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The Clause Four argument: 1959-60 and now

Losing the ideal

of equality

CONSIDERING MATTERS in 1994, towards
the end of a long and, alas, hitherto point-
less, effort to make the Labour Party more
“electable”, people of a cértain age become
cerily aware of having heard jt all before. It
has taken Tony Blair's speech to the Labour
Party Conference to drive us back to the
archives to look at the musty pages of
ancient recrimination, yellowed since 1960,
and to realise that almost every word of it
has now been on replay. Of course, the
tone of those old arguments has not
improved with age, but modern technology
allows people to turn up the volume when
the sense is low. In one respect the older
men have the advantage, they normally
spoke in sentences, since they lived before
the age of sound hites and prepacked tele-
vision gibberislh.

“We are far enough
away from the events
of the earlier time to
be able o see that the

aduvice of polisters

was never very
valuable, and
sometimes positively
barmful”

Then and now, politicians paid a tremen-
dous amount of attention to the polls.
Pollsters are normally ready with conven-
tional opinions on a very wide range of
matters. There is a developed art of opin-
ion management, which can calculate the
precise shape of questions needed to elicit
the desired answer. If there is some reason
why politictans should be advised to make
usc of polls, there is even stronger reason
to warn that it is more common for polls to
make use of politicians. Clearly this has
been happening continuously since
Labour’s defeat in the Election of 1979. But
it also happened systematically in the after-
math of the earlier Labour defeat in 1951.

We are far enough away from the events

of the earlier time to be able to see that the
advice of pollsters was never very valuable,
and sometimes positively harmful.

The war against public ownership began
as soon as Mr Churchill strode back into
Downing Street. There had been a very stri-
dent campaign against the nationalisation of
the sugar industry, led by Tate and Lyle, the
manufacturers. The press maintained a con-
stant critical watch on the performance of
the industries which had already been
nationalised, and made sure that no sins of
omission or commission were overlooked.
Every bureaucratic excess was reported,
and some were discussed at length and rep-
etitiously.

All the propaganda culminated in 1959,
when a very large survey was comimis-
sioned by Colin Hurry Associates to
demonstrate in every possible way that
public ownership was unpopular, damag-
ing and lethal to the hopes of the Labour
Party.' This survey was publicised with
enthusiasm, and became a part of the polit-
ical mythology of the times. It is not
altogether surprising that it soon found
echoes in the Labour Party leadership. They
in rurn found other pollsters who were
willing to provide a great deal of “evidence”
to the effect that various Labour policics
were unappreciated, unpersuasive, even
downright unpopular. Socialist Comen-
tary,’ the journal of a part of the right-wing
establishment, which enjoyed a degree of
patronage from the American Centrat Intel-
ligence Agency,' commissioned Mark
Abrams to survey public opinion, in order
to discover the roots of Labour’s failure.

Abrams confronted 724 people with a
series of sixteen statements, and asked
which best expressed the spirit of the
Labour Party. The five which were cited as
being “outstandingly true” were these:

“Stands mainly for the working class.”

“Is out to help the underdog.”

“Would extend the welfare services.”

“Is out to raise the standard of living of
ordinary people.”

“Would try to abolish class differences.”

Each of these statements, Abrams con-
cluded, sees the Labour Party “essentially as
a class party.” There were many reasons, he
concluded, “for believing that this image. ..
is onc unlikely to leadl to a more successful
future.” A more successful future, it
seemed, might attend a party which stood
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mainly for the middle order of people,
called the underdog strictly to heel, would
curtail welfare, depress the standards of
the ordinary people, and seek to maintain
and reinforce class divisions. Strangely, in
1960, few dared draw such conclusions. But
in 1994, they ware widely embraced and
loudly proclaimed. The only thing that
remains persistently elusive is... the more
successful future.

The answer to the question “must Labour
lose™® was “probably yes.” As Rita Hinden-
concluded, “Its class appeal is being
undermined because the working class
itseif. .. is emerging from its earfier unhappy
plight.” The ethos of solidarity, she thought,
“is beginning to crumble.” More “promises
to conquer economic distress and crises
by planning based on public ownership
mean little, now that the terrible economic
depressions of the past appear to have been
left behind.”

