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     In all cases it must be remembered that a political combination of the lower classes, as such and for their own objects, is an evil of the first magnitude.

    Walter Bagehot, The English Constitution, 18721

    Q: I don’t think he’s got much clout in Whitehall, has he?

    A: None at all. He’s just a minister.

    Yes, Prime Minister, 19862

  


  
    Chapter One

    Introduction: The Myth of Gradualism


In actual history, it is a notorious fact that conquest, enslavement, robbery, murder, in short, force, play the greatest part.
Karl Marx3



    It is regarded as bad manners to discuss the British state. The word ‘state’ describes all the official bodies that govern our society. The existence of governing institutions beyond parliament is recognised, of course. But seeing unelected institutions like the police, the courts, the army, the civil service, the royal family and so on all as part of a ‘state’ implies they make up a system of rule. It has an undemocratic ring to it.

    Even taken separately, there is little discussion about most state institutions. Parliament is in full view as the partially democratic element of the state. The royal family is also publicly celebrated as the official face of the nation, although its considerable powers and influence on politics are mostly passed over in silence. The civil service, which employs nearly 400,000 people in actually managing society, including its finances, is rarely discussed. Civil servants’ meetings with politicians are confidential. The wide network of unelected, unaccountable ‘quangos’ linking government and business is barely mentioned. Lobbyists and private sector advisors play a more and more central role in the creation of policy. The situation is getting worse. A recent sympathetic account of how British government works admits, ‘there are now far more participants than there used to be in the on-going Whitehall conversation. Unfortunately, not much is publicly known about some of them or what they have to say.’4

    Despite Britain’s jury system, legal practice is obscured in a process based on expert interpretation of precedent. The parts of the state concerned with force are even more opaque. Police guidelines, priorities and strategy are decided in secret, largely by the police themselves. What public discussion there is about the military is limited to debates about funding and hardware. How the armed forces are run, their game plans and their discussions with elected politicians are kept out of the public domain. Nowadays mini-wars are fought without public knowledge on the basis that disclosure would endanger national security. The security services are the most private of all. Britain spends more on them than any other Western country apart from the USA. Mainly because of them we are the most monitored population outside China. Well over three million of us have DNA samples stored on computers. MI5 holds secret files on 272,000 individuals, equivalent to one in 160 adults.5 Despite the scale of all this activity, it was only admitted in 1984 that the security services existed at all. Even cabinet ministers are not allowed to know what they do. When he was a cabinet minister in the 1970s, Tony Benn was told it was not his business to know if his own phone was being bugged.6

    The reluctance to discuss many of the key institutions that actually manage society has a long history. Soon after the word ‘state’ gained its modern meaning in the sixteenth century, it tended to be replaced in English political thought by other concepts like ‘commonwealth’, ‘political society’ or ‘civil society’.7 In the words of a contemporary historian, ‘the idea of the centrality of governments, rather than the state, of Westminster rather than Whitehall’ is one of ‘the most powerful assumptions of our national history’.8

    Aside from the need to keep secrets from our enemies, the main justification for the low visibility of the unelected state is that it doesn’t really matter. The argument runs that the history of Britain has been one of the gradual, organic expansion of liberty through compromise, with parliament as the emerging democratic forum. Unlike in many other countries, so the story goes, the state has played no more than an enabling role in the evolution of our freedoms. The outcome is a parliamentary democracy with sensible checks and balances. The retro gothic architecture of the ‘Palace of Westminster’ is there to tell us that a democratic spirit has been with us since the middle ages. As a result, beyond the pomp of parliament and the harmless but comforting oversight of the monarchy, we have a small state made up of a set of neutral institutions whose role is simply to implement and guide the democratic decisions of our representatives. As one recent study puts it, our civil servants are ‘impartial’, ‘uncorrupt and incorruptible’ and the service as a whole is ‘manifestly superior’ to others.9

    This short book will argue that this is history as myth. It sets out to challenge every element of it. It will argue that far from being neutral, the modern British state has consistently and often ruthlessly operated in the interests of the capitalist class. It will show that the state has developed not by gradual evolution, but through a series of struggles which have shaped it and the kind of society we live in. It will argue that portraying the development of British politics as organic or spontaneous obscures the fact that state institutions have been deliberately organised to maintain the status quo. But the book keeps coming back to a central paradox. Despite the partisan and oppressive history of British state rule, the idea of a neutral state and the gradual evolution of British freedoms has been influential, even on the Left. This confidence in our institutions has been one of the factors that has contributed to the state’s survival.

