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Introduction 

Throughout the relatively brief history of New Labour its ideological character has been a persistent 

source of controversy. The transition from Tony Blair to Gordon Brown has only served to magnify 

and multiply such disputes. Indeed, two key questions predictably emerged in the British media as 

the handover loomed. Firstly, since the outgoing Prime Minister had very publicly appeared to be in 

search of it himself, what was the legacy of the governments led by Tony Blair? A second question 

inevitably followed. Would Gordon Brown honour his predecessor’s principles or blaze a different 

ideological trail?  

 

A distinctive line of argument could be heard in certain quarters of the British Left in response. It was 

suggested that despite popular perceptions and carefully cultivated appearances, the Blair 

governments had been much more progressive and social democratic than credited. Some of the 

Left hoped that with a (supposedly) more acute sensitivity to the Labour Party’s traditions the new 

Prime Minister would embrace and extend this record of social democratic achievement.  

 

This paper aims to engage with these claims by seeking to answer a simple question - to what extent 

did New Labour exhibit social democratic credentials during the period of Tony Blair’s leadership?  

As will quickly become evident, this seemingly straightforward question demands a rather less 

simple answer. Accordingly, three distinct methods of assessing New Labour’s ideological credentials 

will be advanced. Against these benchmarks the ideological character and achievements of the party 

over the last decade will be placed in starker relief. The paper will begin however, by addressing its 

principal challenge. How can we define the ideological content of social democracy?  
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The Elusive Nature of Social Democracy 

The identity of an ideology “is elusive, and one can sympathise with learned commentators who 

have turned away with despair” (Berki, 1975:10). Ideological labels cause confusion since they can 

be employed in various ways - to refer to specific bodies of ideas, to political movements seeking to 

realise such ideas and to societies purported to have realised ideological projects. It is also difficult 

to satisfactorily abstract from the ideological statements of a multiplicity of individual thinkers and 

political parties, which in turn are situated in, and shaped by, particular historical and cultural 

contexts. Struggles also arise for the proprietorship of political ideologies to complicate matters 

further. Contending partisans claim doctrinal proprietorship, denying legitimacy to opponents who 

conceive of the ideology in different terms.   

 

Attempts to define social democracy face a supplementary thicket of obstacles. Firstly, social 

democracy lacks the explicit theoretical core of many other political ideologies. As Padgett and 

Paterson (1991: 11) note, “most social democrats, and almost all of their leaders were unresponsive 

to all encompassing systems of thought or utopian visions of the future”. As a consequence, “in the 

spirit of Eduard Bernstein, social democratic theory concerned itself more with strategy than with 

end result” (Esping-Anderson and van Kersbergen, 1992: 188). This leads to a second difficulty. Such 

pragmatism has meant social democracy has successively and profoundly revised the content of its 

ideology during its history. Thirdly, there has always been considerable ideological divergence 

among members of the social democratic party family such that many choose to discriminate 

between Northern, Southern and Central European models of social democracy. 

 

Following the suggestions of Esping-Anderson and van Kersbergen (1992), three distinct means of 

addressing these difficulties and assessing the social democratic credentials of the Labour Party 
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under Blair’s leadership will be put forward. The first will consider New Labour in relation to the 

broader social democratic party family and its affiliates in the Party of European Socialists and the 

Socialist International. The second will examine the ideological goals and objectives which New 

Labour has expressed. Finally, an assessment will be offered in relation to the outcomes of New 

Labour’s policies.  

 

New Labour and Social Democracy: Affiliation and Party Family 

One approach to assessing New Labour’s social democratic credentials is to consider New Labour’s 

affiliations and relationship with the social democratic party family.  

 

The history of social democracy demonstrates that transnational affiliations are not without political 

significance. For example, admittance into the Socialist International has been a particular prize for 

social democrats of nations undertaking the transition from authoritarian to democratic rule. For 

more established social democratic parties like Labour however, membership of the Socialist 

International and Party of European Socialists is a rather more formalistic consideration. Accordingly, 

as Esping-Anderson and van Kersbergen (1992: 189) suggest, to define social democracy by 

reference to such affiliations amounts to little more than proposing that “social democratic 

movements are simply equated with whatever locally constitutes the left”. 

 

Here however, it is worth noting that “whatever locally constitutes the left” has become somewhat 

more complicated since Tony Blair assumed leadership of the Labour Party. The Blair era has seen 

the emergence of a host of competing left-wing political parties from the Socialist Labour Party 

formed by Arthur Scargill in 1996 to the rather more successful Scottish Socialist Party (founded in 
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1998) and Respect – The Unity Coalition (founded in 2004). These have had some success in drawing 

away affiliates and members from the Labour Party. However, such developments ultimately 

provide us with few meaningful insights since it is by no means certain that these competitor parties 

are best assigned to the social democratic party family. Moreover, as the example of the 

Independent Labour Party demonstrated, the existence of a competing party does not disqualify 

Labour from the social democratic party camp. 

   

Nevertheless, if judgements can be made on the basis of company kept, the Blair years do suggest 

some interesting allies. Thus New Labour has, to a degree unusual for the British Labour Party, 

sought allies amongst other social democratic parties. It has been actively sought to sign up sister 

parties as recruits to the Third Way and has been a driving force in establishing a sequence of 

‘Progressive Governance’ summits. Yet its success in this endeavour has been qualified. For example, 

that Blair and Gerhard Schröder could agree upon a ‘Neue Mitte’ did not prevent the emergence of 

ideological divergence between their respective parties. Indeed, despite such ideological overtures 

Tony Blair has had as marked a fondness for associating with those on the political right, most 

notably George Bush, José María Aznar and Silvio Berlusconi.  

 

Accordingly, it would seem that no definitive judgment can be made upon New Labour’s ideological 

credentials on the basis of an examination of its affiliations and relationships with other political 

parties. Instead we must consider an alternative approach.  
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New Labour and Social Democracy: Ideological Content 

If New Labour’s affiliations provide relatively little illumination, then greater clarity can be gained 

from considering the content of New Labour’s proposals. However, the fundamental difficulty here 

is the absence of an academically agreed statement of the ideological content of social democracy 

against which to compare New Labour. Accordingly the first requirement is to establish an ideal type 

of social democratic ideology. This will be derived inductively from the historical experiences of 

European social democracy and the statements of key social democratic thinkers. What emerges is 

‘thin’ insofar as it does not pretend to identify social democratic beliefs across every policy area. We 

gain little, for example, in endeavouring to identify a distinctively social democratic approach to 

transport policy when this has been of more marginal concern to social democrats than other issues. 

Furthermore, the ideal type that will be constructed makes no attempt to disguise the important 

areas of contention within the social democratic tradition. The hope, nonetheless, is that this ideal 

type captures the key elements of the social democratic outlook.  

