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election manifeste commitments. Most of the key objectives of its wide-ran
ging and ambitious programme to 'prepare British society and polity for the 
twenty-first century' cannot but respond to, and at the same time be 
constrained by, the state of the country that Labour inherited from two 
decades of the Thatcherite agenda with its intended and unintended 
outcomes. lt is a legacy that defines the extent of the task facing the new 
government, but also the extent to which Margaret Thatcher had been able 
to shift to the right the terms of political discourse: some of the new 
government's policy positions and initiatives occupy political spaces that 
have always been Labour, others that have traditionally been Conservative, 
territory. This explains why the opposition has as yet been unable to resolve 
its strategic dilemma of whether to attack New Labour for being Old Labour 
in disguise, or for operating what are really Conservative policies. 

ln the 1 980s Mrs Thatcher had transformed the largely consensual Britain 
of the postwar societal compromise into a confrontation-rich testing-ground 
for a model that conflated narrowest political neoconservatism with widest 
economic neol iberalism. lt claimed that deregulation and its free market 
experimentation would unleash entrepreneurial energy and reverse the 
process of relative economic decl ine, loosen hierarchical and deferential 
structures and free the ind ividual , creating opportunity and choice. ln the 
event it left Britain more class-ridden, privilege-based el itist, unequal ,  
fragmented , less socially cohesive. Mi l l ions were driven into poverty, 
insecurity and alienation. Crime flourished . Government became 
overcentralised with civil society and its intermediary institutions, including 
local government, the trade unions and the non-profit 'mutual' organisations, 
severely weakened. The physical infrastructure was degraded and the 
provision of public services at a low ebb, all in the cause of minimising public 
expenditure. According to the highly-regarded political philosopher David 
Marquand, 'the moral capital accumulated in the Golden Age of tamed 
(welfare) capitalism and expanding social citizenship was steadily run 
down'. 3 The economy oscillated between 'boom and bust'. Uncertainty, the 
consequence of a 'record of macro-economic mis-management'4 further 
strengthened the quick-profit, short-termist, business culture that mil itated 
against forward-looking investment in human and physical capital and 
against product and process innovation necessary to overcome the 
productivity and competitiveness lag vis-a-vis European partners. A change 
of course forced on the Major government in the early 1 990s initiated a Ieng
Iasting conjunctural upswing - in l ine with the American rather than the 
European cycle - that brought much welcome improvement overlaying, but 
unable to overcome, central structural weaknesses.5 

The Labour government is thus facing and responding to massive 
challenges on a number of policy fronts. As to the economy, it is continuing 
on Conservative l ines to rely on strongly deregulated labour and product 
markets. The latter are operating under processes of globalisation that are 
assumed to be unalterable and uncontrollable (ignoring the fact that their 
latest phase was ushered in by very specific governmental decisions to Iift 
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