when claims about its communi-
tarianism were at a height. Furthermore, help for the worse-off has been in the
form of the minimum wage, child-care provision and tax credits, all of which are
available only to those in work, thus underscoring the conception of citizenship
and inclusion rejected by Taylor. Neither Taylor’s theory in general nor his spe-
cific allusions to policy offer any comfort to New Labour, and his communitar-
ianism is not one with which the party could identify.

Michael Walzer

Like Sandel, and unlike MacIntyre and Taylor, Walzer writes in direct response
to A Theory of Justice. According to Walzer, the way in which different social
goods are distributed, and by whom, depends on particular cultural understand-
ings of those goods, and the ‘idea that principles of justice must be culture-
specific entails a hostility to any political theory that embodies claims to
universality’, such as Rawls’s theory of justice and many other liberal positions.
The next stage of Walzer’s argument is that different criteria for distribution are
appropriate in different ‘spheres’ – injustice arises when, say, a criterion for the
distribution of goods in one sphere intrudes into another:
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Every social good or set of goods constitutes, as it were, a distributive sphere within
which only certain criteria or arrangements are appropriate. Money is inappropri-
ate in the sphere of ecclesiastical office; it is an intrusion from another sphere. And
piety should make for no advantage in the marketplace . . .39

By keeping the spheres separate, Walzer seeks ‘complex equality’, by which,
although simple inequalities of wealth and all sorts of social goods will remain,
they will lose their capacity to ‘dominate’. (A dominant good is one which re-
inforces inequality by commanding goods from other spheres.40) What kinds of
goods belong to which sphere, and what principles of distribution are then
appropriate, can be the product only of shared cultural understandings, which
will vary across cultures. It is this ‘radically particularist’41 view, as well as the
cultural particularity of his principles of justice and his concomitant rejection of
universalism, rather than any substantive objections to liberalism, that mark
Walzer out as a communitarian.

Even a society as diverse as Britain’s was in the late twentieth century has a
stock of shared understandings, in Walzer’s terms. These are socially con-
structed meanings and ways of understanding things that depend as much on
history and tradition as on current agreement; they govern what feels natural and
right. These shared understandings can be, and are, called upon to decide which
criteria are appropriate for the distribution of certain goods, and the criteria
which those understandings yield are sometimes in conflict with the potential
outcomes (intended or otherwise) of government policies. In a booklet published
by Demos in 1996 John Gray explores some of the implications for policy of
Walzer’s account. For example, he notes: 

In Britain most people think it unfair that access to decent medical care should be
restricted by income rather than need, or that the provision of such care should be
distorted by market forces. This common understanding condemns the neoliberal
commercialisation of the NHS, if – as available evidence strongly suggests – the
introduction of market mechanisms within it has partly decoupled patient care
from medical need and made access to care to a significant degree and accident of
the policies of the NHS trust currently in force in one’s locality. Moreover, it
demands the reversal of these policies, insofar as they have effects which violate it.42

Written in 1996, this clearly refers to the policies of the Conservative administra-
tion, but while Labour in government have amended the internal market in the
health service, market mechanisms play an increasing and more direct role,
through the Private Finance Initiative (PFI; see below) and the increasing use of
private health facilities for NHS patients.

Another policy in which New Labour itself has arguably violated the shared
understandings of the society it governs is by its extension of the PFI and
‘public–private partnerships’ (PPP) in the NHS and other areas of public provi-
sion (the London Underground being a recent high-profile example), under which
profit-making companies operate public services. This suggestion is borne out by
the widespread unease and opposition which the proposals have met from the
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public. It is seen as simply wrong – or inappropriate – that public services should
be run for private profit, even if this would result in the cheaper delivery of those
services (which, as Eric Shaw points out in chapter 4, is often not the case).

This is illustrated by the case of prison policy. In opposition, Jack Straw
opposed private prisons on the grounds that it is morally wrong for anyone to
profit from people’s incarceration. A 1995 policy document unequivocally stated
that the ‘Labour Party is opposed in principle to the privatisation of prisons . . .
It is not appropriate for people to profit out of incarceration.’43 In government,
however, this was outweighed by economic considerations, and existing prisons
continued to be in effect privatised while considerable amounts of new prison
building were undertaken by the private sector. Inspectors’ reports suggest that,
in at least some cases, the private prisons, as well as being cheaper, provide better
facilities and conditions for inmates. None of this, however, assuages public
unease at the idea of making profits from public services. 

In everyday terms, this might be described as a case of the Government
‘moving too fast’, in introducing policies for which the public are not yet ready.
While there is often a case to be made for governments doing this, any govern-
ment so doing is failing in that instance to legislate according to our shared
understandings, and is thus not communitarian in Walzer’s terms. 

While abstract political philosophy may not offer much in the way of concrete
policy proposals, the ideas expressed by these four writers do offer different ways
of understanding the problems facing politics in the modern age; a far broader
range of understandings than that of which politicians avail themselves.
However, even a very superficial examination is sufficient to show that contem-
porary communitarian philosophy has contributed little to the development of
Third Way thinking and New Labour’s understanding of politics. 

John Macmurray

John Macmurray was until recently unremarked upon and unremembered, being
already unfashionable by the time of Tony Blair’s interest in him. Yet from the
1930s to the 1950s he was widely known as a populariser of moral philosophy
through radio appearances and lecture series, collections of which were being
published into the 1960s,44 and pamphlets/short volumes on a number of
topics.45 As well as this relatively popular work, he wrote more academic
volumes46 and held chairs at London and Edinburgh, and in South Africa and
Canada. The publishers of the 1968 edition of Freedom in the Modern World
(first published in 1932) claim that the work ‘has probably had a deeper and more
lasting effect than any other book of a philosophical character published this
century’.47 Even allowing for publishers’ tendency to hyperbole, Macmurray was
clearly considered a very important figure in mid-twentieth-century Britain.

Tony Blair himself has referred to Macmurray as an influence, and these few
comments have been picked up on by commentators and have led to a minor revival
of interest in his work. According to Blair’s biographer, John Rentoul, Macmurray
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is Blair’s ‘philosophical mentor’,48 and ‘Blair’s idea of community, which is
perhaps his most distinctive theme as a politician, derives directly from
Macmurray’.49 This claim is repeated and reinforced by Driver and Martell, who
note that ‘Blair read and discussed the communitarian philosophy of John
Macmurray’50 while at Oxford, and, elsewhere, they refer to Macmurray as ‘the
Scottish philosopher who influenced Tony Blair’.51 In another biography, Jon Sopel
notes that Blair ‘became fascinated by [Macmurray’s] work [which] introduced
him to an idea that would later become central to his political thinking, the notion
of ‘community’.52 Sopel also refers to Macmurray as ‘the Scottish philosopher . . .
whom Blair was so influenced by when he was an undergraduate at Oxford’.53

Elizabeth Frazer states, similarly, that ‘Tony Blair’s communitarianism was influ-
enced by the philosophy of John MacMurray’.54 More recently, the Observer has
described Macmurray as ‘an important influence on the Prime Minister’.55

At Oxford, Blair’s interest in Macmurray came about via Peter Thomson, an
Australian theology student some years older than Blair and his contemporaries.
Blair was an enthusiastic contributor to an informal Christian discussion group
which coalesced around Thomson, and it is from this period and this friendship
that Blair’s own Christianity dates. Thomson was an enthusiast for Macmurray’s
particular brand of active Christian socialism. Legend has it that Blair and
Thomson made a pilgrimage to Edinburgh to visit Macmurray in 1974, shortly
before his death, although in the event only Thomson went into his home and
met him.56

Blair’s own references to Macmurray date from July 1994, just days after
Blair’s election to the party leadership, and before the modernisation project had
got underway. ‘If you really want to understand what I’m all about’, he is quoted
as saying, ‘you have to take a look at a guy called John Macmurray’,57 going on
to say that ‘he was influential – very influential. Not in the details, but in the
general concept.’58 Blair also mentions Macmurray as one of many writers to
have influenced his ‘interest in religion and philosophy’, alongside Kierkegaard,
Jung and Kant, saying: ‘One of the best things I have read on the subject of
Christian duty was an essay by the Scottish philosopher John Macmurray, a
socialist thinker whose writings I was introduced to as a student at Oxford.’
What Blair understood Macmurray to mean in this (unidentified) essay was that
‘there is a human impulse within, which can be fulfilled only through duty’.59

Community

The obvious connection between Blair and Macmurray is the importance for
both of them of the idea of community. The problem lies in that ‘the general
concept’ cited by Blair – which most commentators understand as referring to
community – is notorious for the broad range of interpretations which it invites.
Blair himself employs a number of different conceptions, evident in this single
paragraph:
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At the heart of my beliefs is the idea of community. I don’t just mean the villages,
towns and cities in which we live. I mean that our fulfilment as individuals lies in a
decent society of others. My argument to you today is that the renewal of commu-
nity is the answer to the challenges of a changing world.60

Nonetheless, throughout discussions of Macmurray’s perceived influence on
Blair ‘community’ is treated as if it is an uncontested, unambiguous term.

The main thrust of Macmurray’s work is his assertion that people’s human-
ity and human potential are realised only through their relations with others –
but only through certain kinds of relationships. Relations, according to
Macmurray, may be either social or communal. Where people come together to
co-operate for common ends, a social relationship is formed. In this, we

associate with others in order to achieve some purpose that we all share. Out of
this there springs a life of social co-operation through which we can provide for our
common needs, and achieve common ends. We may define this social life in terms
of purposes. That is its great characteristic.61

Social relationships are, in other words, instrumental. The definition of society
is that it is founded upon, and composed of, instrumental relationships. This is
highly necessary to human survival, but it is not the form of relationship which
expresses and realises humanity itself.

The satisfactory working of social life depends upon entering into relationships
with other people, not with the whole of ourselves, but only with part of ourselves.
It depends upon suppressing . . . the fullness and wholeness of our natures.62

The ‘personal life’, in contrast,

demands a relationship with one another in which we can be our whole selves and
have complete freedom to express everything that makes us what we are. It
demands a relationship with one another in which suppression and inhibition are
unnecessary.63

The personal life is in contrast to both the social life and the individual life.64

Whatever we call this kind of relationship (and Macmurray points out that all
the possible terms, such as ‘friendship’, ‘fellowship’, ‘communion’ and ‘love’,
have taken on partial meanings too specific to that purpose), at the heart of it 

is the idea of a relationship between us which has no purpose beyond itself; in
which we associate because it is natural to human beings to share their experience,
to understand one another, to find joy and satisfaction in living together; in
expressing and revealing themselves to one another.65

This is Macmurray’s highly specific conception of community. Certainly, in
Macmurray’s view, society and community are two very different things, defined
in opposition to each other. Society arises through external pressures and needs;
community from internal human impulses, and ‘the difference between a com-
munity and a mere society is . . . clear cut’.66

Society is built on interdependence, but any kind of dependence is, for
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Macmurray, corrosively destructive of community. If we are dependent on other
people – however much it may be mutual – we cannot be in true fellowship with
them, but only in an instrumental relationship which diminishes our humanity.67

For Blair, on the other hand, community is a recognition of interdependence:
‘The idea of community resolves the paradox of the modern world: it acknowl-
edges our interdependence; it recognises our individual worth’,68 while Gordon
Brown ‘think[s] of Britain . . . as a community of citizens with common needs,
mutual interests, shared objectives, related goals. . .’.69

The entire point of Macmurray’s advocacy of community is as a contrast and
necessary complement to social relations. His work cannot be used to confer the
value that he ascribes to his conception of community on what he calls ‘mere
society’. However, New Labour tends to conflate the two concepts and use the
terms ‘community’ and ‘society’ interchangeably – as, for example, in: ‘At the
heart of my beliefs is the idea of community . . . that our fulfilment as individu-
als lies in a decent society of others’.70 In doing this, New Labour rejects the dis-
tinction which is at the very heart of Macmurray’s work, and thus negates
everything he has to say about the desirability of community.71

Individualism

Many of the themes and ideas attributed to Macmurray, most explicitly by
Rentoul, and by Driver and Martell,72 are closer to modern communitarian
philosophy than to Macmurray’s own work. For example, Rentoul claims that 

Macmurray saw his purpose as being to challenge the starting point of modern phi-
losophy, the idea that people are individuals first who then choose how to relate to
others. He insisted that people exist only in relation to others . . . he argued that
the liberal self was incomplete, because people’s personalities are created by their
relationships to their families and communities.73

Driver and Martell also present Macmurray’s position as ‘a direct attack on lib-
eralism’,74 although nowhere does Macmurray overtly attack liberalism. Indeed,
in The Self as Agent, he defends liberalism against communism.75 Macmurray’s
attacks are directed primarily towards capitalism and tradition, and generally
towards those forces which suppress the individual human impulse.

