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Summary 4a

The new urban left in local government from the early 1980s aimed to
change the way in which local councils operate so that the users and
providers of council services and the local community could gain greater
control over the development and provision of council services. Material is
produced and analysed to show that the aims of the new urban left Labour
councils in this area were, at best, only partially successful. The findings of
a comparative case study into industrial relations in Sheffield City Council
and Doncaster Borough Council will show that the commitments of
Sheffield City Council, on the industrial relations front, as set out in
District Labour Party election manifestos, council documents and
statements by ex Leader of the Council David Blunkett, have been
unfulfilled. Theoretical insights into the relationship between socialism
and trade union praxis, the position of professional workers in advanced
capitalist society and the theory and practice of new urban left councils will
be advanced to help explain the lack of progress. The argument that Labour
councils *
need to think more strategically in order to overcome the structural and
institutional obstacles to radical change is advanced. A number of issues
highlighted in the literature on the new urban left are considered. Original
material affecting the understanding of the relationship between different
council trade unions and Labour councils is produced. Arising out of the
case study, the role played by senior council officers and leading councillors
in the policy making and policy implementation process and the
relationship between councillors and senior officers in two different Labour
councils is explored. New insights into those areas are produced. Important
issues and areas requiring further research are highlighted.

Peter McLaverty

September 1989,



CHAPTER 1
INTRODUCTION

From about 1980 in a number of urban local authorities a new type of
leadership gained control of the council Labour Group and, where Labour
controlled the authority, the leadership of the council itself. This happened with
the Labour victory in the Greater London Council (GLC) elections in 1981 and
the subsequent change in the leadership of the Labour Group when a more
radical group of councillors around Ken Livingstone, who became Council
Leader, took control. Before that, in 1980, a new leadership was elected to
Sheffield City Council Labour Group. The new leader of the council, David
Blunkett, was far to the left of his predecessor and his accession to the council
leadership marked, and was a result of, a shift to the left in the council Labour
Group (cf. Child and Paddon 1984 and interviews with Blunkett and Betts).
Later in the 1980s left leaderships were elected to head Labour councils in a
number of geographical areas. In Liverpool, for example, in 1983, a Militant
tendency dominated leadership was elected, when Labour gained control of the
council. In Manchester in 1984, the old right wing leadership of the Labour
controlled council was replaced by a new left wing group around the leadership
of Graham Stringer. In other areas, including many of the Labour run London
Boroughs, as well as places like Edin burgh in Scotland, Basildon, Walsall and
Harlow, the left gained control of councils even if only, as in the cases of

Basildon and Walsall, temporarily.

SOCIALIST THEORY
The thesis is concerned with examining the nature of the new left

leaderships in local councils. Consideration will be given to the question of
whether there was something unique that linked the disparate leaderships and
united them. The thesis will consider the extent to which the left leaderships in
local government after 1980 represented a coherent group, with a distinct, new,
socialist theory and practice. The work will argue that while there were certain
policy commitments and a certain style which was common to many of the new
left leaderships there was also much that divided them. It would be wrong, it will
be contended, to suggest that the left leaderships and the forces behind them,
who together make, or made, up the *new urban left’ had, in any real sense, a
clearly defined and distinct socialist theory which informed and helps to explain
their political practice. Some of the leaderships, for example in Liverpool and
Lambeth, were avowedly Marxist. Others, like Sheffield under the leadership of
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David Blunkett, were much more in an ethical socialist tradition. Still others, like
the GLC under Ken Livingstone, were heavily infused with the ideas and
practices of 'new social movements’, such as feminism and black organisations.
What seems to have united ’the new urban left’ was a belief that local
government offered a means of putting forward an example of socialist
government in practice. This socialist government would differ, both in the
methods it employed and in the outcomes it hoped to achieve, from traditional
British national Labour governments and the governments of the ’state socialist’
societies in Eastern Europe.

The emphasis of much new urban left thinking aimed at avoiding the
'bureaucratic paternalism’ of British Fabianism and traditional British
'labourism’. A main concern was to produce a new democratic form of socialist
government in which local government would help groups of workers, and other
oppressed groups, to do things for themselves. In that way, much new urban left
thinking suggested, it would be possible to offer a clear, distinct and attractive
alternative to the Thatcher government. That alternative would provide an
example of what socialist government might mean and prepare the ground so
that a popular mobilisation against the Thatcher government and in favour of
socialism might be achieved. Crucial to this 'new urban left’ project was a
commitment to change the way the council operated so that the users and
providers of council services and activities, as well as the local community, would
be able to exercise much more influence over the workings of the council and
specific council departments and services.

NEW URBAN LEFT COUNCIL FAILURES
Trade Union Worries and Councillor Power

The thesis will argue that the efforts, by new left councils, to
fundamentally change the way in which local councils operate have largely failed,
or at best had only limited success. A number of reasons explaining the failure
will be advanced. Examples from some of those councils who have tried to
decentralise council structures and involve users of services and the local
community in service delivery and development, will be examined. The
examination will show that only limited progress towards greater user and local
community involvement has been achieved. The lack of progress has resulted in
part because new left councillors have not succeeded in linking that objective
with trade union and worker apprehension about 'outsiders’, that is service USers
and representatives of the local community, having an influence over the working
arrangements of council staff. Council trade unions, and the workers they
represent, do not readily accept user and local community involvement in
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internal council workings as they see such involvement as ’blurring the lines’ of
management control, confusing negotiating structures and possibly resulting in
worse pay and working conditions. New left councils, it will be shown, have
largely failed to allaysuch fears. Additionally, as will be shown in detail later in
the thesis, council efforts to increase user and local community involvement in
council service development and delivery have not been more successful because
of the unwillingness of councillors to relinquish or reduce their control over
policy development and the level and type of service provision. This is also a
main reason why new urban left councils have largely failed to develop new

forms of industrial democracy in their councils.

The Nature of the State

Material will be used to show that the new urban left failed in its aim to
develop a distinctive form of socialist government and to mobilise popular
opposition to the Thatcher governments and for socialist government, because
new left councillors did not fully recognise the nature of the state in modern
Britain. While the new urban left in local government opposed ’old fashioned’
labourism and Fabianism and recognised to some extent the class nature of the
British state, and while the new urban left in principle supported, and recognised
the need for, mass popular mobilisation in support of its programme, it will be
shown that in many respects the new urban left failed to appreciate the power of
the central state and central government and the problems this represented for
the implementation of its programmes.

The history of central-local government relations (cf. Duncan and
Goodwin 1988 and Chandler 1988) and the outlook and approach of the
Thatcher government from 1979, suggest strongly that the Conservative central
government, with the backing of the central state more broadly, would deal
strongly with any opposition from local government in carrying out its
programme of restructuring the British economy and society in the interests of
private capital (cf. Gough 1983, Duncan and Goodwin 1988). The whole history
of the Thatcher governments from 1979 in relation to local government has been
one of trying to increase central control over local government and to remove
the ability of local authorities to offer an alternative to the government’s
strategy. This has been true from the passing of the Local Government Planning
and Land Act in 1980 to the Local Government Act, the Great Education
Reform Act and the Local Government Finance Act recently passed by
parliament (cf. Duncan and Goodwin 1988). In these circumstances the actions
of the central government could only be defeated in two ways. One way was if
real mass support for local government and the programmes of the new urban
left Labour councils had been activated or mobilised and manifested in a form
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which would force the government to change tack or to leave office. The other
way was if action outside local government, for example militant trade union
industrial action, had defeated the government’s intentions, perhaps in
combination with mass popular support for the programmes of new urban left

councils.
A central argument of the thesis 1s that the new urban left councils were

either unwilling or unable to mobilise the necessary support and the Labour
movement was unable to bring sufficient pressure to bear on the government to
force it to change course or to remove it from office. The new urban left failed
to develop a clear strategy for mobilising popular support and harnessing it in
effective action. Over rate capping 1in 1984- 85 when a number of new left
councils tried to mobilise effective action against the government this proved, in
the end, impossible. This, 1t will be shown, was partly due to the defensive nature
of the campaign. Despite the commitment of new left councils to promote a new
form of socialist government, the campaign over rate capping in 1984-85 was
largely about defending local government and the traditional independence of
local councils. The campaign was not about the merits of one type of
government, stressing democratic participation and involvement and the meeting
of social needs, and striving to reduce social inequality, over another, stressing
the role of the free market, individual responsibility and the profit motive, and
striving to increase social inequality.

Efforts were made by the Labour councils involved in the anti rate
capping campaign to mobilise the users of local services, the local community
and council workers in support of the actions of Labour councillors. Such efforts,
however, had limited success. The lack of success can be explained in large part
by the nature of the anti rate capping campaign which, at least at the crucial
stage, revolved not around efforts to win positive, active support for the defence
of a participatory form of socialist government but for the defiance being
conducted by the Labour councillors. The media focused on the action of the
councillors and splits within Labour council groups and many of the broader
issues underlining the campaign were lost in the concentration on internal

Labour group politics.

