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THE DOUBLE ROLE OF THE LABOUR PARTY - REPRESENTATIVE OF THE WORKING CLASS AND PARTY OF GOVERNMENT

Since the atrophy of the Liberal Party as a party capable of commanding a Parliamentary majority and governing in the 1920s, the Labour Party has performed two different functions,. 

The first was that envisioned by its founders in 1899 - representing the interests of the organised working class in Parliament. The recognition that those MPs elected by the working class and with the active support of the trade unions who functioned as Liberal MPs in the I870s-90s were not effectively representing their own class was the force behind the Labour Party’s formation. The outward signs of this are recorded by Marx and Engels among others: the working class MPs donned the dress and accents of the ruling class. They also began to think like members of the ruling class, putting the interests of the nation before those of the working class. The Labour party was not seen as a party which could govern the nation, but as an agent for redressing working class’ grievances and gaining concessions for the working class. The trade union leaders recognised that it was a very necessary agent: Parliament had granted concessions to the working class; it also attempted to contain the working class in the economic struggle.

The other participants in the Labour Party’s beginning were political organisations, the Independent Labour party (ILP), British Socialist Party (BSP) and the Fabians. Of these groups only the Fabians had any idea of the functions of a major parliamentary party, i.e. to govern. (At this time the Fabians had a strategy of permeation: attempting to get acceptance from all parties of their ideas for adapting politics and the state to be able to contain the challenge from the working class which had developed both politically and in the economic struggle. Accordingly, they permeated the machinery of all parties, though they were most successful in the Labour Party.) The ILP was socialist, though its socialism was idealist and non-Marxist. The BSP was the party of the Social Democratic Federation which was avowedly Marxist. Its politics were far from Marxist in relation to the economic struggle and also in relation to a clear conception of the function of a political party of the working class.

The atrophy of the Liberal party meant that the ruling class in Britain had to find an alternative parliamentary party if the parliamentary system was to continue to function. The decision to make the Labour party the governing party in 1924 and 1929 when it was a minority party in Parliament was made by the ruling class so that the Labour Party could develop into a governing party as gradually as possible and with a minimum of political upset. (Governing as a minority party means that no legislation is passed without the consent and connivance of the other parties. Therefore, it is possible to get used to wielding the reigns of government without being able to contemplate radical change of any kind. It was a safe initiation.) The main work of this transition was done by the Fabians in the Labour Party, renegades from the Liberals who had left the sinking ship to join Labour, and those individuals from the ILP and trade unions who had developed into bourgeois politicians. At the same time, the Left of the Labour Party emerged clearly for the first time - in reaction to the Party’s development as a governing party. The Left emerged, it did not develop. To develop it would have had to develop an alternate conception of governing, i.e. governing a working class state and not a bourgeois one - taking state power. Passionate rhetoric about socialism was probably its most characteristic feature.

Inevitably this second function - that of a party capable of governing — came into conflict with the Labour Party's initial function - representing the organised working class. In 1931 economy measures were seen by bourgeois politicians as the only way out of a deepening economic crisis. As the government party, the Labour party accepted its responsibility for making cuts in government employees' wages and in unemployment insurance. But when it came to the crunch, the majority of the Labour Cabinet members backed down and resigned from government. They could not survive as a party of the working class and be seen to hit the working class. The second function was jettisoned so that the first could survive. This in turn forced bourgeois politics to deviate from its normal parliamentary pattern of government and opposition party. Britain was governed by a coalition national government from 1931 until after World War II. The minority of the Parliamentary Labour Party (PLP) who joined the National Government as National Labour members included some of the Party's major leaders. They advised junior MPs not to join them in the National Government as this would jeopardise their position inside the Labour Party. A sacrifice had to be made in the national interest, but it must not be too great or else the Labour Party's ability to re-adopt its second function would be more difficult.

If the Labour Party changed at all out of the 1931 "crisis" it was a change which facilitated its second function. Though Ernest Bevin, at that time a major trade union leader only, vowed that never again would the party flaunt the trade unions as it had tried to this time, the PLP continued to establish itself separately from the NEC of the Labour party and the party's Annual Conference (Bevin was seconded by Churchill into the War Cabinet as Minister of Labour and went on to become a powerful bourgeois politician in the '45 labour Government.
) Neither the Left nor the trade unions could challenge this development, because both recognised the necessity to have the working class represented in Parliament and neither had any conception of using parliamentary representation as a step in taking state power.

