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ABOUT THIS PAPE R

Progressive Britain is the platform for policymaking, political education and imaginative 
thinking to rebuild Labour and the nation. Firmly rooted in the Labour Party, we are 
dedicated to national renewal and the intellectual revitalisation of the centre left. 

In February 2022, Progressive Britain and I. B. Tauris published Rethinking Labour’s 
Past, a new collection of essays that seeks to reframe the span of Labour history and its 
effects on contemporary British politics. Edited by Progressive Britain director Nathan 
Yeowell, the book provides fresh thinking and analysis of various traditions, themes 
and individuals. 

Contributions from leading academics such as Patrick Diamond, Steven Fielding, Ben 
Jackson, Charlotte Lydia Riley and Florence Sutcliffe-Braithwaite are supplemented by 
those with experience of Labour electoral politics, such as shadow cabinet members 
Rachel Reeves and Nick Thomas-Symonds. These include the shifting significance 
of 1945, the need for more grounded interpretations of Tony Blair’s legacy, and the 
enduring importance of place, identity and aspiration to the evolution of the party.

This short pamphlet contains impressions from three of the contributors to Rethinking 
Labour’s Past – essentially three condensed and reshaped chapters that were published 
on the Progressive Britain website to help promote the official book launch on 8 March 
2022: 

Shadow Chancellor Rachel Reeves MP sets out why Labour’s history is so 
important to her – and how it helps her navigate contemporary politics. 

Nathan Yeowell sets out a revisionist interpretation of Labour’s history – and 
how an intellectual framework and policy platform that synthesises the best of 
the party’s past might help us shape the future. 

Jeremy Nuttall, Senior Lecturer in Modern British History at Kingston University, 
makes a stirring case for the enduring importance of aspiration to Labour’s 
political and electoral success – and how we might reignite it.

The pamphlet is the first Progressive Britain Paper – PB001.
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INTRODUCTION

Dianne Hayter

One hundred and twenty-two years on from the founding of the Labour Representation 
Committee in 1900, 116 from the founding of the Parliamentary Labour Party in 1906 and 100 
years since Labour became the official opposition in 1922, what can history teach us about the 
way forward? 

As a political activist for over 50 years, I reckon it’s time to re-find one of the lost arts of political 
development – our own history. While economics, political science, psephology and sociology 
play a part in our analysis of society and search for new solutions, it’s often the lessons of 
our past – what was tried and failed, what was tried and succeeded, the role of structures, of 
personalities, of external events, how we governed, or failed to govern – that can help plot a 
path to make our ambitions a reality.

This is why I think Rethinking Labour’s Past – the book edited by Progressive Britain director 
Nathan Yeowell, and pubished in February 2022 – is so important. 

Labour has won just eight elections with an overall majority – and only five with a majority in 
double figures. While for some that paints the reality of the challenge, the ever-optimistic Nick 
Thomas-Symonds (also a historian and contributor to the book) draws from this the lesson that 
we can recover.

Sweeping views of the past century do point to the commonality of Labour victories. They 
happened when we were united, when we spoke for and with the unions, were in tune with 
voters’ concerns, when our aspirations were their aspirations. And when we were patriotic.

What created that coalition of attributes? This volume of essays points of the importance 
of leaders, as well as to the interplay of circumstances and personalities, and reminds us of 
the zeitgeist of the times. Patrick Diamond quoting John Gyford, not from this century, but 
immediately after the 1970 defeat: “The sense of estrangement felt by many working class voters 
towards a government whose politics sometimes seems to bear little relation to the realities of 
the everyday life of ordinary people, and whose concern for permissive legislation, the arts, 
[and] higher education... could not mask its failure to deal... with housing, unemployment and 
the cost of living”. 
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One politician of the time, Tony Crosland, warned that Labour’s increasingly middle-class 
leadership risked losing focus on its traditional supporters, leaders who’d hardly ventured from 
London and who were deaf, even then, to issues about immigration. 