Communitarian politics is often presented as an antidote to the selfish indi-
vidualism perceived to have been engendered under Thatcherism. For
Macmurray, however, individualism – which he perceived in his own time – was
not the cause of social ills, but a symptom of them, and of insecurity in partic-
ular, in a world dominated by fear rather than love. 

Fear accomplishes [the] destruction of life by turning us in upon ourselves and so
isolating us from the world around us. That sense of individual isolation which is
so common in the modern world, which is often called ‘individualism’ is one of the
inevitable expressions of fear.76
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For Macmurray, individualism is an expression of fear, while society is an expres-
sion of mutual need, and community an expression of love.77

Duty, responsibility and rights

Blair is frequently labelled communitarian because of his continual emphasis on
duties and responsibilities and the prioritising of these over rights. The idea of
‘no rights without responsibilities’ is also one of the defining ‘values’ of Giddens’s
Third Way.78 Recent examples from New Labour include Blair’s assertions: ‘If we
invest so as to give the unemployed person the chance of a job, they have a respon-
sibility to take it or lose benefit’;79 and ‘For every new opportunity we offer, we
demand responsibility in return.’80 These reflect Blair’s view that ‘a decent society
is not based on rights. It is based on duty.’81 However, this finds few echoes in
Macmurray, who talks about rights far more than about duties, and whose refer-
ences to responsibilities show a very different understanding from Blair’s.

Peter Thomson is quoted by Rentoul as saying that Macmurray 

was onto a concept of community. He used to say that the noblest form of human
existence is friendship and that instead of being on a debit and credit ledger idea
of ‘If you do this for me, then I’ll do that for you,’ we ought to develop a sense of
community where people were committed to the welfare of one another.82

This is a long way away from New Labour policy, in which the language of rights
in exchange for duties; opportunity in exchange for responsibility, and ‘con-
tracts’, ‘compacts’ and ‘covenants’83 strongly reflects the ‘debit and credit ledger
idea’ rejected by Macmurray in his advocacy of the spontaneous generosity of
truly human relations. For Macmurray, the provisions of the welfare state are
unconditional rights, which he compares here with charitable provision:

[G]etting rid of unemployment, providing hospitals and recreation grounds and
better schools for the poor and so on . . . is a matter of bare justice, and it has got
to be done . . . What the unemployed need is not pity from a distance, but their bare
rights as members of an astonishingly wealthy community. We have to see that they
get their rights, and not pat ourselves on the back for our benevolence when we are
merely being honest and decent.84

While duty is a term which occurs only rarely in Macmurray’s work, responsibil-
ity for oneself does play a part in his thought, but one different from the Third
Way’s understanding of it. For Macmurray, the ability to take responsibility for
oneself is a privilege; even, perhaps, in an ideal world, a right, but certainly not
a burden. For example, in a discussion of democracy, Macmurray says that
‘[democracy] opposes privilege and social distinction, because these mean that
some people or some classes of people are cornering freedom and responsibility
for themselves at the expense of others’.85 Responsibility is a precondition of
freedom,86 and people will grasp it if only given the opportunity; it is not some-
thing which has to be imposed on them by, say, New Deal-type conditions. It
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might be argued that this reflects an overly optimistic view of human nature. But
it cannot be argued that New Labour’s conception of responsibility is anything
like Macmurray’s.

‘Active community’

One aspect of the Government’s brand of communitarianism is the attempt to
foster community by encouraging people to serve others. This ethos underlies the
notion of ‘active community’, which encompasses voluntary work and charita-
ble giving, and is a key plank in the proposals for the teaching of citizenship in
schools. It is also widely promoted and practised by Christianity of a traditional
kind. For Blair and his Government, ‘[v]olunteering and community activities
are central to the concept of citizenship and are the key to restoring our com-
munities’.87 Such a sentiment reflects, almost word for word, pre-election Labour
Party policy documents.88 The idea that ‘[c]learer expectations need to be set
about the importance of people participating in their communities . . . Children
should grow up with these expectations’, and the proposal that ‘by 2010 all first
degree courses should provide for a small element of credit towards the degree
for approved community activity; and all universities and colleges should use
community involvement as part of the criteria for entrance’,89 appear to bring us
a little nearer to the compulsory community service advocated by contemporary
communitarians like Etzioni.90 Macmurray scathingly condemns such an ethos
of service to others, and in doing so unambiguously rejects the accepted commu-
nitarian conception of the individual’s relationship to the rest of society. To
understand why, we must return to Macmurray’s philosophy.

Macmurray describes three kinds of morality: mechanical; social (or
organic); and human.91 The second of these, social morality, is very close to the
communitarian morality endorsed by Etzioni and promoted by New Labour.
Macmurray sets out what social morality says. For example, social morality

will talk a great deal about purpose. Each of us ought to have a purpose in life and
to work for its achievement, it will say. Then whatever draws us aside from out
purpose will be bad and whatever advances it will be good . . . If human life is to
be good, it must not forget that the purpose which it serves is not its own purpose
but the purpose of life as a whole.92

Macmurray outlines ideas behind this morality which bear some resemblance to
aspects of modern communitarianism:

Each of us is born into a society and our lives are bound up with the community
to which we belong . . . We owe all we have and all we are to the community to
which we belong. The community is our real environment and we live only in it and
through it. Therefore the purpose which ought to control our lives is not our own
selfish purpose, but the social purpose. We are part of a community of social life,
and the goodness of our individual lives depends upon our devoting them to the
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common good . . . The good man is the man who serves his country, serves his gen-
eration, identifies himself with the good of the community and devotes his life to
the accomplishment of the social purpose.93

However, this morality is being set out by Macmurray only to be condemned.
Such a ‘morality of service . . . is a false morality. It is false because it thinks of
human life in biological terms, as if we were animals, not persons.’94

Furthermore, it is ‘a denial of human reality. It treats everybody as a means to
an end’ and ‘subordinates human beings to organization.’95 In sum: ‘The first
thing we have to stop is the false idea that it is a good thing to serve society and
its institutions. It isn’t. It is an evil thing.’96 Thus Macmurray unambiguously
rejects a morality and a view of the individual’s relationship with his or her
society which has been at the heart of New Labour thinking.

This is not to say that Tony Blair was lying when he claimed, in 1994, to have
been influenced by Macmurray’s ideas; nor even to suggest that he misunder-
stood the writer. After all, it was Blair who said that,

at its best, socialism corresponds most closely to an existence that is both rational
and moral. It stands for co-operation, not confrontation; for fellowship, not fear.
It stands for equality . . . because only through equality in our economic circum-
stances can our individuality develop properly.97

But he said that in 1983, as a newly elected Labour MP. Such sentiments –
strongly evocative of Macmurray – may once have been Blair’s, but they are not
those of New Labour or the Third Way.

This, perhaps, provides a clue to the more general lack of influence of com-
munitarian philosophy: maybe there is simply no room in government, or even
in the serious politics of opposition, for the precision which political philosophy
demands and the abstraction by which it is attained. As Adam Swift points out,
while politicians are happy to employ, in a strategic way, philosophical concepts
like ‘community’ or ‘freedom’, ‘the pursuit of truth and the pursuit of votes are
very different enterprises’ requiring ‘not just different but incompatible
virtues’.98 The real question is why we expect politicians to espouse ‘a philoso-
phy’ – why McWalter, himself formerly a philosophy lecturer,99 thought his ques-
tion to be even reasonable, let alone helpful. 

Notes

1 Tony McWalter, MP for Hemel Hempstead.
2 Hansard for 27 February 2002: col. 698.
3 British footballer turned film actor, renowned in both contexts for violence rather

than intellect.
4 Hattersley 2002.
5 Blair 1997a.
6 Mulhall and Swift 1992: 40.
7 Giddens 1997: 11.
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8 Etzioni 1998: x.
9 Driver and Martell 1997: 28.

10 Some commentators do mention communitarian philosophy while acknowledging its
distance from politics - an example is Bowring 1997: 96.

11 Mulhall and Swift 1992 explicitly do this.
12 By Kymlicka 1993: 367.
13 Rawls 1972: 3.
14 Kymlicka 1993: 367.
15 Blair 1996a: 299.
16 This distinction is made by David Miller (1999: 172), who suggests that any political

theory ‘contains two analytically separable elements’: a ‘philosophical anthropol-
ogy’, and a ‘set of prescriptive principles’. The philosophical anthropology, which
may be explicit or implicit, but is always present, is ‘a general account of the human
person, of the conditions of moral agency, of the nature of human relationships and
so forth’, while the prescriptive principles ‘specifying how social relationships are to
be ordered, how the state is to be constituted and so on’. The relationship between
the two is one of support rather than entailment, so one kind of anthropology could
be associated with a number of different sets of principles (and vice versa). 

17 Unless allowing them to do so will benefit the worst off.
18 MacIntyre 1997: 332.
19 Mulhall and Swift 1992: 72.
20 MacIntyre 1985: chapter 15.
21 MacIntyre (1997: 332) has ‘continued the project initiated in After Virtue . . . in Whose

Justice? Which Rationality? (1988) and in Three Rival Versions of Moral Enquiry
(1990)’.

22 Mulhall and Swift 1992: 86.
23 Ibid., p. 88.
24 MacIntyre 1985: 156.
25 See e.g. Blair 1996a: 298: ‘To recover national purpose we need to start thinking and

acting as one nation, one community again.’
26 Blair 1998.
27 MacIntyre 1985: 263.
28 Blair 2000a.
29 Ibid.
30 Taylor 1989: x.
31 Ibid., p. 4.
32 Ibid., p. 3.
33 Ibid., p. 213.
34 Blair 1995.
35 Taylor 1989: 502.
36 Blair 2000a. This is just one of many possible examples.
37 Taylor 1989: 508.
38 Taylor 1989: 505.
39 Walzer 1983: 10.
40 Ibid., chapter 1.
41 Ibid., p. xiv.
42 Gray 1996: 45.
43 Labour Party 1995.
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44 Collections of Macmurray’s lectures include Reason and Emotion (1962) and
Freedom in the Modern World (1968).

45 Including Challenge to the Churches (1941) and Conditions of Freedom (1949).
46 Including The Self as Agent (1957). 
47 Macmurray 1968: inside front cover.
48 Rentoul 1996: 479.
49 Ibid., p. 42. 
50 Driver and Martell 1998: 27.
51 Driver and Martell 1997: 28.
52 Sopel 1995: 34.
53 Ibid., p. 144.
54 Frazer 1999: 25.
55 Ahmed and Staunton 2000.
56 This is reported by Rentoul (1996: 51) who has Thomson going in alone; Sopel (1995:

34) says that ‘a group’ of Thomson’s friends ‘travelled to Scotland . . . and met John
Macmurray’.

57 Quoted by Rentoul (1996: 42) who sources it to Scotland on Sunday, 24 July 1994.
58 Rentoul 1996: 44.
59 Ibid.
60 Blair 2000a: this paragraph alone covers community as location, as synonymous with

society, as a means to individual fulfilment, as renewable, and as the solution to the
problems of modernity.

61 Macmurray 1962: 97.
62 Ibid., pp. 96–7.
63 Ibid., p. 97.
64 Ibid., p. 94.
65 Ibid., p. 98.
66 Macmurray 1941: 23–4.
67 Macmurray 1968: 160–2.
68 Blair 2000b.
69 Brown 2000.
70 Blair 2000a. The terms are used interchangeably throughout this speech, and are also

confused in Gordon Brown’s speech (2000) to the NCVO.
71 The same distinction is made by Macmurray 1935: 97.
72 Driver and Martell 1998: 28–9.
73 Rentoul 1996: 42–3 (original emphasis).
74 Driver and Martell 1998: 27.
75 Macmurray 1957: 30.
76 Macmurray 1968: 59.
77 Ibid.
78 Giddens 1998: 66. Giddens does say in passing that the principle ‘must apply not only

to welfare recipients, but to everyone’ – a point easily lost in New Labour politics.
79 Blair 2000b.
80 Blair 2000a. Both these examples in fact demonstrate a shift in which responsibilities

are no longer exchanged for rights, but for mere ‘opportunities’.
81 Blair 1997b.
82 Rentoul 1996: 42.
83 For example, in his speech to the Global Ethics Foundation, Blair (2000b) says that a
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‘covenant of opportunities and responsibilities’ is a necessary condition of ‘spending
taxpayers’ money on public services or social exclusion’. 