    Reluctant democrats

    The myth of gradualism turns the history of the British state on its head. Far from being an organising principle of British development, democracy was a relative latecomer. The key institutions of the state, including parliament, emerged well before there was anything approaching a popular vote. The majority of the population got the vote in 1918 and it wasn’t until 1928 that we had universal suffrage. So the ‘mother of parliaments’ only became fully democratic after the parliaments of 28 other countries. By this time, parliament in various elite incarnations had been in session for centuries. When the London police force was set up in 1829, only around 400,000 people had a vote in the whole country. When a recognisably modern civil service emerged in the second half of the nineteenth century, that number had risen, but only to 1.43 million out of a population of 30 million.

    But it isn’t just that the institutions of the modern state predate democracy. Despite British capitalism’s origins in a revolution with strong democratic aspirations, the state that emerged in the second half of the seventeenth century actively obstructed further democratic change. When struggles for the popular vote re-emerged in the late eighteenth century, special constables, troops, and later police regularly attacked democracy campaigners. The courts followed through by imprisoning and deporting them in their thousands. Throughout the nineteenth century, almost all politicians in both houses of parliament were deeply committed to limiting the franchise to people of property and denying working people the vote. Democracy was the hard-won victory of mass campaigning. It is one of the ironies of British history that confrontational and sometimes revolutionary struggle has done a great deal to shape the very institutions that are supposed to embody British gradualness.

    Democracy then was a late and bitterly opposed development in the history of the British state. But the idea of a limited, neutral state facilitating gradual change flies in the face of many other aspects of the historical record. It ignores the fact that the origins of the modern state lie in the seventeenth century revolution in which a monarch was tried for political crimes by his former subjects and executed. It erases the violent subjugation of Ireland that followed, and the forced incorporation of Scotland and previous conquest of Wales, without which Britain could not exist. Its origin in conquest means that the British state is inherently coercive. The re-conquest of Ireland was not just brutal in itself, the subsequent occupation’s basis in barbarity, but discrimination and chronic underdevelopment has ensured a legacy of struggle and sectarianism ever since, and kept violence at the heart of British state rule. The revolution of the 1640s and the Glorious Revolution that followed led to a massive increase in military mobilisation for foreign wars way beyond these islands. The need to increase military reach was in fact one of the factors that drove the revolution.10 The British state since then has a historically unsurpassed record of war, pillage and occupation. Britain pioneered the slave trade, led the brutal colonisation of vast swathes of the globe and has fought energetically in wars against independence movements, uncooperative regimes and imperial competitors ever since.

    No democracy could escape being compromised by such a record of war and oppression. It is only recently and as a result of popular pressure that parliament has adopted the habit of voting on questions of war. Collaborating with Foreign Secretary Ernest Bevin, the post-war Labour Prime Minister Clement Attlee committed Britain to a nuclear arms programme without consulting the cabinet, let alone parliament. The state more generally is structured on military and imperial assumptions. The Foreign Office and the Ministry of Defence cling on to neo-colonial fantasies, the monarchy embodies imperial tradition and the military and the security services play a central role in the British polity. In the words of John Le Carre, ‘our security services are still, for better or worse, the spiritual home of our political, social and industrial elite’.11

    The democracy that finally emerged in the twentieth century was limited in a variety of other ways. Parliament embodies a sharp division in society between politics and economics and we shall see that this is a division that is carefully policed by the elites. Economic issues, including how much people earn, property rights and levels of inequality are mostly outside parliamentary jurisdiction. For a few decades after World War Two, some socially-based intervention in the economy was grudgingly accepted. But the last 4 decades has been the history of elite pushback against this mid-century crossing of red lines. Nowadays the state’s economic role is tightly focussed on the maximisation of profits. Parliament is surrounded by undemocratic institutions with more decision-making power than is normally admitted. Far from being neutral, the Whitehall ministries are controlled and staffed by people with clear ideas of how society should be run. The fear and contempt for democracy on display in nineteenth-century state institutions lives on in the threats and warnings from business organisations, the media, civil servants and the military about the dangers of a left-wing government today.

