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Britain after Blair: the ideological legacy? 
 

Abstract 
 
One of Tony Blair’s boldest manifesto pledges during the triumphant 1997 
general election was that he was going to rid British politics of the trappings of 
ideology.  The general election victory thus supposedly heralded an 
innovative, third way, approach to British politics (Blair 1998; Giddens 1998, 
2000, 2003; see also Painter 1999 and Bevir and O’Brien 2001 for wide-
ranging discussions of the Blair agenda). The 2005 manifesto stated that this 
contract had been fulfilled (2005: 4).  Although Blair has subsequently ceased 
using the expression ‘third way’ (as evidenced by his 2002 pamphlet and, 
later, his speech to the Fabian Society – see Blair 2002, 2003), it remains the 
most useful way to describe the overall approach his Government has 
adopted to address ‘Britain’s Progressive Deficit’ (Blair 2003).  This paper, 
therefore, investigates the nature of Blair’s third way and argues that, despite 
his assurances, it was not fuelled by neutral evidence but old-fashioned 
ideological commitment.  Furthermore we will suggest that the third way 
actually repackaged the ideology of the Thatcher and Major governments and, 
as such, Blair’s legacy is not the removal of ideology but the entrenchment of 
New Right beliefs in British politics.  This is the legacy of ideas that needs to 
be fought over by Gordon Brown and David Cameron.  
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Britain after Blair: the ideological legacy? 
 
There was a comic moment during Prime Minister’s Questions in the House of 
Commons on 26th February, 2002 when a very loyal Labour MP, Tony 
McWalter, made what he intended to be a helpful and straightforward request, 
lobbed over the net for Tony Blair to smash back.  The official Hansard record 
is as follows: 
 

Mr. McWalter: My right hon. Friend is sometimes subject to rather unflattering or 
even malevolent descriptions of his motivation.  Will he provide the House with a brief 
characterisation of the political philosophy that he espouses and which underlies his 
policies? 
Hon. Members: Hear, hear 
The Prime Minister: First I should like to thank my hon. Friend for his question, 
which has evinced such sympathy in all parts of the House, about the criticism of me.  
The best example I can give is the rebuilding of the national health service today 
under this Government – extra investment [interruption] for example there is the 
appointment today of Sir Magdi Yacoub to head up the fellowship scheme that will 
allow internationally acclaimed surgeons and consultants from around the world to 
work in this country.  I can assure the House and the country that the extra 
investment in our NHS will continue under this Government.  Of course, it would be 
taken out by the Conservative party. 

 
It would not be easy, of course, to answer such a question in a couple of 
sentences, let alone to do so in the heat of Prime Minister’s Questions, but the 
sheer paucity of the answer is still quite startling.  It is, perhaps, little wonder 
that there may have been “unflattering or even malevolent descriptions” of 
Blair’s motivations given the nature of his answer.  Previous Labour leaders 
could have been expected to make greater reference to greater equality, 
social justice, fairness, collectivism, or indeed anything substantive to reflect 
the essence of their beliefs.  Not so Prime Minister Blair. 
 
In fact it is one of the most astonishing aspects of Blair’s political legacy that 
his New Labour party has managed to achieve great success without any 
coherent or consistent set of beliefs, an ideological lodestar by which they can 
find their way.  Certainly there has never been anything approaching a 
‘Blairism’ to compare to Thatcherism or Reaganite economics.  The closest 
the British media have come to such a neologism has been to coin the term 
“Blairite” but even here the term overwhelmingly refers to certain politicians’ 
personal loyalty to the Prime Minister rather than their ideological stance.   
Not for nothing was New Labour’s political rebranding once described as 
“product differentiation without really knowing what the product is” (Stewart 
Wood, quoted in Driver and Martell, 2002: 71). 
 
In one sense this is not altogether surprising.  One of Tony Blair’s stated 
ambitions was to rid the Labour Party, and politics in general, of outmoded 
ideology.  New Labour’s 1997 election manifesto declared: 

 
New Labour is a party of ideas and ideals but not of outdated ideology.  What counts 
is what works.  The objectives are radical.  The means will be modern.  This is our 
contract with the people (1997: 1) 

 
Blair’s rejection of ideology has taken a number of subtly different forms.   
Blair has emphasised, for example, the inevitability of change: Labour literally 
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had no choice in rejecting its old ideological stance; Britain had to accept the 
forces of modernisation and globalisation or die.  In addition Blair’s 
governments have consistently promoted “evidence based” politics, whose 
factual basis is far more preferable to merely ideological policies.  Finally Blair 
has employed an ideological syncretism to promote the idea that the 
seemingly opposing notions of left and right are in fact reconcilable and 
therefore there is no need to make any such choices.  As such, ideology 
becomes unnecessary to the point of being a hindrance to sensible policy 
making and the public good.  In this way Blair has made an enemy of ideology 
– perhaps of politics itself (Weltman 2003; 2004). 
 
