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Introduction
Duncan Tanner and the art of the possible: understanding politics and governance in  modern British history

Chris Williams

Political parties are noted for their longevity. The dramatic eclipse of the Liberal party after 1918 and the seemingly meteoric rise of Labour are therefore events which are difficult to explain, although not events which suffer from a want of explanations.1

Thus, in his typically measured and slightly sardonic way, did Duncan Tanner open his first, and groundbreaking article, ‘The Parliamentary electoral system, the “Fourth” Reform Act and the rise of Labour in England and Wales’, which appeared while he was still a doctoral student working under the supervision of Peter Clarke at University College, London, in 1983. Published in the Bulletin of the Institute of Historical Research, this remarkably mature and ambitious piece announced the arrival of a forthright and formidably rigorous young scholar who was clearly not to be intimidated by the reputation of those historians whose ‘explanations’ he found wanting. No punches were pulled: certain assumptions were argued to be ‘false … the result of a failure to comprehend the electoral system’s complicated mechanics’, other propositions involved ‘unproven assumptions about the social origins of Labour support’, and some elements of evidence were considered by Duncan to be ‘of questionable validity and dubious accuracy’.2 The orthodox understanding of late Victorian and Edwardian electoral politics was immediately undermined and interested scholars awaited the arrival of the doctoral thesis that promised to deliver fuller detail on this topic and much more besides.

Duncan’s article on the electoral system marked the beginning of a distinguished publishing career in the field of British political history that would extend right up to, and beyond, his tragic unexpected and early death (at just fifty-one) in 2010.3 This career had initially been rooted in London and southern England, as Duncan had studied at Royal Holloway College (graduating with first-class honours in 1979) before moving to UCL for his doctorate on ‘Political realignment in England and Wales, c.1906–1922’, awarded in 1985. He subsequently held a post-doctoral research fellowship at the Institute of Historical Research and a junior research fellowship at St Catharine’s College, Cambridge, and his first full-time post (from 1988) was a fixed-term one at the University of Kent in Canterbury. The opportunity both to obtain a permanent position at a very difficult time in the academic jobs market and to return to his native Wales (he had been born in Newport, Monmouthshire in 1958) then led him the following year to the Department of History and Welsh History at the University of Wales, Bangor, where he was promoted to a chair in modern history in 1995. Shortly after his passing, his former student, friend and colleague Andrew Edwards and I began to discuss the need for this festschrift to mark Duncan’s contribution to historical scholarship. A two-day conference at which drafts of the majority of the papers were presented and discussed was held at Bangor in 2012, and we were subsequently delighted to secure a contract for this volume with Manchester University Press.

The editors and contributors all enjoyed direct and often close connections with Duncan as a colleague in a variety of contexts. Peter Clarke was, as already mentioned, Duncan’s doctoral supervisor, and a major intellectual influence throughout his career. Andrew Edwards and Mari Elin Wiliam both benefited from Duncan’s conscientious supervision when studying for their own doctorates at Bangor, and Andrew went on to become a post-doctoral researcher in the ESRC Devolution and Constitutional Change project led by Duncan as principal investigator, and then subsequently a colleague in the same department. Both Matthew Cragoe and I were fellow investigators on the same ESRC-funded project. I had previously co-edited with Duncan (and Deian Hopkin), The Labour Party in Wales, 1900–2000 for the University of Wales Press, and would also co-edit (with Duncan, Andrew Edwards and W. P. Griffith) Debating Nationhood and Governance in Britain, 1885–1945: Perspectives from the ‘Four Nations’ for MUP, to which Matthew Cragoe and John Davis would also contribute. Duncan co-authored essays with John Davis, Andrew Edwards, Steven Fielding and Mari Elin Wiliam.4 Together with Pat Thane (and Nick Tiratsoo) he edited Labour’s First Century for Cambridge University Press: both Steven Fielding and Jon Lawrence contributed. Jon Lawrence had previously (with Miles Taylor) edited Duncan’s essay in Party, State and Society: Electoral Behaviour in Britain since 1820,5 David Howell (with Alan Campbell and Nina Fishman) had done the same for another volume published by Scolar: Miners, Unions and Politics, 1910–47.6 Andrew Thorpe and Mari Elin Wiliam edited for posthumous publication with I. B. Tauris the volume Duncan was working on at the time of his death: Building the Labour Party:The Politics of the Left in Early Twentieth Century Britain.