THE FIELD WORK
In order to examine in detail how successful, at least one, new urban left

Labour council has been in changing the internal running of the council so that
council workers gain more control over the running of council departments and
services, the thesis will set out the results of a comparative study I have carried
out into industrial relations in Sheffield City Council and Doncaster
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Metropolitan Borough Council. The case study involved interviewing union
representatives , leading Labour councillors and senior council officers in three
departments - housing, social services and recreation - as well as consulting
various council, Labour Party and trade union documents. The aim of the case
study was to compare industrial relations in two different Labour councils - one a
new left council, the other a ’traditional’ Labour council - and to see how far the
Sheffield City Council Labour Group has succeeded in changing the internal
workings of the council in line with various policy commitments. In so far as the
experience in Sheffield is comparable with that in other new urban left councils
the case study clearly has relevance for an understanding of the situation, in this
area, in new urban left councils more generally.

The field work provides material which contributes to the debate about
whether different council trade unions, especially when ’facing’ new urban left
councils, act differently because of conflicting union outlooks and approaches
produced by the opposing interests of groups of workers. Light is shed on the
question of whether the white-collar council trade union the National and Local
Government Officers Association (NALGO) is less sympathetic and supportive
of councils trying to introduce radical and imaginative policies in comparison
with blue-collar council trade unions like the National Union of Public
Employees (NUPE) and the General, Municipal, Boilermakers and Allied Trade
Union (GMB). The argument advanced will be that NALGO is generally more
sceptical of initiatives introduced by new urban left councils but, unlike the
beliefs of many leading Labour councillors in the two councils studied, is not in
any sense a ’class enemy’, intrinsically opposed to radical policies or an
essentially and irredeemably reactionary organisation. Probably the majority of
the radical changes introduced by new left councils, or changes attempted by
those councils, have affected white collar workers to a greater extent than other
council workers. In a number of cases what Labour councillors, and in some
instances blue collar trade unionists, regard as NALGO obstructiveness and
bloody - mindedness is, from NALGO'’s point of view, just the union trying to
protect the legitimate interests of its members, without harming the interests of
other workers. The case study findings on NALGO’s attitude is supplemented by
a theoretical consideration of the nature of professional workers in advanced

capitalist society.

SOCIALIST MANAGEMENT
Of course, it could be that the interests of NALGO’s members, or some of

them, especially in senior positions in the council, are opposed to the efforts of
new left councils to improve council services and to democratise the running of
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those services and the related council departments. But, while such opposition is
perhaps potentially present, as is opposition between the interests of blue collar
workers and increased user involvement in the running of council activities, the
solution to this problem lies mainly at the political level. For, as will be argued in
detail in the body of the thesis, new left Labour councils have failed to develop a
new, distinctively socialist method of management and organisation. Such a
socialist management method would harness the experience, energy, knowledge
and enthusiasm of council workers within structures which would involve council
workers, service users and the local community, along with Labour councillors
determining the development of council services and activities. The purpose of
such a socialist management method would be to ensure both that people’s
human capacities are developed and that council services more nearly meet the
needs of the users of those services and of the local community. As will be
argued in detail later, the failure to develop new council structures and
management practices which would have involved reducing the power, and
redefining the role, of senior council officers, has been crucial in limiting the
success of the new urban left in local government.

BENEFITS OF CASE STUDIES
In addition, as detailed case studies of new urban left councils outside

London are scarce, the study of industrial relations in Sheffield is useful in
helping to plug a hole in the coverage of the new urban left in local government.
Important material on the relationship between Labour councillors and senior
council officers in the development of policy is also to be found in the study.
The case study provides important insights into the nature of British
trade unionism and the relationship between trade unions and the introduction
of radical, socialist social change. The thesis will argue that trade unions are
basically reactive organisations, aiming to attain the best they can for their
members and for working people generally within the capitalist system. While
the trade unions, along with the Independent Labour Party, the Fabian Society
and the Social Democratic Federation, were responsible for the formation of the
Labour Representation Committee in 1900, which became the Labour Party in
1906, there has always been a fairly strong demarcation line between political
action, which is carried out through, and by, the Labour Party, on the one hand,
and industrial action, which is the preserve of the trade unions, on the other. This
split has helped to produce a limited economistic trade union consciousness
among British workers. If the basic economistic and reactive practices of British
trade unionism are to be broken down and trade unions are to adopt a more
proactive and wide ranging position, it is suggested, a political lead will be
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necessary. This was something that the leadership of many new urban left
councils promised to do in their early days. However, as the thesis will show, in
the case of Sheffield council, the promise was not fulfilled.

STRUCTURE OF THE THESIS

After this introductory chapter there follows a chapter on the philosophy
and methodology underpinning the work on which the thesis is based. This is, in
turn, followed by a chapter on the roots of the new urban left. In Chapter 4, the
development and nature of the new urban left in local government is considered.
Chapter 5 looks at the relationship between trade unionism and socialism in
Britain. After a chapter introducing the case study, there follow three chapters
(7, 8 and 9) where the findings of the case study into industrial relations in
Sheffield City Council and Doncaster Borough Council are described and
discussed. Finally, the whole work will be rounded off with a chapter which will
draw conclusions from the case study material and suggest some of the major
issues arising out of the whole new urban left project in local government.



CHAPTER 2
PHIL PHY AND METHOD

There is one philosophical and one theoretical perspective underpinning
this thesis. The philosophical perspective is that of realist philosophy. The
theoretical perspective is that of humanistic Marxism. These two perspectives
inform the stance of the work and have been central to the development of the
thesis running through the work. In addition the field work element of the
research has been conditioned and given shape within the context of an
acceptance of the realist philosophical position and the outlook of humanistic
Marxism.

CONNECTIONS BETWEEN REALIST PHILOSOPHY AND HUMANISTIC
MARXISM

There are a number of strands in realist philosophy, as Bhaskar (1979),
Keat and Urry (1975), Outhwaite (1987) and Sayer (1984) make clear. Bhaskar’s
account of realist philosophy starts from the position that society exists
independently of, outside, individuals. People are born into a society which
already exists. Yet society can only be reproduced or transformed through
human activity. This would suggest a very strong affinity with the humanistic
Marxist position set out by Soper (1986 p. 151) who sees people as both makers
of society and made by society. Or as Marx (1852, p. 96 ) put it in the Eighteenth
Brumaire of Louis Bonaparte, people make their own history but not in
circumstances of their choosing. While some realist philosophers (or subscribers
to the position of realist philosophy) would, perhaps, stress the importance of
structure (society) at the expense of subject (people) in explaining *social reality’
and some humanistic Marxists might down play the importance of structure to
the benefit of subject, the common thread in the two positions is a belief in the

dialectical nature of social reality.

THE IMPORTANCE OF SOCIAL RELATIONS

Another central component of realist philosophy, for Bhaskar, is the
proposition that social life is a relational phenomenon and that social science is
basically concerned with trying to unravel and explain social relations. Trying to
work out the bases of social relations and the dynamic underpinning their
continuation or their transformation is, therefore, a central task of social science.
This position, once again, fits into a humanistic Marxist explanation. As the
Italian Marxist, Antonio Gramsci argued, the most basic starting point in trying
to understand society is the relations of production (cf. Paggi 1979). For

e N W TR T R N = R =
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Gramsci, as for many other Marxists, the central element in Marx’s work was an
understanding that a relational approach was necessary to the study of society.
Now, not all subscribers to a realist philosophy would necessarily accept the view
that understanding the relations of production in a society is the key to
understanding the society. For, as Keat and Urry (1975 p. 27- 45 and 96-118)
make clear, realist philosophy should not, and cannot, be simply equated with
Marxism. However, it would seem that realist philosophy and Marxism share a
belief that understanding social relations provides the key to understanding
society, even if there are different views between Marxists and, some, realist
philosophers about which social relations are of the greatest importance.

WHAT IS SOCIAL SCIENCE?

A third important element in realist philosophy, springing from the
acknowledgement that an understanding of social relations is necessary for
understanding society, is the argument that social science should be concerned
with ’laying bare’ the underlying structures and mechanisms which ’determine’,
set limits to, condition, the social relations that exist in society. Social relations,
in other words, do not just happen, or occur because people want them to. Social
relations are, crucially, structured. As Paul Willis (1978 p. 193) puts it

I do not see society as a series of disconnected individuals living out their
own particular lives, but as a structured whole within which individuals
and groups live under differing degrees of domination, expressing and
reproducing in different degrees through symbolic patterns and cultural
ractices a sense of positionality within and perhaps resistance to the
idden, misunderstood or unseen overarching structures which  limit
their field of choices and help to constitute them in the first place.

