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1. introduction

“ Political princip les resem ble m ilitary  ta c t ic s ; they are  usually  designed fo r a  w ar 
w hich is over ” (R  H  T aw ney , E quality).

T his pam ph le t was no t w ritten  as an  inquest upon  the d e fea t of the L ab o u r Party  in 
the 1979 G enera l E lection . I t  is ra th e r the p ro d u c t ,of a  longer an d  m ore tho rough  
reflection upon  the p rog ram m e and  ph ilosophy  of the L a b o u r Party .

I t  does nonetheless have p a rticu la r re levance at a tim e w hen  socialists a re  w aking up 
to  the long term  relative decline in th e  L ab o u r vote, an d  in  p a rticu la r the failure o f 
the L ab o u r P arty  to  generate su p p o rt am ong young voters. To. the m an y  w ho m ay be 
w ondering  w hether we have go t o u r values r ig h t;  w ho feel m ore sym pathy  w ith  the 
h isto rical achievem ents o f the P a rty  th an  w ith its p resen t ap p ro a c h ; and  w ho look in 
vain fo r rad ical ideas fro m  either the revisionist o r th e  fundam enta list wings of the 
P arty , to  all o f them  this pam ph le t suggests an  agenda fo r im aginative reth ink ing  based 
on the central values of the socialist trad ition .

T he original im petus fo r this pam ph le t cam e from  a  group  of Y oung  F ab ians w ho 
m et over fo u r years ago to  discuss po litical theo ry  and  the L ab o u r P arty . T his led to  
serious considerations o f w hat lessons the socialist trad itio n  m igh t have fo r policy
m akers today.

the relevance of 
Labour's policy
T he m ood  of th e  B ritish L ab o u r P arty  
can be likened to the B ritish econom y ; 
it  has its p a tte rn  o f boom s and  slum ps. 
F ro m  th e  depression of e lectoral defeat, 
new p lans are  la id  and  new  hopes gener­
ated. B ut a fte r  the a tta inm en t of pow er 
the g row th  in  optim ism  is a rrested  and 
re v e rse d ; a  new  d isillusionm ent sets in. 
I t  is custom ary  in the L ab o u r P a rty  to  
a ttrib u te  th e  d isappo in tm en t to a fa ilu re  
o f nerve, a w eakness of will o r even a 
conscious betrayal. T h e  m an ifesto , a fte r  
all, ou tlined  the t a s k ; the G overnm en t 
sim ply fa iled  to carry  it th rough . I t 
was given th e  tools, bu t w as to o  cautious 
o r frigh tened  o r unprincip led  to  finish 
th e  job.

B ut w h a t o f the hopes them selves? D e ­
tailed policy  em erges from  th e  w ork  of 
specialised subcom m ittees and  groups of 
experts. B ut the overall vision of the 
society L ab o u r w ould  like to see is taken 
largely fo r g ranted . E verybody know s tha t 
L ab o u r stands fo r a fundam en ta l and 
irreversible sh ift in the balance o f pow er 
and  w ealth  in  favou r of w orking people 
and  the ir fam ilies, so w hy w aste tim e in 
theoretical discussion?

Y et if the  foundations a re  flawed, the 
building w ill no t las t long. I f  the hopes 
are  hollow  hopes, d isillusionm ent is in ­

evitable. T h e  a tta in m en t o f pow er is an 
em pty  tr iu m p h  if  th e  pow er canno t be 
used im aginatively.

T h is pam phle t is in  tw o parts. T he  first 
is critical, th e  second constructive. I t  
starts  by considering  som e of th e  s ta te ­
m ents o f aim s conventionally  m ade by 
the L ab o u r P arty , and  fo r this pu rpose  
the docum ent ad o p ted  by the P a rty  C o n ­
ference of 1976 as the perspective “ over 
the nex t decade and  beyond ” (L abour’s 
P rogram m e fo r  B rita in , 1976) is used fo r 
illustration .

Labour's programme for 
Britain, 1976_______________
L abour’s P rogram m e fo r  Britain, 1976, 
states six p rio rities . T h e re  are  two. of 
these w ith  w hich this pam ph le t does no t 
deal. O ne is a  rem inder o f the in te rn a ­
tional d im ension of socialism , the o ther 
a sta tem ent th a t econom ic g row th  is no t 
an  end in  itself. T h e  two priorities w hich 
receive m ost a tten tio n  in th e  P rogram m e, 
and  w hich  reap p ea r constan tly  in  the 
P a rty ’s official statem ents an d  docum ents, 
a re  bo th  enshrined in the fam ous com m it­
m en t: “ T o  bring ab o u t a  fundam en ta l 
and  irreversib le sh ift in  th e  balance of 
pow er and  w ealth  in fav o u r of w ork ing  
people an d  th e ir fam ilies.”

T he  first o f these them es is dem ocracy : 
“ W e are determ ined  to  create  a society
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in w hich decisions w hich affect us all are to begin— w ith the socialist trad ition
taken  only a fte r fu ll and  open discussion, itself,
w ith  dem ocratic  con tro l over all concen­
tra tions of econom ic and po litica l pow er 
and  the guaran tee  o f the individual 
liberties o f o u r citizens.” T he  second is 
equa lity : “ D espite the tw o years o f p ro ­
gress u nder ou r L ab o u r G o vernm en t,
B rita in  rem ains a fundam enta lly  unequal 
society. T h ere  can be no relaxing of our 
efforts to  achieve g rea te r fairness and 
equality .” I t is the choice and  trea tm en t 
of these  tw o prio rities w ith  w hich the 
first p a rt o f this pam phle t deals.