Crosland’s preoccupation with a more classless society made him concentrate on that 
perennial problem of HOW to address harsh, specific and unmerited inequality. As he wrote in 
Socialism Now in 1974, carrying “through a radical, equalitarian programme, involving a major 
redistribution of resources, is a formidable task”.

Which is why – for me, as a political player more than as a historian – we need to understand and 
interrogate our history. Since 1900 our members and leaders shared the common endeavour: 
to win power to change society, but importantly, to fashion the policies and what we now call 
“agency” to make things happen.

Neither our leaders nor the movement were asleep at the wheel, uncaring or lacking diligence. 
So, we must grasp why they were not always able to make and embed seismic changes and 
then go on to win elections.

Glen O’Hara recalls Edmund Dell’s warning that “British governments have learned few lessons 
from... history... Parties continue to promise what they cannot deliver”. In 1945 and 1997 we 
called the big questions right (NHS or education), and did what we promised, but still we failed 
to satisfy a changing economy, new expectations, a trusting electorate. And over Brexit, did 
we fail to hear, or fail to heed? Unless we understand not just what we got right and what we 
got wrong, but why and how we got things right or wrong, the tragedy would be to repeat the 
history. Just five majorities in double figures. We must do better, not just to win, but to govern. 
And that, for me, is the issue – what we actually do in office.

Nathan describes 1997-2010 as “by far the most electorally successful, continuously sustained 
period of government in Labour’s history”. Yet for a dozen years large parts of the movement 
spent energy disparaging it. And even those who knew better failed to celebrate and 
commemorate what was achieved. As Rethinking Labour’s Past testifies, chapter by chapter, 
it’s hard work to make fundamental changes. Hopefully the pages will provide some of the 
clues to ensure our future steps are surer.

This very short pamphlet contains impressions from three of the contributors to Rethinking 
Labour’s Past – essentially three condensed and reshaped chapters that were published on 
the Progressive Britain website to help promote the official book launch on 8 March 2022.

Introduction   |   Dianne Hayter

https://progressivebritain.org


Building the foundations for Labour's future   |   Some reflections from Rethinking Labour's Past8

RETHINKING LABOUR'S PAST

Rachel	Reeves	MP

I have always believed that as a party, Labour can learn and draw inspiration from its history. 
Our party’s historic achievements help define what it is to be Labour. Labour was founded to 
give voice to working people at a time before all men, and any women, had the vote. Ours is a 
history of nation-building – from municipal socialists building libraries, public baths, housing, 
utilities, hospitals and local parks – through to the construction of a new settlement after 
1945, creating modern industries, the infrastructure of a modern welfare state, and raising the 
standard of living for all. 

Labour spoke in the name of the people against private interests and insular elites which 
held back investment, that inhibited the modernisation of our country, and clung on to undue 
privilege. It stood for fair rewards for workers, and for greater security for families, communities 
and the nation. After the extraordinary collective effort that got us through the darkest 
moments of the pandemic, I am certain those values resonate as strongly as ever. 

For me, exploring Labour’s history has had a personal dimension too. When I was first elected 
to Parliament in 2010, I set out to explore the life story of Alice Bacon, the only woman before 
me to represent the city of Leeds in Parliament. Alice’s story was not so uncommon in her 
generation, but is all too rare today. From a working-class home in inter-war Normanton, Alice 
would go on to play a key role in some of the Wilson governments’ greatest achievements: the 
decriminalisation of abortion and homosexuality, the abolition of the death penalty, and the 
introduction and extension of comprehensive education. 

That research prompted me to go back and study the experiences of Labour women MPs 
across the last hundred years – from the first interwar trailblazers, through to those who have 
inspired me personally in my own lifetime, from Tessa Jowell to Harriet Harman. Each faced 
common obstacles and their own distinctive challenges. Women in Labour politics brought 
their own understanding of the struggles of working people. They sought to expand politics 
beyond the boundaries of the unionised workplace and parliament, into the community, the 
chapel and the home. 

