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Introduction
The success of New Labour in the past three General Elections is based on their adoption not of Thatcherite programs and policies, but of a democratic and post-Thatcherite mindset. It is an important distinction. The policies themselves may not be Thatcher’s, but they are certainly heavily influenced by her views on the role of government. These policies would fall under the jurisdiction of the much-vaunted ‘Third Way,’ a path for government that follows in the footsteps of neither Thatcher’s Conservatives nor Old Labour. While the Third Way is primarily a rhetorical formulation, it is a useful term to denote some specific differences between the policies of Blair’s New Labour and past governments.

The two defining characteristics of New Labour policy are that it is post-Thatcherite and democratic. The first characteristic refers primarily to New Labour’s attempt to recognize the power of market forces and the changing role of the state in a globalizing economy when constructing policy. The second refers to a conscious effort on the part of New Labour policy-makers to base their policies on what the British community is looking for in public policy, not their personal ideology. I will first expand upon and clarify these two positions, and discuss whether those goals – post-Thatcherite and democratic policy – are actually reflected in existing policy. I will cite a number of specific policy areas and discuss the differences and similarities between New Labour policy and those of Thatcher and Old Labour. I argue that asserting that Labour’s success is based upon adoption of Thatcherite policy is to misleadingly over-simplify the case; but to assert they were not strongly influenced by Thatcher’s policies would show a lack of objectivity in considering New Labour policy. In fact, New Labour’s ability – to a great extent, Tony Blair’s ability – to find the middle ground between these two extremes has resulted in the Party’s General Election successes.


First, a note on sources: much of my thoughts on New Labour policies are based on readings from a number of books on New Labour. A portion of my views are based on personal observation made during my time interning at the Labour Party this past semester. Finally, many of my statements about actual Labour Policy are drawn from an interview with Ben Coffman, Home Affairs Policy Officer, the Labour Party. Obviously, Mr. Coffman is not a completely impartial source. I did, however, spend a moment at the beginning of the interview assuring him that my intentions were to use the interview for academic purposes only, to be shared only with my professor. Because of these assurances, he was quite frank when speaking with me, and for this reason I believe he is a good quality, if not perfectly impartial, source. 

Post-Thatcherism
Thatcherite policies are grounded in free-market fundamentalism – an overpowering belief in the merits of the free market in all aspects of the economy. This belief, once implemented in public policy, is the theoretical opponent of Keynesianism. Whereas Keynesian theory presents a vision of a state driving the economy and ensuring full employment through spending from tax revenues, the Thatcherite state would limit its spending whenever possible, reduce the tax burden, and lift regulations. Its goal, at least in theory, would be to allow the economy to grow by freeing up capital and reducing cost-increasing regulation and governmental barriers to market entry. 
It is a vision of governing best summed up by Mrs. Thatcher’s ideological partner, President Ronald Reagan, who said in his first inaugural address: “Government is not the solution to our problem; government is the problem.” Of course, like most governments, Thatcher’s did not always live up to its ideals. I included the “in theory” caveat to differentiate the ideas that motivated her actions from the policies political pressures forced her to adopt. But more important than the true policies or the budgetary woes that may have sparked them is the ideological intent behind Thatcherite policies. Mrs. Thatcher’s vision of the state has had a huge impact on New Labour’s policies. But there are significant differences as well. It is those differences that make “Thatcherite” a much less accurate definition of New Labour’s policies than the term “post-Thatcherite.”

The post-Thatcherite view of public policy is that market competition is an important, but not always essential or all-encompassing, part of public policy. Whereas market forces were anathema to Old Labour and a belief system for the Conservatives, they are a public policy tool for New Labour. Introducing market forces is a means to an end, not an end in itself; a way of achieving a public policy goal, not the actual goal.
For example, take health care. Health care markets do not function very well, for a variety of reasons. Because health outcomes are so difficult to objectively determine, health care markets tend to drive the provision of healthcare to efficiency with less consideration for quality; healthcare markets also inevitably produce ‘losers’ who are priced out of the market. Firms operating under markets conditions do, however, adapt faster to new procedures and techniques and distribute resources more efficiently than does a command-control government system. Old Labour ideology might focus only on the failings of the market in the area of equity; Thatcherism, only on the failings of the government in the area of efficiency. A post-Thatcherite view would accept the failings of both approaches as fact and attempt to create a policy that incorporated the best of both approaches.