T h e  o th e r tw o p rio rities p roposed  in 
L a b o u r’s P rogram m e are, first, a s ta te ­
m en t o f th e  im portance  o f rebuild ing the 
n a tio n ’s sense of com m un ity  by “ P e r­
suading ou r people to  set aside enough 
resources fo r the services w hich un ify  our 
so c ie ty ” and , secondly, a  dem and  fo r a 
new  and  pow erfu l socialist econom ic 
strategy. T h e  thinking beh ind  bo th  of 
these statem ents is developed in the 
second h a lf o f th is pam phlet, w hich con ­
stitu tes an  a ttem p t to th ink  freshly, and 
fro m  a  socialist perspective, ab o u t the 
concept o f the social wage, abou t ed u ca­
tion and ab o u t industry .

It is im possible to  avoid  being selective 
in a pam ph le t o f this size. N o a ttem p t 
is m ade  to  deal w ith  in te rna tiona l issues 
or the details o f econom ic policy  although 
th e  la tte r  om ission m ay  seem less serious 
w hen  it is considered th a t m any sup ­
posedly econom ic problem s have the ir 
origins in  areas w hich are explored in 
th is pam phlet. Selective use o f quo ta tions 
is m ad e: R  H  T aw ney  is only one of the 
arch itects o f L ab o u r’s p ostw ar thinking 
b u t his statem ents of the classic British 
socialist position  m ake h im  particu larly  
app rop ria te  to d raw  on. T h e  chapters 
in  the second half o f the pam phle t are 
selective t o o ; they  are m erely  illustrative 
o f the k ind  of fresh  approach  w hich is 
requ ired  in m any  areas.

C riticism  of this so rt m ay be regarded  
by som e L ab o u r P a rty  m em bers as offen­
sive o r subversive. T h e  in ten tion  is not 
to  cause offence or to  subvert, bu t m erely 
to_ p rovoke constructive reth ink ing . W ith  
this as the them e there is only one place



2. the socialist tradition

It w ould  be com forting  to know  th a t this 
chap te r w as unnecessary, to  be sure 
th a t everyone w ere clear and in  accord  
w ith  everyone else ab o u t the ir m ajo r 
objectives w ith in  the L ab o u r m ovem ent. 
I t  is tru e  th a t m any  people talk as if 
this w ere so. M em bers o f P arliam en t, 
leaders o f trad e  unions, m overs o f reso ­
lu tions a t b ran ch  m eetings all claim  fo r 
the ir p roposals the support of socialism. 
Indeed , the w ord  has a pow erfu l and 
question  begging effect upon  the ir au d i­
ences ; it w ould  be a  bold  challenger w ho 
w ould  question  a line of argum ent w hich 
included the appeal ifo r a “ socialist ” , 
“ m ore socialist ” o r be tter still “ tru ly  
so c ia lis t” policy. S ince there is rare ly  the 
tim e to  exp lo re  e ither the speaker’s or 
the challenger’s conception  of w hat is 
m ean t by socialism , the argum en t can 
usually  be w on by the first person  to 
ap p ro p ria te  the label.

B efore the industria l revo lu tion , there  
was no socialism . T here  was com m unism  
— the ph ilosophy  of these w ho dream ed 
of the peacefu l coexistence on com m only 
ow ned la n d ' o f sm all com m unities in 
w hich all people w ere equal. “ W here  no 
p roperty  exists, none of its pernicious 
consequences could  exist ” said M orelly  
( T he C ode o f  N a ture , 1973) and  the 
pernicious consequences to  w hich he was 
referring  w ere selfishness and inequality .

Socialism  cam e la te r— a m ora l response 
to  econom ic and  social changes w hich 
took  place in  B rita in  a t the end o f the 
e igh teen th  century . “  In  agricu ltu re , the 
years betw een 1760 and  1820 are  the 
years of w holesale enclosure, in w hich, 
in village a fte r village, com m on rights 
are  lost, and  the  landless, and— in the 
sou th— pauperised  lab o u re r is le ft to 
suppo rt the ten an t farm er, th e  landow ner, 
and  the tithes o f the C hurch . In  the 
dom estic industries, fro m  1800 onw ards, 
the tendency  is w idespread fo r sm all 
m asters to  give w ay to  larger em ployers 
. . . and  fo r th e  m ajo rity  of w eavers, 
stockingers o r nail-m akers to becom e 
w age-earning artw orkers w ith  m ore  or 
less p recarious em ploym ent. In  the mills 
and  in  m an y  m ining areas these are the 
years o f the em ploym ent o f ch ild ren  (and 
o f w om en u n d e rg ro u n d ); an d  the large

scale enterprise, the fac to ry  system  w ith  
its new  discipline, th e  m ill com m unities 
— w here the m an u fac tu re r no t only m ade 
riches ou t o f the lab o u r o f the hands 
bu t could  be seen to  m ake  riches in  one 
genera tion— all co n trib u ted  to  the tran s­
parency  o f the process of explo ita tion  
and  to  the social and  cu ltu ra l cohesion of 
th e  exploited  ” (E  P  T hom pson , The  
M aking  o f  the English  W orking  Class, 
Pelican, 1960).