What, of course, also unites the contributors to this volume is their interest and expertise in the politics and governance of modern Britain from the Victorian era right through to the reframing of the British constitution by means of the devolution initiatives of the last years of the twentieth century. This was the field in which Duncan Tanner conducted research and the essays collected here seek to engage, in various ways and to a greater or lesser extent, with his scholarly legacy. David Howell and I focus on aspects of the rise of Labour, Steven Fielding and Andrew Thorpe on very different elements of the culture of British politics in the second quarter of the twentieth century. Jon Lawrence and John Davis examine electoral and left-wing politics in Luton and London respectively, while the contributions by Andrew Edwards, Matthew Cragoe and Mari Elin Wiliam all concern themselves with the issue of devolved governance. Peter Clarke and Pat Thane, in the essays with which the volume opens, examine aspects of the history of, respectively, the practical application of economic theory and the role of the state in framing social policy.

What the remainder of this introduction seeks to do is to sketch out, in a necessarily approximate and inevitably somewhat subjective manner, the key elements in Duncan’s scholarly legacy: to distil the methods, preoccupations and preferences that underpinned and guided his approach to ‘the art of the possible’.7

No substantial attempt will be made here to summarise the content of Duncan’s six books (of various kinds) and twenty-eight other outputs, a full listing of which may be found at the end of this volume. This would be as laborious a task as it would be futile: few of his works (and certainly not the most important) are difficult to access, and those interested in tracing the threads that guided his scholarly interests should have little trouble in this regard. And, as with any historian, much of the richest and most valuable material comes in the form of detailed narrative or forensic analysis, which is resistant to any easy adumbration. Instead, and based on an engagement with all his published works as well as his doctoral thesis and the draft manuscript of his forthcoming volume, the objective here is to identify the essential principles and distinctive themes which together characterise Duncan’s contribution as a historian.

Before this task may be attempted it is, however, necessary, to provide some overview of that contribution. Duncan Tanner was a historian of politics and of governance, of politicians and of party workers, of party members and of voters. He was interested in ideas and institutions, in intellectual currents and cultures but also in how these were translated into policy and, hopefully, progress. These concerns ran through all his work in some measure, but one may nonetheless gather together his outputs under four, broad headings.

The first is that of the rise of Labour and the nature of political change in early twentieth-century Britain. His pioneering 1983 article with which this essay opened was the first in a series of heavyweight interventions in this field, the outstanding example of which is his Political Change and the Labour Party, 1900–1918 (Cambridge University Press, 1990), which won the Royal Historical Society’s Whitfield Prize for new work in British and Irish history, and which displayed immense aptitude and industry for a scholar in his early thirties. This much-expanded version of his D.Phil. thesis remains the predominant work on this topic a quarter-century after its appearance. It has been appraised and assessed, but its findings have not been in any significant way revised. The range of archival research that was invested in the volume remains awe-inspiring, the skill with which that research was marshalled, analysed and explained no less impressive. On publication it was adjudged ‘masterly’, ‘breath-taking’ and ‘superb’: Peter Clarke in this volume considers it ‘a massive scholarly achievement’.8 Other important (if considerably briefer) contributions to the topic appeared as journal articles and chapters in edited volumes.9

Although the focus on political change remained, the second cluster of Duncan’s outputs extended his historical range to the entire twentieth century and was more specifically concerned with the Labour party as an institution. Some of this work, as mentioned above, took the form of editing volumes to mark (at both British and Welsh levels) the centenary of the formation of the Labour Representation Committee in 1900, although Duncan also made significant authorial contributions in his own right to both publications.10 The commitment evidenced in Political Change and the Labour Party to investigating the local, municipal and the regional as well as the central and the national emerged also in further shorter pieces, some exploring the nature of gender relations within the party,11 as did a continuing interest in how British socialist politics and policies compared with developments in Europe.12 And although the opportunities of the Oxford Dictionary of National Biography rather passed Duncan by, he did contribute an important essay on Philip Snowden, amongst others.13

A third, rather lesser cluster, also drew on the European, sometimes even the imperial, context, to pursue an interest in the nature and formation of political elites and governing classes.14 Here Duncan’s training in political science displayed itself more clearly than in many other places, but it was these instincts that also led him to develop his fourth area of research, on the politics of home rule and devolved government in Britain and Ireland. This allowed his natural inquisitiveness about Welsh history and politics to flourish, albeit within a strong awareness of both British historical contexts and British and European scholarship. As he wrote, ‘Historians of Britain often neglect what happens within Wales. Historians of Wales often find little to interest them across the border. In the world before devolution, such boundaries make little sense.’15 His passing meant that delivery of the full panoply of outputs planned under the ESRC project he led was aborted. Some indication of both its quality and its interim achievement was that it was nonetheless graded ‘outstanding’.16

