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On hearing that George W. Bush had won, or at least almost won, the
American presidential election of November 2000, the British Foreign
Secretary Robin Cook welcomed his victory warmly. There was nothing
unusual in that itself; foreign secretaries always welcome incoming
foreign leaders with whom they will have to work. But the content of
the welcome was far more surprising. For Cook argued that although
there had been differences between the British Labour Party and the
Republican Party of George W. Bush in the past, the causes of such dis-
agreements were now largely at an end. President Bush’s ‘compassionate
conservatism’, Cook continued, entailed that Bush’s Republicans were
closer to British New Labour than they were to the British Conservative
Party. There had been a pattern of ideological convergence over recent
years, the Foreign Secretary implied. As British Labour had learnt the
electoral lessons of Bill Clinton’s ‘New Democrats’ and moved from the
left to the centre, so Mr Bush, in turn, had moved his Republican Party
from the right to the centre in the pursuit of a response to the Clinton
team’s continued success.'

This was probably one of the more surprising, not to say ludicrous,
of the welcomes that Bush enjoyed. It was presumably motivated far
more by a sense of realpolitik than by ideological conviction for, as any
reader of this book should know, the policy differences between the
British Labour Party and the American Republicans are, and will in
all likelihood remain, widely divergent. Yet, nonetheless, there remains
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something instructive in this welcome. It clearly illustrates the ways in
which politicians in Britain and the United States continue to interact
with each other, commenting not only on international affairs and
the economic interests of their states but seeking also to compare their
respective domestic programmes and to find potential connections. Such
a pattern in itself is far from new or unimportant. Throughout the twen-
tieth century, British and American politicians, activists and intellectuals
have continuously exchanged ideas and opinions. Many, indeed, have
believed that they were constructing transatlantic programmes of reform,
arguing in a number of cases that early developments in one society act
as predictor to later developments in the other. Despite the frequency and
occasional intensity of these exchanges, however, they have generally not
played any significant role in the scholarly accounts of the politics and
history of the United States. Indeed, at least until fairly recently, most
academic commentators have sought to explain America’s political devel-
opment with almost no reference to the role of outside interlocutors.
For many such scholars looking at outsiders would automatically invite
mistake, for the United States is said to follow an ‘exceptional’ path
primarily shaped by its distinctive political and social structures. Its his-
toric codified constitution, opportunities for social mobility, constantly
growing ethnic diversity, unsurpassed economic strength, and culture
of individualism all marking out its development as distinctive in com-
parison to European states in general and to Britain in particular.
There is, then, a conflict between the perspectives of active partici-
pants and distanced scholars. On the one hand, those who have been
involved in the transatlantic exchange have often claimed that their dia-
logue holds the secret of future political development. On the other hand,
most academics generally conclude that these exchanges of ideas have
appeared more important to the participants than they really have been,
for few, if any, have had any significant impact on the politics of the
United States. This chapter examines both of these claims by closely
analysing two key moments of exchange. To make comparison easier,
the chapter looks at two events in the history of the relationship between
the political parties and ideologues of the ‘progressive’ centre and left
in Britain and the United States, one at the beginning of the twentieth
century and one at its end. In examining the strengths and weaknesses
of these exchanges, it shows how this mismatch of attitudes between
political actors — who believe that their exchanges can have an impor-
tant effect — and academic commentators — who believe those exchanges
are inevitably limited in their impact — has actually been of some impor-
tant consequence itself. It has, that is, been the cause not only of sub-
stantial analytic confusion but also of some real and concrete political
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mistakes. Across the last hundred years, it will be shown, politicians have
tended to overlook the sorts of arguments that academics make about
the distinctive social and political environment of the US, but in so doing,
the mistakes they have made have not been without important political
consequences. If this analysis is correct, then we can conclude that a
closer comparative study of the causes of political change in the United
States should be helpful for both political actors and for those seeking
better scholarly explanations.