T h e  socialist trad itio n  s ta rted  w ith  the 
w ork  and  thoughts o f those w ho  refused  
to accept the sovereignty  o f these 
econom ic forces, w ho sought to  un ite  the 
em ergent w orking class in  struggle against 
the conditions w hich  th e ir new  m asters 
im posed  upon  them , and  w ho began to 
seek better w ays of organising  p roduc tion  
and  society.

what does socialism  
stand for ?__________________
Iden tify ing  the h isto rical events to  w hich 
socialism  was a  response is relatively 
easy. I t  is m uch  h a rd e r to  define w hat 
socialism  stands for. Socialist objectives 
a re  ne ither static  n o r un ifo rm . In  the 
opening chap te r o f The F u ture  o f 
Socialism  (C ape, 1956), C r o s l a n d  
nam es tw elve socialist doctrines. These 
include O w enism , M arxism , C hris tian  
Socialism , Syndicalism , G u ild  Socialism  
and  F ab ian  gradualism . D ifferen t m em ­
bers of the L ab o u r P a rty  will a ttrib u te  
varying degrees o f im portance  to  each. 
T h ere  is, how ever, one generalisation  tha t 
can be m ade. Socialism  is a  m o ra l re ­
sponse to  a p a rticu la r econom ic order. 
E conom ic  m easures w ere never ends in 
them selves. T hey  w ere used or advocated  
in  o rder to  clear the w ay fo r  th e  estab ­
lishm ent of a social o rd e r in w hich m an 
w ou ld  no longer 'be regarded  as the in s tru ­
m en t fo r an o th e r m a n ’s enrichm ent. T he  
early  socialists w ere n o t seeking to  replace 
one abstrac t abso lu te  w ith  ano ther, bu t 
to  subord inate  econom ic forces to  hum an  
purposes. T hom pson  po in ts ou t th a t 
“ Som e o f the m o s t b itte r conflicts of 
these years tu rned  on issues w hich are 
n o t encom passed by cost o f living series. 
T h e  issues w hich  p rovoked  the m ost 
in tensity  o f feeling w ere very  often  ones
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in w hich such trad itional values as tr a d i­
tional custom s, ‘ justice ‘ indepen­
dence ’, security , o r fam ily  econom y w ere 
a t stake, ra th e r than  s tra igh tfo rw ard  
b read -and -bu tte r issues ” (ibid). F ro m  its 
earliest origins, the objectives o f socialism  
have been ultim ately  m oral, and  not 
sim ply m aterial.

B eyond this, there  is n o  b lueprin t of 
socialist principles against w hich L a b o u r’s 
P rogram m e  m ay  be evalua ted . T he  
socialist trad ition  has m u ch  to offer, but 
its different aspects appeal to different 
people.

T h e  values to  w hich the m ost im portance 
w ill be a ttached  in  this pam ph le t a re  best 
expressed by M arx ’s fam ous analysis of 
m an ’s na tu re  and his needs in  term s of 
alienation . M an, said M arx , is a social 
being, b u t he is d iv ided fro m  his fellows 
and  fo rced  into class antagonism s by the 
econom ic system. H e  is a  creative being, 
■who is m ost fulfilled w hen he is able to 
express him self th ro u g h  w ork, bu t the 
division of lab o u r and  the predom inance 
of th e  m oney  m otive deny h im  the o p p o r­
tu n ity  o f creativity . A n  aesthetic being, 
he is fo rced  to  live in  a w orld  o f ugliness. 
In  these and  o ther w ays he  is frustra ted , 
separated , a lienated  from  the fulfilm ent 
o f his tru e  potential.

T he  task  fo r  socialists today  is once again 
how  to  free  m an  of his alienation , how to 
devise in stitu tions in  w hich he  is allowed 
to  develop th a t p art o f his n a tu re  w hich 
is creative and  social, ra th e r than  tha t 
o ther side o f his na tu re  w hich is acquisi­
tive and selfish, and how  to  appeal to  
h is  sense o f justice ra th e r  th an  to  his 
sense of greed.

T h is task  is m ade  m o re  difficult by the 
curious and  term inolog ical vacuum  th a t 
has developed in the socialist trad ition . 
C om m enting  upon  the differences betw een 
th e  early  M arx— th e  M arx  of the co n ­
cept o f a lienation— and  the la te r M arx, 
G eorge  L ich theim  has w ritten : “ T he
tran sfe r o f the m eans o f p ro duc tion  to 
the collectivity . . . w as a m eans to  an 
end. T he  end w as the ‘ classless society ’. 
I t  is as well to be clear ab o u t the fact 
th a t this w as a com m unist slogan, not

m erely a  socialist one . . .  By 1875 M arx  
had  com e to  reserve com m unism — as 
d istinct from  socialism —ifor a  d istan t 
fu tu re , so d is tan t as to  have v irtually  no 
political m eaning  fo r the first generation  
of M arxists. In  p rac tice  his G erm an  and 
F rench  follow ers w ere concerned  w ith 
so c ia lism : public  ow nership of the m eans 
o f p ro d u c tio n  ” (A Short H istory  o f  
Socialism , F o n tan a , 1975).

M any  people follow  L ich theim  and use 
“ socialism  ” w hen they m ean  no m ore 
th a n  a  set o f econom ic m easures such as 
public ow nership  of the m eans of p ro ­
duction . By th is token, the person w ho 
looks beyond econom ic m easures to  their 
h u m an  purpose w ho seeks to devise 
institu tions in  w hich hum an  beings a tta in  
the ir full potential, should call him self 
a com m unist.