All in all, Duncan’s scholarly focus was remarkably consistent and sustained. All of his work falls neatly enough under the broad headings of ‘politics’ and ‘governance’, with rather more emphasis on the former than the latter and with the spheres of interest outlined above overlapping one another and drawing on certain foundational assumptions and approaches rather than representing discrete bodies of scholarship. What, then, were those foundational assumptions and approaches? And how might one best characterise what Peter Clarke suggests was Duncan Tanner’s contribution to the ‘understanding of British political history’?17

It is easiest to begin with what Duncan Tanner was not. He was not, to any appreciable degree, a Marxist historian. He does not appear to have been tempted by idealised visions of socialist revolution, of the dictatorship of the proletariat or the more concrete models of actually existing socialism being offered during his formative years by the USSR, the People’s Republic of China or Fidel Castro’s Cuba. Although it is difficult to imagine that he would not have been highly familiar with Marxist theory, unlike many who worked on left-wing politics, he consistently eschewed references to Antonio Gramsci, steered clear of Ralph Miliband, and made no effort to establish any linkage with his fellow country- (and county-) man Raymond Williams. Abstract formulations of base and superstructure clearly left him unmoved; nor was there in his work an echo of the rousing rhetoric of Edward Thompson, the modish political economy of Tom Nairn or Perry Anderson or even of the archivally grounded Marxist historicism of John Saville.

Duncan clearly felt that Marxism offered little, neither to the men and women whose political struggles populated his works, nor to the historical understanding of their times they lived through. Marxist politics ‘was unattractive given the social and economic realities of Edwardian Britain’,18 Poplarist policies pursued by Communist-influenced local authorities in the 1920s led only to ‘major conflicts with the Conservative government (which the latter inevitably won)’,19 and Labour was right not to trust the Communist Party of Great Britain given its record and its obedience to the Soviet Union.20 Reviewing the British labour movement in the four decades to the outbreak of the Second World War, he noted that:

it is increasingly recognized that there was no obvious socialist ‘solution’ that Labour blithely ignored, no weak evasion of obvious ‘truths’. The ‘solutions’ offered by western European Communist parties were unworkable. The politics of workers’ violence and association with Soviet Russia simply pushed people to the right. Alliance with such elements in defence of working-class interests was hardly a viable strategy.21

It is reasonable to suggest that the logic of this reading of the historical record was such as to engender deep suspicion of the ostensibly dominant narratives of British labour history emerging up to the 1970s. As Duncan noted in a rare historiographical overview, ‘Moments of apparent progress or triumph’ were studied intensely, and ‘More energy was expended on examining the radical, or explaining the absence of radicalism, than on examining political moderation’ (my emphasis in both cases).22 The assumption of an ‘inevitable onward march of an integrated labour movement’ was clearly suspect, as was the belief that the movement’s potential for ‘militancy’ was regularly diverted by moderates or by the institutions of the labour movement itself.23 Moreover, readings of the British labour movement which contrasted it unfavourably with the Marxist sophistication of its continental counterparts were based on mistaken stereotypes, as within theoretically Marxist parties ‘many realized that Marx’s forecast of an inevitable revolution was simplistic or wrong. They abandoned a slavish adherence to Marxist ideas, whilst often maintaining a Marxist rhetoric.’24

If British Labour should be measured on its own terms rather than judged against a set of abstract and impossible Marxist criteria for political and industrial militancy, then it was also appropriate for Marxist and Marxian assumptions about the role of class and class consciousness to come under critical scrutiny.25 Duncan rejected entirely both the idea that the ethos of the labour movement could be reduced to a simplistic, almost instinctively material ‘labourism’, and the notion that the rise of the Labour party was somehow the automatic corollary of an emerging working-class consciousness. Socialist ideology, he explained, was more sophisticated, original and profound than had often been recognised, less derivative of Liberal thought, more in tune with intellectual developments elsewhere in Europe.26 And even in the coalfields, Labour’s success ‘was not the inevitable outcome of an emergent class culture, of industrial conflict, trade union expansion or the essential solidarity created by the underground labour process’.27 On the contrary, in mining areas as elsewhere, social structures did not of themselves explain the changing patterns of political allegiance: ‘There was no “objective” social experience which was inevitably translated into a Labour allegiance by an increasingly class-minded electorate. The connection between social experience and political behaviour was something which had to be manufactured and maintained.’28