Blair’s inheritance - the New Right consensus   
 
The political rise of the New Right in the late 1970s and early 1980s was an 
international phenomenon, and its UK manifestation, Thatcherism, has formed 
the bedrock of a political and economic consensus that continues to this day.  
Its rise has undermined, and in most cases outright demolished, the social 
democratic consensus that emerged at the end of the Second World War and 
continued into the mid-1970s.   The social democratic consensus itself had 
several pillars, perhaps most notably the creation of the Welfare state, the 
adoption of Keynesian economics, and a commitment to public ownership 
through nationalisation of major industries.  Keynesian economics rejected 
classical, laissez faire, economic orthodoxy and instead advocated state 
intervention to manage demand in the economy to achieve specific 
macroeconomic objectives, most notably high and stable levels of 
employment.  The major features of the post-war consensus can be seen in 
figure 1 (below). 
 
Figure 1: From laissez-faire to social democracy: illustrative characteristics of the post 
war consensus 
 
Reduced commitment to    Increased commitment to 
 
Market forces      Direct state intervention 
 
Market-determined levels of     Government intervention to attain 
employment      ‘full employment’ 
 
Private ownership     Public ownership 
 
Minimal public expenditure    Public expenditure growth 
 
Private provision     Social welfare 
 
Balanced budgets     Demand management 
(classical economics)     (Keynesian economics) 
 
Monetary policy      Fiscal fine tuning 
 
Low taxation      Progressive taxation 
 
Employers      Trades unions 
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By the 1970s, however, the post-war consensus was subject to virulent 
criticism.  The effects of stagflation (high unemployment coupled with high 
inflation) led to widespread criticism of Keynesian economics, which attacked 
economic intervention as creating inflation while failing to tackle the real 
causes of unemployment: entrenched trade union power; excessive state 
benefits; high taxation which acted as a disincentive to entrepreneurial 
ambition.  The attack on the post war consensus also contained a moral 
dimension, that the welfare state had created a dependency culture in which 
people were lulled into indolence by government subsidy, which encouraged 
the unemployed to remain on benefits while demotivating those in work by 
offering pay rewards only marginally above what they would receive in hand 
outs.  At the same time industrial militancy was encouraged as powerful trade 
unions believed that their jobs would be protected even though pay rewards 
were often gained despite the fact that they could not be justified by an 
increase in productivity.   
 
Underpinning these criticisms was the rise in popularity of economic theories, 
principally from the U.S., dominated by the work of Friederich von Hayek (1944, 
1960) and Milton Friedman (1962), which marked a return to laissez-faire 
economics and monetarism.  This body of mainly American literature became 
known as public choice theory, involving the application of economic methods of 
analysis to the study of political decision-making. It adopts a number of 
assumptions similar to those of neo-classical market economics but a key 
observation is that certain groups have a vested interest in the growth of public 
expenditure and, because of that, unless countervailing policies are adopted. 
‘The whole system of public spending and public services is geared to 
expansion’ (Flynn 1990, p12), leading to the over-production of public services 
and an economically damaging allocation of resources. The situation is 
exacerbated by the apparent irreversibility of the expansion and the propensity 
for service providers – e.g. civil servants, local government professionals, 
teachers, doctors etc - to become detached from service recipients: 
 

Interest groups have managed to capture government support, particularly when their 
cause was in the public eye, or during a cyclical downturn, and have then secured 
continuation of that support for indefinite periods. Once provided, programmes 
become ‘captured’ by those who work in them or with them; and they become less 
and less responsive and responsible to those whose interests they are intended to 
serve (Freebairn et al, 1987, as quoted in Flynn, 1990, p12). 

 
Public choice arguments are hardly conclusive. The assumptions upon which 
the case is based are suspect (Dunleavy 1986), particularly perhaps those 
concerning rational behaviour generally and the behaviour of bureaucrats in 
particular. However, the literature (eg Downs 1957, 1967; Niskanen 1971, 
1973; Tullock 1974), became increasingly influential in the late 1970s and 
throughout the 1980s and, combined with the work, in particular, of Hayek and 
Friedman, provided a powerful intellectual legitimisation for reducing the scale 
of the public sector. Collectively, it constituted what has become known as a 
New Right agenda, a neo-liberal critique of both Keynesian social democracy 
and traditional paternalistic conservatism (Leach 1991).   
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The economic problems of the successive Labour governments in the 1970s 
came to a head in the 1976 economic crisis, which necessitated a loan from 
the International Monetary Fund (IMF) to the Labour Government, to which 
certain stringent conditions were attached relating to strict control of public 
expenditure growth and, by virtue of that, control of the money supply. The 
acceptance of the IMF loan was accompanied by a public rejection of 
‘Keynesianism’ by the then Labour leader and Prime Minister, James 
Callaghan, marking the beginning of a period of radical change, not least for 
the public sector.  The electoral situation worsened still further for Labour as 
militant strike action led to the “Winter of discontent” in 1978, which was 
followed by the election of the first Thatcher Government in May 1979. 
 