The task of social science is to 1identify the social structures which give rise to
social relations. However, if a structure is to be effective there must be
mechanisms to ensure this. Structures are put into effect by mechanisms. Social
science, therefore, has to be concerned not just with identifying social structures
but also the mechanisms whereby the structures are made effective (cf. Keat and

Urry 1975 pp. 32-35).

STRUCTURAL DETERMINISM

The above discussion may have given the impression that for realist
philosophy structures create mechanisms which then produce social relations in a
quite determinate manner, leaving no room for human, subjective action, or
praxis. If this were true then there would be little, indeed nothing, to connect
realist philosophy with humanistic Marxism. However, certainly in some variants
of realist philosophy (cf. Keat and Urry 1975 p. 227) where the acceptance of the

ke iR g
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dialectical process of social reality is strong, there 1s ample space in the model
for human subjective action to play its part. A crucial issue is to what extent
structures determine human action and what 1s precisely meant by determine. If
’determine’, as Raymond Williams (1977 pp. 83-89) has argued, means ’setting
limits’ and the exertion of pressures then clearly there is no conflict between the
position of a realist philosopher and at least certain humanists (like, for instance,
Kate Soper, 1986). Clearly Bhaskar (1979 pp. 42-46) accepts that people
reproduce or transform society through their actions, or inaction, which suggests
strongly that he, for one, does not believe that there is a strictly causal
relationship between structures and human action. The position of Bhaskar and
other realist philosophers would seem to be fully compatible with Marx’s
argument that capitalist production 1s not just concerned with the production of
commodities but with the reproduction of social relations, an argument which
was crucial to Gramsci’s humanistic Marxist position (cf. Paggi 1984 p. 123).

For realist philosophers the task of science, including social science, is to
understand the constitution of an object of study and the liabilities and powers
inherent in the object (cf. Sayer 1984). Realist philosophy regards ontology as
crucially important. As Outhwaite (1987 p. 42 ) puts it in showing the difference
between rationalism and realism, ’References to a thing’s liabilities powers, and
tendencies are metaphorical for rationalism, literal for realism. Natural necessity
is an epistemological category for rationalism, an ontological category for
realism.” Qualitative research is, therefore, crucial for realists (cf. Sayer 1984).
Understanding the liabilities, powers and tendencies of an object enables one to
find out what is possible and what is impossible and to make sense of
developments. ’Realists ... analyse causality in terms of the natures of things and
their interactions, their causal powers (and liabilities)’ (Outhwaite 1987 p. 21).

THE IMPORTANCE OF QUALITATIVE AND INTENSIVE RESEARCH

Yet while realists recognise that the physical world, and the social world,
is a real entity made up of real structures and mechanisms outside of our
knowledge of them, which interact to produce certain outcomes, they hold the
view that we can never be completely certain that we have understood the world
properly; there can be no absolutely, ahistorical, certain knowledge about the
world, physical or social (cf., for example, Sayer 1984 pp. 50 -66). As Sayer (1984
p. 57) puts it 'meaning is context- dependent’. Yet this does not imply that all
views of the world are equally valid. As Sayer (1984 p. 66) again puts it *To be
practically-adequate, knowledge must generate expectations about the world and
about the results of our actions which are actually realized’. Some explanations
are more plausible, make more sense of the world, than others.
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If qualitative research is very important for realists, as only in this way can
causal mechanisms be established (cf. Sayer 1984), then so too is intensive as
aopposed to extensive research. Intensive research in the social sciences is carried
out with a small ’group’ or a limited number of small ’groups’ and examines the
working of processes and how certain events are brought about. It is also
concerned with what ’agents’ actually do and with ’substantial relations of
connection’. Intensive research tries to find causal explanations for the
occurrence of certain events though not necessarily representative ones (cf. Sayer
1984 pp. 221-224). Intensive research enables both social relations to be studied
in depth and the causal interrelations between structural mechanisms to be
examined in detail. Of course, as is looked at in more detail later, there are
problems of how for it is possible to generalise from small studies but as Sayer

(1984 p. 226) writes,

although at the level of concrete events the results may be unique, in so
far as intensive methods 1dentity structures into which individuals are
locked and their mechanisms, the abstract knowledge of these may be
more generally applicable, although it will take further research to

establish just how general they are.

HERMENEUTICS

Intensive research is also very important if, as Outhwaite (1987) argues is
necessary, the position of realist philosophy is supplemented by certain insights
from the hermeneutic tradition. Hermeneutics is concerned with understanding
the meanings for those involved in particular events and actions. Its roots are to
be found in the arguments of Dilthey and others that in order to make sense of a
written text you have to understand what the writer of the text meant (cf.
Outhwaite 1987 pp. 11-12 and 62). The hermeneutic position has been criticised
by writers like Habermas for ignoring and failing to account for cultural and
social structural factors which influence and condition individual meanings (cf.
Outhwaite 1987 pp. 71-76). The hermeneutic position is often accompanied by a
commitment to methodological individualism, which tends to isolate the
individual from wider social factors and forces. Clearly, no one subscribing to the
position of realist philosophy could work from the premise of the isolated
individual. However, as Outhwaite (1987 pp. 61-76) strongly suggests, there may
be elements of the hermeneutic position as set out by Gadamer which help to
strengthen and enlarge the realist perspective,

A core element of Gadamer’s exposition is that a social researcher brings
a certain perspective, values and outlook to the research, that the perspective,
values and outlook of the researcher may differ from those of the people being
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researched and that social science is primarily about encounter and engagement
between the researcher and the researched (¢f. Outhwaite 1987 p. 64). Even if
one has doubts that social research is primarily about encounter and engagement
between the researcher and the researched it would be hard to argue that such
encounter and engagement should have no place in social science research,
especially as social science is so closely connected with political and social belief
systems as Outhwaite (1987 p. 65) comments. The important implication of
Gadamer’s argument is that the people being researched cannot be considered
simply as inert subjects to be studied at a distance and that the researcher cannot
consider himself or herself to be simply a neutral, value free scientific observer
engaged in a passive piece of social observation. Moreover, it may well be that
without engagement between the researcher and researched it is impossible to
work out the causal structures and mechanisms which ’determine’ events and for
research to further the process of human emancipation by eliminating illusion.

ALIENATION AND IDEOLOGY

In the Marxist tradition the concepts of alienation and ideology are very
important (cf., for instance, Marx 1844, Marx and Engels 1845/1846, Marx
1857/1858, Marx 1867 and Gamble and Walton 1972). The concepts are also
very important in the analysis of humanistic Marxists (cf., for example, Meszaros
1970 and Markovic 1974). Alienation is the position, in class societies, where
processes and activities which are created by humans, or particular groups of
people, take on the appearance of existing independently of human action.
Alienation reaches its peak, for Marxists, under capitalism where no one controls
the workings of the capitalist economy, including capitalists, but everyone 1s
subject to the imperatives of the economy. Workers, in capitalist society,
however, experience alienation most acutely, for the products of their work and
work place activity, and hence the capacities and skills which they embody in
their work, are not owned and controlled by them but, in fact, come to control
the workers in the form of capital. Ideology is the process, again found in class
societies, where ideas are put forward as representing the interests of everyone in
society while in fact they only serve the interests of the dominant class in society.
For Marxists, both alienation and 1deology are inescapable features of capitalist
society springing from the structural requirements and class contradictions to
which that system is subject.

Humanistic Marxists argue that under socialism people will cease to be
the seeming product of forces beyond their control, as in capitalist society, and
will become the active subjects of history, consciously controlling the historical
process. This is the aim and hope of socialism. However, while humanistic
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Marxists stress the importance of alienation and ideology in capitalist society and
hence that all classes, including the working-class, are likely to get a false view of
that society, that does not mean that human experience can be discarded as
useless and producing no truth at all. As Marx argued, only workers can describe
'with full knowledge the evils which they endure’(cited in Shaw 1975 p. 42). For
humanistic, and many other, Marxists, the experience of working-class people
provides the basis on which socialist ideas can gain credence. Despite the
existence of alienation and ideology, humanistic Marxists would argue, the
experience of working-class people contains important elements of truth and
makes socialism possible (cf. Thompson 1979 where the point is made very
forcibly). People are conscious beings and how they perceive their social
experience and social reality matters. The realist position also accepts that what
people think, how they view the world, is important, as Sayer(1984) argues, even
though this realist position clearly, and in my view correctly, sees science as
trying to reduce illusion and increase human understanding. In that sense science
is about emancipation (cf. Sayer 1984 p. 229). Soper shows the difficulty of the
humanist position in this area well when she writes :

But any humanist argument must acknowledge that there is a tension
between asserting the validitty of conscious experience, on the one hand,
and appealing to concepts of ’alienation’ or ’fetishism’, on the other. For if
’lived experience’ otfers us a measure of truth, it cannot be theorized as if
it proceeded in an entirely alien or mystified mode.