Thoughts like this were often voiced in
the months after the General Election of
1959. Hugh Gaitskell encouraged them
when he convened an informal meeting at
his house in Frognal Gardens on Sunday
23 Qctober.

Paul Johnson, at that time a scion of the
left, opened the public hostilitics in the
Fvening Standard. He reported that Frog:
nal Gardens werc contemplating an alliance
with the Liberal Party, a possible change in
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the name of the Labour Party, and the total
abandonment of public cwnership. A new
world had arrived, and the election results
had proclaimed the need for these changes
to all reasonable people. Socialist funda-
mentalists might object, but they “were
negligible.”

The next contender was Douglas Jay,
MP, and he chose Forward, a journal at
that time close to Labour Party officialdom,
in which to scrawl his version of the writ-
ing on the wall. A new name for the Labour
Party was necessary. Further nationalisa-
tion was not required, and the proposal to
reintroduce public ownership of the steel
industry must be dropped. The influence of
the Parliamentary Labour Party must be
enhanced in a more truly federal structure,
but the trade unions and the Party Confer-
ence should be reined in. The working-class
affiliates of the Party were holding it back
and it was inappropriate to fight “under a
{abel of a class that no longer exists.”

This valediction was a little premature.

Labour Party members did not particu-
larly wish to describe themselves as
“radicals” and it was not so easy for them
to come home from factories or offices,
mines or schools and follow the reasoning
of Mr Jay about the disappearing working
class. Constituencies began to express con-
cern, mounting to distinct unease.

Paradoxically, the same trade unions
which had hitherto regarded him as a mod-.
erate man, a safe pair of hands, were
shocked by Gaitskell’s outbreak of radical
iconoclasm. This was formally registered in
a speech to the Labour Party Conference in
Blackpool in November, an uncanny pre-
echo of another Blackpool oration of 1994.

“I do think that we should clear our
minds on these fundammental isstes and
then try to express in the most simple and
comprehensive fasbion what we stand for
in the world today.

The only official document which
embodies such an dattempt s the Party
Constitution written over 40 years ago
[1918]. It seems to me that this needs to
be brought up to date. For instance, can
we really be satisfied today with a state-
ment of fundamentals which makes no
mention at all of colonial freedom, race
relations, disarmament, full employmeni
or planning? The only specific reference to
our objectives at bome is the well-known
Dhrase:

‘To secure for the workers by band or
by brain the full frufts of thelr industry
and the most equitable distribution
thereof that may be possible upon the
basis of the common ownership of the
means of production, distribution, and
exchange...’

T bope, then, that the Executive will dur-
ing the next few months try to work ol
and state the fundamental principles of
British Democratic Socialism as we see
dnd as we feel it today, in 1959, not 1918,
and I hope that in due course another
Conference will endorse what they pro-
pose.’™

Most trade unions had then, and still
have, rules in their constitutions which

commit them to public ownership and/or
workers’ control.” A change in the Party’s
constitution implied a change in their own.
It soon became clear that for this and other
reasons many unions would be unwilling to
support a comprehensive reworking of the
Labour Party's constitution. Many unions
favoured public ownership in their own
industries, and wished to extend it to new
sectors. Thus, the miners could see no rea-
son why coal distribution should not be
brought under some form of public own-
ership, as well as the pits themselves.
Intermittently calls were to be heard advo-
cating the extension of public ownership
to the manufacture of mining machinery. In
many other trade unions, the extension of
public ownership was at least thinkable.

But in addition, there was a very large
group of people who had no desire what-
ever to extend nationalisation in the
immediate future, but who were annoyed
by the raising of a question which they
regarded as quite irrelevant.

George Brown, soon to be Gaitskell's

“Seélez‘ng to lead bis
Jollowers away from
Dbublic ownership,
Hugh Gaitskell
wound up inciting
them to demand more
of it”

deputy, summed up the view of this group.