Figure 2: From Post-War Consensus to New Right 
 
Reduced commitment to    Increased commitment to 
 
Direct state intervention     Intervention to create conditions 
       For economic growth 
 
Government intervention to    Price stability  
attain full employment 
       
Public ownership     Privatisation and 
       Public/private partnerships 
 
Public expenditure growth    Public expenditure control 
 
Social welfare      Private provision 
 
Keynesian economics     Monetary policy 
 
Fiscal fine tuning     Monetary fine tuning 
 
Progressive taxation     Low direct taxation 
 
Trades unions      Stakeholders 
 
 
 
Blair’s (anti) ideological inheritance 
 
If there is one accusation that cannot be levelled at Blair’s ideological stance it 
is that of being doctrinaire: he championed the jettisoning of ‘traditional’ 
Labour ideology before he even became party leader, let alone Prime 
Minister.   Indeed his ideas can be seen to contain traces of numerous 
ideologies. Weltman (2004: 84) refers to Blair’s “ideological heterogeneity – 
containing races of communitarianism, Christian Socialism, neo-liberalism, 
traditional conservativism and a rhetoric of modernisation”.  One of the first 
incarnations of Blair’s ideological syncretism was an appeal to ‘ethical’ 
socialism, which he alluded to in his very first ever speech to the House of 
Commons in 1983 – “at its best socialism corresponds most closely to an 
existence that is both rational and moral” (Blair, 1996: 11) – and was also 
singled out in his first speech to the Labour Party conference as party leader: 
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Socialism to me was never about nationalisation or the power of the state; not just 
about economics or politics even.  It is a moral purpose to life; a set of values; a belief 
in society, in co-operation, in achieving together what we are unable to achieve alone.  
It is how I try to live my life (Blair, 1996: 62). 

 
Blair did, then, accept that values were of importance, although those values 
appeared to be, at best, rather broad and, at worst, somewhat vague.  In the 
same speech Blair revealed his “simple truths”: 
 

The simple truths: I am worth no more than anyone else.  I am my brother’s keeper.  I 
will not walk by on the other side.  We aren’t simply people set in isolation from each 
other, face to face with eternity, but members of the same family, the same 
community, the same human race.  This is my socialism (Blair, 1996: 62). 

 
These words, which seemed to distance him from Thatcher’s assertion that 
“there is no such thing as society, only individuals”, may indeed have 
represented the sum total of Blair’s socialist ideals but even at this stage it is 
notable how inclusive it is of a variety of political traditions.  Indeed Blair 
consistently played on his inclusiveness in an attempt to follow two seemingly 
dichotomous positions: that his was a radical solution that was simultaneously 
within the traditions of the Labour Party, both immediate and ancient.  Blair 
repeatedly and explicitly hailed his predecessors, Neil Kinnock and John 
Smith, as pioneering party leaders whose modernising work he sought to 
complete.  He also situated himself among some of the giants of Labour Party 
history: Atlee, Morrison, Bevan, Crosland (Blair, 1995) and it is clear that at 
this stage at least Blair placed his ideas within the continuum of the left rather 
than outside of it altogether. 

Blair’s most conspicuous ideological victory pre-1997 was undoubtedly the 
redrafting of Clause 4 of the Labour Party constitution in 1995, an event Blair 
singled out as “a defining moment in my party’s history”, and one which 
effectively saw New Labour triumph over old.  Clause 4 was established in 
1918which had pledged to establish “common ownership of the means of 
production, distribution and exchange” – in essence nationalisation.  Despite 
the symbolic and even emotional significance of Clause 4 to many in the 
Labour Party, however, it was never such a sacred cow that its reformulation 
had not been mooted many times previously.  Crosland’s Future of Socialism 
(1956), for example, argued that it was only a means to the end of 
egalitarianism and was therefore relatively unimportant: “the pattern of 
ownership, although it may influence, is unlikely to determine the extent to 
which such goals are attained” (Crosland, 1956: 46); although as Roy 
Hattersley (who boasts an almost unique distinction of having been a right-
wing critic of Crosland and a left-wing critic of Blair) recently suggested 
“Crosland’s view of Clause IV differed only from Tony Blair’s in that he 
disowned it for reasons of principle rather than electoral convenience” (The 
Guardian, September 16, 2006).  Similarly in 1959 Hugh Gaitskill, then Labour 
leader, convened a special party conference with the intention of removing 
Clause 4 albeit unsuccessfully.  Yet Blair proclaimed his victory as part of a 
direct lineage back to Sidney Webb, founder of the Fabian society and one of 
the architects of Clause 4: 
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He [Webb] would have been astonished to learn that Clause IV was still in existence 
three quarters of a century later.  He would have been amused that his clause had 
assumed totemic status on the left of the party.  And he would have been appalled 
that the party’s whole economic and social debate had been subsumed for so long 
under the question of ownership (Blair, 1996: 16). 