From Britain to the United States:
Building an American Labour Party

In February 1918, the British Labour Party published a draft of its first
real manifesto, entitled Labour and the New Social Order. It has long
been noted that the document marked a turning point in British politics,
marking as it did the end of one two-party system and the beginning of
another. It is far less frequently recalled, however, that its significant
impact was not confined to Britain alone. The draft manifesto caused
comment and discussion throughout the developed world and the most
striking of these international responses was the welcome accorded to it
by those on the left of mainstream American politics, the progressives.
Their response was clearly symbolized by the weekly magazine, the New
Republic, which reprinted the draft manifesto in its entirety within days
of its British publication, along with these words:

Many American readers who are accustomed to the timidities and tepid-
ity of American progressivism will shrink from the drastic character of
much of the proposed social and financial legislation. But they must harden
themselves . . . The British Labor party has lifted quantitative socialism
of the kind long advocated by the Fabian Society up to the level of imme-
diate political discussion . .. It will go ill with us unless a party is formed
in America which will formulate and fight for a program of American
reconstruction which, however different from ... [this] document, will
at least not fall below it in courageous, scientific and thorough-going
radicalism.’?

The New Republic was far from alone in the United States in embrac-
ing Labour and the New Social Order in this way. The other leading
American progressive journals — Survey, The Public and the Independent
— all enthusiastically endorsed the British Labour Party’s new statement
of purpose.* The building of a political party out of the massed forces
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of organized labour, with a programme apparently penned by the Fabian
Society, these organs of progressive opinion uniformly concluded, was
‘quite the most promising political and social enterprise taking place in
the world of today’.’ The New Republic’s positive welcome of the mani-
festo was not isolated nor was it short-lived. For several years following
the end of the First World War, a large number of leading progressive
intellectuals, especially those who had previously shaped the ‘New
Nationalism’ of Theodore Roosevelt’s Progressive Party, demanded the
creation in the United States of an independent political party based
on the model of the British Labour Party. “The time has come’, these
American progressive intellectuals insisted, for the American trade
unions ‘to go into politics’.® This demand may have found its apotheo-
sis in the response accorded to Labour and the New Social Order but it
was reiterated well into the 1920s.

This commitment, although appearing surprising to many latter-day
commentators, was rooted in almost a decade of close interconnection.
Throughout the first decade of the twentieth century there had been a
continuous exchange of ideas between the British Fabian socialists,
including Sidney Webb, the author of Labour’s constitution, and a group
of American reformers called the ‘nationalist progressives’, who included
the New Republic’s editors Herbert Croly, Walter Lippmann and Walter
Weyl. Through a continual dialogue conducted in person, in academic
journals and in shared political weeklies, both groups came to the view
that their societies were blighted with the same essential problem: the
arrival of serious class conflict. During the last years of the nineteenth
century and the beginning of the twentieth, both groups argued, the over-
whelming characteristic of Britain and the United States had become the
‘clamour, bewilderment’ and ‘almost tremulous unrest’ of class tension.”
Such a challenge found its clearest expression in the exponential growth
of a trade union movement that appeared to be challenging the very
foundations of the predominant political and social order. British trade
union membership increased by more than 250 per cent from 1890 to
the outbreak of the First World War, and it doubled again during the
conflict itself. In the United States, the growth was more dramatic still.
There was a fivefold expansion of American union membership during
the first decade and a half of the twentieth century alone.® And with the
increase in size came an increase in militancy. All the major industries of
the new economy - coal-mining, iron and steel production, railroad
transport — were almost continually racked with discord and, in the
United States at least, that discord was often violent. No politically
engaged thinker could ignore it; the strength and discontent of organized
labour was, it seemed, daily ‘forced upon the attention of the public at



14 Marc Stears

large’.” “The sword of class consciousness is being whetted,” Walter Weyl
argued, and unless reform was quickly undertaken ‘its sharp edge will
cut clean through the body social, sundering us into two mutually antag-
onistic groups.’'’