84 Macmurray 1968: 215–16.
85 Macmurray 1941: 9.
86 Macmurray 1968: 48.
87 Active Community Unit 1999: 9.
88 See e.g. Labour Party 1997: 1, 4 and 6.
89 Active Community Unit 1999: 13.
90 Etzioni 1995: 113–15.
91 Macmurray 1968: chapter 9. 
92 Ibid., pp. 195–6.
93 Ibid., p. 196.
94 Ibid., p. 198.
95 Ibid. This ties in with Simon Prideaux’s criticism of Etzioni’s communitarianism in

chapter 7 of this volume.
96 Macmurray 1968: 200–1 (emphasis added).
97 Tony Blair’s maiden speech to the House of Commons, quoted in Blair 1996: 11.
98 Swift 2001: 40.
99 Hoggart 2002.
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6 Eunice Goes

The Third Way and the politics of
community

Introduction

This chapter argues that New Labour did not endorse a communitarian blueprint,
but that it used communitarian ideas to revise traditional Labour values. In par-
ticular, it argues that the ideas of duty and responsibility defended by communi-
tarianism were used by New Labour to water down the party’s commitment to
equality. In order to demonstrate this argument, New Labour’s narratives on com-
munity, which were used to justify policies aimed at promoting work, are analysed.

The chapter begins with a brief explanation of communitarian ideas, focus-
ing on the works of ‘prescriptive communitarians’, given that it was these think-
ers who had an influence on New Labour’s thinking. From there it explains the
use that New Labour made of these ideas in the context of policies aimed at pro-
moting work. 

New Labour developed several narratives or subplots to the ‘politics of com-
munity’, which were fashioned by different actors at different times. The most
salient subplot was the one developed by Tony Blair, who stressed the relevance
of duty. The second subplot deals with the link between ideas on community and
socialism. The third subplot concerns the narrative on social exclusion–social
inclusion, which sheds light on New Labour’s approach to poverty and social
inequalities. 

The final section assesses the impact of these ideas on New Labour’s ideology
and argues that New Labour did not endorse communitarianism, but simply
used those ideas to revise the party’s approach to equality. This is demonstrated
by highlighting how New Labour endorsed and deviated from the communitar-
ian agenda. The chapter ends with a discussion of the implications of those devi-
ations for the party’s ideology. 

The narrative of community

Soon after Tony Blair became leader of the Labour Party, journalists and politi-
cal commentators started to raise questions about the party’s ‘Big Idea’. The
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answer to this quest was quickly found in the national press. Melanie Phillips, in
the Observer, wrote that Blair’s speeches had the ‘imprints’ of the American
communitarian thinker Amitai Etzioni;1 and, in the Guardian, Seumas Milne
claimed that Tony Blair’s New Labour ‘project’ was ‘communitarian to its fin-
gertips’.2 Peter Mandelson and Roger Liddle also helped to strengthen that per-
ception. In The Blair Revolution: Can New Labour Deliver? they argued that
New Labour’s distinctive emphasis was ‘on its concept of community’, which
was not a ‘soft and romantic concept’, but a ‘robust and powerful idea’ which
meant teamwork, mutuality and justice.3

As the reference to Etzioni suggests, a particular type of communitarianism,
which is defined here as prescriptive communitarianism, influenced New
Labour’s communitarian narrative4. But, in order to understand ‘prescriptive
communitarianism’ we have to understand the starting-point of the communi-
tarian debate. Sketchily explained, communitarianism draws from an academic
debate fostered by thinkers who challenged Rawlsian liberal philosophy. Authors
such as Charles Taylor, Michael Walzer, Alasdair MacIntyre and Michael
Sandel, among many others, criticised the alleged individualistic and atomistic
premisses of procedural liberalism developed by Rawls and some of his follow-
ers, and argued instead that individuals were socially embedded.5

From this analytical framework, a group of thinkers, including Amitai
Etzioni, Philip Selznick, Henry Tam and William Galston, developed a blueprint
for political action which contained prescriptions on how to create the ‘good
society’.6 It was this group of communitarian authors, here called ‘prescriptive
communitarians’, which in part inspired New Labour’s political agenda and lan-
guage. The Scottish philosopher John Macmurray is also cited as one the main
influences on Blair’s communitarian thinking. His influence (or lack of it) is con-
sidered in chapter 5 of this book.

Prescriptive communitarians blamed excessive individualism and excessive
neo-liberalism for the alleged moral drift of contemporary societies and also for
the growth of a ‘culture of dependence’. Excessive individualism was also per-
ceived as a potential threat to individual autonomy.7 In order to tackle such social
ills, prescriptive communitarians developed a blueprint, the aim of which was the
promotion of individual responsibility.8 For instance, Amitai Etzioni proposed ‘a
moratorium on the minting of most, if not all, new rights; re-establishing the
link between rights and responsibilities; recognizing that some responsibilities
do not entail rights; and, most carefully, adjusting some rights to the changed
circumstances’,9 and recommended a ‘return to a language of social virtues,
interests, and above all, social responsibilities’.10 According to prescriptive com-
munitarians, the implementation of such an agenda would lay the ground for
inclusive communities, in which individual autonomy is fostered while all
members contribute to the common good.11

The construction of inclusive communities presupposes the promotion of
self-reliance through the work ethic and the support of family life. For pre-
scriptive communitarians, work and family life have character-forming and
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‘community-building’ qualities. Through work and through family life, they
argue, people learn how to be self-reliant, responsible and civil, and how to con-
tribute to the wealth of the community and of the country. Prescriptive commu-
nitarians argue that individuals have the ‘moral responsibility’ to be self-reliant
– that is, to work for their own provision.12 Work is important because it pro-
vides citizens with greater degrees of autonomy, self-esteem and sense of
purpose in life, and gives people a sense of responsibility and fulfilment.13 Philip
Selznick argues also that policies for full employment should be part of a com-
munitarian agenda given that, ‘for most people of working age, the most impor-
tant road to belonging and self-respect is a decent and steady job’.14

However, the duty to work is not of paramount importance. Individuals have
the duty to work insofar as they are paid and the work is fulfilling, enabling indi-
viduals to live dignified and empowered lives. Prescriptive communitarians, such
as Etzioni, opposed the imposition of penalties on those who refuse to work.
Indeed, in those circumstances the state has the duty to provide them with basic
goods. According to Etzioni, ‘the state’s duty in a good society is to ensure that
no one goes hungry, homeless, unclothed or sick and unattended’, given that
‘providing essentials to people will not kill the motivation to work, as long as
work is available and they are able’.15

Concerning the support of family life, the communitarian agenda is slightly
more prescriptive. From the assumption that the consequences of family failure
affect society at large, and, therefore, that questions of family structure are not
purely private matters,16 prescriptive communitarians defend the two-parent
family on the grounds that ‘the best antipoverty program for children is a stable
intact family’.17 But what prescriptive communitarians such as Etzioni or Tam
defend is not the hierarchical family of the 1950s, but a democratic style of family
in which men and women share equal rights and responsibilities.18 Because they
assume that two breadwinners form the typical family in contemporary societies,
prescriptive communitarians argue that there must be a better balance between
work and family life, in order to support families. To that end they advocate pol-
icies, which may or not be enforced by legislation, governing working hours,
paternity leave, childcare facilities, and the distribution of welfare.19

Prescriptive communitarians also claim that the spirit of community must be
promoted through ‘moral suasion’ and peer-pressure, and not by governmental
decrees. Thus, they rely ‘on moral dialogues, education, and suasion to win
people to their ideals, rather than imposing their values by force of law’.20

Likewise, the ‘social order’ can be established only voluntarily and chosen indi-
vidually. In other words, in order to be accepted as legitimate by individuals, the
new social order cannot be enshrined in legislation, but is to be promoted
through the informal links of family, civic associations, churches, etc. This social
pressure would then promote family life, faith,21 a work-ethic and the mush-
rooming of social webs deemed essential for the creation of the good society.
Communitarian thinkers like to stress that inclusive communities will not thwart
individual autonomy, since their ‘operative power relations’ will enable all
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members to participate in collective decision-making.22 Despite such assurances,
several commentators have perceived the model of community defended by
Etzioni as authoritarian and illiberal.23

The empowerment of the individual and of the community is considered
necessary by prescriptive communitarians because they claimed that the state
is partly responsible for the moral drift of society.24 Hence they also aim at
reducing the role of the state and at protecting individuals from state interfer-
ence. However, communitarians stress that reducing the role of the state does
not amount to replacing the state with other institutions. Indeed, communitar-
ians like Etzioni and Tam reserve an important role for the state, namely the
responsibility of ensuring that ‘everyone has access to the basic necessities of
life’25 and the responsibility of limiting inequality.26 Moreover, communitarians
have shown some concerns about the promotion of a meritocratic society and
the acceptance of socio-economic inequalities. Indeed, Henry Tam claims that
‘progressive communitarians hold that power inequalities tend to undermine
inclusive community life and, therefore, should be minimised as far as it is
compatible with the maintenance of a reasonable degree of economic well-
being’.27 In a similar vein, Philip Selznick claims that ‘meritocracy can under-
mine community’.28 Furthermore, communitarians argue that to pay taxes is
‘a civic virtue which good citizens are proud to display’29 and that progressive
taxation ‘is a demand for responsible participation by those who gain most
from the contributions of all’, since ‘people who gain most from the social and
economic order, and from the benefits of community, have correspondingly
greater obligations than those who get less, and especially those who get the
least’.30

Though sketchily explained, these are the main points of the prescriptive
communitarian agenda which have influenced New Labour’s thinking. However,
as I show, significant sections of this agenda were left out by New Labour, omis-
sions which signal important aspects of its ideology. 

The politics of community

The narrative on community was instrumental for New Labour to stress its ideo-
logical differences from the Conservatives, but it was equally important to
emphasise its loyalty to the party’s traditions. Community was thus presented as
New Labour’s ‘Big Idea’, the idea that would renew the party’s electoral appeal.
However, as a new idea, ‘community’ was used to mean different things at dif-
ferent times, as if the party was still trying to find the best formula for the pres-
entation of New Labour’s project. 

Tony Blair was the strongest advocate of the ‘politics of community’.
Community and the communitarian themes of ‘duty’ and ‘responsibility’ were
omnipresent in Blair’s speeches, although his ideas on community underwent
several metamorphoses. Gordon Brown developed a narrative on community,
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but his discourse was more consistent in the sense that he always linked commu-
nitarian ideas to the party’s traditions, in particular the tradition of ethical
socialism. And all Labour frontbenchers, especially those with social policy
portfolios, spoke about community and about the ethos of ‘rights and responsi-
bilities’, but those ideas were presented in simpler terms, in that there was no
attempt to build bridges with the party’s ideological past or to develop a grand
narrative. For instance, Frank Field did not speak specifically of communities,
but he argued that New Labour’s welfare reform agenda aimed in part at ‘rein-
venting and nurturing civil society’.31 He also said that behind New Labour’s
values and principles ‘lies the idea of the Good Society’.32 On the theme of social
morality, Field often stated that the welfare state does not operate in a moral
vacuum, but that in fact it teaches values.33 Similarly, David Blunkett often
repeated the theme of ‘rights and responsibility’, and occasionally spoke about
the need to create ‘healthy, cohesive societies’.34 Alastair Darling was the most
pragmatic of the ministers involved in welfare policy since, in his speeches, he
focused more on the practical aspects of policy than on the principles and values
those policies were supposed to represent. Nonetheless, he occasionally referred
to the ethic of ‘rights and responsibilities’, and about the need to change the
culture of welfare claimants.35

The common thread to all the subplots of the politics of community is
the relevance of duty. Indeed, duty and responsibilities are the core values of
the communitarian blueprint, but they are also the distinctive trademark of the
New Labour project. According to Blair and Brown, duty and responsibility are
the forgotten values of the Labour tradition. But, more importantly, in New
Labour’s hierarchy of values, the concept of duty should be given priority over
the concept of rights. Thus, ‘duty’, ‘responsibility’,or ‘obligation’, can be
found in most of the speeches concerning the social policy developed by New
Labour.

However, and despite the salience of these words in Blair’s and other minis-
ters’ speeches, the nature of those duties and responsibilities was only vaguely
specified, with the exception of the duty or responsibility to be self-reliant. New
Labour’s leaders perceived work as the means whereby individuals could feel
connected to each other; thus, they claimed, the main duty in society was the
duty to work. But more than promoting civic virtues and connectedness, the duty
to work allowed New Labour to defend a new role for the State. In this new role,
the State would be enabling, but it also would have fewer responsibilities. 