“Gaitskell, quite reasonably, felt that this
bit of old-fashioned dogma was part of
Labour’s out-of-date image, and that far
from attracting adherents to the Party it
probably put off many people who would
otherwise vote Labour. I didn't think it
really mattered a damn, one way or the
other. But the proposal to amend Clause
Four at once aroused all the hostility of
those who were really opposed to Gaitskell
on defence and all the other matters on
which a practical approach to the prob-
lems of government contrasted with a
doctrinaire approach.™

Considering outright opposition and sur-
rounded by alienation, Gaitskell came, week
by week, to seem more and more isolated.
His new broom, far from sweeping clean,
was soon to be locked back in the cup-
board. By February 1960, The Times was
able to report a remarkable change under
the arresting headline: “Mr Gaiiskell calls for
more public ownership.”

At a meeting in Nottingham, the Leader
surprised his by now sceptical audience by
saying:

“For my part, I bave never been satisfied
with the present frontiers between public
and private enterprise. To me it is absurd
to think, in the fuace of the buge capital
gains now being wmade in the private sec-
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tor, that we can achieve the degree of
equality we want without an extension of
public ownership.

It's absurd to think that we can over-
conte the present crisis in town and
country planning without more public
enterprise — we may even bave to go
back to some of our old ideas about the
ownership of urban land.

It’s absurd to think that we can solve
our housing problem without more
municipal ownership, or create an ade-
guate counterwelght o big business
without an extension of co-operative own-
ership.

Above all we cannot be satisfied with
the degree of control over the economy
which we now possess. If we arve to plan
successfully for full employment, more
investment and higher productivity, we
shall need to extend the public sector,
including movre public ownership: most
obviously, as we said in our election pro-
gramme, in the flelds of steel and road
transport; certainly in water supplies,
quite probably in the future, as other prob-
lems confront us and the case becomes
clearer, in other flelds as well.™

The weight of dissent was gathering and
was becoming the more intense with the
growth of the campaign for nuclear disar-
mament, which threatened to isolate the
Labour Party leadership from a very large
majority of younger people, including those
very members of middle classes to whom
experiments in revisionism had been
intended to appeal. A change was
inevitable. It seems that Harold Wilson
thought that he was responsible for finding
the formula which settled this argument
(according to his bicgrapher, Ben Pimlott)."
But that was not the perception of George
Brown.

“The ostensible dispute over Clause Four
ended almost in a farce. I thought I saw a
way of patching up the differences over
Clause Four. I wrote an addition to the tra-
ditional Clause Four which I likened in the
arguments then to adding the New Testa-
ment to the Old Testament. But no
amendment was put formaily to the Party
and so none was ever written into the
Party’s constitution, Instead the Executive
presented its statement to the next Con-
ference and its statement on Labour's aims
was accepted as “a valuable expression of
the aims of the Labour Party in the second
half of the twentieth century.™"

All this amounted to a rarve form of lead-
ership. Seeking to lead his followers away
from public ownership, Hugh Gaitskell
wound up inciting them o demand more
of it. His new text even called for “com-
munity power over the commanding
heights of the economy,” after a judicious
amendment by Jennie Lee, using her hus-
band’s famous phrasc.

George Brown succeeded in one thing:
the additional text was frequently referred
to as “the new testament”, in contra-dis-
tinction to the old, delivered by Moses in
1918. But in spite of the contemporary per-
ceptions, the old testament has in fact
outlived the new. Few today remember #
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the proclamation of 1960, but all Labour
members know that Clause Four is written
on their membership cards.

Nonetheless, the 1960 statement was
agreed, and might, in 1994, even scem quite
advanced. This is how it read:

“The following statement adopted in
1960 reaffirms, amplifies and clarifies Party
Objects in the light of post-war develop-
ment and the historic achievements of the
first majority Labour Government.

The British Labour Party is a democratic
socialist pacty. Its central ideal is the broth-
erhood of man. Its purpose is to make this
ideal a reality everywhere.

Accordingly:

a. It rejects discrimination on grounds of
race, colour, or creed and holds that men
should accord to one another equal con-
sideration and status in recognition of the
fundamental dignity of Man.

b. Believing that no nation, whatever its
size or power, is justified in dictating to or
ruling over other countries against their
will, it stands for the right of all peoples to
freedom, independence and self-govern-
ment.

¢. Recognising that international anar-
chy and the struggle for power between
nations must lead to universat destruction,
it seeks to build a world order within which
all will live in peace. To this end is pledged
to respect the United Nations Charter, to
renounce the use of armed force exceptin
self-defence and to work unceasingly for
world disarmament, the abolition of all
nuclear weapons, and the peaceful settle-
ment of international disputes.

d. Rejecting the economic exploitation of
one country by another it affirms the duty
of richer nations to assist poorer nations and
to do all in their power to abolish poverty
throughout the world.