B ut he finds th a t th a t label too  has been 
taken. C om m unism  is identified w ith the 
to ta lita r ian  regim es of E aste rn  E urope. 
T h e  m any people in the socialist trad itio ’n 
fo r w hom  the u ltim ate expression of their 
political ph ilosophy is ne ither Soviet 
com m unism , no r the public ow nership 
o f the m eans of p roduction , a re  in danger 
o f finding th a t there  is no one w ord  that 
encapsulates their aspirations. M u tu ­
alism , co o pera tion , fellow ship, fra te rn ity : 
there  are  elem ents of all in th is neglected 
aspect of the socialist trad ition , bu t none 
o f the w ords by itself is adequate.

F o r  this reason it rem ains necessary to 
continue to  use the term  “ socialism  ” in 
its m ora l sense, w hile m aking it clear 
th a t the term  expresses a condition  of 
society and  no t a sim ple list of econom ic 
a rran g em en ts : “ W h a t I m ean by soc­
ialism  is a  cond ition  of society in  w hich 
there  should  be neither rich  nor poor, 
n e ither m aster n o r  m aste r’s m an , ne ither 
idle no r overw orked, ne ither brain-sick 
b ra inw orkers, n o r heart-sick  handw orkers, 
in a  w ord , in  w hich all m en w ould  be 
living in equality  of condition , and w ould 
m anage th e ir affairs unw astefu lly , and 
w ith th e  fu ll consciousness th a t harm  to 
one w ou ld  m ean h a rm  to  all— the realisa­
tion  a t last o f th e  m eaning of the w ord 
c o m m o n w e a l t h  ”  (W illiam  M orris , H ow  
I  B ecam e a Socialist, Pelican, 1962).



3. democracy

A m ong  all the objectives stated in 
L abour’s Program m e, p ride of place goes 
to  D em ocracy. D em ocracy , like socialism , 
bu t to  a m uch  w ider audience, is a 
“ yes-w ord ” , freely  applied bu t rarely  
defined. In  Labour's  P rogram m e  it o ften  
appears alongside a m ore precise epithet, 
giving w eight to  a proposal ra th e r as 
fam ous nam es are  used to  give prestige 
to  the w orthy  organisations upon  w hose 
le tterheads th e ir ow ners allow  them  to 
ap p ea r: “ O ur aim  is to  p rov ide  a fram e­
w ork  fo r the m ed ia  Which is m ore  dem o ­
cratic and  accountab le , and w hich en ­
courages diversity, decen tralisation  and 
industrial dem ocracy in  the industry  ” and 
“ T he  tim e is now  ripe fo r re fo rm s m a k ­
ing o u r system  of governm en t m ore 
dem ocratic , m ore  accountab le  and m ore 
open to  the people ” .

S trictly  defined, the w ord  m eans “ govern ­
m ent by the people, in w hich the sover­
eign p o w er resides w ith the people and 
is exercised either directly  by them , or 
by officers elected by them  ” , and in 
m odern  use “ a social state in w hich all 
have equal righ ts ” ( O x fo rd  English 
D ictionary). But substitu te  th a t definition 
w herever “ d e m o c ra tic ” appears in the 
pages of L abour’s P rogram m e, and you 
m ay n o t be m uch  the w iser: “ Ou r  aim  
is a w ork ing  system  of dem ocracy  a t all 
levels . . o r “  In  extending industria l 
dem ocracy  our aim  is to  ensure th a t 
w orkers have a  decisive voice in the 
decision m aking process itself . . .” or 
“ W e aim  to bring abou t an open, dem o ­
cratic  society, w ith  effective and  efficient 
system s of governm en t a t all levels . . .” 
o r “ T he  L ab o u r P a rty  has alw ays 
a ttached  the h ighest im portance  to  ex ­
tending local dem ocracy and  w idening 
access to  decision m aking  fo r local co m ­
m u n ity  and  vo lun tary  groups . . .” or 
“ T he  s truc tu re  o f adm in istra tion  in arts 
and  leisure m ust be decentralised  and 
m ade m o re  dem ocratic  and  effective . . .”

T o  “ d e m o c ra tise ” can m ean to  render 
accountab le , open and  unsecretive, to  
institu te  elections, to  equalise, to  decen­
tralise, to  enhance partic ipa tion , to  in tro ­
duce referenda, to  extend rep resen tation  
to  new  groups, to  bring  u nder govern ­
m ent con tro l, even to take aw ay from

governm ent contro l. B ut w hat is the 
ch arac te r o f the changes th a t L ab o u r 
w ould in troduce  under th is banner?

structures, intensity and 
franchise
T h ree  principal effects m ay  be noticed. 
First and  m ost obvious w ould  be the 
crea tion  of new  structures  o f rep resen ta­
tion . F o r exam ple, w hen the P rogram m e  
says tha t the G o v ern m en t has begun to  
im plem ent p lans to  dem ocratise  the 
N ationa l H ea lth  Service it refers in the 
first place to  the inclusion  of local coun ­
cillors and  health  service staff on the 
A rea  and  R egional H ea lth  A uthorities. 
O r there is dem ocracy  in planning, w here 
there  is to  be new  m achinery  to “  open 
up to  dem ocratic  scru tiny  all levels of 
industria l decision-m aking and  p lanning ” . 
W hatever the subject m a tte r o r the people 
concerned, a stru c tu re  will be required  to  
enable this new  represen ta tion  and 
scru tiny  and  consu lta tion  to  take place.