Blair’s spirit of community

Tony Blair started to use the idea of ‘community’ to convey the message that
New Labour was not betraying the party’s values, but renewing them. This
linkage to the past was made by associating ideas of community with ideas of
solidarity and collective endeavour. He was also trying to reassure the party by
claiming that ‘duty’ was in fact a traditional Labour value. By defining his project

112 Community and the Third Way

HALE MAKE-UP  23/10/03  8:21 am  Page 112

Eric Shaw - 9781526137883
Downloaded from manchesterhive.com at 05/25/2023 02:56:52AM

via free access



in such terms, Blair was able to stress the differences between New Labour and
the more individualistic and market-driven Conservatives. 

However, Blair’s discourse on community underwent several changes, with
‘community’ meaning different things at different times. In the first instance, Blair
used communitarian ideas to establish a link with the party’s past. For example,
in a speech in 1993, he established the links between his ideas on community and
early socialist political thinking by saying that ‘the most basic belief of the Left
is that people are not individuals in isolation from one another but members of a
community and society who owe obligations to one another as much as to them-
selves and who depend on each other, in part at least, to succeed’.36 In his speech
to the 1994 Labour Party Conference, Blair defined his socialism as an ‘under-
standing that the individual does best in a strong and decent community of people
with principles and standards and common aims and values’.37

By establishing this link with the past, Blair was able to claim that communi-
tarian themes, which sounded potentially authoritarian to some Labour support-
ers,38 stemmed from traditional left-wing thought. The exercise of rooting his
project in Labour’s traditions was undertaken in parallel with a criticism of the
recent past of the party. Blair argued that ‘Old’ Labour committed two major mis-
takes. On the one hand, it promoted a rights-based ethos that did not tackle indi-
vidualism. On the other, it relied too much on the powers of the State and too
little on the responsibilities of the individual39. The Labour leader also criticised
the ‘egalitarianism’ of Old Labour, skilfully relating his argument to Etzionian
and ethical socialist arguments. Moreover, he argued that a communitarian phil-
osophy ‘applied with common sense’ would allow New Labour ‘to move beyond
the choice between narrow individualism and old-style socialism’.40 This criti-
cism prepared the ground for the reform of Clause 4. Indeed, the new Clause 4
replaced the commitment to the collectivisation of the means of production with
a commitment to the market economy and a communitarian ethos.

But the criticism of the party’s recent past also prepared the ground for the
defence of a conservative version of community, which was illustrated by the adop-
tion of a rather austere language. For example, at the 1994 Labour Party Annual
Conference, Blair defined his socialism as the understanding ‘that the individual
does best in a strong and decent community of people with principles and stan-
dards and common aims and values’.41 Blair also said that New Labour wanted ‘to
encourage people to make good and valuable choices, whether in terms of their
own behaviour or their actions towards others’.42 Moreover, and like Etzioni, Blair
claimed that ‘the only way to rebuild a social order and stability is through strong
values, socially shared, and inculcated through individuals and families’.43

From here, Blair then moved on to the ‘stakeholder society’. The ideas on the
stakeholder society were first articulated by Will Hutton and John Kay. But, in
the end, Blair’s speech-writers were inspired by Francis Fukuyama’s Trust, and
Robert Putnam’s ideas on ‘social capital’.44 Blair showed those influences when
he said that his idea of stakeholder economy reflected ‘new thinking about the
economics of trust and social capital, as well as older ideas about rights and
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responsibilities of all those involved in wealth creation’.45 For Blair, the stake-
holder society is based on the communitarian principle of reciprocity, since it is
a society ‘based on a notion of mutual rights and responsibilities, on what is
actually a modern notion of social justice – “something for something” – a
society where every individual has a stake in the life of the community’.46

Though popular, the ideas on the stakeholder society were shortlived.
According to an insider’s account, Gordon Brown did not like stakeholding as
an economic idea, because it would ‘expose Labour to the risk of attack on
grounds of social costs’.47 In other words, stakeholding as an idea would jeopar-
dise New Labour’s relations with the business community and it therefore had
to be discarded. Hence, stakeholding ideas were ditched, and the narrative of
community once more assumed a highly normative gloss. The stress was again
on the duties, and on the responsibilities, that individuals owed to their com-
munities. In his first speech as prime minister, Blair said that his would be a
‘government rooted in strong values, the values of justice and progress and com-
munity’.48 At the 1997 Labour Party Conference in Brighton, Blair warned that
a ‘strong society cannot be built on soft choices’, but ‘is based on duty’.49 The
same idea of community was present in Blair’s Third Way pamphlet, in which he
defended a ‘politics of “us” rather than “me”’, one that would be based on ‘an
ethic of responsibility as well as [of] rights’.50

In more recent years, Blair has added a liberal finish to his ideas on commu-
nity. At the Institute for Public Policy Research Conference, in January 1999, he
proposed his ‘modern idea of community’. In this new formulation, a far more
liberal one than those articulated in previous years, the stress was more on what
community could give to individuals. On that occasion, he described New
Labour’s idea of community as one ‘which applauds and nurtures individual
choice and personal autonomy and which recognizes the irreducible pluralism of
modern society’.51 Blair also expounded at great length his ideas about plural-
ism, tolerance and individual choice in connection with his ideas on community.
What is not entirely clear is whether this later view is a complement to the pre-
vious ideas on community, or whether New Labour is experimenting with a less
authoritarian conception of community. 

From 1999 onwards the references to ‘community’ became rarer, and, when
used, community was referred to as a means to liberate the potential of individ-
uals, or to recognise the individuality of all. Until the end of New Labour’s first
term in government, Blair claimed that community was a central value of his
project,52 but communitarian ideas lost salience in his speeches. By contrast,
meritocratic ideas gained a new prominence.

In short, from 1994, Tony Blair articulated different ideas on community,
depending on his immediate political needs. However, in all the incarnations of
the idea of community articulated by Tony Blair, we can find common threads.
In all his communitarian visions, Blair mentions Etzionian themes: namely, the
need to support the family, the need to promote work, and the need to promote
‘decent values’ for a ‘decent society’.53 Blair’s decent and well-ordered society is
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based on the family, which, he argues, is the ‘foundation for cohesive and for
strong communities’.54 Thus, Blair argues that the State should help the family,
but he also uses this assumption to justify being more normative about the
family.55 For Blair, not to be morally neutral about the family is to state, as he
did, a preference for the two-parent family.56 However, Blair ignored important
communitarian tenets: he addressed neither the question of rising inequalities
nor the threats meritocracy can pose to inclusive communities.

Community and socialism

The second main subplot of New Labour’s politics of community explored the
links between New Labour and the traditions of the Labour Party. Gordon
Brown was the main advocate of this subplot. Indeed, in most of his references
to ‘community’ he tried to revive the link between New Labour and the intellec-
tual traditions of the party. 

For Brown, community ‘properly understood’ is the defining idea of social-
ism, since ‘at its centre is the belief that society is a collective moral enterprise’
in which all individuals are engaged. In addition, ‘it stands in polar contrast to
market individualism’, and ‘it offers a collective individualism’ through which
‘diversity and individuality are protected’.57 Brown also claimed that the goal of
individual emancipation, held by New Labour and by ‘early socialists’, would be
achieved through, among other things, a ‘strong community’.58 He claimed that
at the heart of New Labour’s analysis was

the enduring socialist message that it is only by using the power of community to
spread opportunities to all that we can ensure that all our citizens are not only free
from the threat of poverty, unemployment, disease and discrimination, but have the
education, the skills and the opportunities to fulfil their potential to the full.59

Brown associated the idea of community with the ‘historic socialist vision of
working together for a greater good’.60 The link with early socialism was also
stressed when Brown articulated the idea that community can be a useful instru-
ment to tackle the popular left-wing concern with the ‘entrenched interests and
accumulations of power that hold people back’.61

But community was used by Brown to say other things: namely, to defend a
new role for the State. In this new role, ‘community’ would replace the State.
‘Our new economic approach is founded on the socialist principle, that the com-
munity must accept its responsibilities for the goals of sustained growth and full
employment’, he argued.62 The new policies represented something of a shift
from Labour’s traditional approach to the role of the State, but the way Brown
phrased them diluted that impression, because he linked the proposed new role
of the State to the socialist ideal of individual emancipation: ‘For a hundred
years the socialist message has inevitably had to be that the State should assume
power on behalf of the people. Now it is time that the people take power from
the State.’63
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This diluted impression was reinforced by the ambiguous uses of ‘responsi-
bility’ in Brown’s discourse. He did not state in detail what the responsibilities
of the community were, but simply that the community – meaning individuals –
has responsibilities, including the responsibility to achieve sustained economic
growth and full employment. But the most important change is Brown’s percep-
tion of the State as inefficient and authoritarian. 

Like Blair, Brown argued that individuals have the responsibility to take on
the work opportunities given to them.64 However, he refused to make moral
judgements about unemployed individuals, ‘because there are many people
incapable of working’.65 Again, like Blair, Brown talked about moral values. But
unlike Blair he did not mention the need to ‘inculcate moral values’ in individ-
uals, and he never addressed the issue of ‘moral breakdown’. When he referred
to the theme of ‘moral purpose’ he linked it to socialist aspirations.66 In other
words, Brown avoided addressing conservative themes, such as the ‘culture of
dependence’, and always emphasised that New Labour was renewing Labour’s
traditions. But, like Blair, Brown ignored the issue of rising inequalities and
defended a welfare-to-work programme which would punish those who refused
to work.

The politics of inclusion

The communitarian tune of rights and responsibilities was also part of New
Labour’s discourse on social inclusion–social exclusion. This discourse was used
mainly by Harriet Harman, Peter Mandelson, Alastair Darling and other minis-
ters responsible for welfare policy, although tackling social exclusion was pre-
sented as a central governmental initiative. Unsurprisingly, the central plank of
New Labour’s strategy to tackle social exclusion and to promote social inclusion
was work. The strategy ‘to tackle the causes of poverty and social exclusion’ was
based on ‘helping people find work’,67 because paid work was perceived as ‘the
best way to avoid poverty and social exclusion’.68

By ‘social exclusion’, New Labour meant a new social phenomenon which
was different from ‘poverty’. While ‘poverty affects different aspects of people’s
lives, existing when people are denied opportunities to work, to learn, to live
healthy and fulfilling lives, and to live out their retirement years in security’,
social exclusion ‘occurs where different factors combine to trap individuals and
areas in a spiral of disadvantage’.69

New Labour’s approach to social exclusion suggests that, more than being
concerned with the predicament of each individual, the Government was con-
cerned with the impact of social exclusion on the wider society. Hence, fighting
social exclusion was another way of saying that poverty is a problem that affects
all members of the community, and that everybody has a duty to do something
about it.70 Moreover, social inclusion was presented as a replacement for egali-
tarian concerns. As John Gray put it, by talking of ‘social exclusion’ New Labour
was able to ‘escape more or less elegantly the egalitarian solutions that poverty
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problems traditionally required’; and on the other hand it was able to ‘focus on
the most serious problem of the break-up of communities’.71

There is another noteworthy aspect to this narrative of social exclusion: the
absence, in New Labour’s discourse on social exclusion, of any mention of the
widening gap between rich and poor.72 New Labour does not seem to be con-
cerned with rising inequalities. Indeed, Brown accepted that ‘not all inequalities
are unjustified’, but only those which are ‘a standing affront to any notion of
equal individual worth’.73 In conformity with the acceptance of inequalities,
New Labour adopted a new stance concerning redistribution – the traditional
Labour way of promoting equality. Blair dismissed the idea of raising taxes on
the grounds that to ‘tax and spend is not the right way to run an efficient,
dynamic, modern economy’.74 However, New Labour did implement some redis-
tributive policies; its rhetorical resistance to redistributing wealth in order to
reduce inequalities is related to its concern with the idea of rewarding talent,
effort and work, but also to its goal of promoting a meritocratic society. Even
when New Labour became more vocal about redistribution, it was to argue for
more investments in public services or to tackle poverty, but never to fight
inequalities. Indeed, in a memorable interview before the 2001 general election,
Blair argued that ‘the key thing is not . . . the gap between the person who earns
the most in the country and the person that earns the least’, because what was
important was ‘to level up, not level down’. Moreover, Blair argued that if the
Government chose to go after ‘those people who are the most wealthy in society,
what you actually end up doing is in fact not even helping those at the bottom
end’.75 On the same occasion, he said that it was not his ‘burning ambition’ to
increase the taxes of the ‘David Beckhams of this world’.76 In terms of the com-
munitarian blueprint outlined in the first section, this approach to equality has
nothing distinctively communitarian – or, for that matter, social democratic –
about it. 