¢. Ii stands for social justice, for a society
in which the claims of those in hardship or
distress come first; where the wealth pro-
duced by all is fairly shared among all;
where differences in rewards depend not
upon birth or inheritance but on the effort,
skill and creative energy contributed to the
commoen good; and where equal opportu-
nities exist for all to live a full and varied life.

f. Regarding the pursuit of material
wealth by and for itself as empty and bar-
ren, it rejects the selfish, acquisitive
doctrines of capitalism, and strives to cre-
ate instead a socialist community based on
fellowship, co-operation and service in
which all can share fully in our cultural
heritage.

g. Its aim is a classless socicty from which
all class barriers and false social values have
been eliminated.

h. it holds that to ensure full employ-
ment, rising production, stable prices and
steadily advancing living standards the
nation’s econormy should be planned and all
concentrations of power subordinated to
the interests of the community as a whole.

i. It stands for democracy in industry and
for the right of the workers both in the
public and private sectors to full consulta-
tion in all the wvital decisions of
management, especially those affecting con-

What does common ownership mean?

ditions of work.

j- It is convinced that these social and eco-
nomic objectives can be achieved only
through an expansion of common owner-
ship substantial enough to give the
community power over the commanding
heights of the economy. Common owner-
ship takes varying forms, including
state-owned industries and firms, producer
and consumer co-operation, municipal
ownership and public participation in pri-
vate concerns. Recognising that both public
and private enterprise have a place in the
economy it believes that further extension
of common ownership should be decided
from time to time in the light of these objec-
tives and according to circumstances with
due regard for the views of the workers
and consumers concerned.

k. It stands for the happiness and freedom
of the individual against the glorification of
the state — for the protection of workers,
consumers and all citizens against any exer-
cise of arbitrary power, whether by the
state, by private or public authorities, and
it will resist all forms of collective prejudice
and intolerance.

1. As a democratic Party believing that
there is no true Socialism without political
freedom, it seeks tc obtain and so hold
power only through free democratic insti-
tutions whose existence it has resolved
always to strengthen and defend against all
threats from any quarter.”"

As a commonsense statement of the pre-
vailing consensus within the Labour Party,
in 1960, this declaration is interesting. It
tells us where people were at. Indeed, many
Labour supporters in 1994 would find it
quire remarkably advanced, and certainly
less constrictive than subsequent leader-
ship statements have commonly become.

But alt the arguments about “full employ-
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ment”, welcome though they are in the
desert which has spread across large areas
of the British economy since 1979, also
reveal the immense gap between the entire
Labour Party of 1960 and its socialist fore-
bears. When Webb wrote of “comnion
ownership” this quite explicitly implied
the abolition of “employment.” If all of us
shared in the ownership of our enterprise,
thought the pioneers, then there would be
no “employers” and no employees either,

The Webbs had a special reason 1o be
familiar with this kind of thinking. When
they had been writing their famous His-
tory of Trade Unionism in 1894, they
began with an attempted definition.

“A trade union, as we understand the
term, is a continuous association of wage
earners for the purpose of maintaining or
improving the conditions of their employ-
ment."”"?

When they re-edited this classic work for
students of the Workers’ Educational Asso-
ciation, in 1920, they deleted the word
“employment” and substituted the term
“working lives”. They made this change,
they said, because they had been accused
of assuming that unions had “always con-
templated a perpetual continuance of the
capitalist or wage-system”. No such impli-
cation, they insisted, was intended.

It became unfashionable to speak or think
of wage-slavery, or what the Guild Social-
ists calied “the bondage of wagery”. But
this criticism, of the very nature of the
employment contract, is a recurrent and
insistent strand of the socialist commit-
ment.

We have learnt that there are many per-
ils which attend experiments in social
ownership and democratic self-manage-
ment. Bureaucracy has haunted the socialist
movement since its earliest beginnings.
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That is why it has become necessary to
develop a whole panoply of democratic
conirol mechanisms in order to establish
and maintain the principle of democratic
accountability.