Second, it follow s th a t these structures 
w ill have to be m anned . I t is obviously 
hoped— although  in frequen tly  sta ted—  
th a t the people w ho sit on these bodies 
will no t alw ays be the sam e few 
specialists, th a t the d is tribu tion  of p o li­
tical activ ity  should  be w idened, th a t the 
decisions be m ade  by an active m ass of 
people and no t le ft to  elites o r cliques 
w ho m ake only the occasional nod  in the 
d irection  o f the o therw ise d o rm an t 
m asses. W hen the P rogram m e  says “ T he  
object of the L ab o u r m ovem ent has 
always been to  secure fo r o rd inary  w o rk ­
ing people th e ir  fu ll share  in  political, 
econom ic and  industria l pow er ” it 
appears to  envisage a new level o f aw are­
ness and  activ ity  fo r  the average citizen. 
T he  creation  of th e  new  struc tu re  im plies 
also the heightening of the in tensity  o f 
the laym an’s involvem ent.

T he  th ird  fea tu re  of the P rogram m e’s 
dem ocratic  in ten tions is th a t they  im ply 
th a t the area of activities that, will be 
equipped w ith the new  structures and 
blessed w ith  the new  levels o f intense 
involvem ent w ill progressively increase. 
T he  T rad itio n a l concept of dem ocratic 
franchise  w as lim ited  to  the righ t to  elect
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a governm ent, bu t in  L a b o u r’s P rogram m e  
enfranch isem en t is ex tended  to  citizens 
as em ployees and  as users of the health  
service, the arts, new spapers and b ro ad ­
casting, tran sp o rt and  education .

T h ere  are, how ever, several weaknesses 
in  th is th reefo ld  p rog ram m e fo r im prov ­
ing ou r dem ocracy. T h e  m ost serious is 
th e  tendency to  see dem ocracy  as an end 
in  itself, ra th e r  than  as a  m eans to o ther 
ends. I f  there  are  to  be new  structu res 
o f rep resen ta tion  in the h ea lth  service, 
they  should  be judged by the ir im pact 
on the q u a lity  o f th a t service, and  no t 
by the sub tle ty  of the com prom ise w hich 
they  m ay  rep resen t betw een w arring  
in terest groups. T h e  p roposals fo r indust­
ria l dem ocracy  should  be chosen not 
because of the appeal of th e ir theoretical 
sym m etry  bu t because they should  enable 
industry  to  be organised in a w ay that 
w ill satisfy  the hu m an  as well as the 
econom ic purposes w hich it should  serve. 
D ecentralised  and  dem ocratic  ad m in is tra ­
tion  o f the arts m ay  be needed, bu t it 
can only be judged by its effect on the 
arts, and  n o t by the satisfaction  th a t it 
m ay  give to the people  involved in 
m aking  all th e  decisions.

D em ocracy  is a p a rticu la r set o f rules 
fo r runn ing  collective affairs. T he  fact 
th a t it is well suited to national and  local 
governm en t does no t m ean  th a t it is 
equally  app rop ria te  in  o th er areas of 
h u m an  activity. I t  is n o t a particu larly  
helpfu l aid  to falling in  love or digging 
the garden , and  w hether it  is necessarily 
he lpfu l in  all the  areas m en tioned  in 
L a b o u r’s P rogram m e  is som ething tha t 
should  be judged on the m erits o f the 
various cases.

T h e  fo rm al m ethods o f dem ocracy— 
elections, com m ittees o r re fe renda— are 
no t sacred. F o rm al s truc tu res are  u n ­
necessary in  sm all g roups w here the 
num ber of re lationships involved are  sm all 
enough  to  allow  decisions to  be reached 
by o ther m eans. T he  c ra f t cooperative 
of fo u r does no t requ ire  a com plicated 
constitu tion  in o rder to  arrange its affairs; 
it is fa r  be tter equ ipped  fo r its purpose 
because it is able to  reach  decisions w ith ­
ou t a  fo rm al dem ocratic  structure . Such

fo rm al s truc tu res becom e necessary only 
in la rger o rganisations, w here they  im ­
pose a constra in t upon  all pa rtic ipan ts not 
to  im pose the ir will upon the o rgan isa ­
tion , bu t to  share in the process by w hich 
decisions are  reached.

B ut the people  w ho p repared  Labour's  
P rogram m e, like the au th o r o f this 
pam phle t, are unrepresen tative of the 
popu la tion  as a w hole. T hey  spend a 
large p a rt o f th e ir tim e con tribu ting  to 
the national process o f decision m aking. 
M any  of them  earn  their living by  h o ld ­
ing office in  th e  fo rm al s truc tu re  o f our 
p a rliam en ta ry  dem ocracy. By projecting  
the ir ow n in terests onto  the nation  as a 
w hole, they  believe th a t a h igher intensity  
o f involvem ent b y  the average citizen in 
the fo rm al processes o f decision m aking 
in all walks o f life will m ake us all better 
and  hap p ie r and so they seek to design 
new  structu res o f rep resen tation  to  m ake 
this possible.