More will be explained (below) about the manner in which such manufacturing and maintenance was thought to have taken place, but the essential message to be extracted from the foregoing discussion of Duncan’s relationship with Marxism, for it applies more broadly than only to that ideology, is that he was determinedly nonreductionist. That is to say, he argued unswervingly that political choices, whether they consisted of party leaders choosing policies or electors deciding how to cast votes, had to be explained politically, as conscious decisions made by rational individuals, and not as the by-product of (say) one’s relationship with the forces of production.

A similar approach guided his response to questions of nationality, both ideologically and historically. Although he hailed (as do I) from a rather unfashionable corner of Wales with more than its fair share of ambiguities in respect of its relationship with ‘Welshness’,29 Duncan was secure in his national identity: Wales was important to him. Yet he was not, in any way, a Welsh nationalist, feeling Britishness to be a ‘functional identity’ that co-existed with a nonetheless profound attachment to Wales,30 and arguing against any history which privileged ‘Welsh “exceptionalism”’.31 ‘Much Welsh history’, he wrote, ‘has been the history of a nation in the making and the makers of a nation. It is a remarkably unbalanced historical record.’32 This did not imply an uncritical unionism: on the contrary, he appreciated that all political arrangements and the national identities that they drew on or sustained, were contingent: historical constructs the continued existence of which should never be taken for granted. Throughout his career he remained obviously committed (one might say, given the volume of time he spent in archives up and down the land, over-committed) to the full geographical range of British politics, including not only Scotland and Wales (and even sometimes Ireland) but all corners of England as well.

This meant that, for Duncan, there was no single standard of ‘Welshness’ by which one measured oneself, or indeed evaluated the actions of others.33 Hence there could be no a priori characterisation, for instance, of the motivations of those politicians or voters who opposed devolution in 1979 (or for that matter in 1997) as somehow ‘anti-Welsh’. On the contrary, ‘Opponents of change did not reject their Welsh identity … They rejected devolution as a form of governance and nationalism as an ideology.’34 There was no purpose in agonising over ‘weak’ national identities, as ‘hybrid or overlapping identities’ were ‘normal’.35

Linked to this was a refusal to accept what might be termed – paralleling its Marxist, economic form – ‘cultural’ reductionism, namely, the idea that political change could be explained by broad cultural shifts, rather than by detailed analysis of the motivations and decisions of politicians and the expressed preferences of voters (amongst many factors).

The conceptual literature assumes that cultural identities would necessarily construct political approaches – it ignores human agency and political calculation. The world of politics is concerned with priorities and calculations.36

In the context of the devolution agenda, Duncan was clear that ‘despite the assumptions of cultural historians and some contemporary activists’, government interest in devolution was not ‘a “natural” consequence of a growing and cohesive sense of national identity in Scotland and Wales’.37 Cultural orientations could ‘have a strong influence on policy’ but did not ‘necessarily suggest a single policy orientation’, as ‘political actors at times choose to support policies which do not conform to their own cultural inclinations’.38 This perspective informed his understanding of how devolutionary politics emerged at the heart of British government, rather than being something whose origins lay entirely on the ‘Celtic fringe’.39 The ‘Englishness’ of the governing classes was no less contested and constructed a concept than ‘Welshness’. In any case, many of those who played a part in the British Labour party were rooted in Scottish or Welsh cultures.40 Postcolonial dichotomies were of very limited explanatory value.41 It was not as though Duncan was uninterested in what he termed ‘the cultural history of politics’,42 but he meant something much more specific and more capable of being evidenced rigorously than what passes muster in most cultural history.