 

Following Seliger (1976) and Parekh (1976), this ideal type will be outlined in reference to a model of 

ideology exhibiting a tri-partite and hierarchical structure. This proposes that firstly, an ideology 

comprises a set of meta-beliefs which offer an assessment of what is ultimate and total in 

humankind and human nature and a set of ultimate considerations such as the nature of human self-

comprehension, the place of humankind in the world, their environment and the character of its 

social relations. From such arguments the fundamental dimension is derived which consists of the 

final goals of an ideological project and the general normative vision of the society in which those 

goals will be realised. The final components of an ideology are found in the operative dimension, 

that is the programmatic content of an ideology. As Seliger suggests, this operative dimension 

remains ideological since no policy is conceived without some reference to ideals that embody moral 
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judgements about a given order, and which are derived, however indirectly, from the meta-beliefs 

and fundamental dimensions of ideology.  

 

The Meta-beliefs of Social Democracy 

Concern with meta-beliefs has rarely been a priority for social democrats. They have disdained grand 

theory and abstraction preferring a pragmatic focus upon ‘bread and butter’ issues. Nevertheless, 

despite the lack of a clearly articulated philosophical base a number of social democratic meta-

beliefs can be identified. 

 

Social democracy is a product of the Enlightenment tradition. As such it has been committed to the 

notion of progress. In distinction to Marxism it has repudiated historical materialism for an 

evolutionary vision of social progress. The motive force behind the development of societies is 

nonetheless disputed. Some, including Bernstein, asserted ethical values drive the development of 

societies. Others adopted a Weberian posture, rationality and efficiency serving as the motive forces 

driving a social democratic transformation of society. As such the social democratic tradition 

provides succour to both ‘mechanical’ and ‘moral’ reformers (Clarke, 1983). 

 

Social democracy’s commitment to progress can also be seen to be concomitant with its vision of 

human nature. It holds a positive view of human nature. The individual is seen at root to be rational, 

virtuous and moral, naturally fraternal and co-operative. Social democracy admits that such 

characteristics are rarely fully realised in contemporary capitalist societies but nevertheless holds 

that human nature is malleable enough to allow people to be improved and reformed under the 

auspices of a beneficent, social democratic state.  
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Such propositions interrelate with the social democratic vision of the individual and collectivities. 

Social democracy is positioned midway between the ontological individualism of classical liberalism 

and the collectivism of the Marxist tradition. Social democracy envisages an interplay between the 

individual and their social environment. As Bevan held, it “sees the individual in his context with 

society and is therefore compassionate and tolerant” (Bevan, 1990: 201). Social democracy 

recognises the influence of contextual factors in moulding the characteristics of the individual. 

However, these are not held to be over-determining since social democrats also assert the 

possibilities for individuals to rise above their circumstances. 

 

The Fundamental Dimension of Social Democracy 

The social democratic vision of the good society is difficult to clearly identify given the tradition’s 

aversion to utopian thought. Two distinct, albeit loose, visions of social democracy’s destination 

emerge. Some social democrats hold that their ultimate aim is the transformation of capitalism into 

socialism. For others the objective is more moderate, seeking the amelioration of the worst features 

of the capitalist system. What is held in common is that both would see the injustices of the 

capitalist order, such as poverty eradicated, to be replaced with a more egalitarian, fraternal, 

efficient and socially just order. 

 

This vision of the good society arises from a distinct critique of modern society focused upon the 

nature of the capitalist system. At the heart of social democratic ideology has traditionally been a 

critique of the worst aspects of capitalist society. This has identified the irrationality and 

inefficiencies of capitalism. Yet it also encompasses a moral dimension, stressing the deleterious 

effect of capitalism on human nature, the erosion of community through self-aggrandising 

individualism and the sedimentation of exploitation and injustice through the class system.  
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Yet, the social democratic critique of markets has frequently proven ambivalent. Some social 

democrats, such as Titmuss, proved unremittingly hostile to markets. Esping-Anderson and Offe 

hoped that collective consumption and public control would eventually displace capitalism. Yet 

others adopted a midway position, typified in Bevan’s suggestion that democratic socialism 

“struggles against the evils that flow from private property, yet realises that all forms of private 

property are not necessarily evil” (Bevan, 1990: 202). Thus in tune with a positive view of liberty and 

its egalitarian aspirations, most social democrats have argued for the decommodification of certain 

sectors of social life. 

 

As is implicit in the foregoing discussion, social democracy holds an egalitarian impulse although 

once again social democrats struggle to agree upon what this aspiration demands. Social democrats 

concur upon the need for a more substantial definition of equality than the classical liberal juridical 

conception of equality, but they disagree whether this demands either equality of outcome, equality 

of opportunity or equality of status.  

 

This egalitarian aspiration of social democracy is closely linked to its conception of liberty. Social 

democrats reject the negative conception of freedom of classical and neo-liberal theorists since this 

does not secure an equal or fair value of liberty for all. Rather, social democrats endorse a positive 

conception of liberty in which positive resources are deemed essential to secure an equalisation of 

the value of liberty and to provide the conditions in which individuals can develop their lives in their 

own way.  

 

This view of liberty and equality combine in a normative commitment to social citizenship which 

seeks to progressively enlarge and enrich people’s life chances. The reductions in inequality and 
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poverty this implies are consonant with other social democratic aspirations. Thus reduced inequality 

is held to enhance social integration, promote stability and engender the fraternity necessary for 

civic politics. 

 

A further consideration of the fundamental dimension of social democracy concerns the methods for 

achieving these aspirations. Social democracy exhibits faith in the state as an instrument of social 

reform. As Pettit (1987) notes, this arises from a concern with equal respect for each individual. 

Where classical liberals view individual respect from the perspective of ontologically equal 

individuals and as demanding the protection of individual natural rights, social democrats recognise 

that inequalities, for example, in the ability to make preferences felt, demand that a potentially 

beneficent state take action. Accordingly, it is incumbent upon the social democratic state to remove 

penury, ignorance, vulnerability, coercion, manipulation and discrimination. 

 

In contrast to Marxism and neo-liberalism social democracy views the democratic state neither as 

acting in class interests, nor in its own interests. Rather, the democratic state is deemed open, 

pluralistic and accessible and can be employed to transform society without obstacle. Yet, for the 

social democrat, use of the state is not merely a means to an end but is an end in itself. The 

democratic component of their creed, expressed in parliamentarism and electoralism, is essential to 

the social democrat.  

 

The Operative Dimension of Social Democracy 

Turning to the operative dimension of social democratic ideology abstraction from the national and 

historical variations of social democracy becomes increasingly difficult. Yet some general and typical 
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programmatic commitments nevertheless follow from the philosophical and fundamental 

dimensions of social democratic ideology.  

 

From its critique of capitalism and its faith in the capacity of the state, social democracy understood 

intervention in the economy was necessary, to increase efficiency and rationality and to ameliorate 

the injustices of unemployment and exploitation. Such intervention took various forms, from the 

Keynesian demand management techniques of the immediate post-war era to attempts to construct 

a developmental state as the long boom faltered.  

 

Socialisation of sectors of the economy, whether via nationalisation or the creation of joint stock 

companies was also a typical social democratic strategy even if enthusiasm varied over time and 

between different national expressions of social democracy. Socialisation received various 

justifications, including control of monopolies, essential resources or services, to guarantee 

investment, self-sufficiency, economies of scale or to facilitate economic planning.  