These British Fabians and American nationalist progressives both
desired positively to respond to this crisis without embracing its poten-
tially revolutionary extreme. They also agreed on the general outline of
a solution. The avoidance of dangerous class struggle, both argued, was
dependent on the enhancement of genuine social union and national
harmony which could itself only be attained through purposeful gov-
ernment action. ‘Social progress’, Walter Weyl contended, entailed that
all should be ‘ordered, not jumbled, not left to the clash of egoistic
interests’.'" Across the Atlantic, Sidney Webb outlined an identical
philosophy. ‘Where our forefathers’ relied on ‘a jostling crowd of indi-
viduals each fighting for his own hand’, the new generation desired ‘a
highly organized, far-reaching, patiently pursued communal enterprise’."?
These general commitments led to two particular demands: there was an
urgent need for a concerted government involvement in economic deci-
sion-making and for the construction of a substantial welfare state. Both
groups thus dedicated themselves ‘to a drastic reorganization of the. ..
political and economic system. To the substitution of a frank social policy
for the individualism of the past and the realization of this policy . . . by
the use of efficient governmental instruments.’’> While involving the
government in industry and moving material resources from the rich
to the poor could ‘superficially be called class legislation’, the New
Republic thus argued, its essential justification for the British Fabians
and the American nationalist progressives lay elsewhere. Any effort to
improve the standing of the least well off should be considered because
it ‘seeks to remove the obstacles to national unity’.'*

It was out of this ideal that the ideological justification for building a
Labour Party emerged. Constructing a political party out of the massed
ranks of the organized workers would assist in two essential ways. First,
it would encourage the workers themselves to abandon any potentially
revolutionary tactics and also lead them to move from a simple concern
with their own interest to a more rounded interest in the community as
a whole. If workers were to form their own party, it was thus continu-
ally argued, they would be led by the realities of democratic coalition
building to ‘assume the responsibility for adapting their class program
and needs to those of the other classes and to that of the community as
a whole’.”® Direct political involvement would thus move the workers
from sectionalism to communalism. In this way, these ideal Labour
parties would also possess the advantage of being directed not by class-
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conscious workers but by removed, impartial experts, by, in other words,
Fabians or the nationalist progressives themselves. Second, the arrival of
a party of labour would also make the state itself far more likely to
pursue the necessary reforming agenda. For even if the Labour Party did
not attain power outright, its presence in elections and in the legislature
would exert a powerful influence on others. There was, of course, also
a clear electoral motivation here. Both Fabians and nationalist progres-
sives had previously been dependent on the good-will of alternative
political parties: mainly the Liberals in Britain and the Republicans in
the United States. Increasingly, however, they felt let down by their
chosen partisan vehicles and longed for an alternative of their own. The
arrival of a mass working-class electorate and a powerful organized trade
union movement seemed to bring that within reach.

For all its ideological attractiveness to American progressives, how-
ever, this demand was destined to remain unfulfilled in the United States
for one very simple reason. Whereas the ideal and aspiration were
shared across the Atlantic, the actual political situation in the United
States differed greatly from that in Britain. In Britain, politics in the early
twentieth century was already characterized by the emergence of a union-
dominated Labour Party, equipped with resources and supporters, whose
policy-making processes could be easily permeated by dedicated intel-
lectual activists; in the United States the situation could not have been
more sharply divergent. There, however much progressive ideologists
desired it, it quickly became clear that the American trade union
movement felt little need or desire for a partisan reorganization. The
American Federation of Labor (AFL), led by Samuel Gompers, had
always been suspicious of political engagement, believing, among
other things, that the vast divisions among the American working class
— cleavages of ethnicity, region and skill — would always prevent the
development of any sustained sense of common involvement necessary
for successful political endeavour. Even those few unions who were inter-
ested in pursuing the Labour Party ideal found their path blocked by
several peculiar features of American political life. The Chicago Federa-
tion of Labor attempted to establish a National Labor Party which
‘frankly admit[ted] its kinship to the British Labour Party’ in November
1918 in an explicit challenge to the AFLs formal apolitical stance.'® But
despite high-level progressive expectations that such an organization
would have ‘an excellent chance of capturing the White House’, the party
failed to make any significant headway."” Unsuccessful in its attempt
to persuade the left-leaning Senator Robert La Follette to stand as its
candidate for the presidency, it ran in 1920 as a Farmer-Labor party with
the relatively unknown attorney Parley Parker Christensen at its head. It
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polled only 290,000 votes, less than half the amount that the imprisoned
radical Eugene Debs won for an American Socialist Party which had itself
been severely weakened by the First World War.'®