THE IMPORTANCE OF REALIST PHILOSOPHY AND HUMANISTIC
MARXISM

These elements of realist philosophy and humanistic Marxism are all
crucial to my thesis and the research on which it is based. For in examining the
rise of the new urban left in local government and its record, and in carrying out
the case study in Sheffield City Council and Doncaster Metropolitan Borough
Council, I have started from the position that an understanding of social relations
is crucial. Understanding the dynamics and logic of social relations in capitalist
society is crucial to understanding the politics or project of the new urban left. In
examining the thinking and the politics of the new urban left my starting point
was the humanistic Marxist position that socialism is about changing social
relations so that social dominance and social subordination are ended and
people can become the conscious subjects of history. The aim of socialism, in
other words, is human, and particularly working-class, liberation. But my
perspective was also deeply affected by the understanding that while people
make society, society also makes people. Social structures, in other words, are
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critical in understanding society as are the mechanisms which make the
structures effective. Therefore trying to identify the structures and mechanisms
which condition and set limits on the social relations which exist in local
authorities was another crucial aim of the work.

AIMS OF MY RESEARCH

I, therefore, have had two critical criteria by which to judge the work of
the new urban left in local government. First, how far has this work been based
on a recognition that socialism is about human liberation and, second, how far
has the political praxis of the new urban left helped to further human liberation,
by furthering the liberation of the working-class, and changing social relations
within local authorities and the broader society? These related issues have, in
turn, been greatly influenced by the deeper issue of whether the whole new
urban left project in local government was doomed from the start. For if, as
Marxists argue and I think correctly, social relations in capitalist society are
crucially conditioned, determined in the Williams’ sense, by the capitalist mode

of production, then only by changing that mode of production can social relations
in capitalist so‘ciety be fundamentally transformed. The Marxist argument that in

order to transform the capitalist mode of production the state must first be
transformed from an instrument upholding the capitalist system into an
instrument which will make the transformation of the capitalist system, and the
mode of production on which it is based, possible is, in my view, correct. But in
advanced capitalist society it 1s, at the very least, questionable whether, and to
what extent, efforts to transform the local state, without major changes at
national, and even, perhaps, supra-national levels can hope to succeed in
transforming social relations. It was, in part, to look at these issues in detail that

the research was carried out.
But I was also concerned in the research in trying to further an

understanding of the dynamics of local government so that a clearer view of how
local government operates could be achieved. What is the relationship between
councillors and chief officers in policy formation and implementation? How do
trade unions react to radical change in local government, and what does this tell
us about the dynamics of trade unionism? What are industrial relations like in a
left-wing Labour council as compared with a right-wing Labour council? These
were all questions that the research set out to investigate.

It was with these issues in mind, and with the underlying philosophical
and theoretical perspectives behind them, that the methods of the research were
developed.

g RS [a -
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METHODOLOGY
If, as I argued earlier, people’s thoughts about their social experience and

social reality matter and contain some element of the truth, despite the existence
of alienation and ideology in capitalist society, then finding out how people view
their experience in local government is clearly a useful exercise. It is also
important if social science is to help eliminate illusion and aid human
emancipation. Hence a main aim of my research was to ’log’ how the different
'actors’ in Sheffield City Council and Doncaster Metropolitan Borough Council
viewed the workings of the council to which they were connected. To try to
understand whether and how industrial relations have changed in Sheffield
council since 1980 it was, therefore, important to get the views of leading
Labour councillors, council trade union representatives, and senior council
officers. Similarly, to find out what industrial relations are like in Doncaster
council the views of the same groups of people needed to be set down. I
therefore decided to engage in unstructured interviews with the central *actors’ in
both councils. In this way it would be possible to build up a picture of the
situation on the industrial relations front in the two councils. Before each
interview I decided to work out a series of topic areas to be covered and jotted
down a series of specific questions on each topic. I then decided to try to ensure
that in each interview all the topics would be fully covered, although I did not
necessarily intend to ask the specific questions I had jotted down. Instead I
adjusted the questions to the responses, attitudes, information and so on,
produced by the person being interviewed. The formal questions were there
mainly as a ’crutch’ and a guide on which I would be able to lean and to turn if
the interview did not ’tlow’.

For reasons of time I decided to limit my field work to looking at three
departments in each council - housing, social services and recreation - as well as
raising more general issues relating to industrial relations on a council wide
basis. I chose the three departments because they represent areas in which
Sheffield City Council had tried to introduce radical new initiatives. In housing
the council had moved to an area management based system; in social services
an Elderly Persons’ Support Unit had been established and there were plans for
the decentralisation of the social services department; while in recreation a novel
’passport to leisure’ scheme had been introduced giving cheap, or free, access to
council sporting facilities. By concentrating on these departments I hoped to be
able to consider a number of issues. The question of how trade unions reacted to
the innovations would probably contribute to the debate about the relationship
between trade union attitudes and practices and the implementation of policies
aimed at radical social change. An examination of whether, or to what extent, the
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aims of new urban left councils remain intact when efforts are made to
implement their radical policy commitments could be undertaken. The role of
councillors and senior officers in the development and implementation of radical
policy in a new urban left council could be scrutinised. It would also be possible,
by looking at the same three departments in Doncaster Borough Council, to
compare the style and dynamic of a new urban left Labour council and a right-
wing Labour council.

I decided to interview representatives from the main white collar union in
the two councils, the National and Local Government Officers Association
(NALGO),and from the two main unions for manual workers in the departments
studied, the General, Municipal, Boilermakers and Alied Trade Union (GMB)
and the National Union of Public Employees (NUPE). According to figures from
the respective unions NALGO has around 7,000 members in Sheffield council
and 2,500 in Doncaster council, the GMB has around 7,000 members in Sheffield
Council and under 1,000 in Doncaster council and NUPE has around 3,200
members in Sheffield council and over 4,500 in Doncaster council.

PRACTICAL RESEARCH PROBLEMS

Of course a major problem remained of what weight to give to the
accounts of different actors. This, I recognised from the start, would be
particularly difficult if different actors, for example shop stewards and senior
council officers, saw issues in contradictory ways. My own tendency was to take
the opinion, or information, from the shop stewards and councillors as superior
to that of the senior officers. This was mainly because I took the view that senior
officers were likely to be committed to the maintenance of the status quo and the
existing power relations in the council and would attempt to make the existing or
evolving situation seem as good as they possibly could. Unless, that is, changes in
the council threatened the senior officers power and privileges in which case they
would try to make the changes seem lacking or undesirable. This tendency by
senior officers to paint a rosy picture of the existing situation was also likely to be
enhanced if the senior officers had been responsible, in reality, for policy
development. Councillors were also likely to paint as bright a picture as possible.
But I felt that some councillors might be more critical, especially if the changes
they had hoped to see instituted had not come into being.

Shop stewards, on the other hand, had little interest in making the
situation look rosier than it really was. For they, I believed, had had little direct
part in the development of council policy and the members they represented,
had, in most cases, no stake in the maintenance of the normal council power
structure and the resulting social relations. I also recognised, however, that some
shop stewards, to enhance an appearance of militancy or for overtly political
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reasons, might portray a picture of industrial relations which was unduly bleak.
Or, on the other hand, in order not to offend and sour relations with councillors
or senior officers some shop stewards might avoid making criticisms of the
council. With respect to full time officers of the manual unions, I felt that they
were in an ambiguous position. On the one hand, they perhaps had a stake in
keeping the existing structures 'ticking over’ in order to make their jobs easier,
on the other, they represented members who were overwhelmingly in low grade,
low paid, 'powerless’ jobs. Where possible I decided to use the methods of
triangulation by finding alternative sources of information on specific issues, such
as reports, minutes of council meetings, minutes of Local Joint Committees and

other documents.

RESEARCH SOURCES
Use would, therefore, be made of various reports, minutes, manifestos

and other documents prepared by the two councils, the District Labour Parties,
the Labour Groups and the trade unions in the two councils. Efforts would then
be made to compare the information in the documents with the information
gleaned from the interviews. The general and specialised literature on the
growth of the new urban left would also be studied to put the case studies into
perspective and to understand how other writers saw the record of new urban left
councils generally and specifically in respect of industrial relations.