 

Welfare represents a further key operative concern. A normative commitment to social citizenship, 

awareness of the malfunctions of markets and a concern to equalise life chances leads social 

democrats to place heavy emphasis upon welfare measures. For social democrats the welfare state 

should be more extensive than the liberal residual welfare state. Non-market forms of organisation 

and provision of welfare are also generally preferred. Typically social democrats strove to increase 

collective consumption and public control and equalise life chances through a welfare state funded 

out of taxation, aiming at the decommodification of basic goods such as health, education and 

housing. Moreover social democrats have tended to devalue forms of selectivity in favour of 

universal programmes with limited or no opportunities for exit. 
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The social democratic belief in the malleability of human nature also suggests a distinctive approach 

to education and law and order. Thus the social democrat places a particularly heavy emphasis on 

the role of education in self-advancement and in the generation of equality of opportunity. 

Education is identified by social democrats as one of the principal mechanisms by which individuals 

can improve themselves and rise in social status. Thus, education is seen as a good which should be 

publicly provided and in which selection should have a minimal role. Likewise, the social democratic 

faith in the malleability of human nature prefers a penal policy which prioritises rehabilitation over 

retribution or deterrence.  

 

The non-domestic concerns of social democracy have not yet been considered. In the period prior to 

World War II social democracy could claim a distinctive approach to foreign policy, rejecting the 

conventional realpolitik of interstate relations. Rather, social democratic faith in the essential 

sociability and co-operative nature of humankind led it to stress the necessity of international co-

operation in foreign affairs, a desire to realise ideals of supra-nationality and a commitment to 

resolve international disputes without resort to military force. With the onset of the Cold War, 

acceptance of US hegemony, NATO and the US nuclear umbrella provoked divergent responses 

within and between social democratic parties. European integration provoked volatility too, as social 

democrats struggled to reconcile their normative support for international co-operation with their 

attachment to the nation-state and national political economies. Likewise, decolonization produced 

divergent responses1, although as the wave of decolonization halted, social democrats could unite 

around a call for a more equitable distribution of global resources and could take up the call to 

                                                           
1
 Compare, for example, the contrasting responses of British and French social democrats to decolonization in 

general and the Anglo-French Suez expedition in particular 
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support progressive movements elsewhere, not least the anti-apartheid struggle in South Africa and 

support for the Sandinistas in Nicaragua.  

 

New Labour’s Meta-Beliefs 

Having established a model of social democratic ideology the next task to be addressed is to map the 

correspondence and divergences between this ideal type and New Labour’s ideology.  

 

Insofar as New Labour’s teleology can be glimpsed, it still conveys a faith in evolution and progress 

characteristic of the social democratic tradition. In 1997 for example, the party promised “a fresh 

start, the patient rebuilding and renewing of this country - renewal that can take root and build over 

time” (Labour Party, 1997: 3). Yet as this and the title of its most recent election manifesto (‘Britain 

Forward Not Back’) indicate, New Labour has been reluctant to express a coherent and explicit social 

democratic vision of the good society. Its vision has typically been expressed in general terms, for 

example, “a country in which people get on, do well, make a success of their lives” (Labour Party, 

1997: 4). Such aspirations could be readily endorsed by many outside the social democratic 

tradition. Moreover, in its disarticulation of itself from the party’s past New Labour has sacrificed an 

ethos which derived a distinct, social democratic mission from the historic struggles of the party 

(Drucker, 1979). Yet, as we shall explore in more depth below the party continues to commit itself to 

the reduction of poverty and the promotion of social justice. If this is the measure of the society 

which it seeks to construct it seems one which should meet with social democratic endorsement.   

 

New Labour has also distanced itself from aspects of the traditional social democratic view of human 

nature insofar as it has had a heightened sensitivity to the self-regarding side of human behaviour. 
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This is particularly evident in post-1997 administrations anxiety to tackle a section of indolent, if not 

mendacious social security recipients with an endeavour equivalent to their Conservative 

predecessors. Nevertheless, the willingness of the state under Labour to intervene in an effort to 

alter individual behaviour, across a swathe of social policy, implies a continued social democratic 

faith in the malleability of human nature.  

 

New Labour’s meta-beliefs in respect of individualism and collectivism are also distinctive. Where in 

the past the party was pre-occupied with collective rights and outcomes New Labour shifted its 

focus toward the individual. For example, its communitarian analysis has elevated individual 

responsibility for crime and anti-social behaviour. The party’s welfare reforms, as a normative and 

prescriptive matter, have sought individuals who are active and independent, rather than passive 

and dependent on the state. Similarly, the party’s reluctance to extend levels of personal taxation 

can be interpreted as endorsing possessive and acquisitive individualism. Yet as we shall note further 

below, this heightened individualism does not inhibit New Labour from continuing to recognise that 

individuals are profoundly shaped by their social environment.  

 

Nor does New Labour entirely eschew reference to collectivism and collectivities. For example, the 

party’s 1997 manifesto asserted that “New Labour believes in a society where we do not simply 

pursue our own individual aims but where we hold many aims in common and work together to 

achieve them” (Labour Party, 1997: 4). Indeed, New Labour continues to hold faith in collective 

solutions initiated (if not always delivered) by the state. In addition collectivities and the social 

inequalities in resources and power which they confront persist in the party’s analysis. Both gender 

divisions and the position of ethnic minorities have proven key concerns for New Labour in office. A 

more profound disjuncture arises however from New Labour’s refusal to employ the class categories 
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traditionally employed by social democrats when analysing social divisions. Indeed, New Labour 

denies any fundamental antagonism between workers and employers and is intent that partnership 

will prevail between the two.  

 

The fundamental and operative dimensions of New Labour’s Ideology 

As noted above, equality has been fundamental to, if variously understood by social democrats. New 

Labour’s certainly avoids the vivid, traditional egalitarian rhetoric often utilized by ‘Old Labour’. 

Indeed, New Labour has preferred the rather more ambivalent concept of ‘social exclusion’. This 

conceptual shift serves to focus attention on those who are marginalised, in a variety of ways, from 

mainstream society. This has important implications, since an inclusive society might not necessarily 

wholly satisfy social democrats – it may demand no more than re-integration of the marginalised 

into a society still characterised by profound inequalities.   

 

That New Labour’s concern with social inclusion demands something more than this is suggested, for 

example, by the party’s 2001 manifesto which identified Labour‘s aim as being “to liberate people’s 

potential, by spreading power, wealth and opportunity more widely, breaking down the barriers that 

hold people back” (Labour Party, 2001: 6). At root therefore, New Labour subscribes to an 

egalitarianism defined by equality of opportunity rather than equality of outcome. It is on that basis 

that New Labour has sought to extend social justice and fairness and which motivates its 

undertakings to address poverty. As we noted above, such a form of egalitarianism is very familiar to 

the social democratic tradition.  
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Such views on egalitarianism have significant implications for how New Labour conceives and values 

fraternity. Notions of solidarity and community have been central to the social democratic tradition 

and as its concern with social inclusion and anxiety over ‘Britishness’ should indicate, New Labour 

does not demur. New Labour has been insistent upon the need to promote communal solidarity 

both at the local and the national level. Its interest has not been so much that fellowship will liberate 

and generate meaning for the individual, as many other social democrats would suggest. Rather, 

New Labour reiterates the interdependence of individuals so as to generate subscription to 

communal norms and obligations. For New Labour the value of communal solidarity is such that it 

posits clear limits upon individual freedom. For example, New Labour regards anti-social behaviour 

to be so corrosive of community that it willingly issues curfews and anti-social behaviour orders 

despite their implications for civil liberties.   