But no such principle obtains in capital-
ist industry, even when it remains small in
scale and restricted in influence. In the age
when multinational corporations cxtend
their reach around the globe, this lack of
responsibility becomes a profound social
malaise.

WE HAVE SEEN that there are many simi-
larities between the paterns-of argument
which developed in 1959 and afterwards,
and those of 1994.

But there are also very important differ-
€nces.

What underpinned the effort to revise
the Labour Party’s programme, after the
1959 clectoral defeat? The most consistent
statement of the “revisionist” view was that
of C.A.R. Crosland, in The Future of Sociel-
ism'"'. Crosland argued thae the postwar
Labour Government had achieved a major
vedistribution of personal incomes; a trans-
fer of cconomic power following the
nationalisation of the basic industries; and
a transfer of power from management to
labour.

The first of these three effects was the
best understood, although the statistical
evidence was not quite as clear as Crosknd
thought. His second effort concerned the
shift of power occasioned by nationalisa-
tion. Here, he was realistic about the fact
that the management of nationalised indus-
tries might even he less accountable than
many private managements. But, he
thought, the power of the state had
increased, which, for him, was an
undoubted plus.

The truth is that the power shift was in
fact more complicated than Crosland
believed. The nationalisation measures all
involved substantial compensation for the
original private owners, Since most of the
industries concerned were unprofitable,
and some were on the brink of actual bank-
ruptcy, their compulsory purchasc
represented a veritable renewal of the
dynamism of capital. Phoenix-like, capital
was liberated to seek more profitable areas
in which to grow, leaving behind the husks
of the derelict industrics upon which it had
already preyed.

Crosland’s third effect was concerned
with the heneficial results of full employ-
ment.

“...there has been a decisive movemnent
of powver within industry fiself from main-
agemenl io labour. This is mainly a
consequence of the seller's market for
labour created by full employment.”™

Basing himself on the changes which had
been registered in these three areas of social
life, Crosland reached the opinion that the
initial socialist project had becn largely
completed. Upon the foundations laid in the
years after 1945, he thought, equality could
now be established.

Throughout the early postwar years,
there had been 2 barrage of propaganda

against equalitacian policics. A mythology
arose, claiming that new social provision
was redistributing resources to the poor,
that full employment was eroding differ-
entials and that the rentier was indeed
withering away, as had been foreseen by
J.M. Keynes,

If it is often dangerous to believe your
own propaganda, it is even more perilous
to believe your opponents’, in these sad
later days, however, Crosland might not
be blamed for doing so. It was only after the
publication of his own work that Richard
Titnuss published, in 1962, a magisterial
dissection of the official statistics on inequal-
ity. He showed how the Inland Revenue
had influenced the reporting of incomes, by
persuading those who could to subdivide
their own large incomes into several smaller
ones in favour of all their dependents in
order to minimise eligibility for higher rates
of tax. He also traced the ploy of splitting
large amounts payable in one year into
smalicr ones dispersed over longer times;
this device was also economical of tax lia-
bility. Titmuss cast a sharp spotlight on
fringe benefits, and showed how far the
fashionable talk of a disappearing middie
class was based on the uninquisitive inter-
pretation of very imperfect statistics. '

The least that we can say about
Crosland's evidence on this matter is that

“Crosland and some
of his colleagues were
desperately trying to
remain loyal to what
they saw as their most
binding promise: the
pursuit of equality.
But effective control
over the economy wds
slipping away, as the
power of
transnational capital
grew and grew.”
it looked better than it really was. There had
been a beneficial but far from swingeing
change in the distribution of incomes which
would in fact require persistent govern-
mental action to maintain it. But most
subsequent governmental action was
intended to reverse it.

His second major change concerned the
impact of naticnalisation on overall eco-
nomic policy. We have already commented
on this argument. It is obvious that the iack
of accountability in nationalised industries

implied a nced for their democratisation,
pactly by improving their responsiveness to
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consumers, and partly by the institution of
direct worker involvement in the decision-
making processes. Of course, there was
also a case for improving the degree of Par-
liamentary accountability.