OTHER METHODS APPLIED

In addition to the formal interviews I also talked informally to a number
of members of Sheffield District Labour Party. The talks enabled me to gain
background information on developments in the Sheffield DLP and its relations

with the council Labour Group. The talks were unrecorded and flowed over a
number of often unconnected issues and subjects. I also attended a number of
full council meetings in Sheffield and Doncaster and meetings of council
committees in Sheffield and Doncaster as a member of the public. Attendance
enabled me to gain a ’feel’ for the workings of the two councils. Other forms of
observation included attendance at a meeting of the Doncaster Manual
Employees’ Joint Committee and a Conference of Socialist Economists (CSE)
meeting where the record of Sheffield council was discussed and a conference
organised by Sheffield Trades Council ('1979-89 Ten Years of Attacks on Local
Government’) where a number of Sheffield council trade unionists and other
activists in the Sheffield labour movement were present and expressed their

views.
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PROBLEMS WITH CASE STUDIES

The use of case studies raises major issues. Perhaps the most important
issue concerns the extent to which it is legitimate and meaningful to generalise
from case studies. How far was the experience of Sheffield City Council in the
three departments I was studying likely to be representative of the position in,
and experience of, other new urban left councils? Only if representativeness
could be shown would generalisation from the Sheffield experience be justified.
On the other hand if the same trends as have been reported in the literature
when other new urban left councils have tried to implement radical policies were
replicated in Sheffield, then important information of a general nature might be
supplied. As Sayer (1984 p. 26) has argued, if the case studies enabled structures
and mechanisms to be identified the research could have wider, general
implications and significance. Moreover, as case studies on the new urban left
councils outside London are scarce, studying the Sheffield experience would be
important in trying to bring more balance to the picture that has been painted of
the new urban left in local government. However, and I was clear about this
from the start, there was no guarantee that the findings in Sheffield would have

great significance at a more general level.

THE PEOPLE INTERVIEWED

I interviewed over {ifty people in all, mostly on an individual basis in
single sessions. (For details of the groups from which those interviewed came see
Primary Sources in the References). Gaining access to councillors and council
officers proved a relatively easy task, with one exception. The Chair of Social
Services in Doncaster refused to see me stating he was too busy with national
and local work. The reactions of the council trade unions I contacted was, on the
whole, more complex. Many of the individual trade union representatives I
approached to interview were highly suspicious of the purposes and aims of my
research. Setting up interviews, In many cases, consequently took a very long
time to arrange and limited the number of trade union representatives with
whom I was able to talk. In Sheffield, approaches through the formal NALGO
Branch structure had no positive results, Access to NALGO shop stewards was
only achieved when I approached a leading Branch member who was a relative
of another student on the Doctoral Programme. Once access to Sheffield
NALGO had been arranged there was still quite strong suspicion among some of
the people I approached, especially shop stewards covering the Fand C S
Department. With respect to the manual unions I approached in the two
councils, the GMB and NUPE, the main manual unions in the departments I was

studying, there seemed a general unwillingness for me to approach shop stewards
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in an individual capacity. The full-time officer of NUPE in
Doncaster, while generally very helpful, took the view that any
information I wanted could be gained from interviewing him either
alone or with a leading branch officer. Hence, the interviews in
Doncaster with NUPE trade unionists have been confined to the full-
time organiser and the Branch Secretary. The number of interviews
of GMB representatives in Sheffield has been limited for similar
reasons. Gaining access to GMB representatives in Doncaster proved
impossible due to a lack of interest on the part of a full-time officer.
However, these problems do not invalidate the findings of the case
study, for it is the full-time officers in the manual unions who carry
out all the main negotiations with the local councils and NUPE has
many more members in Doncaster council than the GMB. Obviously
it would have been better had I interviewed more shop stewards and
it may be that had I done so the views of the shop stewards would
have been different from those of the full-time officers. There is no
way of telling although the branch officials I interviewed in the
manual unions took a similar view to the full-time officers. This could
have been due, in part at least, to the branch officers feeling the need
to agree with the full-time officers in those cases (two in all) where
they were interviewed together. Where full-time officials and shop
stewards were interviewed separately, this could not have been a
factor in the cases, many but not all, where similar views were

expressed.

FIELD WORK ACCESS
On the question of access, the work of Buchanan, Boddy and

McCalman (1988 p. 54) 1s pertinent. In their piece on research in
organisations, they say

In the conflict between the desirable and the possible the

ossible always wins. So whatever carefully constructed views
Phe researcher has of the nature of social science research, of
the ;f)rocess of theory development, of data collection methods,
or of the status of different types of data, those views are
constantlty compromised b%t ¢ practical realities, ogportumtles
and consfraints presented by organizational research.

Throughout my field work, I was mindful of the potentially delicate
nature of my research. I was also constantly aware of the need to
maintain good relations with those I approached, or actually
interviewed, so that the possibility of other researches gaining access

in the future would not be hindered. These two constraints greatly
affected the way I approached the field work. Through out I was
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conscious that doors could close at any time, if I pushed issues too hard. The
experiences of researchers,such as Buchanan, Boddy and McCalman (1988),
Beynon (1988) and Newton (1969) and the problems to which they refer in
carrying out qualitative research into organisations, including trade unions and
political parties, has helped to confirm that my caution was justified.

LENGTH AND TIMES OF INTERVIEWS
The interviews lasted between about thirty minutes and one and a half

hours. They took place during the day, normally between 10.00 a.m. and 5.00
p.m. One interview, however, was held between 8.30 a.m. and 9.15 a.m. and
another after five o’clock in the afternoon. Most interviews were preceded by
some general conversation which took many different forms and lasted different
lengths of time. The nature of this general introductory talk and its duration
varied not only between the people interviewed but across the groups of people
interviewed as well. This means that I did not have longer introductory talks with
councillors for example, than with officers or with trade union representatives
than with councillors. The majority of the interviews were taped. Where
interviews were not taped I took notes during the interview and then expanded
on them afterwards. There were only two occasions where a person refused, or
expressed a wish for the interview not to be taped when asked. On a few other
occasions, where I felt asking to tape the interview might make the interview
more difficult, I just took notes and the question of taping the interview did not
arise. I taped the interviews for two broad reasons : to get a full record of the
interviews and to make it easier to concentrate on the respondents comments

and views.

THE CONDUCT OF THE INTERVIEWS

I tried to make the purpose and nature of the interview clear eitherina
letter asking the person concerned if I could interview him or her, and, or, at the
beginning of the interview. I offered to let the Labour Group on both Sheffield
City Council and Doncaster Borough Council have copies of a report of my field
work findings. I also offered to send a report of my findings to the council trade
unions. In trying to gain access to one group of shop stewards I had to provide
greater detail about the research than to other people and I had to reassure one
shop steward that the information given would not be passed on to any private
contractor who might use the information to strengthen their bid to take over
council services which would be put out to tender in the future. A similar
concern about the purpose of my research was expressed by a full-time trade
union official.
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All the interviews, except one, took place either on council premises or in
places arranged by the interviewee. Some were held in the offices of the people
concerned. This was true of all the council officers I interviewed, except two who
were interviewed in a council committee room. It was also generally true of the
councillors to whom I talked, all of whom were interviewed in their council
offices, except for one whom I interviewed in a council committee room and
another two whom I interviewed at their place of work. The interviews with the
trade union representatives took place either in the office of the person
concerned or in office. s within council premises. On one occasion an interview
with two trade union representatives took place in a general open plan union
office with union members moving in and out of the room. On another occasion
during an interview with a trade union representative a cleaner was invited into
the room while the interview was progressing.

All the interviews took the form of my asking questions and the person
being interviewed offering answers. The questions I asked often sprang directly
out of the reply given but I always tried to ensure that all the issues I wanted
covered in the interview were, in fact, covered, as stated earlier. The person
being interviewed rarely asked questions during the interview, that is while the
tape recorder was turned on. If he or she did so it was either because they did not
understand the question as I had put it or because they had lost the thread of
what they were saying and wanted reminding. I was never asked for my views on
particular issues or more generally while the *formal’ interview was in progress,
with one exception. Occasionally I was asked questions either about my political
position, about who else I had interviewed or about my findings to date, when
the interview had ended. While trying not to reveal what other people had said
to me, I answered any such questions as fully and openly as I could. There was a
short concluding *chat’ after all the interviews, although its length and nature
varied considerably.

On the question of respondent confidentiality, I gave assurances to all the
lay trade union representatives I interviewed that any information they gave me
or any opinions they expressed would be treated anonymously. By this I meant
that lay trade union representatives would not be identified by name in any
written work I produced. No similar general assurances were given to full-time
trade union officers, councillors or senior council officers. However, when one
full-time union officer queried whether his remarks would be quoted I agreed
not to attribute the remarks directly to him. I also agreed to let one council
officer see any work I produced for publication in which his views were
mentioned or information relating to him or his department was reproduced.
This approach was adopted because I felt that lay trade union representatives are
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in a particularly vulnerable position; I also felt it would facilitate a freer
atmosphere in the interviews with lay trade union representatives. I did not want
any trade unionists either to feel that they might be, or to be, victimised because
of my research. I did not believe that other groups of people interviewed were in
the same vulnerable position as lay trade union representatives, or were likely to
be as worried about questions of confidentiality. Only one council officer at the
time of the interview expressed a wish that the information he gave be treated
with care and caution. No councillor raised this 1ssue.