 

Indeed, as this example indicates, New Labour’s understanding of equality and fraternity have 

repercussions for its view of freedom. This is well articulated in the party’s 2005 manifesto. For New 

Labour: 

“The modern world offers freedoms and opportunities unheralded a generation ago. But 
with new freedoms come new fears and threats to our security... to counter these threats 
we need strong communities built on mutual respect and the rule of law. We prize the 
liberty of the individual; but that means protecting the law-abiding majority from the 
minority who abuse the system” (Labour Party, 2005: 43).  

 

Yet, New Labour has not shied away from extending rights to minority groups traditionally subject to 

discrimination and inequalities in power. The disabled and elderly have gained new protection from 

discrimination, particularly in the workplace. Equally noteworthy is the equalisation and extension of 

rights for sexual minorities2. More broadly however, as New Labour’s concern to promote equality of 

opportunity and social justice indicate, it continues to subscribe to a positive conception of liberty 

                                                           
2
 New Labour has removed the ban on homosexuals serving in the armed forces, equalised the age of consent 

for gay men, abolished Section 28 and introduced civil partnerships for gay men and lesbians. 
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familiar to social democrats. New Labour continues to hold that substantive resources are necessary 

to be empower individuals to develop their autonomy and realise their self-potential, not just 

juridical rights.  

 

New Labour’s view of the state also partially corresponds with traditional social democratic beliefs. 

New Labour does not question the neutrality of the British state. It may publicly express 

exasperation at civil service competence but has not regarded itself as the victim of politically 

motivated bureaucratic sabotage3. Moreover, New Labour subscribes to the social democratic view 

that the state has responsibilities to intervene to undertake social reform on the behalf of 

individuals across a range of social policies. Where New Labour’s view of the state is less easy to 

reconcile with the social democratic tradition is in respect of its relationship to the market.  

 

As suggested in the previous section, a critique of the market is a key characteristic of social 

democracy. It would be unfair to suggest that New Labour does not offer any criticism of the market. 

The party’s 2001 manifesto is representative of the New Labour position - “We know the power and 

value of markets, but we also know their limits” (Labour Party, 2001: 5). New Labour rarely 

explicates these limits but a proliferation of new Quangos, non-departmental public bodies and non-

ministerial departments coupled to extended powers for existing regulatory bodies4 offers testimony 

to at least some reservations about the operation of an untrammelled market system. Similarly, 

although the fundamentals of Conservative industrial relations law remain, workers rights have been 

extended through the social chapter, new rights to trade union recognition and more extensive 

                                                           
3
 Both David Blunkett and John Reid publicly expressed their dismay at the competence of their civil servants. 

4
 For example, New Labour’s regulatory zeal has encompassed such bodies as the Financial Services Authority, 

the Food Standards Agency, OFCOM, the Low Pay Commission, the Competition Commission, the Office of Fair 
Trading and the Pensions Regulator. 
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maternity and paternity rights. Furthermore, New Labour has undertaken to modify the rewards 

generated by the market by introducing a national minimum wage.  

 

Yet, such restrictions on the operation of the market have to be counterbalanced. New Labour has 

focused more upon the preserving the rights rather than extending the responsibilities of business. It 

has striven to anticipate and assuage the fears of capital, securing credibility through operational 

independence to the Bank of England and a fiscal policy operating with the ‘golden rule’ as its 

organising principle. Far from reversing the privatisations undertaken by its Conservative 

predecessors New Labour has further diminished the public sector, albeit at the margins5. The 

remaining public sector has been compelled to emulate private sector disciplines, since, as the 2001 

manifesto put it, “a ‘spirit of enterprise’ should apply as much to public service as to business” 

(Labour Party, 2001: 17) and several public sector organisations have been driven toward ‘greater 

commercial freedom’6. 

  

Furthermore, New Labour’s desire for partnership between public and private sectors has generated 

an extensive web of Private Finance Initiative deals. That New Labour’s opponents principally 

criticise PFI for generating less efficient and cost-effective provision than the public sector because 

of the need to build in profits for PFI providers and their consultants should be noted. New Labour’s 

embrace of PFI provides further confirmation of the distance which it has travelled from traditional 

social democratic reservations about the operation of the market. 

 

                                                           
5
 The Commonwealth Development Corporation and the Defence Evaluation and Research Agency have been 

partially privatised, the National Air Traffic Control services was sold to a consortium of airlines and the Tote 
has been privatised 
6
 In the case of the Royal Mail for example, this has meant the end of its historic monopoly over the UK postal 

market. 
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Similarly, New Labour’s approach to globalisation is revealing of its attitudes to the market and 

capital. It discerns a new economic epoch characterised by hyperactive and dynamic capital, placing 

new, non-negotiable exogenous constraints upon the British state and the pursuit of social 

democratic policies. New Labour does not ignore the negative externalities of globalisation, nor does 

it suggest that states are bereft of any response. For example, the party’s 2005 manifesto set out 

proposals for fairer trade and ending the conditionality of aid upon liberalisation and privatisation. 

Yet, the clear balance of its argument is upon the potential benefits which accompany globalisation. 

Indeed, New Labour has taken to international institutions, particularly the European Union, a 

profound agitation that they have failed to adapt as quickly and as extensively as is necessary to 

secure the fruits of globalisation.  

 

It is in the context of this analysis that New Labour offers no pretence that its policies will displace 

the primacy of the market or make any significant modification to the dynamics of the capitalist 

economy. It settles instead for a pragmatic, managerial approach to economic policy with the 

ambition of supporting “enterprise and wealth creation by making Britain the best place to do 

business” (Labour Party, 2005: 15). The principal goal of economic policy since 1997 has accordingly 

been “stable, low-inflation conditions for long-term growth” (Labour Party, 1997: 11), embodied in 

an inflation rate target of 2.5%. In realising these goals, much of what passed for the operative 

repertoire of traditional social democratic political economy has been sidelined. As noted above, 

socialisation is eschewed and control of interest rates has been abnegated. For New Labour budget 

deficits should solely serve the purposes of investment and not operate as a mechanism for 

managing aggregate demand. Furthermore, the taxation system is not pressed into service as a 

mechanism for eradicating inequalities in income. Through initiatives including targeted Child Tax 

and Working Tax Credits, New Labour has employed the tax system as one of a number of 
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mechanisms to diminish poverty. However, an equally fundamental purpose of these reforms has 

been to incentivise greater labour market participation.  