Conclusion

It is clear that prescriptive communitarianism inspired New Labour’s policy-
makers. New Labour figures such as Tony Blair, Gordon Brown, David Blunkett,
Frank Field and others often spoke at length about their ‘vision’ and ‘values’, and
‘community’ or ‘social cohesion’ always featured in those visions. The words
‘responsibility’, ‘obligation’ and ‘duty’ – the cardinal values of the communitar-
ian blueprint – and the critique of the ‘rights-based culture’, together with the
themes of self-reliance, work, family and social order, are omnipresent in
speeches by New Labour figures. 

The way in which New Labour sought to transpose its politics of community
was, however, highly selective, and it is this feature which is interesting. The
selective use of the communitarian blueprint suggests that New Labour did not
have as an aim the promotion of a communitarian project. Instead, its aim was
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to use the communitarian blueprint as a way to forward a rather different
agenda, in particular to revise some traditional goals of the party.

Before discussing New Labour’s agenda, I examine the points at which New
Labour’s narrative on community deviates from the prescriptive communitarian
blueprint. The aim of this exercise is not to claim that New Labour is or is not
communitarian. Political parties rarely, if ever, apply theoretical blueprints.
However, the use they make of those blueprints can be quite revealing about their
intentions. 

The first striking deviation from the communitarian agenda is the absence of
dialogue and consultation in the promotion of its welfare reform agenda. The
farthest New Labour went in the process of consultation was the Green Paper
on welfare reform, which anyway would, as all Green Papers do, involve a period
of consultation. But New Labour did not use the Green Paper as an opportunity
to engage in dialogue, but simply to promote its policies. 

The second departure from the communitarian blueprint concerns aspects of
policy on the family. New Labour adopted communitarian stances in some
areas of family policy. However, in others it did not follow those prescriptions.
Before showing how New Labour departed from communitarian prescriptions,
there are some commonalities with communitarianism to be considered.
Communitarians are strong defenders of the family. According to them, it is in
the family that individuals learn about rules and values; therefore family life is
perceived as having a civilising role. For those reasons, communitarian writers
such as William Galston are strong supporters of marriage and argue that the
state should make divorce for parents more difficult to obtain.77 However, pre-
scriptive communitarians do not support the patriarchal family, but rather fam-
ilies in which men and women are equal partners. Following the communitarian
line of argument, Tony Blair, Gordon Brown and others make no apology for
their defence of the family. As Driver and Martell put it, lack of economic oppor-
tunities and social exclusion are linked to problems of parenting and family.78

Moreover, like most communitarian thinkers, New Labour’s leaders have not
been supporters of the ‘traditional family’. Indeed, they want ‘mothers’ to par-
ticipate fully in the labour market. However, New Labour deviates from the com-
munitarian blueprint in one important aspect. Though Blair defended the
two-parent family, the family policies implemented by his Government provide
support for all family structures and not only to married couples. In fact, New
Labour replaced the married couple’s allowance with the child tax allowance,
which is available to all forms of family. Moreover, New Labour did not try to
re-engineer a particular type of family (in this case, with married parents) via its
social policies, as the Clinton administration did in 1996 (the Personal
Responsibility and Work Opportunity Reconciliation Act of 1996 established as
a goal the reduction of out-of wedlock pregnancies and encouraged the main-
tenance of two-parent families79). 

The third departure from the prescriptive communitarian blueprint is appar-
ent in the application of the ethic of ‘rights and responsibilities’. New Labour
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seemed to agree with the communitarian argument that contemporary societies
have been badly hurt by excessive individualism and by the so-called ‘rights
culture’. Like communitarian thinkers, New Labour argues that it is necessary
to promote an ethos of mutual rights and responsibilities. But whereas commu-
nitarians claim that ‘it is a grave moral error to argue that there are “no rights
without responsibilities” or vice versa’,80 New Labour makes rights conditional
on the performance of duties. Moreover, the strategy of distinguishing between
the ‘deserving’ and the ‘undeserving poor’ may have a destabilising, instead of a
strengthening, effect on communities. 

The fourth main departure from the communitarian blueprint concerns the
role of the State. Like communitarians, New Labour claims that the State has an
important role in society, but the role it ascribes to the State departs in impor-
tant respects from the communitarian blueprint. Communitarian writers want
the State to have a smaller role in shaping the ‘moral culture’, since that is the
role of individuals and communities and can be achieved only through a
‘national conversation’, and not through laws and governmental recommenda-
tions. By contrast, New Labour argues that the State does have an important role
in shaping the moral culture, and attempts have been made to change and
encourage different behaviour through legislation, governmental recommenda-
tions and guidelines, as illustrated by the New Deal and other policies.
Furthermore, New Labour has not promoted a ‘national conversation’ on
making work a condition to receive benefits, but has rather assumed that a con-
sensus exists in society about what was necessary. 

Communitarians are against State interference on matters of ‘moral culture’,
but think that the state has an important social role in regulating equality of
opportunity. Communitarians are concerned with the widening gap between
rich and poor, arguing that ‘society cannot sustain itself as a community of com-
munities if disparities in well-being and wealth between elites and the rest of
society are too great’.81 Communitarians believe, therefore, that the state must
ensure equality of opportunity for all and maintain progressive taxation. 

New Labour has sidelined all these positions. First of all, the silence with
which New Labour responded to the problem of rising inequalities suggests that
it is not concerned with the issue. There is concern over ‘social exclusion’,
poverty and deprivation, but not with inequality as such. New Labour claims to
be committed to equality of opportunity, but its conception of ‘equality of
opportunity’ differs from that espoused by communitarians. For communitarian
thinkers, equality of opportunity means ensuring that everyone has a similar
starting point.82 Yet the equality of opportunity which underpins the welfare-to-
work programme, the working families’ tax credit and the ‘baby bonds’ propo-
sal, for example, amounts more to ‘minimum opportunities’ than to equal
opportunities,83 given that as soon as some very basic needs are met the State is
no longer worried over ‘levelling up’. 

Moreover, the discourse of duties and responsibilities does not apply equally
to all members of society. Whereas the duties of the poor are clearly assigned,
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the duties of the most successful members of society – who, according to pre-
scriptive communitarians, have greater responsibility towards the community –
are not spelled out at all. In fact, what is hinted at is that these members of
society are necessary to create wealth for the country (no matter how unevenly
that wealth is distributed) and therefore should not be burdened with more
responsibilities.84

This approach once again suggests that New Labour is not inclined to vocally
defend redistribution to tackle inequality or to subsidise jobs for the unem-
ployed. To date, New Labour has argued only for redistribution in order to invest
in public services, not to reduce inequalities. This reluctance to accept the idea
that government should be an employer of last resort and that the most success-
ful members of a society have special duties also suggest an acceptance of all the
implications of the market economy. Again, this position reveals a selective
application of communitarian ideas. Communitarian writers hold that ‘market
exchange makes no inherent contribution to autonomy’ and therefore that
‘market competition should be limited in contexts … where its impact on indi-
vidual autonomy may be disabling rather than developing’.85

The selective endorsement of their agenda led some communitarian thinkers
to react to the appropriation of their ideas by New Labour and other govern-
ments. For example, Henry Tam acknowledged New Labour’s creation of a
Social Exclusion Unit, but commented that the overall policy thrust of the
Government seemed ‘to be more concerned with easing the plight of the poor so
that the drive for greater economic growth can roll forward without risking
social unrest’. In addition, he remarked that ‘wealth redistribution as a tool for
tacking power inequalities does not feature at all’ in New Labour’s plans.86 He
further concludes that, from a progressive communitarian point of view, ‘there
is definitively a distinct way to practise politics, but it differs significantly from
what currently goes by the name of Third Way’.87 Philip Selznick has expressed
similar concerns about the selective endorsement of the communitarian agenda.
Selznick admitted to being ‘troubled’ ‘by a selective concern for personal respon-
sibility, personal virtues, personal morality’. ‘While these themes are music to the
ears of Conservative writers and politicians – whose main concerns are crime,
illegitimacy rates and similar offences, and who see immorality as a lower-class
evil appropriately addressed by punitive measures – they pay little attention to
the responsibilities of the affluent, or of business leaders, and, more importantly,
the moral responsibilities of the community as a whole are only dimly perceived
and given short shrift.’88

Amitai Etzioni also has been critical of New Labour, though his own position
changed over time. In an article published in The Times in 1997, Etzioni admit-
ted that New Labour’s Clause 4 ‘recognises that a communitarian society entails
much more than nurturing local residential communities, or building on small
platoons’, and that New Labour understands ‘that it is necessary to replace the
welfare state notion of entitlement’.89 But he warned that ‘the communitarian
paradigm does not call for closing down the welfare state and replacing it with
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armies of volunteers’, and that in an economy that still has considerable unem-
ployment ‘pushing welfare clients to work is likely to push others into unemploy-
ment and ultimately on to welfare’.90 Etzioni also criticised the decision to cut
benefits to lone parents as a ‘not very communitarian’ one, because ‘the notion
of getting people off benefit before there is real, solid evidence that we have pro-
vided them with work, or opportunities to find work, is too punitive’.91 In 2001,
Etzioni was more sympathetic towards New Labour. He praised Blair for making
the concepts of community and responsibility ‘a core element’ of his first elec-
tion campaign, but he argued that those were ‘merely baby steps’ towards the
development of a genuinely communitarian approach.92

The discourse of ‘duty’, ‘community’ and ‘self-reliance’, and the absence of
concern over rising social inequalities, suggest that New Labour aims at some-
thing different from the communitarian blueprint. With this discourse, New
Labour seems to have found the arguments with which to justify a more modest
role for the State. Indeed, if individuals work, the State does not need to provide
for them. In fact, the State does not need to provide employment, and in the
process work becomes a duty and ceases to be a right. This argument was
strengthened by Blair’s criticism of liberal individualism. Tony Blair made ‘indi-
vidualism’ a synonym for ‘redistributive policies’; therefore, ‘community’, a
socialist value, meant independence from the State. From there it followed that,
in order to achieve the ‘communitarian’ goals of the party, it was necessary to
revise the role of the State as a distributor of wealth. New Labour policy-makers
argue that the State must be an enabler and a provider of guidance about life
choices. 

By accepting social inequalities, by ascribing a more modest new role to the
State and by defending a less regulated market economy, New Labour has re-
defined some of the ends of the Labour Party. Indeed, a more modest role of the
State that coexists with an unequal society and an unregulated market is unlikely
to deliver the stronger and fairer community, formed by freer and more autono-
mous individuals, which the Labour Party has traditionally promoted. 

Notes

1 Phillips 1994.
2 Milne 1994. 
3 Mandelson and Liddle 1996: 19. 
4 Prescriptive or political communitarianism is diverse, but there are central themes

which are shared by all varieties of prescriptive communitarianism, namely civic
spirit, responsibility for self and for the community, mutuality and reciprocity (Frazer
1999: 35).

5 Raymond Plant (1991: 327) provides a useful description of the communitarian criti-
cism of liberalism: ‘Communitarians criticize the ontology and in particular the
theory of the self put forward by liberal theorists and the conception of the human
condition which follows from this. This involves making the case for arguing that the
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self at least is part constituted by the values of the community within which the
person finds him or her self and therefore that choosing values in some kind of
abstract way as envisaged by liberal theory just embodies a false moral ontology.’

6 Mulhall and Swift (1996: xiv) also make a distinction between the ‘communitarian-
ism’ of political philosophers and what they perceive as the ‘popular appropriation’
of the term by political parties, the media and political movements, such as the com-
munitarian movement launched by Amitai Etzioni. See also Minogue 1997: 161.

7 Etzioni 1993: 40 and 1997a: 27; Tam 1998: 1–3.
8 Etzioni 1993: 4. More recently, Etzioni (2000: 29) has argued that rights are not con-

ditional. ‘Basic individual rights are inalienable, just as one’s social obligations cannot
be denied. However, it is a grave moral error to argue that there are “no rights without
responsibilities” or vice versa . . . The number of basic rights we should have may be
debated, but those that are legitimate are not conditional.’

9 Etzioni 1993: 4. 
10 Ibid., p. 7.
11 Gray 1996: 20–1.
12 Etzioni 1993: 144.
13 Tam 1998: 85–8.
14 Selznick 1996.
15 Etzioni 2000: 31–2.
16 Galston 1995: 285.
17 Ibid., p. 284. Galston also argues for the active promotion of marriage and for making

divorce more difficult for couples with children.
18 Etzioni 1997a: 74.
19 Frazer 1999: 217.
20 Etzioni 1997a: 74; see also Etzioni 1993: 39.
21 Most communitarian writers mention the role of churches in promoting communities

and a sense of moral values. William Galston is perhaps one of the most vocal defend-
ers of the ‘civilising’ role of religion in the United States: see Galston 1995: 276.