It should come as no surprise to discover that, given his resistance to what he considered both economic reductionism and cultural reductionism, Duncan was even less enamoured of the fashionable modalities of postmodern theory. He was not immune to the utility of what has come to be known as ‘discourse analysis’,43 nor blind to the value of understanding the role of – as Andrew Thorpe puts it in his contribution to this volume – ‘myth and counter-myth’. But if Gramsci didn’t get a mention, then it was hardly likely that either Derrida or Foucault would fare better.44 Like many British historians schooled in the empirical tradition, Duncan felt there was – at best – an element of ‘old wine in new bottles’ about postmodern theory, and pointed to Peter Clarke’s formulation of the ‘social purchase’ of an idea (its potential for mobilising and articulating popular interests) as predating by some considerable distance the postmodern trend that had its most demonstrable impact on British political history in the 1990s.45 It had been quite possible for conventional political and economic history to generate its own revisionism without ‘recourse to any particularly “new” and heavily theoretical approaches’, he opined.46

No Marxist, no nationalist, no cultural theorist, postcolonialist or postmodernist, Duncan was, as he acknowledged, an ‘historicist’.47 This was not a barren empiricism: rather it was deeply rooted in extensive and scrupulous archival research, alive to but not in thrall to conceptual innovation, striving to put the British (or the Welsh) in an appropriate comparative framework, and committed to comprehending ideas, individuals and institutions on their own terms, instead of judging them according to extraneous criteria they or their contemporaries would have struggled either to understand or, sometimes, even to recognise. This historicism embraced statistics and prosopography as well as the history of ideas and psephology, and did not shirk the duty to acknowledge, as well as understand and explain, complexity. Frequently it resulted in work that was not only original and well-informed, but often more secure in its evidential foundations and less reliant on conceptual leaps or historiographical sleight of hand than anything that had come before.48 As he stated: ‘change will not be understood by constructing castles in the air; they need to be related to shapes on the ground’.49 It is fair to say that such forensic rigour did not always translate into attractive or entertaining prose: light relief was an indulgence rarely afforded and rhetorical flourishes were almost entirely absent.50

It would, however, be doing Duncan an injustice to suggest that his historicism was simply a very thoroughly developed example of the empirical method. He acknowledged that social history had a role to play, and that traditional narrative history was not the answer.51 Instead, he strove constantly to articulate models whereby politics might better be understood, and to tease out from the study of the specific the general principles that had the potential to illuminate a wider range of concerns. To help with this ambition he was prepared to draw selectively on political theory and political science. At the same time, although he was, as has been explained, neither a Marxist nor a nationalist, he was by no means apolitical. This essay goes on to address first, what might, under the heading of the ‘relative autonomy of the political’, be elaborated as his attempt to construct a coherent and meaningful heuristic framework for the comprehension of mass politics in modern Britain; and second, the political objectives and ideological values he endorsed in his historical scholarship and which fed into his own views of society and politics in modern Britain.

The ‘relative autonomy of the political’ is, of course, Marxian shorthand for the notion that ‘superstructural’ political change is not necessarily and directly connected to changes in the economic ‘base’, but that the political sphere maintains a considerable degree of autonomy and independence.52 In effect, then, political change most often demands political explanations: political ideas were often more important than social experiences in influencing the fortunes of parties and the outcomes of elections. The rise of the Labour party, for example, was not predicated on class interest alone, but had to involve an effective political message that could persuade voters to support it.

In itself such a position (sometimes termed ‘the primacy of the political’) is unremarkable, but what marked out Duncan’s approach to political change as more ambitious than many was his concern to use what he felt were suitable concepts and theories to comprehend the political sphere. Having had a schooling in political science, he sustained an interest in the insights that he felt that discipline could offer to the historicist study of politics, deploring the dissociation of ‘political history from political science’ and arguing that a ‘more analytical institutional history’ was an outcome both desirable and possible.53

An affinity to the ‘new institutionalism’ in political science involved the recognition that institutions were capable of political agency, and had an often prominent and active role in communicating political ideas. The way parties were structured, the balance of power and the complex iterative relationships that existed between central office and constituency organisations, the multiple flows of policy-making through a party, the prioritisation of political messages, all these were crucial in understanding how parties dealt with the challenge of a collectivised mass electorate in an increasingly democratic political system.