Yet it is in this respect that it becomes apparent that New Labour does not completely repudiate 

traditional social democratic political economy. While New Labour emphasises economic stability it 

still couples this to a fundamental level commitment to reduce unemployment. Initially its measures 

targeted the young and long-term unemployed but gradually the party its horizons to include the 

objective of achieving full employment in every UK region.  

 

For New Labour the benefits system, alongside the tax system, has had central role to play in 

delivering these aspirations for high levels of employment. New Labour has distanced itself from 

viewing social security benefits as an unqualified right of citizenship. Instead, through its New Deals, 

it has rendered unemployment benefits contingent upon the fulfilment of obligations to accept 

reasonable job offers or undertake voluntary work or training. This shift is a function of concern with 

welfare dependency and the potential for abuse within the social security system. But it also marks a 

shift in its understanding of the relationship between poverty and the benefit system. New Labour 

views poverty as a multi-dimensional phenomenon. Accordingly, it cannot be addressed alone by 

increases in social security benefits. Rather for New Labour “the best way to tackle poverty is to help 

people into jobs” (Labour Party, 1997: 19).  

 

However, it does not follow that New Labour is timid in its intent to tackle poverty or that the social 

security and tax systems have no role beyond facilitating (re-)entry into the labour market. In 

particular, New Labour has set itself the ambitious targets of reducing child poverty to half the level 

recorded in 1998-99 by 2010-11 and to eliminate it by 2020. It expects a multiplicity of agencies to 

contribute to this end as is particularly evident from its Sure Start programme. Elsewhere, it has 
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established minimum income guarantees for pensioners and has pledged to restore the earnings link 

for the state pension abolished in 1981 by the end of the next Parliament at the latest. But in respect 

of both pensioners and poor families, while universal benefits have formed part of New Labour’s 

response (for example, child benefit and winter fuel payments for the elderly), the focus has been 

upon targeted, means-tested benefits. As such, social democrats might be rather happier with New 

Labour’s ambitions than the ways in which it has chosen to realise them.  

 

In terms of healthcare, New Labour has presented itself as the guardian of the founding principles of 

the NHS. As its 2005 manifesto asserted, “Healthcare is too precious to be left to chance, too central 

to life chances to be left to your wealth” (Labour Party, 2005: 57). Accordingly, New Labour has been 

committed throughout its period in office to increasing expenditure on health care. This funding has 

been drawn principally from general taxation and access to the NHS has continued to be determined 

by clinical need rather than by ability to pay. In these respects, New Labour’s approach gains social 

democratic recognition as does its determination to tackle health inequalities. As it promised in 

1997, it has “set new goals for improving the overall health of the nation which recognise the impact 

that poverty, poor housing, unemployment and a polluted environment have on health” (Labour 

Party, 1997: 21).  

 

New Labour conceives of “the NHS as a public service working co-operatively for patients, not a 

commercial business driven by competition” (Labour Party, 1997: 21). Yet its institutional reforms, 

not least the shift toward NHS Foundation Trusts, have created an NHS operating around quasi-

markets. In the service of increased efficiency and extending patient choice such reforms have 

undermined the principle of universalism which social democrats have traditionally prized in public 

sector, non-market provision. Indeed, in its pragmatic use of private sector providers to add capacity 
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to the NHS New Labour further retreats from traditional social democratic reservations about the 

role of the private sector in the delivery of healthcare.  

 

In respect of education, traditional social democratic thought drew particular attention to the role of 

education in individual self-development and as preparation for participation in a democratic and 

egalitarian society. New Labour in contrast is preoccupied with education’s contribution to national 

economic performance. However, New Labour’s emphasis upon education as a mechanism of social 

mobility and equality of opportunity is more familiar to social democrats. The social democrat will 

also endorse its commitment to increased educational expenditure and its determination to broaden 

access to higher education with the aspiration of 50% of young people attending university by 2010.  

 

However, the party has maintained that its ambitions to expand access to higher education cannot 

be funded solely out of general taxation. That the party has privatised and individualised part of the 

cost of higher education by means of tuition fees and student loans is an approach difficult to 

reconcile with traditional social democratic beliefs, even if the Higher Education Act 2004 created a 

more generous system of student finance for those from lower income families. Finally, as with the 

NHS, universalism has been eroded by increasing heterogeneity in provision through the creation of 

specialist schools and (City) Academies, the latter of which require the involvement of private sector 

sponsors.  

 

In respect of law and order, as I have argued elsewhere (Randall, 2004), New Labour’s approach is 

complex. New Labour’s determination to confound any appearance of being ‘soft’ on crime has led 

to a heightened emphasis on individual responsibility for criminality and social disorder. In addition, 

the party has felt it necessary to tap into the public’s perceived desire for punitive criminal justice 
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policies. Yet, New Labour lays considerable stress upon the social environment, particularly 

unemployment and poverty, in generating criminality. It has also taken concrete measures to 

address these environmental causes of criminality through initiatives such as the New Deal for 

Communities. Moreover, New Labour maintains a characteristically social democratic faith in the 

potential for rehabilitation, extending programmes to prevent re-offending, particularly by young 

offenders and drug addicts. 

 

To conclude some consideration must be made of New Labour’s foreign policy. As noted above it has 

always been difficult to isolate a distinctively social democratic approach to foreign affairs. In many 

respects the declared intent of New Labour’s foreign policy has encompassed much that social 

democrats can endorse. New Labour has maintained a commitment to combating global poverty, 

establishing a new Department for International Development in its first term. It has been 

committed to increasing the UK’s aid expenditure, although the UN target of 0.7% of national 

income devoted to aid will not be met until 2013 and the Blair government was the driving force 

behind the G8s Gleneagles agreement in 2005. It famously set out to make the protection of human 

rights a central feature of its foreign policy in its first term, and placed particular priority in 

establishing the International Criminal Court.  

 

Yet, the Blair governments have nonetheless proven exceptionally bellicose, having committed UK 

military forces to Kosovo, Sierra Leone, Afghanistan and Iraq. In each case, the casus belli has been 

distinct and the nature of international support has differed. As a consequence each has generated 

varying degrees of social democratic dissent with Kosovo and Sierra Leone at one pole and 

Afghanistan and Iraq at the other. Perhaps the most appropriate judgment that can be offered is 
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that New Labour’s approach to foreign policy mirrors the tensions and disputes within social 

democratic thinking upon foreign affairs.  

 

 

New Labour and Social Democracy: Policy Outputs and Achievements 

However, it is not enough to judge the social democratic credentials of New Labour on the basis of 

the aspirations of its programmes since the history of Labour in government is littered with 

unrealised manifesto pledges and policy failures. It is necessary to also consider the extent to which 

New Labour has succeeded in undertaking a ‘social democratization’ of Britain.  