The interviews were carried out over a thirteen month period from
November 1987 to December 1988. Clearly political and other developments
meant that when the interview was carried out during that period affected the
emphasis of, and responses to, the interview questions. If I had interviewed
certain people at different times during the period their response to questions
would probably, or at least conceivably, have been different, as would the
questions I would have asked (cf. Hammersley and Atkinson 1983 pp. 192-194).
One example of this relates to the question of decentralisation in the Family and
Community Services Department (F and C S) in Sheffield City Council. Over the
period when the interviews were conducted, the council’s formal policy on
decentralisation, including in the Family and Community Services Department,
changed to such an extent that councillors and officers would almost certainly
have answered questions about the council’s attitude to, and policy on,
decentralisation in F and C S 1n a different way if they had been asked at the
beginning of the period than if they had been asked at the end. (The same is
probably true of trade union representatives). No doubt many other issues, and
people’s attitudes to them, have been affected by changes, both internal to the
councils and external, over the period and where this is likely to have been the
case, or rather where I perceive this as likely to have been the case, I have
commented when presenting my field work findings.

Where the comments of those I interviewed have been reproduced and
attributed directly as the comments of a specific person, the passages from the
thesis setting out the views were sent to the people concerned who were given
the opportunity to either clarify or expand on their comments. Some people did
clarify or add to their comments. A very few were unhappy about the way I was
intending to use their comments and asked for major revisions. One council
officer did not want his comments directly attributed. In all cases, where
comments are directly attributed, the final comments which appear in the thesis
are those agreed with the person concerned. Most people did not reply when
sent the passages and the lack of response is taken as approval for the use of
their comments. The passages were sent to those I interviewed for three reasons.
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First, by doing so it would be possible to ensure that my reproduction of their
comments accurately reflected their views. Second, it helped to ensure that the
people concerned were aware and accepted the way in which their directly
attributed views were to be used. Finally, by sending them their views,
respondents were given the opportunity to up date their comments in the light of

changed and changing circumstances.

THEMES DISCUSSED

There were a number of general themes running through the interview
questions. These included, as far as council officers and councillors are
concerned : whether the council aimed to be a model, or at least, a good
employer; whether the council tried to take a proactive approach to industrial
relations; what the constraints were limiting the council’s ability to act as a good
employer; whether the council’s relations were different with different council
trade unions; whether the council ’favoured’ certain trade unions and groups of
workers; whether the white- collar trade union NALGO approached issues
differently from the manual trade unions; the effects of professionalism in the
council and whether the formal industrial relations procedures in the council
worked well in dealing with potential problems or solving actual problems. In
addition, officers in particular departments and chairs of specific council
committees were asked a series of questions relating to their particular
department. Councillors were asked, as were trade unionists, whether the council
tried to promote good industrial relations among management and within
departments and how far this goal was achieved.

Trade union representatives were also asked questions on the general
themes outlined above. But, in addition, they were asked about the relations
between the council trade unions and about trade union relations with
departmental management. Councillors were asked about whether they saw a
conflict, potential or actual, between trade union attitudes and approaches and a
council trying to introduce socialist change, as were trade union representatives.
Councillors, trade union representatives and officers were asked about whether
they believe there is a conflict between a council trying to promote good service
delivery and trade union attitudes and practices.

ANALYSIS
The material was analysed around the above mentioned themes, as I

believed this would enable a number of the issues I had set out to explore to be
considered. I looked at how people from the three broad groups - Labour
councillors, trade union representatives and council officers - had answered the
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questions relating to the different themes, to see if any common threads
emerged, either across the groups or within the groups. I then compared answers
within the groups to see if, for example, the manual union representatives viewed
issues differently from the non-manual, or officers in one department differently
from officers in another. All the time I was comparing the position in the two
councils, one with the other and trying to relate the analysis to what I knew of the
position in other new urban left councils. The material was then studied to see if
there might be what could be called a ’departmental view’. Did the chair, officers
and union representatives from the same department have a common view of
issues? Where themes or major issues emerged from the interviews as important
for those interviewed, which I had not foreseen, these were analysed in the same
way as the themes I had pre-selected for study. Theoretical tools were then used
to help explain and account for the findings and the trends discussed.

FURTHER RESEARCH

Had time permitted, and had access been assured, I would have
interviewed more people, especially shop stewards and other members of the
workforce. I would have interviewed a range of workers across the two
authorities, had this been possible. It is clearly important to get the views of
workers and not just trade union representatives if a clear and full picture of the
industrial relations scene is to be achieved. While shop stewards and other lay
union representatives are council employees they may, in some cases at least,
view industrial relations differently from other workers simply because of their
position in the union. Moreover, trade union representatives may be more
politically committed than the majority of council workers and this may mean
that their view of industrial relations is not necessarily the same as other
workers. This, however, 1s not to argue that trade union representatives are
inherently unrepresentative of the wider trade union membership, either in
terms of their beliefs or in their bargaining strategies. To gain insight into those
type of issues it would certainly be worthwhile to supplement my study with
another one which tries to gain the views of a wide cross section of the council
workforce. Such a study would be very time consuming and would probably need
the agreement of the council or councils concerned, something which, in the
current climate in local government, might be hard to win.

Interviewing council officers at lower levels would also be a potentially
fruitful endeavour. Finding out how middle, and even lower-level, officers view
industrial relations and their role in industrial relations, could provide very
interesting material. This is clearly another area in which my research could be
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extended to good effect. Once again, however, this would be a lengthy process
and would need the support of the council or councils concerned.

Having detailed the philosophy underpinning, and the methodology of,
the research on which the thesis i1s based, in the next two chapters the roots and
the policies of the new urban left in local government will be considered.



CHAPTER 3
THE ROOTS OF THE NEW URBAN LEKT

The roots of the new urban left, as it developed in local government in the
early 1980s, were heterogeneous and people from different backgrounds,
political and social, have made up the new urban left. The term new urban left
was first developed by John Gyford (1983a and 1983b). For Gyford the new
urban left ’includes councillors, party activists, community workers and local
government officers (some of them councillors after working hours)’ (Gyford
1983a p. 91). The new urban left also developed in response to specific economic
and social factors. The elements which fed into the new urban left and gave it a
unique character can perhaps be identified in summary form, as follows : a
response to the failures of the 1964-1970 and 1974-1979 Labour governments;
the legacy of ’labourism’; activity in, and the influence of, community, peace,
environmental and student politics; feminism; the radicalisation of welfare
professions; the influx of new elements in the Labour Party; economic and
industrial decline; the defeat of the Labour government in 1979 and the actions
of the ensuing Thatcher administration towards local government. The impact
each specific element had in particular new urban left councils differed
considerably. In some new urban left councils, for example, feminism and new
elements in the Labour Party had a major impact while in others the impact of
those elements was limited. The relative force of the different elements in
specific councils also affected the weight given to particular policies within
councils. The type of policies, and politics, adopted by new urban left councils

will be considered in detail in the next chapter. First, however, it is necessary to
examine why the new urban left in local government developed and from where

it sprang, in much greater detail. For without an understanding of its roots a
comprehension of the praxis of the new urban left is unlikely to be achieved. This
will be done by examining each of the elements feeding into the new urban left,
in detail.
THE FAILURES OF THE LABOUR GOVERNMENTS OF THE 1960s AND
1970s

The development of the new urban left was in large part a response to the
failures of the 1964-1970 and 1974-1979 Labour governments to implement
radical policies and to fulfil the high hopes on which they had been elected. Both
in the 1960s and again in the 1970s Labour governments ended up cutting back
public expenditure on social programmes which were of great importance for
Labour Party members, including local government funding on a large scale in
the 1970s (cf. Townsend and Bosanquet 1972 and Coates 1979a). The radical
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economic and industrial policies on which the governments were elected were
also abandoned, if not always explicitly, then nonethe less in reality. In the 1960s
the attempt at national planning soon came to grief, partly as a result of Treasury
opposition to the newly formed Department of Economic Affairs, partly due to
the indicative rather than imperative nature of the proposed planning, partly
due, as well, to the failure of the government to bring the ’commanding heights
of the economy’ under public control and to curb the obstructive power of the
city (cf. Coates 1975 pp. 97-129 and Howell 1980 pp. 251-256). In the 1970s the
economic strategy on which the government was elected was never really
implemented in anything other than a half hearted manner. True a National
Enterprise Board was established and the aircraft and shipbuilding industries
were nationalised. But the NEB’s powers were much more limited than had been
envisaged in the Labour Party’s 1973 Programme and, in addition, only one
planningagreement was signed with a private company, Chrysler, thus nullifying
one of the main elements of the industrial strategy. Moreover, the commitment
to introduce industrial democracy was completely ignored in the private sector
due, in part, to a lack of trade union interest, and apart from very limited
‘experiments ’ in the Post Otfice and British Steel Corporation, nothing was done

in the public sector either (cf. Forester 1979, Coates 1979b, Kelly 1987). Under
Labour governments of the 1960s and 1970s, as with the government of 1945-
1951, the nationalised industries and publicly owned enterprises generally
pursued traditional commercial criteria in their operations.