    The nature and behaviour of the British state is now a question of immediate concern. For the first time in decades there is a chance that a party with a radical social democratic and anti-war leader could soon be heading up the government of a country whose elites are mostly confirmed neoliberals and foreign policy hawks. Getting Jeremy Corbyn’s government elected in these circumstances is in itself a major challenge. But as Ralph Miliband wrote about a similar situation elsewhere, ‘the really important question is what happens then’.12

    Another reason to open up discussion on the record of the British state is that it is suffering a growing crisis of legitimacy. Politicians in Britain are now famously trusted less than estate agents and confidence in key institutions of the state is in long-term decline.13 A central explanation for this is that the political elite’s embrace of neoliberalism has been accompanied by the stripping away of welfare, the state’s growing integration with big business and the adoption of more authoritarian, punitive attitudes. These developments demand analysis not just for the difficulties they pose for any reform project but for the possibilities they raise for change.

    Despite this, even on the Left, the record, nature and evolution of our state institutions remain largely undiscussed. A recent collection of alternative economic proposals edited by the shadow chancellor barely touches on the difficulties that state institutions would pose for their implementation.14 On the rare occasions when such questions are discussed on the Left, attitudes are often surprisingly relaxed. Fears of financial sabotage, Whitehall obstruction or security service destabilisation tend to be discounted. In Paul Mason’s words, ‘the “very British coup” scenario is a non-starter’.15 Most radical commentators are assuming that the institutions of the state will bend to the will of a radical government and that the dominant interests in society will be happy to do what they are told. This book is a warning against such complacency, and a call for preparations for a much rougher ride.

    The vanishing state

    Emphasis on gradual change and the tendency to downplay the role of the state are both features of most ‘advanced’ capitalist societies. Perhaps surprisingly at first sight, the best explanation for this comes from the intellectual tradition which insists the most on the state’s partisan role. Karl Marx argued that the executive of the modern state is ‘but a committee for managing the common affairs of the whole bourgeoisie’.16 But Marx had a sophisticated view of the state. Historically, he argued, the state arose out of the need increasingly complex societies had to take care of tasks which could no longer be performed by the community at large. This included resolving internal conflicts, confronting outside enemies and producing and maintaining the means for survival and reproduction. But as the emergence of the state depended on society producing a surplus, it would inevitably also be a vehicle for defending the interests of those who controlled it. So, under capitalism, Marx says, ‘the bourgeois pay their state well and make their nation pay for it in order to be able without danger to pay poorly’.17

    This dual function of the state and the fact that it partly plays a socially-useful role is one of the reasons why people can believe in its neutrality. But there are others. In previous societies, class rule was transparent. Under feudalism, for example, economics and political rule were fused. Feudal monarchs and lords, in return for some basic protections, physically commandeered a proportion of the produce from the peasants who owned the land in the areas they controlled. Capitalism works differently. Most people are dependent on going to work to ‘make a living’, and it is at work that a surplus is produced. The compulsion to work built into this economic arrangement and the fact that it is organised by private companies means that the state doesn’t need to be involved in the day-to-day relations between capitalists and workers. As Marx noted, early supporters of capitalism were well aware of the advantages of this ‘organic’ form of exploitation. He quotes the English economist Joseph Townsend: ‘Legal constraint to labour is attended with too much trouble, violence and noise, creates ill will etc., whereas hunger is not only a peaceable, silent, unremitted pressure, but as the most natural motive to industry and labour, it calls forth the most powerful exertions.’18

    The state’s apparent lack of involvement in the economy allows it to appear to stand above society. Politics becomes a separate sphere in which the state deals with the population as abstract individual citizens rather than as economic actors and members of classes. This illusory separation between politics and economics is one of the secrets to working people’s lack of control over society.