 

To do so, I shall follow the example of scholars such as Castles (1978) and assess the impact of New 

Labour’s policies across a range of quantitative measures relating to domestic policy. However the 

difficulties that accompany this approach need noting. Firstly, choosing appropriate indicators is not 

always straightforward and frequently demands a ‘second best’ strategy of secondary analysis of less 

than ideal data. The impact of many policies often takes years to become apparent. For example, full 

assessment of the impact of New Labour’s Sure Start programme must lie a generation hence. Also, 

the policy interventions of government can often only be assigned partial responsibility. Change in 

health indicators, for example, is rarely solely the responsibility of government. Finally, policy 

outputs should not be considered in isolation since institutional characteristics are equally 

important. For example, when discriminating between two welfare systems which reduce poverty by 

an equal measure social democrats would presumably prefer a universal system which does not 

stigmatise benefit recipients over one which relies upon means testing.  
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Since concrete measures against which to assess the extent of progress which New Labour has made 

in respect of its meta-beliefs do not readily present themselves, the most appropriate starting point 

is consideration of the role of the state under New Labour. Here, levels of public spending are 

usually identified as an important indicator in the comparative literature on social democracy. High 

public spending does not definitively distinguish a social democrat government from those of 

alternative ideological pedigree. Yet the social democrat, in contrast to a neo-liberal, can be 

expected to more willingly support higher levels of government expenditure as a proportion of GDP. 

As, Table 1 shows, once Labour abandoned Conservative spending plans in April 1999, government 

expenditure has risen steadily to 41.7% of GDP in the 2006-7 financial year, having peaked at 42.1% 

in the previous financial year.  

Table 1 – Government Expenditures 1997-8 – 2006-07 
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Government 
Expenditure as 
% of GDP 

38.9 37.9 36.9 37.3 38.4 39.3 40.1 41.1 42.1 41.7 

Education 
Expenditure as 
% of GDP 

4.7 4.6 4.6 4.7 5.1 5.1 5.4 5.4 5.6 5.7 

Health 
Expenditure as 
% of GDP 

5.4 5.4 5.4 5.6 6.0 6.2 6.6 7.0 7.1 7.3 

Social 
Protection as % 
of GDP 

13.9 13.2 13.3 13.3 13.6 13.6 13.8 13.8 13.8 13.6 

Source: H.M. Treasury (2007b) 

However, where these resources have been deployed is equally important. As noted above, social 

democrats regard publicly provided education and healthcare as particular instruments of progress. 

As Table 1 shows, the Blair governments have increased public expenditure on education by over 1% 

of GDP between 1997 and 2006. Similarly, following the publication of the Wanless Report in 2002, 

health expenditure as a percentage of GDP has risen dramatically from the 5.4% which Labour 
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inherited to stand at 7.3% by 2006-7. In line with well advertised manifesto commitments however, 

this largesse has not been extended to social protection which witnesses a slight decline in the 

proportion of GDP it has received since 1997.  

 

Public expenditure has also been coupled to myriad projects financed under the Private Finance 

Initiative. The growth of PFI is set out in Table 2 which shows that £51 billion of Private Finance 

Initiative deals have been signed since New Labour entered office, peaking in 2003 when deals 

worth nearly £17 billion were signed. While these deals are relatively marginal in respect of total 

government expenditure they nonetheless vividly demonstrate New Labour’s retreat from exclusive 

reliance upon the state and the public sector.   

Table 2 – Private Finance Initiative Deals 1997-2007 
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Number of 
signed PFI 
deals 

19 53 61 71 55 54 53 61 39 54 3 

Value of 
signed PFI 
deals (£bn) 

0.6  2.6 2. 5 3.5 2.4 7.9 16.8 3.7 3.6 6.9 0.3 

Signed PFI 
deals as % 
of 
government 
expenditure 

0.2 0.8 0.7 1.0 0.6 1.9 3.7 0.7 0.7 1.3 0.1 

Source: H.M. Treasury (2007a) 

 

As the discussion above should indicate, a key consideration when assessing the social democratic 

credentials of a government is the extent to which their activities have served to extend equality. 

Table 3 outlines the trend in the Gini coefficient (calculated either before, or after housing costs) as 

                                                           
7
 Figures for 2007 are to March 2007 only. Likewise figures for 1997 are from June of that year.  
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a summary measure of income inequality since 1997. This suggests that if New Labour has had any 

impact, it has been to marginally increase income inequality.  

Table 3 – The Gini coefficient 1997-2005 
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Gini co-efficient 
(after housing 
costs) 0.38 0.386 0.384 0.39 0.382 0.378 0.375 0.377 0.385 

Gini co-efficient 
(before housing 
costs) 0.341 0.348 0.346 0.353 0.349 0.345 0.34 0.34 0.346 

Source: Brewer et al (2007) 

Moreover, as Table 4 shows, the overall distribution of wealth has remained stubbornly intractable. 

On the latest figures which are available, the least wealthy half of the British adult population 

continue to share just 7% of marketable wealth.  

Table 4 - Distribution of marketable wealth among the adult population, 1997-2003 

Percentage of 
wealth owned by: 

1997 1998 1999 2000 2001 2002 2003 

Most wealthy 1% 22 22 23 23 22 24 21 

Most wealthy 5% 43 40 43 44 42 45 40 

Most wealthy 10% 54 52 55 56 54 57 53 

Most wealthy 25% 75 72 74 75 72 75 72 

Most wealthy 50% 93 91 94 95 94 94 93 

Gini co-efficient 69 69 70 71 68 71 67  

Source: Self and Zealey (2007) 

However, despite such trends in the distribution of wealth and income, New Labour is not without 

social democratic achievement.  As Table 4 shows, the proportion of households in relative poverty 

has fallen significantly from the levels New Labour inherited. The overall percentage of households 

with incomes below 60% of the median dropped from 24.4% to 21.6% by 2005. A particularly 

dramatic reduction in relative poverty amongst pensioners is evident (and could have been even 

more impressive had take-up rates of Pensions Credit been higher). The proportion of children and 

working age parents finding themselves at risk of relative poverty has also declined since 1997. 
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However, New Labour’s record is not entirely unblemished since the proportion of childless working 

families in relative poverty has grown since 1997.  

 

Table 4 – Percentage of households below 60% of median income (after housing costs) 1997-2005  
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% Children in households < 60% of 
median income 

33.2 33.9 32.7 31.1 30.8 29.8 28.7 28.4 29.8 

% Pensioners in households < 60% 
of median income 

29.1 28.6 27.6 25.9 25.6 24.2 20.6 17.6 17.0 

% Working-age parents in 
households < 60% of median 
income 

25.9 26.3 25.5 24.7 24.5 24.1 23.5 23.0 24.8 

% Working-age non parents in 
households <  60% of median 
income 

15.9 15.5 16.1 16.2 15.6 16.5 16.6 16.1 17.5 

% Households with incomes < 60% 
of median income 

24.4 24.4 24.0 23.1 22.7 22.4 21.5 20.5 21.6 

Source: Brewer et al (2007) 

As Table 5 demonstrates, such progress in reducing poverty as New Labour has achieved has not 

been due to markedly more generous social security benefits. These have continued to decline in 

value relative to average earnings. Rather, one reason for Labour’s success in reducing relative 

poverty rests upon falling rates of unemployment (Table 6). Additionally, the national minimum 

wage introduced in 1999 has made a contribution. The ratio of the adult national minimum wage to 

average earnings has gradually increased from 47.6% of average earnings to 53% (Low Pay 