22 Tam 1998: 8.
23 Campbell 1995; Kenny 1996: 18; Walker 1998: 71; Price 1998: 65. 
24 Etzioni 1993: 44.
25 Etzioni 2000: 32–3.
26 Ibid., pp. 53–4.
27 Tam 1999: 4.
28 Selznick 1996.
29 Tam 1999: 5.
30 Selznick 1996.
31 Field 1998a.
32 Field 1998b: col. 686.
33 Field 1997a; 1997b: 38.
34 Blunkett 2000: 1; 1999.
35 Darling 1998: col. 340.
36 Blair 1993; reprinted: 1996: 221.
37 Blair 1994a; 1994b: 4.
38 Coote 1995; Gove 1996; Malik 1995; Mayo 1999.
39 About the ‘mistakes’ of the Left Blair (1995a: 236) said: ‘a strong society should not

be confused with a strong state, or with powerful collectivist institutions. That was
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the confusion of the early Left thinking. It was compounded by a belief that the role
of the state was to grant rights, with the language of responsibility spoken far less flu-
ently’. 

40 Blair 1995b.
41 Blair 1994a.
42 Blair 1999a.
43 Blair 1995b; see also 1995c: 13.
44 Gould 1998: 254; see also Driver and Martell 1998: 51–6.
45 Blair 1996a: 13.
46 Blair 1996b: 298.
47 Gould 1998: 255.
48 Blair 1997a.
49 Blair 1997b; this idea was repeated several times during the speech: ‘I tell you: a decent

society is not based on rights. It is based on duty. Our duty to each other. To all should
be given opportunity, from all responsibility demanded.’

50 Blair 1998a: 14.
51 Blair 1999a; Blair developed this idea further: ‘We are also about wanting to encour-

age people to make good and valuable choices whether in terms of their own behav-
iour or their actions towards others. This is not “new authoritarianism”. There will
be no nanny state. It is common sense: people want tolerance, but they also want
rules.’

52 Blair 2000.
53 Blair 1998b.
54 Blair 1995c: 12.
55 Blair 1995d.
56 Blair 1995e, reprinted: 1996: 249.
57 Brown and Wright 1995: 24–5.
58 Brown 1994a: 118.
59 Brown 1994b: 25.
60 Brown 1995.
61 Brown and Wright 1995: 13–14.
62 Brown 1994c.
63 Brown and Wright 1995: 26.
64 Brown 1998a.
65 Brown 1998b.
66 Brown 1995.
67 Department of Social Security (DSS) 1999: 84.
68 DSS 1999.
69 Ibid., p. 23.
70 Levitas 1998: 45.
71 Gray 1997a: 8–9; see also Levitas 1998: 35.
72 The few references to rising inequalities were exceptions. In the first report on social

exclusion, the Government acknowledged that ‘the benefits of growth have not been
shared by all’ (DSS 1999: 27). 

73 Brown and Wright 1995: 20.
74 Blair 1997c.
75 Blair 2001. 
76 Ibid.
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77 Ibid.
78 Galston 1995: 284.
79 Driver and Martell 2000: 188.
80 Personal Responsibility and Work Opportunity Reconciliation Act of 1996.
81 Etzioni 2000: 29.
82 Ibid., p. 53.
83 Ibid., p. 54.
84 This point was made by Martell 2001: 211.
85 Blair (1999b: 2) said: ‘If the markets don’t like our policies they will punish you.’
86 Gray 1997b: 329–30.
87 Tam 1999: 5.
88 Ibid., p. 11.
89 Selznick 1996.
90 Etzioni 1997b.
91 Ibid.
92 Etzioni, quoted in ‘Labour attacked by guru’, Independent, 27 December 1997, 

p. 2.
93 Etzioni 2001: 25.
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7 Simon Prideaux

From organisational theory to the Third
Way: continuities and contradictions
underpinning Amitai Etzioni’s
communitarian influence on New Labour

Introduction

Across a wide range of social commentators there has been little doubt that New
Labour is deeply influenced by the thoughts and sentiments of Amitai Etzioni
and the new communitarian movement. Prideaux1 and Heron2 independently
point to the original but persisting concept of ‘stakeholding’ and its emphasis on
individuals taking an active ‘stake’ in a society or community. Powell, Exworthy
and Berney3 explore the connection through New Labour’s zeitgeist of a ‘part-
nership’ between people, communities and government. Deacon4 looks at the
moral ‘judgementalism’ of Etzioni and New Labour,5 whereas Levitas6 points to
the characteristic centrality that both give to ‘family’ and ‘community’ as thea-
tres for learning and social control. All reinforce Driver and Martell’s observa-
tion that if communitarianism ‘is New Labour’s answer to Thatcherism; so too
is it Blair’s rebuff to Old Labour. Community will restore the moral balance to
society by setting out duties and obligations as well as rights.’7

Quite simply, it is this communitarian emphasis on family, community, social
discipline, obligation and responsibility – as opposed to an indiscriminate con-
ferral of rights – that lies behind New Labour’s search for a ‘Third Way’ that
would go ‘beyond Left and Right’.8 However, what is not common knowledge in
the UK, and so has not been fully explored, is from where Amitai Etzioni actu-
ally drew his inspiration. Through a comparison of Etzioni’s later works with
those of earlier times, this chapter contends that Etzioni has not said anything
new or innovative. Nor has he provided a social prescription that manages to tra-
verse the old political and socio-economic boundaries. More to the point, this
chapter shows how Etzioni continues to reiterate the thoughts and impressions
he had gained during his functionalist days as an organisational theorist in the
1950s and 1960s: the only difference being that the earlier micro-theories of
organisations have now been transposed to fit a macro-theory about the per-
ceived ills and remedies pertinent to contemporary ‘mainstream’ society.

Although the point has already been made that organisational theorists char-
acteristically restrict their search for efficiency within the confines of North
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American relations of capital,9 it is not a charge that has been rigorously applied
to Amitai Etzioni, least of all to his US best-seller The Spirit of Community and
his rather immodest New Golden Rule.10 With a deeper analysis of the specific
methodology employed, this chapter reveals the reliance Etzioni puts on his soci-
ological origins and thus exposes the underlying limitations of his societal pro-
jections. Moreover, it will become apparent that this form of methodological
analysis is used myopically to substantiate an argument for the promotion of a
normative society remarkably reminiscent of America in the 1950s.

Finally, I discuss the ramifications of Etzioni’s approach. Such theoretical and
methodological limitations are bound to affect the efficacy and applicability of
the communitarian ideal, especially when the revival of a sense of community is
still reliant on the relatively unfettered continuation of a competitive market.
More importantly, though, such limitations can also affect the policies of New
Labour by virtue of the fact that it, too, has adopted a communitarian stance. 

A wistful template of reference: American society in the 1950s 

When introducing The Essential Communitarian Reader, Etzioni succinctly
defines the communitarian movement. He is at pains to distinguish the new com-
munitarians from the communitarianism of the nineteenth century by distanc-
ing his position from the old blinkered ‘stress upon the significance of social
forces, of community, of social bonds’11 and of the elements that individualistic
theory neglected. Instead, he argues, new communitarians concern themselves
with ‘the balance between social forces and the person, between community and
autonomy, between the common good and liberty, between individual rights and
social responsibilities’.12 Elsewhere, Etzioni sees himself – and, for that matter,
this new form of communitarianism – as a responsive harbinger of social equi-
librium locked in a quest to revitalise society through a unique blending of some
elements of ‘tradition (order based on virtues) with elements of modernity (well
protected autonomy)’.13

Pivotal to Etzioni’s social deliberations is the wistful image he holds of
America in the 1950s and his contrasting disdain for contemporary life as he sees
it. These two polarised images deeply affect his ideas on how a communitarian
alternative can be achieved. And both provide him with a rather circular argu-
ment that fails to address any of the problems that may be inherent to the socio-
economic basis of Western society. Consequently, Amitai Etzioni’s vision of a
communitarian society is heavily predicated on what he sees as having gone
wrong with present-day social relations.

As a starting-point for his argument, 1950s America becomes the baseline tem-
plate of reference. Almost yearningly, he talks of that decade as in many respects
a social ideal. Core values, he argues, ‘were relatively widely shared and strongly
endorsed’, and so helped to promote a context in which societal members ‘had a
strong sense of duty to their families, communities and society’.14 Pertinently,
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morality and order during this period are seen by Etzioni to generate stable rela-
tions. Christianity was the dominant and guiding religion. Incidences of violent
crime, drug abuse, alcoholism and illegitimacy were low, or at least discreetly con-
cealed. The law made divorce difficult, abortion illegal throughout the USA, and
‘the roles of men and women were relatively clearly delineated’.15

Despite a passing acknowledgement that women and ethnic minorities were
treated as second-class citizens, Etzioni still enthuses over this past society. In his
eyes, low autonomy for certain groupings is not always a bad thing. To that end
Etzioni ambiguously comments upon, but is not overly critical of, the fact that
college students then were expected to take a fair number of ‘prescribed’ courses
which ‘reflected unabashedly (and often with little self-awareness) the dominant
set of values’.16 While Etzioni concedes that American society of this yesteryear
was characterised by a high level of coercion, he nonetheless commends the fact
that it was offset with a similarly high presence of moral suasion. Coercion, for
Etzioni, is necessary at times, though it can be repressive and destructive if too
readily and too generously applied. On the other hand, a pervasive moral suasion
is one of his basic foundations for determining social order. An effective balance
between the two is, therefore, an integral aspect of Etzioni’s communitarian
thinking, and it is precisely this detection of moral suasion, alongside elements
of coercion, which allows him to use 1950s’ America as a measure of compara-
tive social stability.

An irresponsible existence: from the promiscuous 1960s to the
instrumentalist 1980s 

In contrast, Etzioni’s depiction of events in America from the 1960s to the end
of the 1980s amounts to a very tainted picture that allows him to hark back to
what he sees as the positive values of earlier times. Quite simply, ‘[i]f the hall-
mark of the 1950s was a strong sense of obligation, from 1960 to 1990 there was
a rising sense of entitlement and a growing tendency to shirk social responsibil-
ities’.17 Increasingly Etzioni claims to have witnessed the rise in a counter-culture
of individualism and instrumentalist reasoning that ‘provided a normative seal
of approval to a focus on the self rather than on responsibilities to the commu-
nity’.18 For him, it was a self-interest that was soon to become an unacceptable,
if not distasteful, base for social disorder and misplaced virtues: a base from
which society would be riven by competition over individual entitlements arising
out of an increased political preoccupation with ‘rights’ at the expense of
‘responsibilities’. 

When tracing this later period of destructive change in social values, Etzioni
declares that with the rise in promiscuity from the 1960s onwards, the role and
influence of religion declined, divorce and abortion were eventually legalised,
and notions of what constituted a family were redefined to accommodate ‘a
wider variety of households’.19 The period saw a concomitant weakening of
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respect for authority. No longer, he maintains, was there a confidence in, or a
passive acceptance of, the actions of those empowered to lead. In fact, the exact
opposite was to become the norm. Voter turnout decreased, feelings of aliena-
tion were on the increase and, over the years, Americans would ‘become a tribe
that savages and consumes its leaders’.20

On the socio-economic front, Etzioni restricts his attention to the tensions
and conflicts that were occasioned by the rising demands for autonomy, the unin-
tended consequence of dependence and the increased individuation of society.
Central to Etzioni’s argument is the belief that, during this period, ‘changes in
socioeconomic conditions contributed both to enhancing autonomy – and
dependency, and hence the loss of autonomy’.21 This is a somewhat circular
argument which rests on the belief that socio-economic policy had not only
improved the living conditions of the disadvantaged but had created an
unhealthy dependence on governmental support. 

With regard to those in work, Etzioni points to the fact that household income
was on the increase. But this had less to do with an increase in real income for
individuals, and more with a greater financial need or reliance on more than one
member of a household having to participate in the labour market. For Etzioni,
this ‘development had strong autonomy-reducing effects as more and more
members of the family felt they were forced to work outside the household and
had severely limited time for other purposes, including family, community, and
volunteer action’.22 Accordingly the family – the first institution of Etzioni’s
social chain – is seen to be the primary unit to suffer from such divisive trends.
The proportion of nuclear families had declined from 42 per cent in 1960 to 26
per cent in 1990, while divorce rates doubled and illegitimacy rose sharply ‘from
21.6 per 1000 births in 1960 to 41.8 in 1989’.23 All of this, the argument goes,
reflects a gradual erosion/disintegration of the moral order within society. 