There were so many reasons for this failure — institutional, cultural,
economic — that latter-day scholars have often described the failure of
the Labour Party ideal in the United States as almost ‘overdetermined’.
Sifting through the various explanations for the lack of a political party
of organized labour in America — explanations that range from the
peculiarly exclusive nature of American trade unionism to the role of the
Supreme Court in restricting the scope of legislative action in the United
States — has thus become a staple of recent scholarship.’” What united
them, however, was that they were all distinctive and characteristic
features of American politics and society. Whatever the precise causes,
then, it is clear that all efforts at building a party of organized labour
were always destined to come to nothing in the United States whereas
such a party was perfectly well suited to conditions in Great Britain. The
essential problem facing this effort, then, was that the transatlantic dia-
logue had - for reasons we shall return to shortly — taken almost no
notice of ingrained local peculiarities. Fabians and nationalist progres-
sives had collectively built up an ideal theory in glorious isolation from
the political realities of their two very distinctive polities. The result,
unsurprisingly, was intellectual success and, in the United States at least,
political failure.

From the United States to Britain: The Third Way and the
‘New’ Approach to Progressive Politics

In the aftermath of the failure of the American Labor Party experiment,
there were to be few serious attempts to forge a transatlantic agreement
on progressive political strategy, even though there were continual
discussions of individual policies, for eighty years. In April 1999,
though, the New Democrat published an account of transatlantic polit-
ical exchange that was just as dramatic in its own way as the New
Republic’s coverage of eighty years earlier. In the White House earlier
that month, Democratic President Bill Clinton and British Prime Minis-
ter Tony Blair had met together with other Western European leaders
publicly to celebrate the construction of a ‘new international public
philosophy’. In a meeting dubbed ‘the Third Way Homecoming’, the
President contended that ‘“Third Way thinking’ was ‘reshaping progres-
sive politics’ in both the United States and Britain.”” The British centre-
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left itself was in no doubt that this view was right. ‘A unifying thread of
ideology runs throughout the changes we are making,” Tony Blair argued
in a speech at the State Department in Washington DC. ‘There is a new
radical-centre being born’ in Britain and ‘when I spell out the key themes’
there will clearly ‘be familiar echoes to what you are doing here’.?!
Among those academics adding a scholarly gloss to this political enthu-
siasm were the American communitarian philosopher Amitai Etzioni and
Anthony Giddens, ironically head of the most impressive monument to
the British Fabianism of old, the London School of Economics.?

In its most ambitious form, the Third Way was intended to be a new
approach to politics itself. The New Democrat argued that it was best
characterized by three essential principles: ‘the idea that government
should promote equal opportunity for all while granting special privi-
lege for none; an ethic of mutual responsibility that equally rejects the
politics of entitlement and the politics of social abandonment; and a new
approach to governing that empowers citizens to act for themselves.’”
The essence of these principles themselves becomes clearer when it is
appreciated that they were premised on one further idea; all the Third
Way advocates believed that the old reformist techniques no longer
provided effective means to the attainment of progressives’ desired goals.
Simple observation, it was thus argued, demonstrated that poverty and
inequality had failed to be eliminated either by the initial welfare efforts
of Franklin Roosevelt or Clement Attlee or by the later fine-tunings of
Lyndon Johnson and Harold Wilson.** The economic difficulties of the
late 1970s and early 1980s further put paid to the interventionist basis
of earlier progressive macroeconomic policy, and the effective collapse
of the trade union movement in both nations had further added to the
need to find a new direction for economic policy. It was necessary, Third
Way advocates thus claimed, to stand midway between the espousal of
market mechanisms that characterized much of the politics of the 1980s
and the faith in large-scale state intervention that had been charac-
teristic of left-leaning politics at least since the First World War. The
essence of that alternative strategy lay in resisting the call for the straight-
forward expansion of government intervention, and crafting instead a
closer working relationship between the public and the private sectors.
Voluntary agencies, community activists and private firms should thus
be brought into the heart of many areas of public provision, while the
large bureaucracies of old would be dramatically pared down. These
techniques, it was argued, would guarantee that ‘fundamental progres-
sive principles’ are ‘furthered by modern means and innovative ideas’.*’