Small-d democratic policies

The idea behind post-Thatcherite policy is that both market competition and command-control government do some things very well and some things very poorly. The idea is to construct public policy that adopts the best means to a particular ends. The problem, then, is what goal the policy should work towards. This problem brings us to another characteristic of New Labour policy: its ‘small-d’ democratic nature. By ‘small-d,’ I mean that the policy does not necessarily reflect that of the US Democratic Party (though it may at times) but that it is based on the will of the people. Certainly, the latter is a tricky thing to determine. But supposing that it can be reasonably inferred, median-voter theory tells us that elections are won in the center and successful policies are situated there. As Mr. Coffman described it to me, the goal of New Labour ‘democratic’ policy creation was to see public policy more through the eyes of the public rather than from an ideological perspective.
The process actually makes a certain amount of sense, especially in a democracy. First, determine what the general public wants out of public policy. What time of educational goals do the majority of the British people want? What do they think the end result of the criminal justice system should be? From there, formulate public policy that most effectively meets those goals. In doing so, use all the tools at your disposal. Attempt to create a policy which effectively uses the advantages of market competition and centralized government control. It is a thoroughly pragmatic process – or, if you prefer, opportunistic. To start with, of course, it can be difficult to figure out where the public stands. Secondly, if you stand firmly across the middle ground no matter where that ground lies on the political spectrum, what really do you stand for? Are normative considerations of what type of society you would like to see truly to be subservient to the will of a broad mass of people – who aren’t always correct, though we would like to hope they are?

Mr. Coffman described it as building public policy based much more on what the public wants than on ideology. This viewpoint is why the ‘Third Way’ is much more a rhetorical device that a policy viewpoint. It exists much more in certain policy areas than it does across the broad spectrum of New Labour policy. Most of that policy can simply be described as a decently effective amalgamation of Old Labour and New Conservative ideas. To be sure, Prime Minister Blair has dressed up the Third Way as the implementation of Old Labour values with modern policy. But the small-d democratic character of New Labour policy is not a ‘Third Way’ so much as an effective and politically smart way of making as many voters as possible pleased with their government.

Now that we have defined the two characteristics of New Labour policy, we can take a more in-depth look at a number of public policy areas. I will discuss how New Labour is different policy in these areas is from Old Labour and Conservative policy, and show how that policy is post-Thatcherite or small-d democratic.
Economy


It is in the area of economic policy that New Labour policy could arguably be considered an actual ‘Third Way’ between Old Labour and Conservative policies. Old Labour was highly statist and interventionist. It viewed state spending and nationalization of industry as the means to full employment. Conservatives, on the other hand, believed that the government should get out of the way of the private market. The more the government adopted a ‘laissez-faire’ economic approach, the better the economy would do. The problem was that neither approach worked perfectly. The Old Labour approach resulted in high taxes and inefficient distribution of resources. The Conservative approach resulted in sky high inflation and unemployment as trickle-down economics failed to have the intended effect.


New Labour economic policy is quite different. It actually is a ‘Third Way,’ because it reflects the changing circumstances of the global economy that Old Labour never considered and Conservatives couldn’t handle. To be sure, it is also small-d democratic. As Mr. Coffman generalized, Old Labour saw a big role for government in the economy, the Conservatives little to no role, and New Labour a lesser role. Blair-Brown policy attempts to keep taxes at lower rates while still using government spending to benefit the economy and the broad populace with investment and a social safety net. It attempts to provide the public what they want: security without an overwhelming tax burden.

But it is a post-Thatcherite ‘Third Way’ as well. New Labour could have solely struck a balance between the two extremes. Instead, New Labour economic policy adopts the view that in a globalizing world, individual governments have only small amounts of control over capital and direct spending has less of a stimulatory effect. Instead, the government should adopt a more, as Coffman put it, “subtle” approach: independence for the Bank of England and heavy investment in public infrastructure and education. The goal is to build the skill sets of the populace to attract business investment to ensure economic growth.