All of these actions would have been con-
sonant with the strict spirit of Clause Four,
but none of them were ever effectively pro-
posed, leave alone implemented. It is true
that there were some attempts to democ-
ratise the administration of the nationalised
industries, more than a decade later on.
These met with little enthusiasm among
the Labour Party establishment.

We are left with the third major issue: full
employment. It is perfectly clear today that
the celebrations of this final defeat of unem-
ployment were somewhat premature.

Almost twenty years after his classic state-
ment, Crosland wrote a postscript, called
Soctalism Now.” In it, he drew the bal-
ance sheet of the six years of Labour
Government in which he participated,
between 1964 and 1970, “Nobody disputes
the central failure of economic policy,” he
said.

“In 1970, unemployiment weas bigher,
inflation more rapid and economic
growth slower, than when the Conserva-
tives left office in 1964. The growth
performance in particular was lamenta-
bie. GDP in real terins rose by an averdge
of only 2.3 per cent a year compared with
3.8 per cent in the previous six years.
Growth was consistently sacrificed to the
balance of payinents, notably to the
defence of a fixed and unrealistic rate of
excheange.

This central faflure bedevilled all the
efforts and good intentions of the Labour
Government. It constrained public expen-
diture. It antagonized the Trade Unions
and aliencated buge groups of workers. It
killed the National Plan and frustrated
polictes for improving the industrial struc-
tire (thongl too inich was exprected both
of indicative planning and industrial pol-
icy; which are rather marginal influences
on econoinic performance). And it has
ctele it bard for Labour (o claim i futire
— or, rather, it would have done but for
the far worse ness which the Tories are
making of the economy — that we can
manage things more efficiently thai they
cern.™

It is not at all clear that the zealous apphi-

-ation of Clause Four was responsible for
any of these shoricomings. On the con-
trary, Crosland goes on to list a number of
countervailing gains, all of which showed
certain improvements in income distribu-
tion, and in equality of access to education
and other services.

What was recally going on during this
painful experience was that Crosland and
some of his colleagues were desperately
trying to remain loyal to what they saw as
their most binding promisc: the pursuit of
equality. But effective control over the econ-
omy was slipping away, as the power of
transnational capital grew and grew. The
old modes of economic control no longer
functioned adequately. Changes in fiscal
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Hugh Gaitskell

policies commonly did not bite where they
were supposed to bite, and even if they
did, they failed to create the effects
intended.

We shall return to this matver a little later.

At this point in our argument it seems rea-
sonable to conclude that the effort to revise
Clause Four of the Labour Party’s Consti-
tution in 1959 and 1960 rested on three
main assumptions about the extent and
success of post-war social reform, each of
which was largely mistaken.

"Of course, some of those who joined the
“revisionist” lobby were not motivated by
the high principles which animated C.A.R.
Crosland. He sought a combination of lib-
erty and equality. Some of the other
lobbyists might have settled for something
less, such as office or a pension. However,
we must take the argument at its strongese,
and there is a very great deal of evidence to
attest to the sincerity of Crosland and an
important group of his co-authors, Unfor-
tunately, the price of equality is eternal
vigilance.

What is the difference between this his-
torical discussion, and the present
argument? We have seen that inequalities
in almost every social dimension have been
rapidly increasing, and that unemployment
has fundamentally undermined the power
of trade unions and the choices of employ-
ees in a buyers’ market for labour. To
consult Richard Titmuss or his pupils in
order to frame an effectively redistributive
tax policy must, in today’s Britain, appear
to be a slightly unrealistic, indeed, Utopian
effort. There are no good Samaritans on
Labour's Front Bench. Public ownership
could be restored in a number of services
and industries. But the Front Bench is not
only making no new promises, but actively
rescinding all the old ones.

How, then, can anyone involved in this
surrealist orgy of “realism”, speak of “equal-
ity"? True, the Labour leadership has
circulated a document in which it says it is
not speaking of “arithmetic equality.”