At the same time, Etzioni remarks, there was a diversification and fragmenta-
tion of American society as a whole. The percentage of non-white and Hispanic
Americans more than doubled and the ‘percentage of the population that is
foreign born increased from 5.4 percent in 1960 to 7.9 percent in 1990’.24 Racial
tensions started to come to the fore. African Americans felt under threat from
the continued influx of new immigrants. They resented the special status
accorded to new immigrants, and this fueled ‘conflict with Hispanics and Asian
Americans’.25 Likewise, men and women were forming distinct groups, growing
apart rather than continuing the 1950s’ idyll of two ‘human halves linked
together in that basic human wholeness, the natural marital state’.26

In toto, Etzioni sees the 1960s and the 1970s as two decades characterised by
a reduction in both coercive means of social control and a reliance on moral
suasion to bring people into order. Coercion was seen to be reduced with the
repeal of anti-sodomy laws, the gradual removal of abortion from the list of acts
punishable by the State, the introduction of ‘no fault’ laws which made divorce
even easier, and the diminution of public support for corporal punishment in
schools. As for the reduction in moral suasion, Etzioni points to the effects of an
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upsurge in welfare liberal and laissez-faire conservative ideas as they took their
respective turns to replace coercive measures. Traditional values lost much of
their power. No strong new values arose, while the notion that one should not be
judgemental gained currency to the extent that the ‘rise of the counterculture in
the 1960s further weakened the country’s values of hard work and thrift, as well
as compliance with moral codes of conduct’.27

Notwithstanding a partial return to coercive law enforcement and a revival in
moral condemnation, the 1980s appeared to Etzioni to be worse than the previous
two decades. This was not least because the intensification of laissez-faire individ-
ualist politics encouraged a culture of job insecurity and social greed which only
helped to re-energise the social unrest that had been brewing in the 1960s and
1970s. For Etzioni, the end of the 1980s was the culmination of a growing state of
‘normless anarchy’.28 At its extreme, it was an anarchy epitomised by a lack of
moral guidance that led to an increase in violent crime and to ‘movies that roman-
ticize incest, such as Spanking the Monkey; the campaign by NAMBLA (the
North American Man/Boy Love Association) to repeal the age of consent for sex;
[and] the spread of hard-core pornography and highly offensive sexually violent
material’.29 In short, the period was characterised by an unbounded autonomy
that remains intolerable to Etzioni and his fellow communitarians.

The 1990s and a ‘curl back’ to social order 

Despite all of this, Etzioni maintains, the 1990s, at last, began to curtail the liber-
tarian excesses of the 1980s with a ‘curl back’30 toward societal stability. Not sur-
prisingly, he sees himself and the communitarian movement as instrumental in
furthering a moral regeneration designed to restore social order. Although
Etzioni pays homage to the enhanced autonomy of many American women and
minorities that the 1990s fostered, he still believes that autonomy should be
curbed, even if not completely along the lines of America in the 1950s. To that
end, he argues: ‘American society requires a functional alternative to traditional
virtue: a blend of voluntary order with well-protected yet bounded autonomy.’31

Exactly how this should be done, however, is unclear to those not imbued by the
communitarian ethos of today. 

Even so, Etzioni and the communitarian movement have set themselves a com-
prehensive set of aims. They believe that America, and of course other Western
societies of similar ‘advancement’, ‘can attain a recommitment to moral values
– without puritanical excesses’.32 Law and order can be restored without the
creation of a police state. The family can be saved without forcing women to stay
at home, while schools can provide an essential moral education without resort-
ing to methods of indoctrination. Concomitantly, a broader inclusion of the
private sector alongside an emphasis on the market can enable the individual to
become independent of the State yet reciprocally contribute to a thriving com-
munity.33 After all, Etzioni asks, is it not ‘better for all who seek work and are
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able to work to be employed than for some to have high salaries and benefits well
protected, only to be taxed in order to pay unemplotment benefits?’34 As a con-
sequence, those who follow Etzioni’s example firmly believe that people can over-
come mutual hostilities and begin to live together in communities, since
communitarian calls for increased social responsibility do not demean individ-
ual rights. Rather, the opposite is believed to be true: ‘strong rights presume
strong responsibilities’.35

All-in-all, Etzioni’s is an argument that is convinced by the feeling that a com-
mitment to the community can counter the pursuit of self-interest and unbridled
greed. Commitment would not represent a life of self-sacrifice, altruism or aus-
terity. Instead, it would reflect a dedication to the pursuit of ‘legitimate oppor-
tunities and socially constructive expressions of self-interest’.36 In the same vein,
these new communitarians hold that powerful interest groups can be constrained
without limiting the constitutional right of the individual to lobby and petition
those empowered to govern. Superficially it is an argument that appears to re-
arrange ‘the intellectual–political map’37 by offering ‘a Third Way between
anarchic individualism and repressive conformity’.38

But is this really the case? Could it be that this Third Way is more akin to
repressive conformity than it would care to admit?

Reaching the communitarian ideal 

To establish the means through which this new communitarian society will
evolve, Etzioni re-emphasises the need to amend the existing imbalance within
society. Through the use of a rather simplistic and not entirely representative
metaphor, Etzioni constructs a working model as the basis for his continuing
argument. His perspective is summed up with the claim that North American –
and to a lesser extent British – society is like a stool with three uneven legs, the
market and government representing the two longer legs, and community/civil
society the third leg. The solution, he argues, is straightforward: simply lengthen
the third leg through the propagation of a suitably modernised moral educa-
tion.39 With the necessary revival of the highly functional institutions of family,
school, neighbourhood and community as its aim, this moral education would
start with the reassertion of family values, and continue through the support –
and reiteration – given during formal education and future life in a vibrant com-
munal atmosphere. 

Only in this way, continues Etzioni, can a moral basis for politics be rediscov-
ered. This will provide, restore or nurture a sense of mutual responsibility to
individuals. Ultimately, this would result in the creation of a virtuous cycle where
the suasion of communities would be seen to ‘gently chastise those who violate
shared moral norms and express approbation for those who abide by them’.40

Moreover, this vision of virtue would not confine itself to the sphere of local
communities. It would continue to grow and spread nationally or possibly
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beyond. To underline the point, Etzioni cites the examples of Scotland and
Wales. For him, they are countries that have already managed to embrace the
communitarian ethic. They demonstrate to all and sundry that it is possible to
‘combine regional identities with society-wide loyalties’.41 They are Etzioni’s
proof that new communtarianism is not simply a utopian dream.

Etzioni’s myopic constraints and solutions

Despite this, the more one reads Etzioni’s writings the clearer it becomes that his
brand of communitarianism is a highly conservative blueprint for future social
relations. Realistically, it is a blueprint ‘built around caricatures and straw
men’,42 chosen by Etzioni to construct a highly relativistic argument against
errant social configurations. In effect, Etzioni selects polarised extremes in an
attempt to substantiate a middle course already determined by his own moral
sensibilities. For example, Etzioni’s positive recognition that America in the
1980s gave individuals more autonomy hardly compensates for his exaggerated
insinuations that this very same society was liberally tainted by a growing mis-
trustfulness, increased racial tension, rising street crime, rampant incest
(Spanking the Monkey) and homosexual paedophilia (NAMBLA). The fatalis-
tic inference is clear: unbridled autonomy for humankind leads to an extremely
distasteful selfish excess. 

In opposition, Etzioni’s description of the US in the 1950s offers a picture
more congenial to the palate. Notions of a strong sense of duty, shared core
values, clearly delineated marital roles, respect for authority and a shared alle-
giance to the nation state easily overcome the feeling that America in the 1950s
may have been overly coercive. For the average reader this latter, more positive,
image is the more preferable state of affairs, one which, according to Newman
and de Zoysa,43 suggests the stability of a Gemeinschaft where feelings of safety,
comfort and a sense of belonging emanate out of face-to-face relationships,
dependable values, freely shared norms, respect for standards and a paucity of
deviance. It is the antithesis of the violent 1980s’ Gesellschaft image of anxiety,
isolation, insecurity and instrumentalistic reasoning. Deliberately, the effect of
this comparison is to gently coax the reader into a more receptive disposition
toward the society of 1950s’ America.

Having created that impression, it is then easy for Etzioni to appear to build
upon – not, he is at pains to point out, a harking back to – the ways of a bygone
era, without being accused of nostalgia. He is suggesting, rather, that the cohe-
sive values of American society in the 1950s have to be rekindled in order to curb
the excesses of the 1980s, and so complement the advances made in the direction
of liberty and independence. In reality, however, the favourable bias towards the
past social configuration tends to sway suggested solutions to perceived ills
towarda a reassertion of the mores and morals predominant in the 1950s. Hence
the re-emphasis on the traditional roles undertaken by the family, education,
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community and society; hence also the attempt to reassert a moral conscious-
ness capable of persuading individuals to conform to norms appropriate to the
capitalism of America’s past.

As was suggested earlier, another example of Etzioni’s social conservatism is
evident in the analytical and theoretical devices he deploys to make his case.
They are techniques and understandings that are linked to 1950s’ America. Such
devices are characteristic of the social functionalism emerging in the USA during
that period. In this respect, it is no coincidence that Amitai Etzioni specialised in
the functionalist discipline of organisational theory from the 1950s to the 1970s.
Importantly, it was a discipline that embedded itself in the capitalist system
through its dedication to the improvement of organisational efficiency from
within. And, crucially, this discipline rested on the belief that capitalism is the
ultimate mode of human cohabitation. Questioning its sovereignty, therefore,
was not an issue for the practitioners of such theory.44

Apart from the obvious references in his work to social equilibrium, balance,
cohesion, functionality, dysfunctionality and centripetal or centrifugal forces,
Etzioni also manages to apply other, less obviously but equally well-worn,
organisational models to his examination of society today. In The New Golden
Rule, Etzioni informs the reader that ‘all forms of social order draw to some
extent on coercive means (such as police and jails), “utilitarian” means (eco-
nomic incentives generated by public expenditures or subsidies), and normative
means (appeals to values, moral education)’.45 This is not a particularly innova-
tive observation. Nor are its assumptions objective. To emphasise the point, one
has only to look back to 1973. In trying to trace a path towards ‘a theory of soci-
etal guidance’, Etzioni actually used the same analogy to stipulate that social
structures are more than just patterns of interactions, expectations and
symbols. They are also ‘patterns of allocation of social assets, of the posses-
sions of a social unit [which] can be classified analytically as coercive, utilitar-
ian, and normative, concerning, respectively, the distribution of the capacity to
employ means of violence, material objects and services, and symbols (espe-
cially values)’.46

In 1961 Etzioni had published A Comparative Analysis of Complex
Organizations, a work that also centred around the same analytical triad. There,
he attempted to place various organisations into a coercive–utilitarian–norma-
tive ‘scheme … to clarify certain problems which emerge from this classificatory
endeavor’.47 Organisations, such as concentration camps, prisons and correc-
tional ‘institutions’ were placed within the coercive category since the use of
force ‘is the major means of control over lower participants and high alienation
characterizes the orientation of most lower participants to the organization’.48

Business unions, farmers’ organisations, and blue- and white-collar industries
were said to typify utilitarian organisations in that ‘remuneration is the major
means of control over lower participants’49 and calculative involvement distin-
guishes the orientation of the majority of participants. In contrast, organisa-
tions which use normative power as the major source of control over its highly
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committed ‘lower’ order are typical of religious and ideological movements, hos-
pitals, social unions, voluntary associations, colleges and universities.   

This 1961 application of the triad reveals the true character of such analysis.
Consistent with organisational theory, it is a triad that is specifically designed to
measure and define the degree of social control being exerted in the quest for effi-
ciency and cohesion. In reality, it is about the exertion of power from above and
the effectiveness of the response it elicits from the supposedly ‘lower’ partici-
pants. By implication, ‘higher’ participants must be the ones wielding the power.
Exactly who they are, and how or why they are able to do this, are not the imme-
diate questions; they simply are. Power over others, in some form or other, is
deemed a prerequisite. Only the type, character and nature of that power is
called into question. Nevertheless, it is this process of questioning that indirectly
reveals who is thought best suited to actually wield the power concerned. 

Critically, Etzioni’s allegiance to the exertion of power, and to the stratified
societal structures of hierarchy that allow for the exertion and distribution of it,
is not limited to the study of organisations alone. The very notion of moving
‘toward a theory of societal guidance’ confirms this. Who, for instance, would
be responsible for this guidance? What form would it take? Regardless of The
New Golden Rule’s later call for open dialogue and the reassertion of a moral
voice, the problem of who and how decides what is appropriate, right or wrong
still remain. Likewise, problems over the preservation of individual freedom are
still not tackled convincingly by Etzioni. Where can a consensus which is not tan-
tamount to majority rule come from? Alternatively, if it is to be a minority voice
that is heard, the danger could be that those most articulate would be best placed
to determine the values and morals of future society. This, arguably, would fit
Etzioni’s tripartite model perfectly. In his eyes, it would be an informed exercise
of normative power from above: an exercise that would emanate out of the
highly articulate world of academia, which is where, as it happens, Amitai
Etzioni practises his communitarian thinking.  