Yet, at the same time, institutions were not monoliths: they could be spaces within which competing narratives clashed and ideological contests could be acted out – ‘unstable coalitions of ideological groups with different interests and aims’.54 But neither were they vacuums: they also contained their own (usually multiple) cultures, which operated at local as well as national level (even long after 1945),55 and they acted as prisms which reflected and refracted broader cultural orientations as they passed through the structures of the institutions themselves.56

Politicians, too, needed to be understood, on the one hand, as influenced by socially-constructed values, and on the other, as critical to the process by which abstract policy could be communicated to the voting public:

The best of the career politicians, men like Joseph Chamberlain, Lloyd George and Ramsay MacDonald, displayed an ability to turn the ideological visions of more abstract thinkers into concrete strategies. They knew what kind of society they wished to create, and how they might obtain the necessary political and public support necessary to move in that direction.57

Politicians thus had to be integrated into their intellectual environment, given credit for the fact that their policies were often more sophisticated than many historians have thought, for one of their roles was to translate abstract principles into practical policy, to transform ideology into tactics, to reconcile ambitions for change with political realities.58 The politician’s art, in a sense, was that of ‘the possible’: conviction was vital, but success came to those who were flexible, responsive to the shifting mood of the electorate of the day, and able to anticipate how social and economic flux reconstituted the terms of the debate, and see how through their own words and writings they themselves helped to frame political meaning.59

A ‘new’ political history, therefore, had to bring together the study of the party as an institution with the study of the party as a culture (or multiple cultures). It needed to understand the organisation’s internal dynamics, while also paying appropriate attention to the ‘purchase’ it had with the wider public. Leaders were vital, but the way in which they engaged with and represented party workers and rank-and-file members might be as critical to their success as the image they managed to sustain in the public mind. Parties were ‘national’ organisations but they were also intensely and diversely ‘local’ and what worked for the party in one area might need thorough recasting in another. Rhetorical strategies were part of the key to a successful appeal to electors, but they had to be underpinned by realistic policies. None of this was simple or straightforward; all of it demanded evidencing, needed grounding in (often archival) specificity. And the results were, inevitably, sometimes dauntingly complex. No single (‘franchise’) factor could explain the rise of Labour, for example: that required a 500-page monograph packed with detailed, authoritative summations of political chronologies drilled down to the level of the shire, the city, the municipality, even sometimes that of the ward.

Duncan’s scholarship was, then, scrupulously empirical (in the positive sense of the term), while also striving to identify the transferable lessons that might assist other scholars in making sense of their own chosen parties, politicians and policies in a variety of chronological contexts. Yet his scholarship was not bereft of commitment, for sometimes explicitly, more often implicitly, the issues that mattered to him, both historically and contemporaneously, surfaced clearly and consistently.

Duncan may not have been a Marxist but he was a democratic socialist. His origins in the Newport working class and his national identity left significant marks on him, even if his was a more measured reaction than to opt for either Marxism or nationalism (or both). He was a strong, though never uncritical supporter of the Labour party, and he held fast to an opposition to and rejection of both the historical record and the contemporary practice of the Conservative party.

His keen sense of injustice was expressed at the exploitation of working-class men and women in twentieth-century Britain, at the denial to them of opportunities, and at the poverty, snobbery and social inequalities from which they suffered.60 Their most powerful enemies could be reeled off: ‘unemployment, insecurity, ignorance, inequality, imperialism and militarism’.61 And if the capitalist society was inefficient, immoral, unfair, ‘encouraging selfishness and greed’,62 then the alternative had to be a socialist one.

Such a socialism was, at root, ‘ethical’, sharing many characteristics with the historical forms Duncan had striven to recover from the condescension of those adhering to ‘scientific’ versions. It was motivated by deep moral commitment and indignation, and dedicated to effecting ‘real and practical changes in people’s lives’.63 Such changes included the delivery of high-quality public services including municipal housing, the nurturing of working-class communities, the extension of democracy, compassion and decency, the eradication of insecurity through the establishment of the welfare state, and the championing of gender equality.64 Although he recognised its historical specificity, Duncan endorsed in print the Labour party’s 1928 policy statement, Labour and the Nation. It is surely significant that he quoted at length this menu of the key principles and principal aims of democratic socialism in his essay on ‘The politics of the Labour movement’:

i)   To secure to every member of the community the standards of life and employment which are necessary to a healthy, independent and self-respecting existence.

ii)  To convert industry, step by step, and with due regard to the special needs and varying circumstances of different occupations, from a sordid struggle for private gain into a co-operative undertaking, carried on for the service of the community, and amenable to its control.

iii) To extend rapidly and widely those forms of social provision – education, public health, housing, pensions, the care of the sick, and maintenance during unemployment – in the absence of which the individual is the sport of economic chance and the slave of his environment.

iv) To adjust taxation in such a way as to secure that due provision is made for the maintenance and improvement of the material apparatus of industry, and that surpluses created by social effort shall be applied by society for the good of all.