It is from the interaction of the Labour Party's two functions that the explanation of the homily "Labour is always more united in opposition" arises. The unity Labour derives from being in opposition is anti-Toryism. The PLP and Labour Party proper (NEC, constituency parties etc) have the same interests in being anti-Tory, while the differences between Left and Right can be acknowledged and continued openly on the ideological level alone - the reality of putting them into practice when in government need never rear its ugly head. (Tribune - voice and soul of the Labour Left, 14,4.72: "The first and most important reason that a Labour MP is returned to Westminster is to do all in his power to defeat the Conservative Government.") It should be noted, however, that constituting "HM's Opposition" also carries a responsibility for maintaining the governing party. Only when the Government and the Opposition reach working or "gentlemen’s agreements" can parliamentary business be done and the nation governed. In addition, legislation is formed not only from the fertile brains of the Cabinet but also during its passage through Parliament. Bills are affected by the pressures from the governing party's own back bench and the front and back bench of the Opposition. Thus, the Labour Party, even when in opposition, performs its second function.

THE POST WAR GOVERNMENT CONSENSUS

The reforms passed by the Labour Government from 1945-50 were not seriously contested by the Conservative Opposition. The sections of the ruling class who were most affected - the coal-owners, the doctors - were kept in line precisely by the lack of serious opposition by their political representatives. The return to power of the Conservative Party in 1951 meant that Parliamentary politics had been clearly re-established in a post-war world that otherwise seemed so changed. The Conservative Party had shown that it could adapt to the changing culture and use egalitarianism and classlessness as effectively as the Labour Party. Towards the economic struggle the Conservatives were, if anything, more anxious than Labour had been to avoid escalation. The Left of the Labour Party followed its petty bourgeois utopianism into pacificism: there ought to be no conflict between Communism and capitalism, and if there must be then Britain as a sovereign nation could be above it. The trade unions had no need to pressurise the Labour Party as there were no moves to threaten the established position of the working class or impede it in the economic struggle.

Labour’s return to power in 1964 coincided with the economic need of the ruling class to hit at the working class organisation in production which was demanding technological change at too high a price for the employers and at the level of subsistence of the working class. [or 'to hit at the working class organisation and at the level of subsistence of the working class at a time when the development of the productive forces was demanding technological change at too high a price for the employers' - PB]. As in 1931, the PLP was faced with hitting the working class. This time they had to hit the class not only materially hut also organisationally - to curtail the "rights" of the trade unions established during World War II. As in 1931 the Labour Government went determinedly at its tasks. Even the Left was enthusiastic - fired by a rebirth of Fabianism, a progressive capitalism which could bring qualitative change in its wake. Again it was the trade unions which stood out against the Labour Government. The reversal of Labour’s policies (Prices and Incomes Policy and Industrial Relations Bill) was brought about not by the Left but by the "realists" or centrists of the party. (For the Labour Party, centrist means identification with neither the ideology of the Left or Right.) To preserve the Labour party as a political party, it must retreat.
 (National Government was mooted by some mavericks at this time, notably IPC's [International Publishing Corporation, publishers of the Mirror and Sunday Pictorial] Cecil King, but rejected as being too major a departure from political normalcy).
 The Left, belatedly, took up the Union’s case with all its passionate rhetoric - but little else. It did not put forward any alternate course for Labour to follow which would further the interests of the working class.

The Conservative Government took up the tasks to be done where Labour had left off. It had fought the election on the need for trade union reform and the Labour Party Opposition had been anything but determined (the trade unions' opposition to the Industrial Relations Bill was defensive; the Left did not arm the trade unions with anything more than this). The new Government attempted to sneak Prices and Incomes policy through the back door to save trade union leaders' face while meeting the economic struggle head on and allowing escalation in order to defeat wage demands. (Because Government intervention is to avert escalation of the economic struggle, some ground is always given to wage demands. The Government intervenes as an arbitrator, for neither side, so each must gain. This has been recognised by the trade unions, hence the protests that this Government has abdicated its claim to independence by not seriously attempting to settle disputes.)