One beautiful example of New Labour economic policy is Chancellor of the Exchequer Gordon Brown’s new Enterprise Schools Initiative. He hopes to create summer schools that teach young people entrepreneurial skills to unlock their potential. This program uses the power of the state – through free public schools – to build skills among the population and encourage enterprise, rather than purely Keynesian spending on public works projects.
Education

I addressed education to some extent in the section above on the economy. There, I laid out the role New Labour sees education playing in the overall welfare of the United Kingdom. But I want to point out how New Labour education policy is both post-Thatcherite and democratic. It is democratic because, as Mr. Coffman said, “New Labour tries to get good results through whatever works – an ends-focused policy.” New Labour realized people want good public schools and decided to let go of Old Labour’s dogmatism in policy while focusing much more on higher education than did the Conservatives.
But New Labour also realized that “equal” comprehensive schools were not equal, because students would gravitate to good schools or get stuck in bad ones. So New Labour policy became post-Thatcherite, believing that greater dynamism within the school system should come hand in hand with more investment. Old Labour would have invested heavily without reforms, while Thatcher would have gone much further with reforms and not spent much money at all. It creates that dynamism by allowing more freedom for schools to experiment, limiting local authorities’ power over schools, and allowing good schools to take over poor ones. 
Unemployment


According to Ben Coffman, full employment has been a goal of both Old and New Labour governments – but rarely, if ever, a goal of Conservative governments. Nevertheless, there are differences between Old Labour policy and New Labour policy. Here again, we see that New Labour policy is post-Thatcherite and democratic. Old Labour thought that unemployment just happened – not only in the sense of constant unemployment due to skill and geographical shifts. They thought that unemployment could not be dealt with or managed, but would always exist. It was a problem to be solved with more government spending coupled with a strong social safety net to ensure basic quality of life. Thatcherite conservatives believed that the social safety net was an unnecessary expense that created dependency.


New Labour policy is grounded in a belief in community – that, as Mr. Coffman stated, “People who are working are better members of the community.” But in its attempt to reduce welfare roles, it is post-Thatcherite and democratic – New Labour recognizes, as I mentioned above, that costs must be kept to a reasonable level, and understands that working people dislike paying taxes to help others not work. So New Labour policy tries to merge Old Labour and Thatcherite thinking. It provides opportunities for the unemployed to gain skills and retraining to get them back at work. There is little genius here. It is a carefully balanced middle ground between compassion for others and a belief in personal responsibility. But it is important to note that while it is not as much of a ‘Third Way’ as Blair would like us to believe, it is an effective post-Thatcherite combination of policy tools to achieve small-d democratic ends.
Crime

Crime is another area where New Labour’s policy stems from a belief in community. Traditional leftist thought would regard crime as the inevitable result of social injustice, poverty, and divisions in a populace. It could be “solved” not by greater punishment but by eliminating the root causes of crime. Conservatives, of course, considered stricter enforcement and harsher punishment the most effective response. The New Labour policy is a brilliant bit of rhetorical maneuvering, summed up in the phrase, “Tough on crime, tough on the causes of crime.” Because crime hurts innocent members of the community, members of the community have the personal responsibility to others not to engage in crime no matter how dire their plight. In this formulation, a leftist politician can condemn crime – certainly to the wishes of the broad small-d democratic majority – and justify that condemnation to a leftist base that believes in community far more than conservatives do.