As Education Secretary, Ellen Wilkinson introduced free school milk and – despite resistance 
from male colleagues – raised the school leaving age. Margaret Bondfield fought for the 
provision of footwear for poor children. And Susan Lawrence, radicalised by the low pay and 
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poor conditions of cleaners employed by the London County Council, led the charge for 
widows’ pensions. From Barbara Castle and Child Benefit, to Tessa Jowell and SureStart, to 
Harriet Harman and the Equality Act, Labour women followed in a proud tradition. 

But as many of the essays in Rethinking Labour’s Past make clear, returning to Labour’s past 
can’t all be about celebrating our achievements and luxuriating in our own mythology, without 
taking a hard look at our history; lazy assumptions and self-congratulatory narratives do us 
no good. 

I first entered Parliament in May 2010; the first of four successive General Election defeats. It 
has rarely been easy. But history tells us we have been here before. A consideration of Labour’s 
slow, painful process of political renewal before 1997 illustrates the scale of political, intellectual 
and organisational work that took place over almost two decades to bring us to that point. 

Contributions to this book return us to past debates and stories told about Labour’s purpose 
and how to adapt to a changing society. They remind us that few of the questions we face 
today are wholly new; and that they are best understood with an eye on how they have been 
negotiated, successfully or otherwise, in the past. The struggle to adapt social democracy, and 
its enduring values, to a continually changing economy and an evolving society is the central 
feature of Labour’s history since its first, short-lived experiences of government in the inter-war 
years. 

That task – applying those values, building that stronger, fairer country and extending security 
and opportunity to all – remains the same. Attention to that history tells us, however, that 
without a deep understanding of how society has changed, of the big economic challenges 
we face, and of what people want from their lives – and an ambitious, inclusive vision for the 
future of the United Kingdom – then we will go nowhere and change nothing. 

In the 2020s, that will mean, for instance, action to match the scale of the climate crisis; to 
reindustrialise swathes of the country through our Climate Investment Pledge and our plan 
to buy, make and sell more in Britain; and to tackle the insecurity found in the workplace and 
strengthen our everyday economy, so we are never again left so exposed to a crisis. 

When we win it is because we look to the future, inspire, and modernise. We cannot repeat 
the formula of 1945, 1964 and 1997 – but we can certainly learn from how Labour leaders then 
steered our party from the wilderness to power. We can seek to understand their successes and 
failures in turn in order to follow them in transforming lives.

It has been fantastic to see the interest in Rethinking Labour’s Past, which brings cutting-edge 
historical insight, in a real spirit of pluralism, to debates that remain live and pressing in the 

Rethinking	Labour's	Past			|			Rachel	Reeves	MP
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political arena. It is a valuable contribution to a debate that needs to draw on the widest 
possible range of insight and experience, as we look ahead towards a General Election – and, 
we hope, to government.
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BUILDING THE FOUNDATIONS FOR 
LABOUR'S FUTURE

Nathan	Yeowell

The invasion of Ukraine marks the start of some quite frightening new era, the shape of which 
we don’t yet understand. Whether Putin’s aggression marks the start of a new ‘great game’ of 
powers and alliances struggling for land, or a tripartite ideological cold war between the West, 
Russia and China or something else entirely, we know the world has decisively changed.

Historians can point to the ‘great crashes’ and convulsions that have shaped the course of 
the last century or more. The February Revolution in 1917, World War Two and its aftermath, 
the collapse of the Berlin Wall, the attack on the Twin Towers, and the financial crisis of 2008 
all had far-reaching consequences for global politics – and an equally profound effect on the 
span and flow of British history. 

To this list of era-defining global phenomena, we must now add Covid-19. The pandemic 
brought illness and tragedy to almost every community across the globe, transforming our 
priorities and perspectives, and reordering our sense of what matters. At home, it brought 
the interconnectedness of the UK’s fragmented society into focus, showing how reliant we all 
are on the lives of people whose contributions have been overlooked, from delivery drivers to 
supermarket shelf-stackers to social carers. 

As we begin to think in earnest about the country’s post-pandemic future, we are reconnecting 
with the long-tail of several ‘crashes’ that combined to transform the UK in the 2010s. Though 
less stellar in a global context, they have shaken the very foundations of British politics and 
remain unresolved. As the immediate threat of Covid-19 recedes, they are now returning in 
sharper focus. 