The Conservative Government put the Industrial Relations Bill into the statute book. But the opposition from the trade unions has been more determined than most bourgeois commentators had expected. The trade unions have not registered to claim the traditional "rights" and accept the new "responsibilities" required in return. The Government was forced to use the cooling-off provisions against the railwaymen sooner than it hoped for (it had hoped the Act could remain in the background, thereby winding down concerted TU opposition. The success of the Miners’ Strike and the fact that the Government could not have used the Act against the miners as it would simply have been disobeyed meant that if it had not been used against the railwaymen it would have been seen to be inoperable). The trade unions have acknowledged now that the law of the land must be obeyed. But this is a mixed victory. It ensures that the Act will continue to be seen as anti-trade union, and that the trade unions will insist that the Labour Party repeal it when next in power or else betray its first function as representative of the organised working class. In the economic struggle (engineering notably), the working class has forced its leaders to take on serious trials of strength with the employers for which they have had little liking. So far, the working class has not sustained a defeat on the economic front. Indeed the procedure agreements recently worked out strengthen working class organisation on the shop floor.

The pressure from the working class and its organised expression - the trade unions - has continued to operate on the Labour Party in opposition. It has been unable to let its Left and Right join battle on ideological issues to their hearts' content, because it is being called on to perform its first function - representing the working class in Parliament. This pressure is made worse by the fact that the PLP must oppose in the name of the working class those policies which it espoused and defended when in Government.

In fact, the PLP funked the Industrial Relations Bill fight. Instead of either forcing the Government to withdraw the Bill or forcing a General Election on the issue, the PLP settled for vociferous and passionate token opposition. On Incomes Policy, the party healed the rift by re-opening "discussions and consultations" with the trade union leaders which should conveniently grind on until the next election when a face-saving formula involving the hoary myth of a "vital and developing national economy with more for all" can just about be credibly resurrected. It will have to be. The Left certainly have provided no alternative.

ENTER THE COMMON MARKET

It is in this context that the Common Market issue must be examined. The Common Market has become the ideological issue on which Left and Right have joined battle.

The battle has been fiercer than other recent disputes precisely because of the pressure of the working class and trade unions. The Left dare not take on the Right on issues which concern the class struggle directly because they can offer no alternative and because such a lead at the political level would intensify working class opposition seriously and make a political confrontation between working class and ruling class more likely. It is precisely this political confrontation that the Left must avoid: its generation would force them down from the heights of passionate rhetoric into effective leadership which they cannot give.

The centrists of the Party took up the Common Market issue with something approaching indecent haste. It provided them with a chance to mend most of their fences with the trade unions and also with a non-class issue to appeal to the petty-bourgeois nationalism of the electorate (Much of the trade union opposition derives from petty-bourgeois nationalism; the other element being fears that the working class’ standard of living will worsen. See B&ICO pamphlet: The EEC, a Communist History).

As the class struggle has intensified, so has the Left's anti-Common Market zeal. Though the Left never even considered forcing a General Election on the Industrial Relations Bill, it has come to believe that one fought on the Common Market could be won by Labour and all would be well afterwards (presumably this means no class struggle and no necessity to hit the working class). The Centrists have had to acquiesce, because to oppose the "will of the Party" would negate and destroy their reasons for taking up the anti-terms of entry position - mending Party fences. The resignations of the Right and pro-marketeers from the Shadow Cabinet were precipitated by the danger that the Left's use of the fence mending would really jeopardise not only Common Market entry but also parliamentary democracy. If the amendment by a Tory backbencher for a referendum on EEC entry had been supported by a 3-line whip by the PLP, it would almost certainly have been carried. And so strong is petty-bourgeois nationalism (its strength certainly a vestige of the Empire-Commonwealth of Nations ideology fostered by both Labour and Tories. Norway and Denmark should have no trouble with their referenda not having the encumbrance of an imperial past) that a referendum on entry could be lost. 