    
The state and the Left


    A model of gradual change has dominated the British Left since the end of the nineteenth century. Internationally, many socialist parties were founded on the basis of hostility to capitalism and its institutions. This attitude often evaporated on contact with the enemy, but it was at least a formal opposition to capitalism. The British Labour Party, on the other hand, came into being explicitly committed to working for piecemeal change within existing structures. Questions of power were deliberately downplayed. The views of one of the Party’s early leaders, Phillip Snowden, were typical of Labour’s mainstream:


The Labour Party is not seeking any class triumph. Its object is not to make the manual labour class dominant… it is quite true that the Labour and Socialist Party makes its appeal to the wage earning classes. It does so because there are people who need to be aroused to a fuller sense of civic duty… as they are the vast majority of the electorate they must exercise their political influence.19



    Even more radical Labour leaders sought change by consensus. Keir Hardie, who had founded the openly socialist Independent Labour Party in 1893, explained in 1904 that, ‘I can imagine one reform after another being won until in the end socialism itself causes no more excitement than did the extinction of landlordism in Ireland a year ago.’20 The Labour Party hasn’t deviated from this basic strategy since. Because of this and because of its limited successes, it has played a very important role in sustaining faith in the neutrality of the British state and the plausibility of a strategy of gradual change.

    This strategy has not gone unchallenged. It was threatened in the run up to the First World War by a wave of strikes, some of whose leaders believed that workers could break the structures of power through militant trade unionism. The formation of the Communist Party in 1920 popularised more radical critiques. The ideas outlined in Lenin’s great defence of Marx’s attitude to the state, State and Revolution, was for some time influential amongst thousands of working-class activists. Drawing together for the first time Marx and Engels’ scattered remarks on the state and state power, Lenin argued that the state’s very existence was the product of the irreconcilability of classes. Even when it played a partly mediating role, this was to defend the status quo. ‘According to Marx,’ he wrote, ‘the state is an organ of class rule, an organ for the oppression of one class by another; it is the creation of “order”, which legalizes and perpetuates this oppression by moderating the conflict between classes.’21

    In the 1930s, influenced by the Communist Party and by their own frustrating experience, leading Labour Party intellectuals Stafford Cripps and R.H. Tawney developed searing critiques of the way the state works, although they remained committed to trying to work within it. Pressure grew for Labour to adopt a programme for the radical overhaul of the economy in these years. But the reforming achievements of the Attlee government after the Second World War confirmed government intervention in a mixed economy as the dominant strategy for change. While a lot of work was put into economic modelling, there was little discussion about the means to actually implement Left policy. In the words of Harold Wilson when he was at the Board of Trade in 1950, ‘the problem of the relationship between the Government and Private industry is almost a vacuum in Socialist thought’.22

    While the British Communist Party itself officially abandoned revolution and adopted a left reform strategy in 1956, the radicalisation of the 1960s and 1970s led to the revival of revolutionary ideas and renewed discussion about the state in which Marxist ideas had a strong influence. It was the publication of Ralph Miliband’s book The State in Capitalist Society in 1969 and the subsequent debate with Nicos Poulantzas that focussed minds on the question. Miliband made the case once again, extremely controversial in social science at the time, that the state actively promoted the interests of the capitalist class and that it had the power to impose ruling-class interests independently of parliament, ‘The fact that the government does speak in the name of the state and is formally invested with state power,’ he wrote, ‘does not mean that it effectively controls that power.’23 Nicos Poulantzas criticised what he saw as Miliband’s ‘instrumentalism’ and argued that the state was shaped by the structure of a more disembodied capitalism. Its most important role was to overcome capitalism’s contradictions as a ‘regulating factor of its global equilibrium as a system’.24 Amongst Poulantzas’ conclusions was the idea that the state could be subverted from within.25 Miliband and Poulantzas were the most widely read social scientists of the time, but as we shall see, despite the significant growth of the revolutionary Left, and an upsurge of working-class militancy in the 1970s, the strategy of supporting a Labour government working through the institutions remained dominant.