 
Blair has also explicitly referenced another ideological tradition, however, 
which he argued went hand-in-hand with Labour’s values: the liberal tradition.  
Blair repeatedly praised the social policy achievements of the ‘New Liberals’ 
of the early twentieth century declaring in a 1995 speech to the Fabian 
Society that: “we must value the contribution of Lloyd George, Beveridge and 
Keynes, and not just Attlee, Bevan or Crosland” (Blair, 1996: 7).  Going 
further, Blair also stated his wish to emulate the dominance of the nineteenth 
century Liberal Party: 
 

My vision for New Labour is to become, as the Liberal Party was in the nineteenth 
century, a broad coalition of those who believe in progress and justice, not a narrow 
class-based politics, but a party founded on clear values, whose means of 
implementation changes with generations (quoted in White, 1998). 
 

Herein lies the key, perhaps, to Blair’s rejection of ideology.  For him coalition 
was a crucial mechanism to policy success: the massive achievements of the 
1945 Atlee government (and indeed the post war consensus) was not the 
result of one party’s ideology but rather the congregation of a range of 
progressive views that was the direct result of Britain being ruled by a 
coalition government during the war:  
 

But it is important to understand where that government’s strength came from, what it 
really represented as well as what it did not.  The reality is that its agenda grew out of 
the coalition government of the war; that it cut decisively with, not against the grain, of 
political thinking; and that its prospectus at the election was strongest in the new 
direction it offered, not the minutiae of policy detail (Blair, 1996: 5). 

 
In the run up to the 1997 election, and for several years afterwards, Blair’s 
anti-ideological position subtly mutated into that of Third Way politics (Blair 
1998).  Like ethical socialism the third way was at first situated in the leftist 
tradition (“a Third Way within the left” (Blair, 1998: 1)) although it was 
subsequently posited as something altogether more novel: 
 

The Third Way stands for a modernised social democracy ... But it is a third way 
because it moves decisively beyond an Old Left preoccupied by state control, high 
taxation and producer interests; and a New Right treating public investment, and 
often the very notions of ‘society’ and collective endeavour, as evils to be undone 
(Blair, 1998: 1, emphasis in original). 

  
Blair characterised the Third Way with a reference to four objectives, the first 
three of which relate to: individual rights and responsibilities; the need for 
decentralisation of government power; the need for foreign policy to based on 
international co-operation (which seems particularly optimistic given the 
circumstances surrounding the war in Iraq).  Although he offered no 
prioritisation, the first objective identified by Blair, and the one on which most 
qualitative distinctions between other broad policy approaches would be 
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based, refers to the relationship between individuals, governments and 
markets: 
 

A dynamic, knowledge based economy founded on individual empowerment and 
opportunity, where governments enable, not command, and the power of the market 
is harnessed to serve the public interest (Blair, 1998: 7). 

 
In addition to the objectives cited above Blair also formulated four Third Way 
values: equal worth; opportunity for all; responsibility; community.  These tie in 
with the aims of the Third way as stated by Giddens (2000: 69): “The overall 
aim of third way politics should be to help citizens pilot their way through the 
major revolutions of our time: globalization, transformations in personal life 
and our relationship to nature” – an aim, seemingly exhaustive in its scope, 
which can hardly be said to lack ambition. Even if this statement was taken 
seriously, it seems not unreasonable to say that any other political label could 
have been substituted for the words ‘third way’. 
   