The first of these is Brexit, still not ‘done’ properly, despite the simplistic rhetoric of the government 
and at the expense of the long-term economic viability – not to mention geographic integrity 
– of the country. 

The second, now inextricably linked with the first, is the ascendancy of Boris Johnson. Within 
the space of six months in 2019 he broke and then recast the Conservative Party in his image 
and as his own, personal political vehicle, securing the Tories’ largest parliamentary majority 
since 1987. With scant contrition for the growing list of lockdown offences nailed to the door of 

Rebuilding	the	foundations	for	Labour's	future			|			Nathan	Yeowell
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Number Ten – and running away from his incarnation as Russian Oligarch’s friend – it is clear 
that both his party and the state are degraded by his continuation in office. As with Trump, it 
is an open question whether Johnson’s brand of populism is an aberration or the sign of things 
to come. 

The third is the ongoing realignment and reimagining of the Labour Party. With hindsight, 
Labour’s post-2010 failure to promote a wide-ranging and candid debate about either the 
record of the Blair and Brown governments, or the changing nature of British society, began 
to pave the way for defeat in 2015. After a further four years of hard-left experimentation 
under the titular leadership of Jeremy Corbyn, by 2019 Labour found itself on the very brink 
of political, moral, and electoral collapse. Alienated from its supposed core vote and mired in 
a vicious antisemitism crisis of its own making, Labour was reduced to a mere 202 MPs in the 
new House of Commons, its worst performance since 1935. 

Keir Starmer’s election as Labour leader in April 2020 gave the party a much-needed reprieve. 
He took the reins, and must define his programme, in a time where much of the conventional 
political activity was jammed by Covid-19 and old certainties were being upended. A 
Conservative government whose unifying purpose was to reduce supposed restrictions on the 
free market and free trade, has found itself imposing curbs on liberty and spending cash like 
a drunken sailor. The next election, unlike its predecessors, will not be about levels of public 
spending. Labour members must be ready to adapt to this and recognise that the rise of 
Johnson, the defeat of Corbynism, Brexit and Covid-19 – combined with the urgent need to 
tackle the climate emergency and forge a new, enduring post-Covid economic settlement – all 
represent as much of a natural breakpoint in the history of the party as of the country. 

Starmer’s Labour has an opportunity to craft a new narrative defining a new future for country 
and party alike. This requires intellectual renewal and can only emerge from an open and 
honest debate. Groups within Labour, such as Labour Together, and those hoping to map 
out somehow-adjacent territory, such as the Britain Project, have already set out their stalls, 
and more voices will be welcome. It will require open exploration of ideas of how to place our 
enduring values into the context of the new. 

Crucial to any fashioning of the future must be a better understanding of our past. Historical 
exploration is neither a displacement activity from the urgent task of understanding the 
sociological and economic complexities of modern society, nor is it an academic exercise 
divorced from contemporary policymaking. In fact, it is central to both. That’s why I have 
edited Rethinking Labour’s Past, a collection of essays by leading historians, revisiting Labour’s 
history. The central thesis is that Labour’s history cannot be understood in binary black and 
white terms – with goodies and baddies, heroes and traitors, good and evil. 
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Some on the left of the party would have it that Labour in government between 1997 and 2010 
was a continuation of the Thatcher years, with no difference before or after 1997. Some on the 
moderate wing seemed to argue that nothing good happened before 1994, and everything 
before that year could be dismissed as ‘old Labour’. Both approaches are ahistorical as well 
as unhelpful. Historian David Egerton makes the point that Labour’s call on its own history is 
‘often a version of history that never really happened.’ He writes ‘Labour’s past is a resource, 
an important one, for the party. But too often the usually recalled history does not do justice 
to the variety of Labour’s policies, politics and practices, which were never fixed in time, nor 
easily understood on the usually defined left-right axis.’ 