Commission, 2007). The other factor is the package of tax and benefit reforms which New Labour 

has introduced. As the Institute for Fiscal Studies has found, the overall impact of these has been 

progressive and redistributive. Without these tax and benefit reforms they conclude that the Gini co-

efficient for incomes would have risen to a higher level (Brewer et al, 2007).  
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Table 5 – Selected benefits as percentage of average earnings 1997-2005 
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Basic Single State Pension 17.0 16.5 16.4 15.9 16.1 16.0 15.9 15.8 15.9 

Basic Married Couple State 
Pension 

27.1 26.3 26.2 25.4 25.8 25.6 25.4 25.2 25.4 

Widows Pension 17.0 16.5 16.4 15.9 16.1 16.0 15.9 15.8 15.9 

Jobseekers Allowance (single 
person) 

13.4 12.8 12.6 12.3 11.8 11.4 11.2 11.0 10.9 

Jobseekers Allowance (person plus 
adult dependent) 

21.0 20.1 19.8 19.3 18.5 17.9 17.6 17.3 17.1 

Incapacity Benefit (long term rate 
single person) 

17.0 16.5 16.4 15.9 15.5 15.0 14.8 14.7 14.8 

Incapacity Benefit (long term rate 
person plus adult dependent) 

27.1 26.3 26.2 25.4 24.8 24.0 23.7 23.5 23.6 

Child Benefit (single child) 3.0 2.9 3.5 3.5 3.4 3.3 3.3 3.3 3.3 

Source: Department for Work and Pensions (2006) 

 

Table 6 – Annual seasonally adjusted 16+ unemployment rate 1997-2007  

 1997 1998 1999 2000 2001 2002 2003 2004 2005 2006 2007 

Unemployment 
rate % 

7.2% 6.3% 6.1% 5.6% 4.9% 5.2% 5.0% 4.8% 4.7% 5.4% 5.4% 

Source: Labour Force Survey 

 

New Labour’s achievements in respect of poverty have been coupled to increased resources and 

significant improvements in public services. For example, more doctors and nurses have been 

employed in the NHS and waiting lists have shortened considerably. But social democrats will be 

particularly concerned by the extent to which these improvements have been paralleled by 

reductions in health inequalities. Space does not permit a full exploration of this data, but two of the 

principal indicators employed by the Department of Health will be considered, both of which suggest 

an equivocal record. As Table 7 shows rates of infant mortality have declined since 1997, both 

generally and amongst the children of those from routine and manual socio-economic groups. 
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However, the decline in the latter group has been less extensive. The result has been that 

inequalities in infant mortality have grown under the Blair governments.  

 

Table 7 – Infant mortality (infant deaths per 1,000 live births) England and Wales 1997-2004 

 1997-
1999 

1998-
2000 

1999-
2001 

2000-
2002 

2001-
2003 

2000-
2004 

All 5.6 5.4 5.3 5.2 5.0 4.9 

Routine and Manual Socio-economic 
groups 

6.3 6.2 6.2 6.0 6.0 5.9 

Relative gap (% difference) 13% 14% 17% 16% 19% 19% 

Source: Department of Health (2007) 

Moreover, as Table 8 demonstrates, a similar pattern is revealed in respect of trends in life 

expectancy. Life expectancy has grown, both in general, and amongst those in the most deprived 

local authority districts in the period since Tony Blair entered office. Yet where the life expectancy of 

males in deprived areas broadly kept pace with the general trend, the gap has grown in life 

expectancies for females.     

Table 8 – Life expectancy at birth for England and the fifth of Local Authority Districts with lowest 

life expectancy 1997-2004 

  1997-
1999 

1998-
2000 

1999-
2001 

2000-
2002 

2001-
2003 

2002-
2004 

England Male 75.13 75.38 75.71 76.01 76.24 76.55 

Female 80.02 80.19 80.42 80.66 80.72 80.91 

Lowest fifth of Local Authority 
Districts 

Male 73.12 73.35 73.67 73.98 74.17 74.51 

Female 78.49 78.61 78.84 79.05 79.09 79.26 

% Difference Male 2.67% 2.69% 2.69% 2.67% 2.72% 2.66% 

Female 1.92% 1.97% 1.96% 2.00% 2.02% 2.04% 

Source: Department of Health (2007) 

 

Likewise, the social democrat will have a particular concern to assess the record of the Blair 

governments in respect of educational inequalities. Despite its early abolition of the Assisted Places 

Scheme, New Labour has had little success in the decommodification of education. Indeed, the 
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proportion of school children in England and Wales educated in independent school actually rose 

marginally during the course of the Blair governments from 6.74% to 7.07%.  

 

Moreover, as Table 9 shows, children from private schools have continued to enjoy disproportionate 

success in securing university places throughout the Blair era. Nevertheless, there is evidence of 

some, albeit slow, social democratic progress. The proportion of young people going to university, as 

measured by the Higher Education Initial Participation Rate, has increased. As it has done so the 

proportion of state school students, young adults from lower social class families and those from low 

participation neighbourhoods attending university have also increased.  

Table 9 – Participation in Higher Education, England and Wales 1998-2006 

 1998-
99 

1999-
00 

2000-
01 

2001-
02 

2002-
03 

2003-
04 

2004-
05 

2005-
06 

Higher Education Initial 
Participation Rate  

N/A 39% 40% 40% 41% 40% 41% 43% 

% State School Entrants to First 
Degrees 

84.4 84.1 85.0 85.2 86.4 86.1 85.9 87.2 

% Lower social classes entrants 
to first degrees 

24.9 25.1 25.3 25.5 27.9 28.2 27.9 29.0 

% Students from low 
participation neighbourhoods 

11.6 11.7 11.8 12.4 12.5 13.3 13.1 13.7 

Source: HESA 

To conclude some consideration should also be given to New Labour’s record on law and order. As a 

consequence of its ‘tough on crime’ rhetoric, the judiciary have shown an increased propensity to 

issue custodial sentences of increasing duration. The result, despite New Labour initiatives such as 

the use of electronic tagging, has been a dramatic increase in the prison population from just over 

67,000 inmates in 1997 to over 84,000 in 2005. Yet the dismay that this statistic might prompt from 

social democrats has to be tempered. The rehabilitative programmes which New Labour has set in 

place have served to reduce recidivism. Indeed, between 1997 and 2004 (the latest year for which 

figures are available) the Home Office calculates that proven re-offending fell by 6.9%. Nonetheless, 
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it still remains the case that more offenders re-offend than are reformed - in 2004 55.5% of 

offenders had been re-convicted within two years (Cunliffe and Shepherd, 2007). 

 

 

 

Conclusion: Social Democrats in Spite of Themselves? 

It is undeniable that during Tony Blair’s leadership there has been a retreat from much of the Labour 

Party’s past ideological prospectus. However, it does not necessarily follow that this trajectory has 

also seen New Labour trespass outside the boundaries of the social democratic tradition.  