Further proof of Blair’s belief in non-ideological cooperation came on the eve 
of 1999 European elections when he unveiled a joint vision of the Third Way 
with the German Chancellor Gerhard Schroder (which was labelled “neue 
Mitte” or “new centre” by the German social democrats). According to 
Schroder, the Third Way rested on two key concepts: the move towards a 
knowledge based economy, emphasizing the need for training and lifelong 
learning; and a greater stress on self-help within the overall safety net of the 
welfare state (Blair and Schroder, 1999; see also Coates and Barrat-Brown, 
1999 for a critical response).  Schroder, however, experienced enormous 
electoral problems as his austerity package brought with it extensive 
unpopularity, evidenced by the elections in September 1999.  He 
subsequently conceded that his joint presentation with Blair had been a 
mistake and began to distance himself from it (see Financial Times, 5 October 
1999, and 12 October, 1999).   
 
During 2002 Blair appeared to concur with Schroder’s assessment and 
stopped using the term ‘Third Way’ as evidenced by his pamphlet published 
by and, later, his speech to, the Fabian Society (see Blair 2002; 2003).  Yet 
his ideas are as nebulous as ever and herein lies a critical element of the 
rejection of ideology: coherence is replaced with eclecticism; specific 
doctrines have been substituted by vacuous ‘values’ that have the political 
equivalent of the Forer effect – applying to everybody and nobody.   
  
Blair’s bequest – the “radical centre” 
 
Predictably the one ideology that was explicitly rejected by Blair as an 
influence was neo-liberalism and the New Right consensus.  In a speech on 
22 January 2005 he stated that his government’s agenda was not “some 
warmed-up neo-Thatcherism or an uncertain drift into splitting the difference 
between” (see Hinsliff 2005).  Blair’s view found some theoretical 
underpinning from Giddens who also argued for clear blue water between the 
New Right and the Third Way: 
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Third Way politics is not a continuation of neo-liberalism, but an alternative political 
philosophy to it…neo-liberalism is a deeply flawed approach to politics, because it 
supposes that no responsibility needs to be taken for the social consequences of 
market-based decisions (Giddens, 32-33). 

 
It is debatable, of course, whether neo-liberalism does actually suppose ‘that no 
responsibility needs to be taken for the social consequences of market-based 
decisions’ but it is interesting that Giddens also refers to ‘trickle-down effects’, ie 
the belief that the objective of taxation policy should not be to achieve greater 
equality in the distribution of income and wealth but encourage entrepreneurship 
and wealth creation because, even if society becomes more unequal, assuming 
the material circumstances of the poorest are improving in absolute terms, then 
everyone benefits. Although Giddens rejects the efficacy of ‘trickle down’ Blair 
certainly did not.  Nor did he reject privatisation; or the reduced power of the 
trade unions; or the Conservatives taxation policy; or the marketisation of the 
public services.   
 
In contrast Blair has repeatedly demonstrated his acceptance of these key 
pillars of the New Right consensus and in most cases has extended them way 
beyond the expectations of previous Conservative governments. Blair’s words 
may send out one message but his actions say quite another.  We will now 
substantiate our case by considering each of these elements (trade unions, 
privatisation/marketisation, taxation) in turn. 
 
Blair spelled out his intentions towards the trade unions in a speech to the 
TUC conference in November 1994: 
 

Labour will not simply press the rewind button when it comes to union legislation – 
ballots before strikes and other measures to improve the internal democracy of trade 
unions are here to stay (Blair, 1996: 132). 

 
Furthermore trade union influence within the Labour Party itself has dwindled 
under Blair.  There has been much less reliance on trade union funding of the 
party (1997 saw the first year in which trade unions sponsorship accounted for 
less than half of Labour’s income) and individual sponsorship of MPs has 
ended (Coates and Lawler, 2000).  The further decline of the trade unions has 
been offset by employment legislation such as the minimum wage and signing 
up to the EU Social Chapter.     
 
The abolition of the old Clause 4 may have effectively ended the chance for 
any reversal of the Conservative privatisations (Leys, 2003) but few would 
have expected the rapacious extension of the programme.  Its first major 
privatisation, that of the UK’s air traffic control (through its inclusion in a wide-
ranging transport bill), was described, by a senior ministerial source as “a 
defining moment for New Labour. It is a measure the Tories were too timid to 
embrace” (Harper, 1999).  Of even greater controversy, however, has been 
the acceptance and widespread extension of the Private Finance Initiative 
(PFI). 
 
PFI is a simple enough scheme in which private companies build new 
hospitals and schools, or provide other public services, and then run them for 
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anything up to fifty years charging the taxpayer for use of the service.  
Unsurprisingly, PFI was at one time lambasted by New Labour.  Speaking in 
1996, Harriet Harman (then Shadow Health Minister” denounced PFI as 
“privatisation by another name … when the private sector is designing, 
building, financing, operating and running the hospital, employing the doctors 
and nurses, that is privatisation and that is what the conservative government 
are all about” (Craig and Brooks, 2006: 135).  Perhaps more surprisingly was 
that PFI was not particularly popular with the Conservative governments 
either.  Introduced by Norman Lamont in the 1992 budget, PFI was subjected 
to two rules by his successor as Chancellor of the Exchequer, Kenneth 
Clarke: first, that private companies must be responsible for all financial risks; 
and, second, that any deals must constitute genuine value for money for the 
taxpayer.  As a result there was little interest from private investors. 
 