More useful is a better understanding of the ideological continuum that has sustained the 
party since 1900. I argue that there have been three overlapping but distinct periods for 
Labour, defined by specific ideological and organisational themes, falling between 1900 to 
1931, 1931 to 1979, and 1979 to 2019. The first period is kicked off by the formation of the Labour 
Representation Committee (LRC) at the Memorial Hall, Farringdon, London, by trade unionists 
and socialists dedicated to increasing ‘labour’ representation in Parliament, and rejecting forms 
of socialism by permeation, socialism by insurrection, or socialism resulting from inexorable 
‘scientific’ historical laws. 

In 25 years, the Labour Party went from ginger group to the main alternative to the Conservative 
Party, supplanting the Liberals and, crucially, winning over working class Tories. Labour’s 
socialism was not based on class conflict, but instead a project of social transformation rooted 
in community and fellowship. This ‘ethical’ socialism, born from late-Victorian radicalism, 
liberalism and non-conformism, was tested to destruction by the crash of 1929, the brief period 
of Labour administration 1929-31, and the disastrous split precipitated by Ramsay MacDonald. 

The party’s second age lasted from 1931 to 1979, during which Labour enjoyed more years in 
government than any other time before or since: the wartime coalition 1940-1945, the 1945-
51 Attlee government, and Wilson and Callaghan’s governments 1964-1970 and 1974-1979. 
This was a half century when Labour was converted to economic theory as the touchstone 
of political activity. It saw the rise and fall of Labourism as the dominant expression of this 
activity – and the party’s legitimisation within the prevailing political framework of the UK as 
a result. With Keynes as guide, and Bevin at the tiller as moderate unions reasserted control 
over the NEC and policymaking, Labour set a course to the New Jerusalem. But unlike earlier 
incarnations of British socialisms, this was a New Jerusalem built in bricks and mortar, not 
through personal transformation or on some distant shore. It could be seen in new houses in 
new towns, in new colleges and universities, in new hospitals and new town halls. This was the 
New Britain - nation-building, not class war. 

Rebuilding	the	foundations	for	Labour's	future			|			Nathan	Yeowell
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Labour’s third age was book-ended by defeat: at the hands of Mrs Thatcher in 1979 and Boris 
Johnson in 2019. This period encompasses the Blair and Brown governments, by far the most 
electorally successful and sustained period of Labour in government. It also contains the two 
darkest periods of rancour and sectarianism in Labour’s history, and the twin near-death 
experiences of 1983 and 2019. 

The successes should be seen as reactions to the disasters. By the mid-1980s, Labour’s debates 
were framed by the long-term decline of democratic socialist and social democratic electoral 
fortunes across the world. Revitalisation came in the form of engagement with ideas around 
constitutional reform, environmentalism, a new enthusiasm for Europe, and what Patrick 
Diamond has called ‘a multitude of ideas from diverse sources and intellectual traditions.’ 
The transformation of the global economy, Mrs Thatcher’s systematic exclusion of organised 
labour, and the collapse of Communism at the end of the decade catalysed the revival of 
non-Marxist, values-based socialism anchored in welfare systems, mixed economies, and 
democratic institutions. 

Now we stand at the gilded gates of Labour’s fourth age. To succeed again, Labour must 
address and answer some fundamental questions – who do we speak for, and to what end? And 
what do we do if our overtures to the hard-working people of Britain are not reciprocated? We 
must decide what intellectual, and ideological themes we want to pursue, and those we reject. 
We must refine and champion a new progressive, social-democratic vision of life in twenty-first 
Britain. I believe that engaging with our past is the surest route to Labour owning the future – 
not to live in the past but to learn from it. That’s the big idea of Rethinking Labour’s Past.

However, it is not enough to understand and learn the lessons of history. The point is to act on 
them. I offer three thoughts to help the process. First, it is vital that Labour ditches the ‘them-
and-us’ rhetoric of the past few years and moves away from binary, antagonistic political 
positions in favour of a nation-building political project. A good example is rethinking the world 
of work, and the opportunities as well as risks of greater automation, flexible working, career 
mobility, and shorter working hours. When Labour talks about ‘jobs’ and ‘work’ it can sound 
like it still means the foundry, factory, mill or mine. Most workers work across many jobs and 
sectors, do irregular hours, and do not belong to a trade union. Labour must talk in a language 
that chimes with this new workforce. We must sound ebullient, optimistic, aspirational.