What is more, Etzioni’s use of this analytical triangle is in itself a serious – if
not a dangerous – limit to the scope and breadth of any proposed solutions to
the perceived moral decay. As we have seen, it is a model that encourages the use
of linear polarisations to explain the intricacies of society. The ‘problems of
social order are thus reduced to finding an almost mythical balance between
diametrically opposed dualities’.50 As a result, investigation centres around the
need to discover the point at which excessively coercive means can be effectively
countered by utilitarian and/or normative means, and the point at which extreme
utilitarian means may be countered by normative means alone. Therefore the
search for an ‘acceptable’ equilibrium remains confined within the scope of the
three power variants. This is not a true representation of social reality.
Consequently Etzioni’s call for the regeneration of a moral voice to help restore
and strengthen the favoured variant of normative power does not offer a 

satisfactory answer to the disintegration of social bonds in . . . advanced societies,
for . . . [Etzioni’s] failure to defend the autonomy of individuals produces moral-
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ity without value, a one-dimensional world in which communities are blessed with
a cohesion that is neither chosen, intended, nor lived by the people who produce
them.51

Social order cannot be reduced to simplistic expressions of teleology. One cannot
simply detect a normative void and then assume that the missing components
can be reinstated or reinvigorated through a recognition of their impotence.
Even if they could, Norbert Elias would have been quick to point out that norms
should ‘be understood as a superimposed layer of social reality, varying in
strength and scope but always partial and derivative’.52 Moreover, Elias firmly
believed that these norms should be analysed in terms of shifting power balances
and power chances, since a neglect to do so would deny an examination of the
fundamental question of ‘how and under what circumstances relationships that
are not regulated by norms can be brought under normative control’?53

In essence, such an analysis is not merely Etzioni’s classificatory exercise of
deciding which form of power is predominant and which is not. Nor is it a matter
of Etzioni’s tacit assumption that norms or rules are universally present from the
outset. Rather, it is the recognition that norms and rules emerge out of the social
process itself. By implication, this requires an awareness of the effects and con-
sequences of changing political and socio-economic conditions in which multi-
farious human interactions are allowed to take place. In other words, norms and
rules come and go from within society and cannot simply be applied or removed
from without. Only a more ‘processual’ study of human interaction and social
developments over a prolonged period would reveal this as distinct from the
more ‘snap-shot’ style of comparative analysis indulged in by Etzioni. In truth,
the flaws of Etzioni’s analysis undermine the efficacy of the remedy. Etzioni fails
to address the possibility that inherent contradictions within the capitalist
system have played an integral role in the demise of normative social cohesion.

New Labour’s communitarian myopia 

In the light of both Etzioni’s characteristic method and his subsequent failure to
address any of the possible contradictions within the socio-economic founda-
tions of society, it has become obvious that this communitarian Third Way is
firmly premissed on earlier functionalist interpretations of organisations. As a
result, Etzioni restricts his arguments over the creation of a new communitarian
society primarily to what he sees as the strengths and weaknesses of the country
he has lived in since the 1950s. In this respect, Etzioni’s ‘“New Communitarian
Thinking” is myopically North American . . . revealing . . . [a] most informative
self-interpretation of the United States. No more, no less.’54 Moreover, by
restricting his analysis to American relations of capital, Etzioni provides a micro
focus on community that is also short-sighted in that it ‘neglects and denies the
importance of differences within communities and among communities, espe-
cially among communities in different countries’.55 In sum, Etzioni mistakenly
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suggests that there is a single identity or a homogeneity of communities and, as
a result, is guilty of attempting to impose his own Americanised version of com-
munity on the rest of the Western world.

The question remains, however, whether New Labour suffers from a similar
form of myopia. Besides its repeated use of the term ‘community’,56 New
Labour’s policy drive to reaffirm a sense of community is also permeated by
Etzioni’s influence. Without doubt, New Labour wants to reinvigorate the insti-
tution of the family57 while also maintaining market relations by giving primacy
to paid work.58 Certainly, its moral evaluation of the ‘irresponsible’ welfare
claimant has produced a rationale designed to provoke a change of ‘culture’.59

In short, New Labour envisages that its most fundamental task is to instil a sense
of responsibility through the principle of welfare ‘conditionality’.60

Given this, it is entirely consistent for New Labour to actively promote the
welfare-to-work ‘New Deals’ and to expand the activities of the uncompromis-
ing Child Support Agency (CSA). Similarly, the introduction of the working fam-
ilies’ tax credit (WFTC), alongside a ‘National Childcare Strategy’, also adheres
to this communitarian logic. Equally, these measures have a judgemental
approach. All include notions of obligation and behavioural change; and all
signify the importance New Labour attaches to the traditional role of the family. 

With the WFTC, the communitarian associations are particularly obvious.
Work is inextricably entwined with conceptions of the family. Although the
WFTC attempts to give better in-work benefits to both lone-parent and two-
parent families in which there is an adult in full-time (sixteen hours or more) low-
paid employment,61 there is, nonetheless, the real possibility of a rather perverse
consequence. By enabling men with limited earning power to support a non-
working wife, the WFTC could help ‘re-establish the male breadwinner model
among certain low-income households’.62 Etzioni would not be too disturbed by
such a trend. Nor, one suspects, would New Labour, even though its declared aim
in this area is to promote the idea that all should be able to combine paid work
and family life. 

New Labour’s plans for the CSA strengthen this suspicion. In keeping faith
with the founding Conservative principle that ‘no father should be able to escape
from his responsibility’,63 the CSA under New Labour still maintains its draco-
nian presence. Moreover, despite the failures of this agency New Labour are
determined to link its activities with an effort to get lone parents who are on
benefit back to work through the relevant New Deal scheme on offer. This, in
itself, does not appear to question the family structure. Neither does it suggest
that women should stay at home. However, the original – and little heard of –
consultation proposal for a male mentoring scheme in the ‘Sure Start’ element
of the New Deal for Communities64 betrays New Labour’s thinking. The whole
idea of a male mentor for a male child undermines the responsibility of a single
mother. It suggests a deep mistrust of a single mother’s ability to cope alone.
Instead, emphasis is placed on paid work and the inevitable involvement of
others undertaking the necessary child-caring duties. 
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Similarly, in a follow-up document, New Labour’s intention to ‘improve
couples’ decision making about getting married, and to enhance services which
prevent marriage breakdown’,65 further substantiates these misgivings. In spite
of Driver and Martell’s belief that Supporting Families: Summary of Responses
to the Consultation Document66 has a largely pragmatic view on family forms,
the proposals given send a rather different message. True to maintaining the ideal
of traditional family forms, the proposals recommend: ‘an increased role for reg-
istrars in marriage guidance; a statement of the rights and responsibilities of
marriage and the ceremony; the restructuring of marriage counselling to place
greater stress on saving marriages; and funding for marriage advice centres’.67

The wistful tone, content and intent of the document could easily have come
from Etzioni’s review of relationships in 1950s’ America. 

On a more general level, all of the ‘New Deals’ put forward by New Labour
are designed to promote accepted ‘mainstream’ values and to inculcate a change
in perceived behaviour. The four options – work with an employer who will
receive a job subsidy of up to £60 per week; full-time education or training; work
with a voluntary sector organisation; or work on the Environmental Taskforce68

– are put forward to provide individuals with ‘opportunities’ to gain more inde-
pendence – and responsibility – in their ‘escape’ from poverty, dependence and
the age-old Gesellschaft interpretations of life in the supposed ‘underclass’.69

Crucially, work is presented as the principal channel for social cohesion, since
paid work is ‘the main means of integration’.70 As such, work is seen specifically
as ‘a route to an adequate income, social networks and personal fulfilment’.
Therefore ‘[a]ttachment to the labour market … is the key to breaking the vicious
cycle of long-term unemployment and social exclusion’.71

Effectively, the whole scenario represents a graphic example of Etzioni’s social
engineering and sociological position. Quite simply, New Labour sees work, the
family, community and ‘schooling’ as the bedrock for social development. As
part of a virtuous cycle, families are seen primarily as institutions of social
control and social welfare. They are ‘where the difference between right and
wrong is learned, and where a sense of mutual obligation is founded and prac-
tised’;72 and it is ‘largely from family discipline that social discipline and a sense
of responsibility is learned’.73

In support, education at school, at work and in the wider society provides
more discipline and a further reinforcement of the basic values taught in the
family. Finally (in a chronological sense), paid work and participation in the
market generate responsibility, a moral sensibility, a feeling of belonging and,
ultimately, stimulate the growth of a comforting and supportive community
which, for New Labour, ‘is not some piece of nostalgia [since community] means
what we share, it means working together’.74 In this way, the cycle of virtue is per-
petuated as the community complements familial relations. Yet this reflects a
negligently myopic position. As with Etzioni, the competitive and destructive
machinations of capitalism are overlooked in their entirety. In contrast, an appre-
ciation of these negative features of capitalism can reveal the first clues to the
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possible impotence, and failure, of this policy direction. After all, the same
contradictions that beset and bedevil Etzioni’s social diagnoses of the past – and,
indeed of the present – remain as formidable obstacles in the social workings of
the UK today.

One major concern, is that the combination of supply-side labour reforms75 

and the underpinning education, training and retraining principles that encap-
sulate the New Deal scenarios can have disastrous consequences. New Labour’s 
call for education to go beyond the realms of academia and re-equip the British 
workforce to be more flexible (geographically as well as socially) and globally 
competitive76 completely overlooks the problems surrounding job availability. 
While such innovations could well lead to the successful provision of a larger, 
more skilled workforce, if employment opportunities are limited competition for 
employment will intensify and the effects of an immiserisation process will still 
persist. Only this time, the unemployed may well possess more skills and greater 
levels of education. All the hours spent training in the aspirational pursuit of 
‘opportunity’ could easily become a constant source of disenchantment and 
frustration. Moreover, the increasing availability of a reserve army of skilled 
labour would allow for some employers to reduce skilled wage levels much in the 
same manner as they have done to the unskilled workforce.

In the face of this cynical view of society-wide competition, exploitation,
alienation and the possibility that high-skilled immiserization77 could actually
broaden the demographic composition of the ‘underclass’, it becomes less and
less clear how New Labour hopes to stimulate a deep sense of community.
Etzioni’s call to redress individual rights with a collective responsibility could not
be fulfilled under these conditions. In fact, the continuation of, let alone the pos-
sibility of an increase in, social exclusion can reflect only an imbalance in the
opposite direction: an imbalance that could actually undermine the rights of the
jobless poor and those with underpaid work in the name of competitive respon-
sibility. This would be a direct contradiction of Tony Blair’s declared mission to
develop a better society around a community spirit built on a reduction in the
‘moral and economic evil’78 surrounding the ‘underclass’. In sum, these formid-
able contradictions may well consign the New Deals’ gift of ‘opportunity’ to the
realms of fantasy rather than reality.

Betwixt two stools: a conclusion

By way of a conclusion, it is worth noting that New Labour’s methodological
approach to the problems facing British society displays similar failings to that of
Etzioni. With a description of the communitarian dimensions of New Labour,
Driver and Martell79 provide a useful insight. In an approach which reflects New
Labour’s, Driver and Martell place the policies of New Labour within the confines
of six polarities. Pluralist approaches are set against conformist; more conditional
against less conditional; progressive against conservative; prescriptive against vol-
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untary; moral against socio-economic, and individual against corporate. As with
Etzioni, the resulting prescription is clearly limited by the chosen polarities.

Again we see an inherent bias arising out of the portrayed images. Individual
responsibility is seen as the answer to the threat posed by a growing ‘underclass’;
a work-centred communal morality is preferred to hedonistic individuality and
materialism; while the ‘job of Government is neither to suppress markets nor to
surrender to them but to equip people, companies and countries to succeed
within them’.80 As this chapter has shown, the socio-economic consequences of
capitalism are not addressed. Moreover, it has become increasingly clear that the
creation of a nationwide sense of community would simply founder in the face
of rising job insecurity, flexible working practices, fewer welfare rights and an
increasing need to be socially and geographically mobile.

Put simply, The Spirit of Community under these conditions would have to be
so flexible that it would be unable to provide any lasting social cohesion. It would
be impossible to generate a united communal voice from a conception of com-
munity that had to mean different things to different people in different places, at
different times. As a result, the Third Way politics of New Labour can only
emulate Etzioni’s failings by imposing its own personal vision of community.
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