Things have been considerably different under Tony Blair.  Gordon Brown not 
only embraced the PFI scheme but he also went further than the Conservative 
government ever dared and relaxed Clarke’s rules considerably.  It was 
agreed that the public sector would, in fact, take on board greater degrees of 
financial risk and that private firms could reduce the cost of their financing 
(Elliot and Atkinson, 2007).  Furthermore the government have promoted PFI 
deals by other, arguably more sinister, methods: 
 

Not to put too fine a point on it, the government was effectively involved in a fiddle to 
ensure that PFI projects always looked more financially attractive.  As a sovereign 
body that cannot go bust, the state can always borrow more cheaply than a private 
company, but the figures were then doctored to ensure that the PFI projects emerged 
as the cheaper option (Elliot and Atkinson, 2007: 133).   

 
As Craig and Brooks (2006) highlight, £50 billion worth of PFI deals had been 
signed by 2005, including: £13 billion in the Ministry of Defence; £15 billion in 
the National Health Service; and £3 billion in education.  The benefit for Blair 
(and, of course, Gordon Brown) is that the cost of such schemes can be 
removed from the public accounts: the problem is that due to the expense of 
private sector borrowing and other associated costs, the taxpayer ends up 
paying substantially more.  Burkitt (2006) cites the example of the Edinburgh 
Royal Infirmary hospital, which was built under a PFI deal at a cost of £180 
million.  The consortium that built the hospital now charges £30 million per 
year in rent to the health care trust (funded by taxpayers money) and will do 
so for the next 30 years.  As a result the taxpayer will be paying in excess of 
£900 million for the hospital.   
 
PFI has been developed under the rhetoric of partnership working between 
public and private but it is abundantly clear which partner benefits the most 
from the scheme: it is estimated that “for each £1 billion devoted to PFI, the 
extra cost to the exchequer is £50 million per annum, which could be spent on 
education, health or transport” (Burkitt, 2006: 9, which equates to an extra 
£2.5 billion on current PFI deals using Craig and Brooks’ figures).  A question 
remains as to whether or not this form of privatisation is a matter of ideology 
or simple political expediency but one thing is sure – it is an extension of the 
policies developed and implemented by the New Right governments of the 
previous two decades. 
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Taxation, for Blair, “goes to the heart of the Third Way” (Blair, 1998, p15).  
The Prime Minister was clear in his belief that ‘tax must be kept under control’ 
(Blair 1998, p15) and this is to be achieved through tight control of public 
spending, thereby reducing the need to raise tax revenue.  A low tax, low 
public expenditure economy would appear to be Labour’s goal. This, again, is 
no different to the Conservatives. However, it must be remembered that the 
tax structure inherited by Labour in 1997 was fundamentally different to that 
they left the Conservatives in 1979. In the intervening period the 
Conservatives, unlike any other UK government since the Second World war, 
set out systematically to redistribute income and wealth in favour of the rich. 
This was achieved in two main ways. First, by reducing direct rates of income 
tax, particularly the highest rate (reduced from 83% to 60% and then 40%), 
such that the main beneficiaries were the higher income earners. Second, by 
shifting the balance of taxation from direct to indirect taxes. Because the latter 
are regressive (i.e. bear most heavily on those on lower incomes) this also 
benefited the better-off. As The Guardian (25 August 1999) has pointed out: 
‘A fairer society will require some painful decisions on tax. Between 1983 and 
1995….tax as a proportion of gross household income fell from 41% to 36% 
for the richest fifth, but rose for the poorest fifth from 27% to 39%.’ To 
reinforce the message that Labour had been transformed from ‘Old’ to ‘New’, 
and to ‘neutralise’ anticipated Conservative and press attacks, two promises 
were made prior to the 1997 general election.  
 