The current ‘Respect Agenda’ is the centerpiece of the New Labour anti-crime agenda. It seeks to reduce ‘anti-social behavior’ – breaking windows, loitering, being drunk and loud on the street – by dealing harshly with offenders with Anti-Social Behavior Orders (ASBOs). Simultaneously, it seeks to develop parenting skills and building a culture respect to eliminate root causes of anti-social behavior. It is post-Thatcherite only in that it deals harshly with offenders – and, due to the exact legalities of ASBOs, placing more emphasis on controlling crime than the individual liberties of offenders. It is democratic because it seeks to reduce crime at any expense, a position surely favored by the broad center of the populace. Another aspect of the Respect Agenda is an effort to build strong neighborhoods, give people more control over their community, and spend time and money to ensure young people have a chance to be involved in their communities. It is this latter aspect of the policy that makes it post-Thatcherite rather than simply Thatcherite. It recognizes the impact of Conservative ideas on Britain after 14 straight years of power and works within them.
The National Health Service
As I said above, health care markets do not function very well. First of all, the goal of health care is best-value care – quality care in the least expensive manner possible. Because health outcomes are so difficult to objectively determine, however, health care markets tend to drive the provision of health care to efficiency with less consideration for quality. Also, there is the moral question of the inevitable ‘losers’ who are priced out of a market – does society think it is a good idea for people to be priced out of basic healthcare? The NHS may be such a sacred cow – or ‘third rail,’ in America (you touch it and you die) – that even Margaret Thatcher could not privatize it, but that does not mean that New Labour isn’t making some reforms that show a Thatcherite influence.
The changes to the NHS show New Labour policy’s small-d democratic nature perfectly. What do the people want? Good healthcare free at the point of service. The government seems determine to deliver it, at the expense of vested interests – and yes, perhaps, complete equity. As Mr. Coffman explained it to me, since the government does not now have enough money, expertise, or capacity to invest in new technology and techniques, using the private sector can help meet the public’s desires more quickly. And these reforms to the NHS also reflect the influence of Thatcherite policies. Not only does it accept that the private market has adapted more quickly to new technologies and medical methods, but by using the private sector it seeks to transform the institutional culture of the NHS from a staid one to one comfortable with the latest medical advances.

Conclusion
Old Labour policy was far left watered down socialism. Conservative policy was (and is) defined by right-wing liberal economic policies. New Labour policy can best be described as center-left – while making overtures to the center, it does place greater emphasis on increasing the well-being of the poor and middle class than the rich. By pleasing the broad majority of voters while, to varying degrees, working for the disadvantaged, New Labour policy has allowed the party to win three General Elections with support from the left and center.

Adopting small-d democratic policies can be seen, as I said above, as either intelligently pragmatic or disgustingly opportunistic. It depends, as in all things, on your point of view. But there is little doubt that while New Labour may have had to sacrifice some Old Labour values to do so, the adoption of these policies has made the party appealing to the voters in the center. These are the voters who put Mrs. Thatcher’s Conservatives in power and kept them there for fourteen years. But to win over those voters, has New Labour become merely a Thatcherite clone?
I say no. Thatcherism shifted the center of debate in British politics. New Labour stands on the center left of this new equilibrium – more conservative than Old Labour, surely, but as I have shown above, in many cases more progressive than Thatcher’s Conservatives. That they accept the new equilibrium of British government and do not attempt to return to Old Labour policies is what makes them post-Thatcherite. Post-Thatcherism and small-d democratic policies work in tandem. Post-Thatcher, the broad British populace is no longer looking for the pre-Thatcher Labour Party.

It is New Labour’s ability to adopt some of the best aspects of Thatcherite public policy as well as the best intentions of Old Labour policy that makes them a successful, election winning center-left party. For example, consider Gordon Brown’s pre-1997 pledge that New Labour would maintain Conservative spending targets for the first two years after it won office. This is an obvious post-Thatcherite policy that recognizes that a top marginal tax rate of 60% to pay for huge spending will not be embraced by the voting public. But it is also incredibly pragmatic, as Mr. Coffman pointed out. In the past, he said, Labour governments won office and immediately began spending, realizing a few years later that their targets were unaffordable and that they had to cut back. Inevitably, those cutbacks came in the run-up to elections – a bad time to cut down on provision of public services. By increasing spending only after two years on Tory spending plans – coincidentally, in the years before the 2001 General Election – Labour solidified its political position while maintaining a record of fiscal discipline. I conclude with this story because it is a fantastic example of how New Labour has combined Thatcherite principles with Old Labour values, not simply adopted Thatcherite policies, to win the past three General Elections.