The British public has shown itself perfectly willing to allow Parliament to get us into the EEC, though "itself" does not particularly relish the idea of becoming European (see any published opinion poll for the last two years). In addition, a referendum at this time would also net votes against entry on a straight anti-Tory basis directed against the state of the economy, school milk charges, Fair Rent Policy etc. There is no basis for arguing that a referendum would be more democratic than a Parliamentary decision given the structure of British politics. Jenkins and co are correct in that referenda are a populist, or petty-bourgeois democratic device which have proven unworkable in practice. The best example being the USA where referenda are a recourse "of the people" in nearly every state, but which are never in practice used. If public pressure were effectively against EEC entry in Britain, Parliament would not be able to take us in. It is a bourgeois issue and Parliament is a bourgeois institution amenable to bourgeois pressure.

So the Labour pro-Marketeers have taken a stand. The bourgeois press has seen the stand with mixed reactions. They are glad that the "national interest" has been assured; getting the EEC enabling Bill through Parliament and defeating the referendum amendment on the way should now be relatively simple. But they are worried at the "internecine war" within the Labour Party. The Labour Party must be preserved in its two functions intact if parliamentary politics is to continue. If Jenkins and co never come in from the cold of the back benches this may not be possible. For the Left can never provide the leadership necessary for Government or HM's Opposition on their own. They need the "realism" of the Right to maintain the Party whole. 

Michael Foot, nominal head of the Tribune group, has clearly recognised this by the gentleman-like treatment accorded by him to the Right on the EEC. He is front bench spokesman on the EEC and has shown a disinclination to turn the knife into the pro-Marketeers and indeed to stop entry by any but the most orthodox of Parliamentary means. The press are agreed that it was Wedgwood Benn's hankering after the party leadership that led to the present "crisis". He has a vested interest in driving Jenkins out into the cold and thereby narrowing the field for the next leader of the PLP. However, so astute a manoeuvrer has Benn proved (something not often seen in the Left who are usually more pre-occupied with principles and conviction) that Tribune, Foot’s organ, can describe the events as a vindication of democratic process and a harbinger of more democratic control by the NEC and Annual Conference over the PLP. The centrists, including the centrist of them all, H. Wilson, have been wondering over the ruins of their mended fences.

Mending them again will he a tricky problem. There is still the need to avoid issues of the class struggle. Wilson is hoping that if he closes his eyes, it will all go away. Meanwhile, the ruling class are waiting anxiously. They are not so much worried about what the Left would do if in power in the PLP, but more about the deterioration of the Labour Party if led by a group with no policy except oppositionism and rhetoric. It would cease to be a governing party and so throw parliamentary politics into flux.











N.Stead

� In the light of the argument developed in subsequent articles in this series it can be seen that Bevin was far from being a 'bourgeois politician'. Bevin's whole perspective was to develop within the working class the movement the ability to become the ruling class. See the items on Bevin elsewhere on this site.


� In fact, according to the later development of this line of thought, trade union opposition to the 1960s Industrial Relations Bill and Prices and Incomes policy was an error. Rather than smashing capitalism first, as demanded by the revolutionary left, both mainstream Communist and Trotskyist, it is by developing the ability to govern under the conditions imposed by capitalism that the working class could develop the skills necessary to transcend capitalism and advance towards socialism. In the 1960s it was the old Labour left, personified by Barbara Castle, implicitly criticised here, who had the best understanding of how Socialist politics could develop.


�  'He was involved in, and probably instigated, a bizarre � HYPERLINK "https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Harold_Wilson_conspiracy_theories#The_1968_plot" ��1968 meeting� with � HYPERLINK "https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Louis_Mountbatten" ��Louis Mountbatten�, among others, in which he proposed that Harold Wilson's government be overthrown and replaced with a temporary administration headed by Mountbatten. He had no support from them for this, so he decided to override the Editorial independence of the Mirror and wrote and instructed to be published a front page article calling on Wilson to be removed by some sort of extra parliamentary action. As Chairman of the IPC the Board met and demanded his resignation for this breach of procedure and damaging the interests of IPC as a public company. He refused, so was dismissed by the Board on 30 May.' - Wikipedia
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