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Michedl Foot's dection as Leader of the
Labour Party dtrikingly symbolises the
strengths and wesknesses of today's Labour
Left. After decades of being in a permanent
minority within the Party, defeated in both
the parliamentary and extra-parliamentary
Party and confronted with harassment in the
form of proscriptions and expulsions, the
Labour Left is now in a podtion to win
majorities, even in that bastion of the Labour
Right — the Parliamentary Labour Party.
Michadl Foot has himsaf been avictim in the
past of the Right's intolerance and the liberd
atmosphere which now exiss within the
Party is, in part, a reflection of his own
persuasive influence. The Party's programme
of public ownership and control of the
economy, rejection of a defence policy based
upon nuclear weapons, and withdrawa from
the EEC, is one which reflects this Left
majority.

For many the Party appears to be a much
more convincing instrument for radica
socidig change in Britain and as a con-
sequence is able to attract to its ranks
individuals who have, or would have in the
past, belonged to one of the smdler socidist
groupings. Whereas in the past the Party
conceded the initistive on mgor political
issues (eg, race) to other Left groupsit is now
more willing to take a lead (eg, nuclear
weapons) rather than tag dong behind. It is

aso tentatively considering the mobilisation
of Labour's industria strength for more
explicit political purposes (eg, oppostion to
cuts in public expenditure at locd govern-
ment level). But the Labour Left dso has a
weskness for picking 'lost Labour leaders by
succumbing to sentimental rhetoric (Ramsay
Macdonald) or technocratic collectivism
(Harold Wilson) and has been weskened in
the past by this over rdiance on personalities.
Furthermore the Labour Left is stronger on
sentiment than strategy, having the better
dogans (eg, 'peace, 'dissrmament’, 'equality’)
but limited ideas on how they should be put
into practice. Finaly the Labour Left hes
displayed adevotion to Party loydty going, at
times, beyond the cdl of duty which has been
exploited to great effect by Labour's Right.

Both David Howell and David Coates are
intent on showing that the Labour Party will
never be the agent of sodidist transformation
in Britain and both are concerned therefore to
illuminate the Labour Left's wesknesses and
to question its importance during the past
decade.

Howell's interpretation of Labour's
history is one in which the Party's commit-
ment to parliamentarianism has undermined
any socidid intentions. But Howel never
defines the nature of this albatross. Surdy
winning mgjorities in assemblies, nationa or
local, is an important part of democratic
socidig strategy? To win such mgorities the
socidigt needs to create a mass movement
involved in the community and then in order
to trand ate mgjorities into power the socidist
needs to mobilise the support of that com-
munity, especialy organised labour, in the
ensuing struggles. Cetainly ‘the parlia-
mentary embrace’ diminishes the radicdism
of the labour movement: the bureaucracy
aso will act as a conservative influence. But
today's Labour Left is wel aware of such
constraints and for the first time since the



days of Harold Laski and Douglas Cole is
devising a strategy which involves shifting
the balance of power within British ingtitu-
tions. But Howdl is unimpressed by the
advance of the Labour Left believing it lacks
a coherent programme or an educated base,
displays doctrinal dterility, is dependent
upon a sectiond and defensive trade union
movement, as wdl as being wedded to
parliamentarianism. Some of his criticisms
are pertinent: the Labour Left does need to
creste a mass Labour Paty with strong
community bases, it does need to reexamine
and rethink its own programme constantly,
and it does need to generate greater socidist
thought within the trade union movement.
But today the Labour Léeft is more receptive
to socidid idess than a awy time in the
postwar years, the vitdity of its libertarian
tradition has been reasserted, and it has
begun to develop an dternative economic
programme relevant to the present economic
disasters.

Howedl's pessmigic and defedist inter-
pretation of left wing politics sometimes
clouds his judgement. For example, he
describes the recent debates within the
Labour Party over condtitutional matters as
more pertinent for their symbolian than
substance. Such aoof academicism ignores
the redity namey that there has been a
digtinct ghift in power within the Labour
Party irrespective of the outcome of
individual resdlection conferences. Miched
Foot's election by the PLP is, in part, an
indication of the shift that is now beginning
to occur. Nevertheless Howdl's use of the
Labour Party archives ensures that this
remains a vauable account of intra-party
politics since 1931 and a far better history of
the Party than the sixth edition of A Short
History of the Labour Party. Henry Pelling's
account of the Labour Party is labour history
a itsworst — dl leaders, PLP votes, NEC
decisons and Annua Conference votes but
no members, supporters or voters. The
publishers blurb clams that the book deds
with the Party's rank and file but in fact they
never emerge in this forma and ingtitutional
hisory which deds with the 1970s in a
perfunctory manner and stops abruptly in
1978 with no judtification except presumably
apublisher's deadline.