In addition to this intellectual reasoning, the emergence of the Third
Way was also driven by an explicit political calculation. The early
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twentieth-century efforts at intellectual and political exchange had also
had an electoral dimension, of course, but whereas those earlier ambi-
tions were born of optimism about the direction of social change, late
twentieth-century views were shaped by pessimism. For most of the
1980s, both the United States and Britain had been subject to continu-
ous and relatively radical right-wing governments. Throughout that time,
political commentators on both sides of the Atlantic had also begun to
worry that the old coalition of electoral support that both parties had
relied on was breaking down. The very working class who had provided
the backbone of electoral support for progressive endeavours was both
shrinking and losing its homogeneous pattern of partisan allegiance.
Increasing opportunities for social mobility apparently characterized
both societies and, especially as these opportunities were attended by
further demographic shifts, this made it increasingly unlikely that either
the Democrats or Labour could happily rely on the simple majorities of
old.?® These trends had been notable for far longer in the United States
than in Britain, accompanying the election of Richard Nixon there and
not really emerging in Britain until almost a decade later. They were, on
the other hand, felt more fiercely in Britain than the United States, as
class had always played a more significant role in shaping British polit-
ical allegiances. The Third Way offered a way out for both the Democ-
rats and British Labour, intellectually and politically. Parties of the left,
Third Way advocates argued, should continue to appeal to the remain-
ing sections of the working class and to the economically disadvantaged,
while at the same time incorporating the needs and values of the newly
affluent and the traditional middle class. The question that remained was
how to combine the two groups.

Rhetorically this was to be achieved by continually emphasizing the
essential ‘commonality of values’ between these two groups, in a manner
not dissimilar to earlier patterns.”” In concrete terms, though, it entailed
developing policy instruments that were capable of responding to the
economic and social interests of both sections, and avoiding the use of
those that might cause more difficulty.”® This entailed, in particular, that
Democrats and Labour abandon the bold objectives of the past that
might alienate many potential voters. Third Way advocates urged the
parties to move strongly away from any explicit efforts to redistribute
wealth from rich to poor, via a traditional tax-and-benefits system, or
to direct economic affairs from the centre. At the same time, it led
both parties to seek improvements (and usually gradual ones) in the
sorts of public services that might benefit old and new electoral con-
stituencies alike; it was for this reason that health and education were
both granted a central role. It still further entailed abandoning the active
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social agenda suggested by the cultural liberalism that was popular
largely among committed activists, and embracing instead a firm style of
cultural conservatism — tough on crime, demanding on welfare recipi-
ents, tentative on race — whose appeal was believed to cross class bound-
aries.”” Combining these two themes, representatives of both Democratic
and Labour parties even used the same language in continually commit-
ting themselves to serve the interests of those ‘ordinary people who
worked hard, played by the rules, and took responsibility for their own
actions’.*

This looked on the surface like a spectacular international change of
direction, beginning in 1992 with the election of Bill Clinton in the
United States. After successfully capturing the White House and even
managing to hold on to both Houses of Congress in that year, Clinton
initially pursued what he described as the ‘New Democratic agenda’,
later to be dubbed the Third Way, almost to the letter. Two years later,
Tony Blair was elected leader of the Labour Party in Britain and, in
clear emulation of Clinton, rebranded it ‘New Labour’. In addition
to adopting the broad policy agenda outlined by Third Way advocates
on both sides of the Atlantic, Blair’s Labour Party also employed the
polling and presentational techniques that had characterized the New
Democrat approach. Blair ‘modernizers’ adopted the Machiavellian
internal politicking of the Clinton Democratic Leadership Council,
ousting opponents and relying on broad appeals to public opinion
rather than building up party activist support to forward his agenda,
and relied heavily on the increasingly professional experts of political
communications for advice. In office, indeed, Blair readily embraced
the Clinton role, preferring to style himself in the manner of President
rather than Prime Minister.’’ The celebrations by the New Democrat of
a Third Way hegemony in Britain and the United States did not appear
to be out of place.