Amen to that. In every field we are being
asked 1o adjust to discriminatory forms of
treatment. We are told that trade unions
should seek no special favours. That is to
say, that employers are to retain the special
favours which they have enjoyed since the
beginning of the Thatcher regime. Heavy
hints are given to the newspapers that
Labour will pursue every possibility of cut-
ting taxes, rather than deploy them to help
the poor. The resultant equality will cer-
tainly not be arithmetic. It will be
comprehensively Orwellian, All animals
will be equal, but some will be considerably
more equal than others. The animals will
look “from pig to man, and from man to pig,
and from pig to man again.” But already it
will be impossible, or at any rate, politi-
cally incorrect, to say which is which,

Respect for C.A.R. Crosland demands
that we recognise that this kind of equality
is nothing whatever to do with that which
motivated his political life. There is a real
chasm between the two ideals of equality,
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state parliaments, and indeed are normally
not taken at all. Multinational capital has
succeeded in establishing a free range over
which it mariuds with impunity. Much of
this range is comprehensively deregulated.
The Keynesian levers which enabled
Crosland to aspire to the control of social
policy through the British Government's
machinery of redistribution will not be
reconnected until we create levels of
transnational democracy which can match
and contend with the economic power
centres.

Geological shifts in the reat power struc-
tures were largely unremarked by Labour’s
policy makers throughout the 60s and most
of the 70s. The result was increasing frus-
tration, as the political machine began o
malfunction in more and more tiresome
and unpredictable ways.

The most important lessons of these
experiences were drawn by Stuart Holland,
who had been a personal assistant to Harold
Wilson in the traumatic years of his first
administration. In an important book, The
Socialist Challenge,” Holland developed
the fundamental analysis which lay at the
base of the alternative economic strategy,
which was to be embraced by the whole of
the left, throughout the 1970s, and even
later.

Holland showed that the failure of Key-
nesian management techniques to deliver
controlled growth in Britain was part of a
wider change which resulted from the
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growth of multinational corporations, able
individually to circumvent and together to
block national governmental policies over
a wide range of matters. Between the macro
and micro levels of economic analyses, Hol-
land argued, we nccded to sce that there
had arisen a meso-level represenied by the
giant corporations, which could subvert or
nullify many of the decisions taken by
macro-economic planners. Since giant com-
panies accounted for a greater and greater
proportion of world trade, and since much
of that trade was now internal to specific
corporations, devices like that of transfer
pricing enabled corporations to avoid
national taxation rules at will. The prices of
transferred components could be charged
at wholly fictional levels, in order to remove
company resources from one area to
another, without hindrance. Transnational
subsidiaries would be favoured for straight-
forward company reasons, even when
national trade balances were running
adversely.

What was then left of the democratic
socialist project? With great skill and imag-
ination, parts of it could still be recuperated
at the national level, provided the new con-
ditions were understood. However, the
main weight of economic decision-making
had evaded direct national controls, and
could only be met and matched at an appro-
priate transnational level. At the same time,
of course, transnational political powers
were far too weak to afford a readymade
framework to a modern Crosland, seeking
to manage the world of giant multination-
als on broad Keynesian principles. National
powers were eroding, and nationat institu-
tions were crumbling with them.

True, a beginning of recuperation could
be envisaged with the developing institu-
tions of the European Commamity, and as
those institutions evolved towards full-
fledged European Union, it became at least
thinkable that a co-ordinated policy of redis-
tribution and social intervention might once
again render renewed welfare policies
viable for the medium term. But the new
economy is increasingly global, so that even
the European Union cannot match the eco-
nomic institutions point by peint, and
evolve all the counterpart mechanisms of
macro-economic control which had
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become so indispensible to the Crosland
generation.

The evolution of a single currency might
in time put European institutions at the ful-
crum in negotiations to recreate a new
international economic and monetary
order. Social considerations might then
recover some of their older priority.

But in the meantime, socialists in differ-
ent countries would need greatly improved
forms of co-operation among themselves,
Without these, there would be no valid
long-term national strategies, no honest
joint actions, and no realisable combined
and convergent policies to advance the
interests of our constituency: the working
population, the unemployed, the poor, and
the forgotten people of Burope. Separately,
the national roads diverged in one direction
into sterile dogmas, and in the other to a
sickeningly conformist opportunism.

But the real choice, which is to work
together, to transcend frontiers and barri-
ers, leads to new possibilities of advance,
towards that long-delayed world in which
“the free development of each is the con-
dition of the free development of all.” i@
@ This is an abridged excerpt from Ken
Coates's iew book, Clause Four, Common
Ownership, and the Labour Party.
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