Second, our fourth age gives us a platform for ideological renewal. This should be anchored 
in a belief in community, a revitalised economic (and crucially environmental) theory and an 
enduring commitment to social policy and welfare provision. ‘Social security’ should be a 
lifelong guarantee, not a byword for a broken system of welfare. Our mission must be national 
renewal, but that starts with the local. Deep in our DNA, before 1945, was municipal pride and 
a commitment to services delivered locally and democratically. David Miliband wrote in 2010: 
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‘default statism turns citizens into consumers and makes government a giant problem solver, 
which only increases our technical managerialism.’ We need democratic revival and rewards 
for active citizenship. This is key not only to economic revitalisation and societal reconstruction, 
but also electoral revival. 

Third, we need some big ambitions. Not, as in 2019, so absurd and outlandish that they 
provoked ridicule, but bold enough to show we understand the scale of the challenges. We can 
construct a coalition committed to tackling the deep-seated inequalities within communities, 
and between different parts of the country, which the pandemic has so cruelly revealed. We 
can advance opportunity, economic efficiency, climate and social justice. We can be part of 
the successful revival of our style of politics, from Portugal, to New Zealand, to the United 
States. Populism has failed in the face of pandemic. Unfettered markets have failed to deliver 
safe streets, secure homes, or a stable climate. Less government has meant less freedom and 
fewer opportunities. This is the moment for Labour, drawing on its rich history but fixed on its 
future, to deliver the leadership the country so badly needs and deserves.

Rebuilding	the	foundations	for	Labour's	future			|			Nathan	Yeowell
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LABOUR AND ASPIRATION

Dr	Jeremy	Nuttall

The subject of aspiration has long been an uneasy one for Labour. The Party has been out of 
power for much of its existence, more so than the Conservatives, and more than either the 
American Democrats, or the Victorian-era Liberal party. The reasons for this are complex, but 
one enduring factor has been its difficulty in sustaining an aspirational cross-class appeal.

As early as the 1950s, both Hugh Gaitskell and Aneurin Bevan, though leaders of fiercely rival 
factions within the party, had a tendency to dismiss the emerging new domestic consumer 
goods as ‘gadgets’, symbolizing a broader socialist disengagement from the rapidly emerging 
societal ‘affluence’. Affluence was recurringly seen by many in the party as a threat, whether 
because of its creation via the capitalist system, or the supposedly morally corrosive effect of 
its glossy superficiality. But this was a serious missed opportunity. The centre left could have 
appropriated some of the electoral benefits of association with aspiration by defining it in 
more positive, socially co-operative terms.

What have been the reasons for this repeated error? Class was one. There was consistently a 
sense that aspiration was somehow ‘Other’, whether materially beyond reach, from the point 
of view of the party’s labourist working class culture, or ideologically unpalatable, in the eyes 
of its middle-class intellectuals. Hence, the caricatures of uniformly malign capitalists, evident, 
for instance in leading Fabian Sidney Webb’s 1923 denunciation of the ‘sinister dominance … of 
the private interests of the owners of great masses of wealth’.

Connected to this was a longstanding mistrust within the wider progressive intelligentsia of 
the spread of suburbia. ‘Politically [suburbia] is a greater burden on the nation than the slum’, 
wrote the New Liberal thinker Leonard Hobhouse in 1904, lamenting the electoral success of 
villa Conservatism under Lord Salisbury, those ‘feverish [suburban] hordes’, agreed Charles 
Masterman. The left-wing film director Mike Leigh’s iconic social commentary play, Abigail’s 
Party, first televised in 1977, powerfully portrayed the insecurities and pretentiousness of the 
newly emerging middle class world of home-owners and computer-operators. Yet, almost 
entirely absent was any sense of countervailing suburban virtues, of people who had striven 
to rise.