    The rise of Thatcherism led to a new round of discussion. This was often informed by the English publication of the Prison Notebooks by Italian revolutionary Antonio Gramsci. Along with Lenin’s State and Revolution, the Notebooks contain the most important analysis of state power from the great revolutionary period of the early twentieth century. Paradoxically, they have often been used to advocate various ways of working within the system. In the Notebooks, Gramsci is preoccupied with the question of how socialists can build influence and power in Western capitalist countries in which the state had deepened its roots. His ideas were taken up in the 1980s, in a period of working-class defeat, to argue that the complexity and dominance of the modern state made ideas of insurgent change from below obsolete. The argument went that the working class was so decisively incorporated into the political process and market relations that the Left had to adapt by finding new allies and new ways of working within the institutions.26

    Since that time Thatcher and her neoliberal successors have scored a remarkable success in convincing the mainstream that state intervention in the economy is ineffective and that the state is no longer a major player. As historian John Brewer argues, there was a concerted effort in the Thatcher years to prove that the state intervention of the period between 1945 and 1979 was ‘a temporary diversion from the mainstream of the British political tradition’.27 Globalisation reinforced this view. As a new study of the literature argues, some on the Left fell in with an emerging consensus, accepting the idea that:


economic and financial internationalisation – what today we call ‘globalisation’ – had rendered the state increasingly powerless vis-a-vis the ‘forces of the market’ and that therefore countries had little choice but to abandon national economic strategies and all the instruments of intervention in the economy… and hope, at best, for transnational or supranational forms of economic governance.28



    There are other ways in which neoliberalism’s apparent hostility to the state has been internalised on parts of the Left. There is a habit, for example, of delinking power from class interest and seeing power as something that permeates the whole of lived experience. There is the tendency to retreat into a politics based on identity rather than on any strategy of actually trying to change society.29 Various recent discussions of social change barely register the existence of state institutions let alone consider their conservative social role.

    This book will show that the actual historical record reveals state institutions playing an active and vital part in the consolidation and defence of capitalism. As concessions to democratic and social movements became necessary in the second half of the nineteenth century, the more far-sighted representatives of the ruling class grasped that the appearance that core state institutions were neutral and ‘above politics’ was an advantage that could be exploited to defend the essentials of the status quo: the ‘principle of property’ in the words of Lord Balfour. But it didn’t stop them or their successors from using force and fraud on a regular basis. These are not just matters of historical or academic interest. They are questions of immediate importance, because time after time the illusion of state neutrality has disarmed activists and allowed the relatively harmless incorporation of aspirations for change. We must not let this happen again.

    The book is organised chronologically. The chapter which follows explores the state’s role in the consolidation of capitalist rule achieved in the first half of the nineteenth century. It shows how free-market ideology was combined with ruthless state intervention to establish optimum conditions for capital accumulation. It also briefly describes the impressive and occasionally revolutionary resistance this process unleashed. Chapter Three discusses the ruling-class state makeover triggered by this turmoil. Fearful of losing control altogether, in the second half of the nineteenth century more clear-sighted members of the elite initiated a multi-level reform process designed to limit militancy and generate workable levels of consent. For all its strengths, this was a process that depended on the massive mobilisation of imperial violence abroad, but also on subjective weaknesses in the domestic Left. Chapter Four explores three moments of crisis in twentieth-century British capitalism. It shows that even in a period regarded as the golden age of gradual, consensual change, the full spectrum of state institutions were deployed to repress, criminalise and sabotage opposition movements inside and outside parliament. It discusses the state’s flexibility in the face of aspirations for change, but also the extent to which the Labour Party’s commitment to gradualism at all costs has helped to contain radical impulses. Chapter Five considers the reshaping of the state since Thatcher came to office. A refreshed free-market fanaticism was once more used to justify repressive state measures, involving open attacks on the right to protest and punitive social policies. The state was reorganised to strip away as much welfare infrastructure as possible and purge any sense of social responsibility that had developed. Market mechanisms and direct corporate control were the order of the day. The resulting state bristles with hostility at any suggestion of radical change. But the neoliberals are showing signs of fatal overreach. Many of the skills of what Chomsky has called manufacturing consent have been lost, and the British state is suffering from an unprecedented crisis of popular legitimacy. The concluding chapter looks at the implications of this record for radical politics today and tomorrow. It argues that the Left simply cannot afford to indulge the myth of gradualism any longer; that it is time to confront the difficult issues posed by the power of the state both in theory and in practice.
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