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1. lntroduction 

Labour has been in office since May 1 997. The main outlines of its 
proclaimed reform strategy - 'modernisation and fai rness' - are becoming 
clearer, although the signals sent out have at times been mixed . This is so 
in part because they reflect the contradictions and dichotomiss of societal 
and political developments ofthe recent past that impinge on the present. At 
times there is a tension between substance and presentation. 

Labour's political position in the country is solid. lt has an overwhelming 
majority in Parliament and, unprecedented in 'mid-term',  the government 
in particular Prime Min ister Tony Blair - ride high in the opinion polls. The 
opposition Conservatives are in d isarray. They are uncertain , and deeply 
and acrimoniously split over what of their Thatcherite inheritance they wish 
to acclaim and what to jettison, and have as yet been unable to regroup 
politically after their election debäcle and to present themselves as a credible 
alternative government. The situation within the Labour Party itself is less 
straightforward. Much of the government's success is seen to be due to the 
continuing unattractiveness of the Conservatives but also to a small and 
shadowy inner circle of New Labour (many with tenuous roots in the Labour 
movement), mostly non-elected, hand-picked often for personal friendship 
and in particular for their presentational talents, who formulate 'the message' 
every day and makes sure that members of Parliament and ministers know 
and proclaim it. This applies equally to candidates selected for electoral 
contests: Old Labour and, in particular, traditional socialists - they are 'on 
board', 'on-line', but they are not always 'on-message' - need not apply. The 
modus operandi - tight top-down centralist control and skilful use of the media 
has up to now been highly successful in maintain ing political appeal. But it 
tends to take the place of reliance on the dedicated enthusiasm of party 
activists across the country, and it takes for granted the permanent passivity 
of elected representatives: in this, many see slow-fuse dangers. 1 

l n  July 1 998 the government presented its first progress report2 and 
invited the public to hold it to account for the way it was fulfi l l ing its 1 77 
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