Yet, despite all of this, it is already clear by the outset of the twenty-
first century that the Third Way has failed to build a genuine trans-
atlantic political order. It has also failed, to varying degrees, in both the
United States and Britain. And, just as eighty years ago, the essential
cause lies in the failure of the two groups to appreciate and to respond
to the entrenched institutional and social differences of the two societies
in which they operate. The American Third Way vision was explicitly
designed for an institutional order where policy success was extremely
difficult. For most of his administration, Bill Clinton faced a divided
government. His first two years of office were the only time when he
could have expected a legislative agenda to succeed. Even then, however,
his efforts to introduce a complex form of universal health care provi-
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sion failed to overcome not public hostility — there was indeed wide
public support — but entrenched institutional obstacles. Attempts also to
reform education stumbled on the simple institutional reality that the
American federal government has very little effective control over edu-
cational provision. In so far as the Third Way survived at all, therefore,
it was because it was peculiarly well suited to an institutional environ-
ment which made policy innovation extremely difficult. As a public
philosophy that committed its advocates to relatively little in the form
of concrete reform, it could just about sustain itself in such an environ-
ment but it could not hope to be able to promise solutions to remaining
social problems in the long run.*?

The situation in Britain was equally difficult, but for dramatically dif-
ferent reasons. Faced with a uniform system of government and far less
regular elections, British voters were left with a stark choice in 1997:
they had effectively to choose one-party government for another four
years. In making that choice, there was little surprise that they turned
their back entirely on a Conservative Party increasingly characterized by
sleaze and managerial incompetence. The result was an overwhelming
parliamentary majority for Blair. But Blair’s majority presented problems
to the ‘do-nothing’ mentality of the Third Way, a mentality which had
been peculiarly well suited to the institutional conditions of the United
States. For, in reality, Blair was presented with significant opportunities
for reform, his parliamentary majority far outstripping that of all three
of twentieth-century Britain’s most reform-minded prime ministers,
Herbert Asquith, Margaret Thatcher and Clement Attlee. His attempted
answer partly lay in an attempt to avoid commitment. As Hugo Young
has argued, “Tony Blair had two objectives during the election. The first
was to win, the second was to minimize every expectation of what would
happen then. He wanted to over-perform, but under-promise.’* This
was, however, an unsustainable scenario in the long run. There was a
limit to how persuasive a British government would ever seem in claim-
ing that it was incapable of responding to remaining social, and espe-
cially infrastructural, problems. It was as such that the last years of the
first New Labour administration witnessed continual demands from
many diverse groups for a return to at least some of the policies of old.
Gordon Brown as Chancellor of the Exchequer was thus widely held to
be courting the abandonment of the Third Way and a return to a more
identifiably British form of social democracy.’* Whatever the electoral
appeal of ‘New Labour’, the politics of the transatlantic Third Way pro-
vided no straightforward answer to the peculiar difficulties with which
Britain was faced.
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To many outside the immediate circle of both of these movements, the
failure of both efforts to craft a genuinely transatlantic political agenda
did not come as much of a surprise. A large number of politicians and
an even larger number of intellectuals have consistently warned of the
potential problems and difficulties involved in attempting to borrow
ideas and political strategies directly from one society to another. In
the early twentieth century, for example, the leaders of the American
Federation of Labor itself insisted that radical politicians in the United
States should stay away from attempting to politicize its activities even
if such approaches had appeared successful elsewhere. In the last months
of the First World War, Matthew Woll, deputy leader of the AFL, speci-
fically enjoined progressives not to try to follow the British model. “We
must not be unmindful’, Woll argued, ‘of the fact that our domestic prob-
lems are quite different from those found to exist in Great Britain.”*
Although Woll’s and the AFLs arguments could be attributed to the
organization’s innate opposition to the idea of party political engage-
ment, friendly and informed critics also raised objections. Worried by
signs of an unstable ideological export, Edward Pease of the British
Fabian Society argued long before the end of the war that ‘America
must not borrow . .. Fabianism from England, but must create its own
Socialism to suit its own political and social and industrial conditions.”*
The same voices of concern were heard during the Third Way project,
although they were rather more muted. Tribune the voice of the left wing
of the Labour Party continually warned against the ‘Americanization’ of
British Labour, suggesting that it was an inappropriate model to follow
in the current circumstances.