First, Labour committed itself to the departmental public expenditure figures 
for 1997-98 and 1998-99 as set by the previous Conservative Chancellor, 
Kenneth Clarke, in his budget of November 1996. It was also to undertake a 
Comprehensive Spending Review of all public expenditure plans. The 
outcome of the review was published in July 1998 (HM Treasury, 1998) and 
three further reviews have been undertaken, the latest of which is due to be 
published later in 2007. Second, neither the basic nor top rates of income tax 
would be raised throughout its term of office, if elected. These promises were 
not the result of immediate macroeconomic necessity but rather political 
imagery. Labour was anxious to establish its economic credibility, particularly 
in the eyes of business and the City institutions, and to rid itself of any 
lingering ‘tax and spend’ image. It is true, however, that Blair did not want to 
suffer the fate of previous Labour Governments (and the Major government) 
ie be overwhelmed by an economic crisis. Mainly for this reason, within five 
days of winning the election Labour transferred operational responsibility for 
monetary policy to the Bank of England, such that the Bank, through the 
creation of a Monetary Policy Committee, had to set interest rates in a way 
consistent with achieving a price inflation target set by the Government 
(currently 2% a year, using the consumer price index).  
 
Economically, the strategic priorities of the Blair Government are no different to 
those of Thatcher or Major, even if the means of achieving them are different to 
the variety adopted throughout the Conservative era 1979-97. The similarity 
between Blair’s and Thatcher’s policies was commented upon by Italian premier 
Silvino Berlusconi in June 2002 when he praised Blair for ‘following Thatcher’s 
path’ (see White, 2002). This followed agreement between Berlusconi and Blair 
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over workers’ rights within the European Union and which prompted Cesare 
Salvi, the socialist vice-president of the Italian senate to say that Blair ‘was now 
the leader of the European Right’ (see Cohen, 2002). It also led to John Monks, 
former General Secretary of the TUC, to denounce Blair as being ‘bloody stupid’ 
(Cohen, 2002). 
 
Ours is not the first paper to argue that Blair’s anti-ideology is a continuance 
of the New Right consensus.  Anderson (2000: 11) argued that the Third Way 
was “an ideological shell for Neo-Liberalism”; Clark (2004: 496) pointed out: 
“critics of the Third Way have argued that far from steering a middle course 
between the state and the market, the New Labour project is really about 
transforming social democracy into a particular variant of free-market neo-
liberalism”; other commentators showed how despite the rhetoric, New Labour 
have clearly and consistently demonstrated favouritism for the private sector: 
 

In situations where it has been faced with decisions over the role of the public or 
private sectors in the provision of services, the government has consistently favoured 
increasing the role of the private sector money and management, but has not done so 
with regard to extending the role of the public sector in private sector services (Driver 
and Martell, 2003: 81; see also Callinicos, 2001). 

 
The ideological twist to this discussion is not simply that Blair has continued 
the policies of the New Right consensus – although we believe that this is true 
– it is that he has done so while denying any connection to the ideology of 
neo-liberalism.  Some elements, such as PFI, have been justified as sensible 
and economically rational.  Others, such as the more general approach to the 
economy have been portrayed as dealing with the inevitable reality of 
modernisation. As Blair recently stated: “complaining about globalisation is as 
pointless a trying to turn back the tide – there are, I notice, no such debates in 
China” (Newsweek 2006).     The fact remains, however, that in accepting the 
pillars of the New Right consensus Blair showed himself to be a de facto neo-
liberal regardless of his protests to the contrary.   
 
This shift in ideological perspective was summed up again by Roy Hattersley 
(2004) who observed that “Attlee shifted the balance of British politics. Harold 
Macmillan tagged along behind. Mrs Thatcher first halted the pendulum then 
swung it back to a position further right than it had been for 50 years. Tony 
Blair has gone with the swing. It will not be much of an epitaph.” 
 
 
Conclusion  
 
To commemorate the resignation of Tony Blair a BBC current affairs 
programme, Newsnight, spoke to the leaders of the Conservative Party whom 
Tony Blair had successively defeated.  Although everyone praised his political 
nous nobody would (or could) pinpoint his core beliefs.  Indeed William Hague 
colourfully described Blair as: 
 

A man who is a great actor: who has the ability to seemingly empathise with different 
people at the same time; who can persuade people that he’s secretly a Tory, even 
though he’s the leader of the Labour Party; and who would like to be a Catholic even 
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though he’s an Anglican and carries a copy of the Koran wherever he goes.  This is 
someone who can really be all things to all men for almost as long as a politician can 
manage to do before they all find him out (20th June, 2007). 