 

It has been suggested here that social democracy has a wide ideological perimeter and that within 

its borders profound disputes continue. Nevertheless, it cannot be disguised that New Labour does 

depart from certain aspects of the social democratic tradition. Therefore, if total correspondence 

with that tradition is our criteria then New Labour falls short. However, the assessment undertaken 

here has been against an abstract ideal type of which an exact mirror image is perhaps simply too 

exacting an expectation. Indeed, few, if any, of the parties traditionally assigned to the social 

democratic party family would enjoy such an exact correspondence.  

 

Rather, we need to weigh the balance of New Labour’s ideology. Here, the tripartite model of 

ideology adopted in this paper provides us with some clarification. New Labour does modify the 

meta-beliefs and fundamental dimension of social democracy. However, its most significant 

divergences occur in respect of the operative dimension. The goals which New Labour seeks to 
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pursue remain much more characteristically social democratic than the means by which New Labour 

seeks to realise them.  

 

The most striking of New Labour’s departures from the social democratic tradition is its 

accommodation to market mechanisms. For many this will present the most significant obstacle to 

identifying New Labour with social democracy. In response, however, it is worth noting that social 

democracy historically lacked a distinctive and coherent political economy, gaining this only briefly 

via the agency of Keynes. Insofar as New Labour represents a return to historical type its assignment 

to the social democratic camp might therefore be considered a little less controversial. Moreover, 

that New Labour provoked the ire of the Conservatives and the CBI with policies such as the National 

Minimum Wage and that both continue to bemoan the burden of ‘red tape’ encountered by 

business suggests that placing New Labour political economy in the neo-liberal camp is scarecely 

satisfactory.  

 

Accordingly, the first conclusion which this paper submits is that New Labour can still credibly be 

described as holding a social democratic ideology. New Labour may not be a radical social 

democratic party, far from it, but the shadow that its ideology casts still falls more within than 

without the boundaries of the social democratic tradition. 

 

Such a conclusion may discomfort both students and adherents of New Labour and it is worth 

reflecting upon why this might be the case. Quite simply, New Labour consciously sought to distance 

itself from what it has presented as the party’s tarnished past. It therefore found it politically useful 

to deny those social democratic credentials inherited from that past and which contradicted its own 

neophilia. New Labour’s success in shaping the terms of political debate in this way also served to 
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distract the party’s critics from its social democratic credentials. Indeed, the majority of New 

Labour’s critics, particularly those among the Labour Left, have been forced to undertake ad-hoc and 

unsystematic attacks which have targeted the most ideologically discontinuous aspects of the party’s 

programme.  In such an environment it becomes easy to see how the party’s social democratic 

character may have become underplayed.  

 

The second conclusion advanced here is, that on the basis of its achievements in office, New Labour 

also emerges with some social democratic credit. As the comparative literature on social democracy 

always acknowledged, national and historic contexts are of enormous significance when we come to 

judge the success of social democratic governments. Indeed, any judgment of the Blair governments 

has to be made in open recognition of the legacies which have determined the scope of the 

possibilities open to it. For example, the liberal British welfare regime cannot be easily unpicked. But 

beyond such institutional path-dependencies we must also recognise that New Labour inherited a 

polity in which the writ of neo-liberalism had run further and longer than virtually anywhere else in 

the world.  

 

Viewed in this context, New Labour’s achievements seem slightly more significant and its 

disappointments marginally more intelligible. For example, income inequality remains high. Yet New 

Labour should gain some credit. It has at least managed to halt inequalities which had been 

accelerating for three decades. New Labour has made less progress in addressing inequalities in 

wealth.  However, as Castles (1978) notes, such inequalities are deeply entrenched by the nature of 

the reward structure of capitalist societies which it is unrealistic to expect social democrats to 

dismantle. The social democrat has always sought to reform capitalist societies from within and has 
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always placed much greater concern upon mitigating the impact of the market in other ways, not 

least through the welfare state.  

 

Furthermore, the correspondence between New Labour’s achievements and social democratic 

objectives seems the more impressive for emerging from a context which had been presented by so 

many to be so utterly inhospitable to social democracy. While we should not dismiss that New 

Labour sought to magnify these constraints for its own political purposes it nevertheless remains 

that despite the halting of the ‘forward march of labour’ and despite globalisation, New Labour 

emerges from a decade in office with at least some social democratic credit.  

 

However, it is hard to resist the conclusion that the Blair governments have earned these social 

democratic credentials without having to take any genuinely hard decisions. The renaissance of the 

British economy has been the foundation upon which much of New Labour’s social democratic 

achievements rest and ‘fiscal drift’ has removed much of the political difficulty associated with 

raising additional revenue for public services. As such it is hard to resist the suspicion that New 

Labour, like many of its Old Labour predecessors, would have found it difficult to maintain its social 

democratic commitment had it been governing in times of economic constraint. Nor should we 

overlook that New Labour’s social democratic credentials have been bolstered as a result of pressure 

upon the leadership from within the party. For example, credit for the more progressive dimensions 

of the 2004 Higher Education Act should rest with those backbench rebels who secured concessions 

from the government. Similarly, the agenda for recent extensions of workplace rights owes much to 

the pressure of trade unions and the July 2004 Warwick agreement. 
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If these conclusions hold they have important implications for students of the Labour Party and 

social democracy in the UK. They suggest firstly that social democratic progress is still possible at the 

beginning of the 21st century and as such we need to at least partly temper some of the pessimism 

which has characterised so much of the literature on British social democracy. 

For those in the Labour Party if, as argued here, the Blair governments provide a bedrock of modest 

social democratic achievement upon which the Brown government can build, it should nevertheless 

remain clear that much more can be done to extend the social democratization of Britain. For 

example, if the emphasis upon assets as a means of tackling inequality is to persist, the significant 

minority who remain ‘asset excluded’ should be of particular concern. Likewise, given the general 

slowing of social mobility, extension of equality of opportunity appears a far from straightforward 

task.   

 

Should the party wish to pursue a more social democratic path in future, a priority should also be to 

reassess the relationship between ends and means. For example, while some might countenance PFI 

as a necessary expedient to address the grave infrastructural problems which New Labour inherited, 

that those deals will see an estimated £146 billion handed to private sector contractors by 2034 

must be a matter of concern for social democrats. Had these projects been funded via public 

expenditure the next generation of social democrats might not find themselves a quarter of a 

century hence ruing the heavy price paid.  

 

Indeed, many of New Labour’s social democratic successes since 1997 have been ones which owe 

much to avoiding or deferring difficult decisions or which have been underpinned by beneficent 

economic conditions. It would be unrealistic to expect such conditions to continue. Therefore, if 

Labour is to be sincere to its social democratic aspirations it will need to be in position to argue and 
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justify social democratic choices convincingly. While so ever as party appears to be social democratic 

in spite of itself it will lack this capacity. As New Labour begins it second decade in office it will have 

to admit that it is social democratic in and for itself if it is to deliver further social democratic 

advance.   
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