O f course apa thy  is a dangerous thing. 
I t  is d iscourag ing  fo r any dem ocra t tha t 
citizens do, no t bo ther to  tu rn  ou t to 
vo te  fo r the ir councillors. I t  is a sobering 
experience fo r any enthusiastic  canvasser 
to  see the political process th rough  the 
eyes o f the vo ter on the doorstep . A n y ­
th ing  th a t enables the average citizen to 
go to. th e  polls be tter b riefed  on the 
p rac tica l and ph ilosophical issues that 
divide the parties w ould  be m ost w elcom e. 
B ut, given th a t this apa thy  exists, w hat 
will be the effect o f the in troduc tion  of 
new  structu res o f rep resen ta tion  in to  the 
health  service, the arts, the  m edia, in d u s t­
ria l p lanning and  local governm ent?

experts or rank and file ?
T he m ost likely answ er is th a t they will 
no t increase the share  of o rd inary  w ork ­
ing people in political, econom ic and 
industria l pow er. T he  new bodies w ill be 
staffed by new  concentrations o f experts, 
the articu la te , well briefed  and  well 
educated , w ho will con tribu te  useful ideas 
and advice to the bodies on w hich they 
sit, bu t will no t in any significant w ay 
bridge the gap betw een those w ho m ake 
the decisions and those w ho experience



their results. H ow  will the rep resen ta ­
tives be chosen? If  it is by election, it is 
h a rd  to envisage any bu t a dism al tu rn ­
ou t in  elections fo r com m unity  health  
councils o r gas consum er councils. I f  it 
is by nom ination , then  how  will the elec­
tion  process avoid  becom ing a  m arket 
fo r the trading of political favours, o r a 
new  pe rm u ta tio n  of those overused lists 
o f the “ G re a t and the G ood  ” kep t by 
civil servants in an tic ipation  of ap p o in t­
m ents to public bodies. T he  sam e is true 
of the prom ise to  open up the process 
o f industrial planning to dem ocratic 
scrutiny, especially by the trad e  un ion  
m ovem ent. Such a  process o f m onito ring  
will be m ost healthy  fo r adm in is tra to rs 
too  accustom ed to  deliberating  in  private  
bu t the experts w hom  trade  unions will 
em ploy to carry  ou t the exercise will 
be a lm ost as d is tan t from  the o rd inary  
w orking people as the civil servants and 
industrialists w ith  w hom  they sit.

M ost people are no t na tu ra lly  political. 
T hey  are  natu ra lly  practical. M ost of 
them  are  no t roused to positive political 
activ ity  unless they feel concretely  and 
im m ediately  concerned  or th reatened . 
F aced  w ith  a  fo rm al dem ocratic  struc tu re  
of com m ittees, policy m aking, d ra f t 
resolutions and  w orking parties, they  will 
rem ain  determ inedly  uninvolved. B ut 
co n fron ted  w ith a p rac tica l prob lem , w ith 
an  obvious job  to  be done, they will roll 
up th e ir sleeves and  partic ipa te . T hey  are 
bored  by “ talking shops ” and  long 
w inded  m otions bu t no t by the prospect 
o f a  com m on task.

L abour’s P rogram m e  concentrates upon 
the fo rm al struc tu res o f represen tation . 
T hese have a p a r t to  p lay in ensuring  
th a t decisions a re  reached w ith  due 
reference to  the d ifferent in terest groups. 
B ut it is w rong to confuse these sophisti­
cated  political in strum ents w ith  the desire 
to  involve o rd inary  people m ore in the 
shaping of th e ir own destiny. T h a t m any 
people choose to  be passive abou t the 
abstrac t problem s of decision m aking is 
neither surprising  n o r u nna tu ra l. T hey 
recognise instinctively w hat highly po li­
tical people find h ard  to realise : tha t 
decision m aking is no t an end in itself. 
T here  are there fo re  m uch m o re  im portan t

tests of the health  of a society than  the 
level of m em bersh ip  of its political 
parties, o r th e  low  level o f aw areness on 
som e of the m ore  com plex issues of the 
day. P artic ipa tion  in  the health  service 
can take m an y  fo rm s : the long com m ittee 
hou rs p u t in by the com m unity  health  
councillor, the vo lun tary  effort o f the 
people w ho visit the elderly  on their 
re tu rn  hom e from  hosp ita l o r of the 
first aid  w orkers w ho stand  by at 
concerts o r foo tball m atches.

T h e  L ab o u r P a rty  should  be w ary  of the 
uncritical acceptance g ran ted  to  any 
appeal fo r “ dem ocratisa tion  ” , I f  the aim 
is to  ex tend  the fo rm al processes of 
decision m aking and  open them  up to  
m ore people in  m ore  spheres of activity, 
it is a laudab le  b u t lim ited  aim , self- 
defeating  if pu rsued  too far. A  concern 
w ith  the sharing of p ractical activity , on 
the o ther hand , leads to questions abou t 
the shaping of hum an  institu tions w hich 
canno t be answ ered sim ply by reference 
to  the princip les o f dem ocracy  bu t does 
need the a tten tion  of th e  L ab o u r P arty , 
as will be argued  la te r in this pam phlet. 
A ppearing  as the largest banner under 
w hich m arch  th e  proposals from  the 
L ab o u r P a rty ’s P rogram m e  “ D em oc­
racy  ” is loosely, am biguously, and  lazily 
used. In  one w ay, this vagueness is h a rm ­
fu l: it obscures the need to  th ink  m ore 
carefu lly  ab o u t the n a tu re  of the changes 
requ ired  in  social and  industria l in s titu ­
tions. Y et, in  an o th e r w ay, it is hopeful. 
I t  echoes the doubts and discontents 
w hich need to  be developed : popu la r 
m istrust of the appara tu s of o ffic ia ldom ; 
a  dislike fo r the facelessness o f large 
o rganisations, w ith  the ir inability  to re ­
spond in  a hum an  w ay to  an individual 
p ro b le m ; the grow ing acknow ledgem ent 
th a t the form alities of public ow nership 
are a  fa r  cry fro m  the substance of social 
o w n e rsh ip ; th e  search  fo r som ething 
m ore  creative than  the oppositional stance 
o f trad itional collective bargaining.