The periods of Labour government in the 1960s and 1970s both included
efforts by the government to control workers’ wage increases which, along with
efforts to control trade union activities through legal restraints in the In Place of
Strife proposals in 1969, produced damaging splits and conflicts with the trade
unions and/or groups of workers (cf. Barnes and Reid 1980 pp. 49-128, Hall
1983, Howell 1980 pp. 256-267, Jenkins 1970 and Taylor 1987). At the same time
great efforts were made to increase the international competitiveness and
profitability of British industry and to gain the support of leading industrialists
and to placate the financial markets (cf. Coates 1975 pp. 97-129 and 1981 and
Coventry, Liverpool, Newcastle and North Tyneside Trades Councils 1980). In
both periods, and particularly in 1974-1979, unemployment rose significantly
while Labour was in office (cf. Cripps and Morrell 1979 and Minkin 1974).

The experience of the 1964-1970 Labour government created, among
some sections of the Labour Party and among some on the periphery of the Party
from the late 1960s, a feeling that the Labour Party, or at least the Labour
government, had ’lost its way’. This feeling was given an added boost by the
record of the 1974- 1979 Labour governments. This led some people to question
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why Labour governments elected on seemingly radical programmes ended up
pursuing very different policies from those on which they were elected. One
possible explanation was that the problem lay in the Labour Party’s ideology :

labourism.

LABOURISM AND ITS LEGACY

From the publication of Ralph Miliband’s Parliamentary Socialism
(Miliband 1961) there had developed a strong ’academic’ body of thought which
saw the failure of the Labour Party, inside and outside government, to further
the socialist cause as due to the ideology and practice of labourism. For this
tradition the Labour Party from its inception has been a trade union party and
has adopted a very passive relationship with its trade union and working-class
base.

For Tom Nairn (1965) Labourism is a short cut, second best kind of
socialism. He argues that the Independent Labour Party (ILP) was the leading
force in setting up, in 1900, the Labour Representation Committee (LRC), which
became the Labour Party in 1906. In working to set up the LRC, Nairn argues,
the ILP effectively gave up the task of trying to win the working-class to
socialism, which was bound to be a long, hard slog, in favour of winning
immediate trade union support. The alliance between the ILP and the trade
unions was achieved through the ILP effectively abandoning the socialist project
for short term electoral gains. For Nairn (1965 especially pp. 181-182) the trade
unions have kept socialism at bay ever since, forming an alliance with right wing,
Fabian,intellectuals. Moreover, the Labourites never tried to engage in serious,

prolonged socialist education and propaganda, preferring to adopt a passive
relationship to the organised working-class in the naive view that trade unionists

were in some way already, as a result of being trade unionists, socialists (Nairn
196S pp. 170- 175).

Largely using the analysis of Nairn, Tom Forester (1978 p. 36) has
distinguished socialism from labourism by contrasting socialist values and
attitudes with labourist values and attitudes, in the following way:

Labourist Socialist
Passive Active
Reflexive Educative
Empirical Ideological
Evolutionary Revolutionary
Pragmatic Principled
Practical Intellectual

’Ethic of Responsibility’  ’Ethic of Ultimate Ends’
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The Labour Party, according to Forester, is committed to the empiricist and
evolutionary traditions of the British political culture. This central aspect of
'labourism’ was partly developed as a result of the influence of the Fabians who,
in Forester’s view, have performed the role of the labour movement’s
intellectuals. The Fabians, in this argument, supported gradual, piecemeal
reforms which would be secured by winning over 'middle- class’ and ruling class
elements to the moral force and economic sense of reformist arguments
(Forester 1978 pp. 39-40). The *middle-class’, non working-class nature of the
Fabians is stressed by Eric Hobsbawm (1968 p. 255) who argues that the
socialism of the early Fabians was a socialism of the professional middle-class.
Between 1890 and 1906 never more than ten per cent of the Fabian Society’s
membership was working-class (Hobsbawm 1968 p. 257). The Fabians rejected
class struggle and were bureaucrats rather than democrats, according to
Hobsbawm.

The influence of Fabianism on the early Labour Party, and on its
subsequent development, is stressed by John Saville (1973). For Saville, there is
a specific ideology of Labourism. Many of the differences between socialism and
labourism advanced by Forester are to be found in Saville’s analysis. For Saville,
labourism developed in the third quarter of the nineteenth century in reaction to
the legacy of Chartism. It accepted the possibility of change within the existing
system, rejected the physical force implicit in Chartism and came increasingly to
see political democracy as the practical means of achieving its aims. The slogan
’a fair days pay for a fair days work’ embodies the thinking behind labourism, a
belief that fair dealing, and just deserts are achievable within capitalism. This
view effectively rejects the notion of class struggle and opposing class interests in
capitalist society and supports class collaboration. Labourism, in this
interpretation, has furthered 1deas of defensiveness and provoked the
development of defensive organisations : co-operative societies, trade unions,
self education groups and the like. Those organisations, developed in the third
quarter of the nineteenth century, were a sign ’that the working class were
accepting a subordinate role and had become a corporate class’ (Saville 1973 p.
222). In Saville’s view, socialism was revived in the 1880s but the strength of
labourism continued. By 1900, when the LRC was formed, the dominant left
philosophy was a mixture of ILP emotionalism and Fabianism with Fabianism
providing the main intellectual input into the labour movement after 1900 and
reinforcing basic labourist assumptions, in Saville’s view (Saville 1973 p. 224,
similar views are also advanced by Nairn 1965). Labourism became the 1deology
of the Labour Party and the Party, as Forester (1978 p. 51), summarising the
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argument of Nairn, puts it, served "merely to facilitate society’s evolution in a
progressive direction’.

Labourism initially took hold of the working-class, in part, Saville’s
argument runs, because of the failure of intellectuals to offer a through critique
of capitalism (Saville 1973 p. 223). The intellectual inadequacy of the left wing of
British socialism is also stressed by Nairn (1965). In similar manner, in their
analyses of the Labour Party, writers like Miliband (1961 pp. 13- 14) and
Anderson (1965), argue that the Labour Party has never, as its prime aim,
engaged in a relentless attack on the capitalist system in a concerted effort to
make converts to socialism. Instead, the Labour Party has moved to the ground
currently occupied by the working-class. As Forester (1978 p. 51) argues :"This
quasi-passive reflection of "subordinate” working class attitudes and beliefs with
very little serious effort to transform "subordinate" attitudes into "radical”
attitudes is one of the hallmarks of Labourism’.

Moreover, for writers in this broad tradition, the ideology and practice of
labourism has acted as a block on socialism because it has put the prime
emphasis of its political activity on winning elections, even if that means playing
down socialist commitments and policies in order to get elected or retain office
(cf. Forester 1978 pp. 53-55). On this broad argument, rather than trying to win
support from the working-class and other potential recruits to socialism, for
socialist policies and a socialist strategy and recognising that socialist change can
only be achieved if the bulk of working-class people are won over to the need to
build socialism themselves, labourism has made damaging accommodations to
capitalist and non-socialist attitudes and practices in its efforts to secure short-
term electoral gains. It has also meant stressing 'national’ policies and a national
orientation at the expense of ’class’ policies and a class orientation (cf. Miliband
1961 p. 348).

Labourism, it is argued, has always been at best ambivalent or lukewarm
in its support for extra-parliamentary forms of politics and has always promoted
an elitist and essentially passive relationship between the Labour Party and its
supporters. This point is strongly advanced, for example, by Stuart Hall (1987).

In Hall’s view the Labour Party has always worked from the premise that
Labour politicians would be elected, at national and local level, and would then,
in combination with neutral experts, do beneficial things for the working-class or
’the people’. This basic elitism, Hall argues, has its roots in Fabianism but is also
prevalent on the left of the Party. It represents a political ideology and practice
which is far removed from the argument, or position, advanced by Marxists such
as William Morris,(1885) Guild Socialists like G.D.H.Cole (1918), and those in
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the Ethical Socialist tradition of Robert Blatchford (1894) and others, that
socialism was predominantly about working-class and general human liberation
which would be achieved through working-class self activity. In place of the
commitment to working-class self liberation which stressed the crucial
importance of empowering the working-class, that is enabling workers to gain
control over the decisions which determine their futures, and believed political
activity should be directed to this end, ’labourism?’, in this definition, became a
commitment to rule by the expert and planner. Hall (1987 p. 14) puts it as
follows :

What I mean by Fabianism 1s not so much the ideas of the people who
have associated themselves with the Fabian current. I mean the version
that the working-class cannot do anything for themselves. The left raises
the agitation, and then they vote- for somebody else. And what they vote
for is somebody inside the machine, mainly middle class and mainly
intellectuals, who then take power in the name of the working class and
do it for them. That I think has been the major factor in Labourism, which
has depoliticised and de-democratised the working class over long periods
of time. Now if you think about it, the old left is as much into that as the

right wing.