 
Blair’s ideological legacy is two-fold: first, it has seen a continuation and 
extension of the New Right consensus; second, that it has been presented as 
an attack on ideology itself.  Blair’s anti-ideological stance is, in fact, 
somewhat disingenuous and can be approached via the long tradition of 
criticism warning of the dangers of apparently non ideological politics.  One 
curious aspect of those who proclaim an end to ideology is that they often do 
so in the midst of overtly ideological struggles.  The original end of ideology 
thesis was, of course, promulgated at the height of the Cold War (Bell, 1959, 
Seymour Lipsett, 1960) and today the world faces grave conflicts rooted in 
fundamentalist ideologies.  During such periods a call to reject ideology 
appears to be the most rational, possibly even the most sane, course of 
action: a cry for calm and common sense.  But as Antonio Gramsci argued, 
common sense is the day-to-day ideology of the bourgeoisie.  When political 
ideas are presented as non-ideological they become closed off to debate: this 
is how things are, it states, and this is how they must be.  Thus anti-ideology 
is inherently an ideological position, as Weltman (2004: 85) argues: 
 

The very act of criticizing partisan divisiveness involved setting up a new political 
division, and in this sense the Third Way can be seen as a particular species of 
politics of non-politics.  In recommending a politics without adversaries, it is at the 
same time defining politics (i.e. the adversaries) as the adversary. It is an attempt to 
escape politics, and the antagonism between friend and enemy, ‘us’ and ‘them’, 
which fails in that a constitutive other still ends up being established   

 
Anybody who calls these common sense ideas into practice can be 
immediately labelled ideologues: left wing critics of the Third Way, for 
example, are dismissed as “high handed and old hat … old left wishful 
thinking” (Jary, 2000).    
 
One of Blair’s fundamental ideological achievements has been to persuade 
the public that the New Right consensus is inevitable and, by extension, 
natural.  We suggest that this is an example, to use old Marxist parlance, of 
false consciousness – a mask of neutrality behind which ideological power 
hides.  We believe that this proves to be the case with Blair’s legacy.  The talk 
of the inevitability of change actually represents the entrenchment of the 
political and economic status quo of the New Right.   Under Blair’s 
governments none of the major achievements of the Conservative 
governments of the 80s and 90s – privatisation, marketisation of public 
services, industrial relations – have been reversed in any significant way and 
indeed in most cases they have been expanded.   
 
But there is one final element to Blair’s anti-ideological stance.  In his final 
speech as Prime Minister to the Labour Party conference in September 2006, 
Tony Blair boldly declared how he wanted history to remember him: purely 
and simply as a winner.  Not for him the plaudits of a man of visionary ideas 
or political gravitas, Blair was content, proud even, to declare that victory 
alone was its own reward.  A fourth election success for New Labour was “the 
only legacy that has ever mattered”, and his greatest achievement was in 
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brining electoral fortune to the party: “They say I hate the party and its 
traditions.  I don’t.  I love this party.  There’s only one tradition I hate – losing”.  
These words provided the perfect bookend to those spoken during Blair’s very 
first speech as Leader to the Labour Party conference on 3 October, 1995:  “I 
love my party, I just hate it being in opposition” (Blair 1996: 63).  Of course, 
Blair’s self-valedictory was not without substance: he is, after all, only the fifth 
UK Labour Prime Minister in history, the longest serving Labour Prime 
Minister ever and the only one to secure three consecutive terms.   
 
Ultimately this may be Blair’s lasting ideological legacy to Britain – the 
ideology of gaining and maintaining political power – and even here the 
results are actually quite mixed.  Despite his electoral successes Blair has 
actually enjoyed relatively low levels of popular support.  The 2001 election, 
for example, saw Labour returned with a majority of 166 seats with a 40.6% 
share of the vote.  When the turnout of 59.4% is factored in, however, this 
accounts for support from only 24% of potential voters.  Similarly, Blair’s 2005 
majority of 66 seats was achieved with 35.3% of the vote on a turnout of 
61.36%.  Compared with John Major’s 1992 victory – 22 seats from a 41.9% 
share of the vote on a 77.7% turnout – and Blair’s electoral triumphs appear 
more circumspect.    
 
Blair confessed that his own political watershed was the 1983 general 
election, which saw him elected as an MP to Sedgefield but the Labour Party 
suffering an ignominious defeat and represented the zenith of ‘old’ Labour 
ideology (Blair, 1996: 62).  After that what mattered more than anything else 
was re-election, and far more than Kinnock and Smith, Blair was uniquely 
positioned to achieve it simply because he had no previous ideological 
commitments: 
 

Not only is he not someone formed by the Labour party’s ethos, or much constrained 
by it in his day to day work as party leader … he operates in a milieu based on a 
different ethos, an ethos of professional politics based on higher education 
management skill, and the culture of the communications industry (Leys, 2003: 236). 

 
This is what Blair has bequeathed: a political age in which the party brand is 
seen as far more important than the party ethos; in which promises can be 
made to overcome traditional divisions, even when policies reflect a clear bias 
towards one perspective; in which values are kept as broad-based and 
nebulous as possible to entice all possible voters.  In so doing Blair has 
promoted the ideological notion that winning is more important than tackling 
the problems of the New Right consensus.   
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