David Coates sudy of the Labour
governments of the 1970s is in a dass of its
own. To begin with it is very wdl written;
refreshingly the language used is under-
standable and he describes the events of the
1970s with style. This strength should not be
underestimated because it makes a pleasant
change fron some of the gobbledygook
which is dlowed to pass for politica
commitment. The book is likely to become a
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standard text on the period which | regret for
reasons of interpretation but | hope that |
dispute Coates interpretation in the same
fraterna spirit to which he gppeds in his
Preface.

Coates employs an impeccable logic in
describing the decline of Labour's radicd
purpose and in doing so enters anintellectua
hal of mirrors. He arguesthat the constraints
on the Labour government were not soldy
those of parliamentarianism or of politica
eitism but, more importantly, of inter-
national capitelism. British socidids are
trapped, on the one hand, by the palitica
need to reduce the exploitation of Iabour and,
on the other hand, by the capitdist need to
incresse that exploitetion. Internationa

capitalism determines that Labour govern-
mentswill follow the second course. Thusthe
Labour government wes ‘helpless and its
failure was 'guaranteed’. Furthermore it no
longer remains an option for a future Labour
government to reflate the economy through
increased public expenditure.

In 1931 Aneurin Bevan wrote of the
Labour Party's ‘fundamenta and fad
contradiction’, namdy that in order to win
office it had to raise popular expectations of
radical reform but in order to maintain office
it had to work with private enterprise and
thus betray its radicd promise. Bevan
believed those constraints could be sur-
mounted and acted out his belief in the post-
war Labour government. Smilarly, with
politicd will and the active support of
organised labour some of the congtraintswere
surmounted between 1974 and 1979. Coates
deals with the falures of the Labour
government but does not consder such
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succeses as the condderable amount of
labour legidation, which included legdising
the closed shop and establishing important
rights a work, or the nationaisation of the
shipbuilding industry neither of which fitted
into the economic logic of capita at that time.

The Labour Left certainly suffered some
defeats in this period and these deserve
examination. But the Labour Left itsdf
developed new gtrategies as a consequence of
its own critical reexamination, one of which
was to launch a campaign to redistribute
power within the Party. This campaign has
taken time, organisation, and perseverance
in the face of bitter oppostion but as such
effort begins to succeed Coates adopts a lofty
tone of international determinism consigning
such struggle to the nationa waste-bin. It was
0 much esser for Coates and others of
similar persuason when the Labour Party
wasin the hands of the Right but now that the
balance of power is shifting the critics of the
Labour Left discover further congraints and
move into the higher levels of abstraction.
Coates arguesthat anew grouping on the Left
is necessary, this to be drawn from the ranks
of the various exigting Trotskyist groupings,
with a political strategy aiming at 'the entire
replacement of a world sysem of property
relationships by concerted international
action between labour movements, based
upon a network of socidig militants in dl
maor national and international companies
and provided with their soddig skills by
socidig intellectuals.

The Labour Left is stronger today than at
any other time in the postwar period. Neither
Coates nor Howell give serious consideration
to this strength because both wish to under-
mine the Labour Party's soddig clams.
Nevertheless examination of the contempor-
ary Labour Party must dso point out the
Labour Left's weaknesses. Its organisationd
victories have been gained a a time of
doctrindl ambiguities, its  politicd
determination could be undermined by
gppeals for party unity from the new Party
Leader, its political base within the trade
union movement is being threatened by a
deradicalisation engendered by fear of
unemployment, and its electoral support isso
fragile that a right wing breskaway led by the
'‘gang of three' could have very serious
consequences. Furthermore, the congtraints
upon any future left wing Labour govern-
ment — both international and national —
will be considerable. Organised struggle will
be necessary in order to maintain the gains
made in the 1970s but regrettably Coates and
Howel will remain in their hdl of mirrors
predicting (and hoping for) the demise of the
Labour Left.

Patrick Seyd