T h e  task, now , is to replace critical 
generalisation  w ith  accura te  definition of 
the problem s and  creative th inking abou t 
the rem edies. T he  second p a rt o f this 
pam phlet is in tended  to  be one co n tri­
bu tion  to  this task.



4. equality

F if ty  years ago, w hen R  H  T aw ney  w rote 
his influential book E qua lity  he took 
it  fo r  g ran ted  th a t red is tr ibu tion  of 
w ea lth  w as no t an end  in itself, b u t the 
m eans of im proving the com m on services 
w hich  society prov ided  to  all. T he  objec­
tive w as “  a large m easure  o f econom ic 
equality— n o t necessarily in  the sense of 
an  iden tical level o f pecun ia ry  incom e, 
b u t of equality  of env ironm ent, o f access 
to  education , and  th e  m eans of civilisa­
tion , o f security  and  independence, and  
o f the social consideration  w hich  equality  
in  these m atters usually  carries w ith  it ” . 
L a te r in  th e  sam e book  T aw ney  reiterates 
his view  th a t the pu rpose  and  justification 
o f red is tr ibu tion  lay  in  the better use 
w hich  society  could  m ake  o f the resources 
thus pooled . “ I t  is no t the division of 
th e  n a tio n ’s incom e in to  eleven m illion 
fragm en ts to. be d istribu ted , w ithou t 
fu r th e r ado, like cake a t a  school treat, 
am ong its eleven m illion  fractions. I t  is, 
on th e  con trary , the pooling  of the surplus 
resources by m eans of taxa tion , and  the 
use o f the funds thus ob tained  to  m ake 
accessible to  all, irrespective of their 
incom e, occupation  and  social position  
the conditions of civilisation w hich in the 
absence of such m easures, can only be 
enjoyed by the rich  ” (ibid). T he  aim  of 
egalita rian  policies, to  T aw ney, was to  
m ake th e  good  life accessible to all.

Since T aw ney , how ever, th e  argum ent has 
m oved  on. M uch  of the argum en t about 
red istribu tion  takes p lace w ith o u t re fe r­
ence to  the use th a t w ill be m ade of the 
funds w hich  red is tribu tion  will m ake 
a v a ila b le ; it is th e  pa tte rn  o f d is tribu tion  
itself w hich  is considered offensive. T he 
d is tribu tion  o f incom e and  w ealth  per se 
has becom e a focal p o in t fo r socialist 
a tten tion  independen t o f the use w hich 
is being m ade  of com m unally  p rov ided  
funds.

T h is  leaves a  philosophical vacuum  in 
th e  argum ents ab o u t inequality . C onsider 
fo r a m om en t som e of th e  L ab o u r P a rty ’s 
judgm ents on the subject. O n the d is tri­
b u tion  o f incom e, th e  P rogram m e  co m ­
m ents : “  D espite the progress m ade
u n d er a  L ab o u r G o vernm en t, B rita in  
rem ains a  savagely unequal society ” . 

A nd  on the d is tribu tion  o f w e a lth : “  T he

existing social system  in B ritain  is charac­
terised  by glaring  inequalities in the d is­
tr ib u tio n  of w ealth . T he  richest 1 per 
cen t o f the popu la tion  owns nearly  30 
per cent o f the n a tio n ’s w e a lth ; tw o 
th irds o f B rita in ’s p rivately  ow ned w ealth  
is ow ned by only 10 p e r cen t o f the 
people, w hile th e  rem aining 90 per cent 
have to  share ju s t one th ird  of all personal 
w ealth . L ab o u r believes th a t th is huge 
inequality  of w ealth  is a crucial defect in 
o u r society. I t  is im m oral, and  prevents 
na tional u n ity  ” .

A  new ly arrived  M artian  presen ted  w ith 
these sta tem ents, w ould  im m ediately  be 
puzzled by one thing. H ow  is it that 
B rita in ’s inequalities are the subject of 
such severe co n d em n a tio n ; w hile the 
w orld  inequalities and the global gulf 
betw een rich  and  p o o r receive a m ild 
and  ra th e r technical trea tm en t in the 
sam e p rogram m e?