That the Fabian elitist view 1s alive and well is clear from an article by
John Willman (1987) General Secretary of the Fabian Society. Willman argues
that the Labour Party has become the stupid party. The answer to this problem is
for the party to promote independent expert research. The role of ordinary party
members in policy formation should be reduced with independent experts
providing the policy alternatives from which the Party will choose. As Willman

puts it :

The best way to analyse the world, and to devise policies to deal with its
problems, is to start with some expert research. Academic and practical
skills need to be blended to create workable and attractive solutions,
which can then  be subjected to modern techniques of testing.
Independence from day-to-day Party pressures would be helpful : it would
allow investigation without embarrassment .and it does not commit the
Party, which can choose which results it wants to adopt. In other words,
what Labour needs 1s an independent (but closely linked) political think-

tank.
Or, later in the article, he writes Labour’s election campaign has rightly been

acclaimed for its professionalism, and it i1s now well-known that this stemmed
from the use of outside expert advisers’.

While Hall’s contention that the ’old left’ supports, and has always
supported, an elitist form of politics in which "experts’ do things for the working-
class is an over simplification (Bevan, (1961 pp. 128-130) for one, was strongly
committed to the introduction of industrial democracy) there is much evidence
to support this point of view.
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In the 1920s and 1930s, in the wake of the Soviet experience, the left,
inside as well as outside the Labour Party, became committed to a centralised
form of economic and industrial planning from the top downwards, a
commitment which has maintained strength among a section of the left ever
since (cf. Samuel 1986). For Foote (1986 pp. 183-186) while the Socialist
League, the most prominent left wing pressure group in or around the Labour
Party, remained committed to a form of industrial democracy, the representation
of union leaderships on the boards of nationalised industries which in itself was
top heavy, it also, and crucially, supported the development of centralised
economic and industrial planning. As Pimlott (1977 p. 59) puts it : "Though the
Socialist League increasingly adopted the rhetoric of Marxism, its heritage
included a body of ideas whose source was closer to Keynes than Marx, and
which it shared with politicians of the centre and right’. The authors of the book
State Intervention In Industry (Coventry, Liverpool, Newcastle and North
Tyneside Trades Councils 1980 pp. 141-158) criticised the policies and strategy of
the Labour Party in the 1970s, as well as the actions of the 1974-1979 Labour
governments, for failing to give sufficient emphasis to the need to empower the
working-class in the work place. For those authors, the whole strategy devised by
the Labour left in the 1970s, while it included commitments to industrial
democracy and giving workers a greater say in decision making, was elitist and
misguided in conception, with its commitment to the setting up of a National
Enterprise Board and the placing of state nominies on the Board of Directors of
private firms in return for state financial help.

Moreover, in support of Hall’s argument, the whole Leninist tradition,
based on the concept of dedicated revolutionaries leading the working-class to
socialism, is extremely elitist. The Leninist tradition, while in theory it regards
working-class struggles as the basis on which socialism will be constructed, non
the less believes that left to themselves working - class people will be unable to
develop beyond a trade union form of consciousness which is very limited in its
aims and essentially entails an accommodation with the capitalist system. A party
of dedicated, trained revolutionaries is needed to educate and lead the working-
class and inculcate a socialist consciousness among the working-class. The
democratic centralist organisation of Leninist groups, by concentrating decision
making and control at the top of these organisations, further accentuates the
elitism of Leninist groups (see, for example, Hodgson 1984 pp. 8-18 and 47-64
and Miliband and Liebman 1986 p. 485).

Labourism is also depicted as a perspective in which the state is seen as
neutral. In this Labourist perspective, the top civil service and the judiciary, for
example, are seen as helping ministers to implement their policies and as
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providing disinterested, technical advice. Whereas the reality, it is argued, is that
top civil servants and the judiciary along with senior members of the armed
forces and the police, work to uphold the existing capitalist social order and
cannot be relied upon to help a Labour government, elected on a radical
programme, implement that programme. (Miliband 1969 outlines this case
clearly, and Meacher 1979 chronicles how the top civil servants in the
Department of Industry plotted to discredit Tony Benn and the policies for which
he stood in the period 1974-1976). The whole experience of the Labour
governments of the 1960s and 1970s, as Wainwright (1987 p. 13) argues, led some
Labour Party activists to take up those types of argument and to question
whether the state was really a neutral instrument which could simply be taken
over, as it was, and used for socialist ends.

As will be shown later, the foregoing analysis of the nature of labourism
undoubtedly had a big, if sometimes unconscious, influence on many of those
who have formed the new urban left in local government since the early 1980s.
That was so whether or not they had read the relevant texts. The arguments of
the authors of In and Against the State (London Edinburgh Week-end Return
Group 1980) and Cynthia Cockburn (1977) who applied a similar analysis to
local government alsokad a big impact. For the London Edinburgh Weekend
Return Group and Cockburn, state organs in modern Britain are oppressive and
- repressive at the local level just as they are at the national level and just as tied
into the imperatives of private capital accumulation. The local state is no more
neutral in class terms than the national. However, in the respective analyses, the
local state is not seen as simply the instrument of the capitalist class and is, in a
real sense, an arena, and result, of class struggle. In particular, for the London
Edinburgh Weekend Return Group, who see the capitalist state as part of the
capital - labour relation, it is possible for Labour councillors to use their
positions to aid the self activity of the working-class and other oppressed groups.
In this way Labour councillors can help to prepare the ground for the long-term
victory of the working-class in the class struggle under capitalism and the victory
of socialism over capitalism (see also Poulantzas 1978). Those arguments about
the state were important for the new urban left for, as Green (1987 p. 207)
argues, "Though few councillors had read the theoretical reformulations of the
state by marxist intellectuals, these ideas filtered down in pamphlets and
conversational second-hand’.

THE CAMPAIGN TO DEMOCRATISE THE LABOUR PARTY

Other developments which helped to produce elements of the new urban
left were the efforts to change the Labour Party’s constitution and the
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relationship between MPs and their local constituency parties, and the party
leader and the wider party which took place from the mid 1970s. The interest in
accountability in the Labour Party was a response to the perceived failures of the
Labour governments of the 1960s and 1970s. It was an effort by party activists to
prevent a gap developing between the policy of the party as agreed at party
conference and the actions of Labour MPs and particularly the party leadership
in parliament. The aim was to provide a counter weight to the institutional and
class forces pulling Labour MPs and the party leadership away from the party’s
radical commitments. The ’Bennite left’, as the groups behind those efforts have
become known, accepted the need for the Labour Party to engage in a major
task of political campaigning and questioned the neutrality of the state. *'The
Bennites’ saw that extra- parliamentary activity was often legitimate and a
necessary support for activity at the parliamentary level (cf. Wainwright 1987 pp.
53-56, Tariq Ali and Hoare 1982, Kogan and Kogan 1983). Many of those who
were later to take leading parts in new urban left councils (such as Ken
Livingstone) were very active in the Bennite campaigns of the 1970s and early
1980s and this activity helped to forge their thinking. Moreover, the interest in
accountability in the Labour Party fed through to the local level and affected
attitudes within the Labour Party to local government. In Sheffield, for example,
a group of Party activists in the Brightside Constituency (including David
Blunkett and Clive Betts, both of whom were to subsequently lead the council)
took up the issue of accountability in the local council and fought for a change in
the relationship between the District Labour Party and Labour councillors. This
group formed the early nucleus of the new left in local government in Sheffield
(cf. Wainwright 1987 p. 109 and Seyd 1987 pp. 144-149).

That the new urban left is a response to the types of theoretical
arguments and political developments outlined above, is strongly suggested by
Gyford’s analysis (Gyford 1985). The new urban left consists, for Gyford,
'perhaps most fundamentally, [of] a commitment to notions of mass politics
based upon strategies of decentralization and/or political mobilization at the
local level’ (Gyford 1985 p. 18). In trying to offer a picture of socialism in action
and to mobilise popular support at the local level the new urban left, in Gyford’s
view, is trying to find a new road to socialism freed from the centralising
practices of the parliamentary and insurrectionary roads. Gyford defines the new
urban left as the local government wing of the extra- parliamentary new left
(Gyford 1985 pp. 17-18).

Moreover, John McDonnell (1984), who was deputy leader of the GLC in
the 1980s, has seen the policies pursed by the GLC as the result of three
interconnected factors : a shift in the ideology of socialists: a shift in demands
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made by council workforces and a shift in the theory of public administration and
economics. For him, there has been a move away from the traditional Labour
Party view of local government, since the 1960s. The Labour Party traditionally
viewed involvement in local government in ’statist terms - that is that socialism
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