v)  To establish peace, freedom and justice by removing from among the nations the root causes of international disputes, by conciliation and all-in arbitration, by renouncing war … by economic co-operation through the League of Nations, and by mutual agreements.65

Such a socialism was neither a utopian creed nor a blind revolt against poverty and oppression. It was a ‘practical socialism’,66 a positive commitment to rational, moderate, attainable goals, a set of values mirroring, as James Griffiths had put it, ‘the life and struggles of the people’.67 Taking the responsibilities of such an agenda seriously meant forming minority governments ‘to prove that the party could govern’.68 It involved winning control of local councils and administering them constructively, rather than indulging in socialist fundamentalism or rhetorical tirades. It necessitated constructing a policy programme which would, as Ramsay

MacDonald explained, ‘rescue socialism entirely from the turning of phrases and impossible policies and make it a living and constructive thing’.69 If politics could be considered ‘the art of the possible’, then for Duncan Tanner the possibilities of democratic socialism were the ones worth pursuing.
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The making and remaking of ‘common sense’ about British economic policy

Peter Clarke

Duncan Tanner made many contributions to the teaching, the writing and, above all, to the understanding of British political history from the late nineteenth century to the end of the twentieth. One recurrent theme of his research, of course, concerned the vicissitudes in the political fortunes of the Liberal and Labour parties over that period. Indeed his first book, Political Change and the Labour Party, constitutes a massive scholarly achievement in teasing out some of the interactions between the two parties, with each implicated in a process that it is too simple to describe as either competition or cooperation, and with an often similar hinterland of support and values. Rather than attributing Labour’s ultimate success to the novelty of its appeal, he showed that, paradoxically, it often had roots in a common culture shared with Liberalism. Perhaps we can build on this Tannerian insight by extending the parameters of this ‘common culture’ to embrace an even wider ideological spectrum – one defined by the norms of ‘common sense’.

It was Thomas Paine’s famous pamphlet Common Sense, in the fateful year 1776, that linked the cause of democracy with the revolt of the American colonies. It is necessary to recognise that ideas which achieve the status of common sense at one point in history, often with a radical ideological force, may come, with the passage of time, to seem like the sort of common sense that appeals most strongly to conservatives. It is not just Tom Paine who may be revolving in his grave when he is championed today in the United States by populist right-wing politicians and publicists. And, in applying a similar frame of analysis to British economic policy, we can see that its history shows a making and remaking of common sense which involves fully comparable exercises in ideological body-snatching.

Thus it is not only the formal content of ideas that matters (though it does) but also the ‘social purchase’ that ideas achieve; and they do so within a context of historical change. When a poor boy, whose first instincts in politics have been primal socialism, rises to become a rich man who strongly supports the Conservative party, we can call it ‘selling out’. But we can also perhaps identify more subtle processes by which many of our ideas are ‘bought out’, in the course of ongoing political arguments. So much depends on what simply ‘makes sense’ to a majority of people at different times, in the light of their own historical experience.

Economic policy has often been written about as simply a vulgarised and bastardised version of economic theory. Admittedly, few people suppose that economics, as an academic discipline, is inviolable or unchanging, embodying truths universally true over time. Economists sometimes joke that theirs is a science with only one law – supply and demand, of course – which implies that an awful lot else is negotiable. But, even given this historical dimension, the relationship between economic theory and policy is nonetheless often assumed to be one of cause and effect, albeit with some time-lags: from high theory to low politics, subject to ideological and empirical distortions along the way. Keynes, in the concluding remarks of the General Theory, can be quoted in support of this sort of model. First he assures us that, in economic policy, it is not vested interests but ideas that are ‘more powerful than is commonly understood. Indeed the world is ruled by little else.’ Secondly, he notes that, because ‘there are not many who are influenced by new theories after they are twenty-five or thirty years of age’, such ideas are ‘not likely to be the newest’, so that the process of dissemination may need a generation or so to show results.1

Taking these rhetorical claims perhaps more literally than did Keynes himself, we can see the way that such a process is modelled. In this model ideas flow downhill, like water, from a pure stream at some elevated source into an increasingly wide and increasingly muddy river that makes its way to the sea, sometimes with a delta where it is difficult to determine which is the main or true channel. Accordingly, changes occur in the ‘low politics’ of economic policy when, in due course, the ‘high thinking’ of economic theory achieves successive intellectual breakthroughs, embodying deeper and truer insights.
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