In its adoption, from 1994, of a more engaged approach to the subject of aspiration, ‘New 
Labour’ deserves significant credit. Now, the suburban middle class were once again reclaimed 
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as ‘our people’, as Tony Blair told the party’s 1995 conference. Aspiration could be spoken of as 
something in harmony with social conscience and well-funded public services. 

Though, there were also some fundamental intellectual shortcomings in this evolving 
ideological pairing. Although Blair had revitalised the public services, he became increasingly 
loathe to speak positively of an ethic of public service, increasingly preferring to advocate 
‘getting business ideas into public service practice’. If this sat uneasily with his party, it also 
seemed strangely at odds with the very notion of a ‘balance’ between state and market which 
lay behind his own third way.

The challenge now, therefore, may be for the party to explore new understandings of 
aspirational politics which move on from both the under-appreciation of aspiration apparent 
before New Labour, and the over-esteem of a too narrowly individualistic, macho definition 
of it into which New Labour later degenerated. History suggests there may be grounds for 
optimism that such a sophisticated synthesis can be forged. For whilst it certainly shows Labour 
frequently struggling to engage with aspiration, a historical observer might be just as struck by 
how progressive politics has adapted aspiration to its purposes at those most pivotal moments, 
when the country has been most ready for, and open to social change.

In 1906, in the case of the Liberal Party, then in 1945, 1964 and 1997, through Labour, election 
victories for the leading progressive party (in three out of the four cases large ones) have been 
followed by governments implementing substantial reforms. These reforming governments all 
managed to build both a rhetorical message and a policy agenda that made them seem 
more architects of a national vision of fairness and opportunity than sectionalist, class-
based pursuers of their own interest. All, in their way, blended meritocratic with egalitarian-
collectivist impulses. The 1945-51 Labour government grafted socialism onto a New Liberal 
outlook, symbolised by its implementation of the Liberal William Beveridge’s landmark 1942 
report on social insurance, and the maintenance of its belief in a balance between individual 
responsibility and social provision. 

Labour’s new Prime Minister from 1964, Harold Wilson skilfully bridged the duality pulling at 
him, egalitarian socialism on the one hand, the wider 1960s’ mood for meritocratic scientific, 
technological and cultural modernization on the other, presenting them as mutually reinforcing. 
Stressing that his ‘new Britain will be a Britain of opportunity’, Wilson explained that this would 
both combat inequalities and enable the ‘keen and thrusting’ to advance. Central to this 
double mission was educational expansion, epitomising that social democratic aspirationalism 
(replicated under Blair), in which the extension of opportunity through collective provision was 
expected to be matched by the individual responsibility of pupils and students to seize those 
opportunities.

Labour	and	aspiration			|			Dr	Jeremy	Nuttall
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Aside from education, much reduced in the league table of priorities of both the main parties 
in recent years, a social democratic aspirational politics for the 2020s might also foreground 
other neglected policy areas, notably housing. There is no contradiction, for example, between 
a reinvigorated agenda of homeownership, with active intervention to enable younger people 
to join the property ladder and a much-enhanced social housing safety net. Both power and 
responsibility for economic and political decision-making could be imaginatively redistributed 
away from London.

Labour ponders how simultaneously to recover support from the diversely disaffected trio 
of Scotland, middle England and the deindustrialised North. Yet, if recent years have shown 
the danger in complacently underestimating the challenges confronting progressive politics, 
there are equal dangers in overlooking newly emerging opportunities, and succumbing to the 
unremittingly gloomy psychology which has been a further longstanding obstacle to Labour 
engagement with notions of aspiration.

Joe Biden’s victory in the November 2020 American presidential election is an event which 
many would have considered inconceivable only two years ago. Donald Trump’s support in 
the ‘rust belt’ states proved far from unreachable for the Democrats. If modern British history 
shows anything, it is that an aspirational agenda, generously and progressively defined, has 
an appeal which bridges many of the apparently immutable divides, between young and old, 
city and small town, and even nations.
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