The failure of both groups to heed these warnings and their desire to
jump right into potentially dangerous transatlantic alliances requires
careful explanation. The answer is surprisingly similar in both historical
cases. For both the progressives of the early twentieth century and the
Third Way advocates of the century’s end constructed a narrative of con-
vergence to account for their decision to overlook protestations of dif-
ferences. Both groups, that is, argued that the United States and Britain
were inevitably beginning to resemble one another in fundamental social
and political ways, and it was that resemblance that excused the deci-
sion to ignore apparently entrenched differences.

In the early years of the twentieth century, the American nationalist
progressives argued that it was Britain that was more advanced along a
single trajectory for Western civilization, a trajectory provided most
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clearly by the growth and radicalism of the industrial working class.’’
All industrial societies, it was argued, were faced with essentially the
same dilemma — how to maintain social harmony and stability in the face
of ever-increasing class tension — and would thus have to seek essentially
similar solutions. As Britain had industrialized earlier, as the popular
industrial correspondent Ordway Tead put it in 1918, the ‘peculiar
advantage of drawing on the English experience’ was thus that ‘we see
England a little ahead of us on the road that the capitalistic system is
travelling.”*® Even the leading political scientist of the day, Harold Laski,
generally so astute an observer of irrevocable differences between Britain
and the United States, occasionally fell into the trap of perceiving social
progress according to a linear chronology. The underlying problem for
progressives trying to politicize American unions, he once insisted, was
simply that the American Federation of Labor ‘is in social ideas...a
generation behind the English labor movement.’*’

In the late twentieth century, this narrative of convergence was main-
tained, but the pattern was reversed. Now it was the United States which
was further ahead and Britain which was inevitably forced to catch up.
Moreover, where convergence theory in the past was used to justify the
inevitable growth of government intervention, in the late twentieth
century it was employed to justify the inevitable withdrawal of the
government from key sectors of economic and social life. As such, British
Third Way advocates have thus been found arguing that a series of
structural changes in British politics have called into question the very
possibility of a more interventionist politics. These changes are most
frequently described in the language of ‘globalization’. The increasing
mobility of global capital, it is thus argued, entails that only nations with
relatively low tax burdens and non-interventionist governments will be
able to maintain reasonable levels of investment and thus of economic
growth. Capital, it is argued, will only locate to those societies governed
by those committed to ‘fiscal responsibility, prudence and a rules-
bounded economic policy’.* The United States, then, which holders of
capital apparently believe already largely fits this bill, must almost
inevitably become the model, and not only for Britain but for the rest of
the world. All countries, Blair and his allies thus argue, should be led to
‘ratchet down’ once ambitious progressive programmes of government
action.*! The Third Way, with its minimal ambitions and its reliance on
non-governmental forms of intervention, is not simply one option among
others, it is the only means of maintaining any form of workable
progressive commitment.**

Both these narratives of inevitable convergence no doubt have some
truth in them. It would be mistaken to argue that class was not a central
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issue in early twentieth-century politics, and equally misleading simply
to claim that globalization posed no difficulties to interventionist admin-
istrations at the century’s close. These are not, however, the only reasons
for the adoption of such a narrative. Their first advantage is that they
provide those engaged in transatlantic exchange with an excuse for over-
looking the peculiarities of their own society. For if nations are con-
verging, it seems to be claimed, there is no need to attend to the very
real differences that currently exist. Moreover, the inevitability involved
in both these narratives is designed to ensure that ideologues remain
immune from any of the problems their own theories throw up. For if
their ideas are the unavoidable consequence of immutable social change
then there is little way in which they can be held accountable for the
shortcomings. The ease of their own personal transatlantic academic
engagement undoubtedly also contributed to the apparent inability of
these groups to notice how deeply entrenched were the social and insti-
tutional differences that obtained between their two countries. Working
together intellectually with their British allies, the editors of New Repub-
lic reported in 1918, had revealed to them that ‘the problems confronting
Britain are essentially the same as the problems confronting America.’
As the wartime crisis gathered steam, that same intellectual exchange
convinced them that the problems of the new world could thus be
resolved ‘only as [they are] being worked out in Great Britain’.* The
same could no doubt be said of reformers in the later period. As they
had become closer as the years went by, these British and American
political theorists seemed to suggest, so inevitably their societies would
follow suit.

Whatever its root cause, this faith in convergence has crowded out
any careful analysis of actual institutional and social differences between
the two countries in both cases. As the First World War reached its con-
clusion, the progressive theorists of the New Republic often argued that
there were no ‘political . . . barriers to cooperation’ across the Atlantic,
and no barriers therefore to the easy adaptation of measures originating
in one country to the circumstances of another.** Instead, of course, they
simply failed to recognize how firmly entrenched these obstacles actually
were. As the AFDLs deputy leader Matthew Woll argued, to many of
‘those who have come to be styled as advanced thinkers . . . the complete
reformation of the world’s social order may be readily secured simply by
the formation of a labor party directed and led, of course, by the self-
same intellectuals and advanced thinkers.” These thinkers, he continued,
apparently believe that the long list of institutional, social and economic
obstacles that in fact prevent that development ‘may be easily swept aside
as if by the waving of a magic wand’.* Although Woll’s self-satisfied
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rhetoric jars even these eighty years later, his basic conclusion remains
justified nonetheless. To put all that has gone before another way, where
Daniel Rodgers argues that in ‘talking about Britain’ these progressive
intellectuals were ‘thinking about America’, he would be advised rather
to suggest that while talking about Britain, these progressives ought to
have been thinking about America.*

Conclusion

It is not always thus. The mistake of the early twentieth century did not
fail to be instructive. A generation later the American theorists that helped
to shape and legitimate the programmes of the New Deal learnt relatively
quickly the necessity of being constantly aware of the opportunities
and limitations posed by their own social, institutional and economic
environment. After a few early difficulties, they shaped an ideological
vision that was broadly compatible with those constraints but which was
radical nonetheless. They pulled the system as far as it would go without
ever really attempting to break it.*” Such an approach is vital to the
success of progressive politics and it is for that reason that we have much
to learn from the study of comparative politics and the individual study of
polities that are foreign to us. For such scholarly investigation should best
be used to remind us not only what countries have in common — although
that is important — but also what distinguishes them. Such an emphasis
has long been a key element of the very best scholarly analysis and it has
occasionally percolated into politics too. In observing international
labour developments just before the First World War broke out, another
participant in that same Anglo-American progressive exchange, G. D. H.
Cole, sagely noted that ‘the American movement is as characteristically
American as ours is characteristically English.” From this observation,
Cole drew the conclusion that many activists in his own time and hence
have appeared to miss. ‘It is a truth to be remembered’, he argued, ‘that
institutions are born and not made.” And as such, the ‘greatest service that
can be done us by the intelligent study of foreign’ politics ‘is to save us at

least from becoming cosmopolitans’.*®
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NOTES

The first version of this paper was delivered at a conference to celebrate the hun-
dredth anniversary of the British Labour Party held at the University of Bristol
in February 2000. I thank all the participants at that event, especially Rodney
Lowe, Kenneth O. Morgan, and Mark Wickham-Jones, for their very helpful
comments. I should also like to thank Nigel Bowles, Liz Irwin, Eugenia Low,
Karma Nabulsi, and Paul Martin for insightful observations. All remaining
problems and omissions are, of course, my fault alone.
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