interpretations of inequality
A  statistic ian  read ing  the above passage 
m ight notice som ething else. T he  ju d g ­
m ent w hich the read e r is invited to m ake 
varies w ith  the w ay figures are presented. 
F o r  exam ple, if you use table D l of the 
R oyal C om m ission’s R ep o rt N o. 5 
( h m s o , 1978) on the d is tribu tion  of in ­
com e and  w ealth , it is possible to  con ­
firm  the L ab o u r P a rty ’s view th a t there 
are extrem es of inequality  in incom e d is­
tribu tion . “  A fte r all ” you  can say, “  the 
top 10 p e r cen t receive over 26 per cent of 
the n a tio n ’s incom e, while the bo ttom  
10 per cen t have to m ake do w ith  2.6 per 
cent. A  glaring  inequality , surely! ” But 
if y o u  then tu rn  to  table  d 2 , w hich  is 
sim ply a d ifferent p resen ta tion  of the 
sam e figures, a  d ifferent p ic tu re  can be 
presented . “ Y e s ” , y o u r opponen t can 
reply , “  bu t w h a t is so g laring  ab o u t a 
d is tribu tion  of incom e in w hich the m an 
w hose incom e puts him  a ten th  o f the 
w ay fro m  the top  o f d is tribu tion  is only 
receiving tw ice as m uch  as som eone slap 
bang in the m id d le ; and  less than  fo u r 
tim es as m u ch  as the fellow  w ho is a 
q u a rte r  o f the  w ay from  the bo ttom  ” . 
T he  sam e figures are used bu t a very 
different im pression is conveyed.
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A fte r  tax, the incom e of the m an  nine 
ten ths o f the w ay  up th e  d is tribu tion  is 
six tim es th a t of the m an  a q u a rte r of 
the w ay up. T his is inequality , certainly, 
bu t while it is easy to  offer sweeping co n ­
dem nation  and  generalised dem ands for 
re fo rm , it  is considerab ly  harder to define 
exactly  w hat p a tte rn  of d is tribu tion  
should  be sough t in its place. T he  diffi­
culty  o f m easurem ent, o r ra th e r the 
am biguity  o f in te rp re ta tion  of the
m easurem ents, is no t the m ain  problem .
T h e  m ain  prob lem  is a p rob lem  o f ju d g ­
m ent. I t is the w ork  of a m om ent to 
identify  th a t such a d is tribu tion  is u n ­
equal, bu t no one w ould  claim  to be 
a im ing fo r exact pecun ia ry  equality.
W h a t cannot be judged at a glance is the 
fa irness of such d istribu tion . H ow  m uch 
difference in incom es should  be perm itted  
to  allow  fo r  skill and train ing? T he  
d o c to r w ho does a six year tra in ing  and 
w orks 90 hou rs a week fo r the first 
th ree years a f te r  q u a lify in g : does he
deserve to  receive a m edian  salary, or 
tw ice, o r fo u r  times the m edian? T he 
m iner, w ho risks life and health , to  w ork 
in  cram ped  conditions, does he deserve 
to  receive tw ice or fo u r tim es the m edian?

A nd  these a re  only the problem s o f in ­
com es fro m  w ork, and  the problem s of 
the top  end of the scale. W h at ab o u t the 
o th er end? I f  som e are  to  receive m ore, 
w ho are  to receive least?

B rita in  is o ften  condem ned fo r the ex ­
trem es o f inequality  o f incom e a t the 
b o tto m  end  of the scale fo r tw o reasons 
w hich are  con trad ic to ry  in their im plica­
tions. O ne is the inadequacy  of supple­
m en tary  benefits: “  T h e  evidence . . . 
strongly  suggests th a t the supplem entary  
benefits schem e provides, particu la rly  fo r 
fam ilies w ith children , incom es th a t are 
barely  adequate  to  m eet th e ir needs a t a 
level th a t is consistent w ith  the norm al 
p artic ip a tio n  in  the life o f the relatively 
w ealthy  society in w hich they live ” 
(Supplem entary  Benefits C om m ission, 
Evidence to  the R oyal C om m ission on 
the d is tribu tion  of Incom es and W ealth). 
T he o th er reason fo r criticism  is the 
low  level o f wages. F ran k  F ield  points 
ou t in a recen t article th a t “ the num ber 
o f poverty  wage earners has risen from

130,000 in  1974 to  290,000 tw o years 
la te r ” , (N ew  S tatesm an, 29 Septem ber, 
1978).

F ie ld ’s poverty  w age earner is the person 
earning below  the Supp lem entary  Benefit 
level. I t does n o t take  too  m u ch  thought 
to  realise th a t solving the first p roblem  
— by raising the  level o f Supplem entary  
Benefits— is bound  to m ake the second 
prob lem  m ore  acute , since it  w ill plunge 
m ore  w age earners below  the officially 
defined poverty  level.

N o r is this m erely  a sem antic  point. T he 
poverty  p rob lem  is ab o u t rela tive poverty. 
I f  you  sim ply m ake the benefits better, 
the  w age ea rn e r is rela tively  w orse o f f ; 
if you  im prove low  w ages, you  m ake the 
non-em ployed  relatively  w orse off. I f  you 
im prove bo th , you  d o  n o t change either. 
E ith e r th e  non-em ployed  will be w orse 
off than  the em ployed, o r vice-versa. I t  
is easy to  p o in t to  th e  g roup  a t the 
bo ttom  of th e  incom e d is tribu tion  and  to 
argue th a t they  shou ld  no t be th e re ; it 
is very difficult to  suggest w hich group 
shou ld  be there  in  th e ir place. L ow  wages 
a re  considered low  because o f the 
com parison  w ith  the benefits available to 
those no t in  w o rk ; the benefits a re  con­
sidered  low  because o f the com parison 
betw een th em  and  w ages.

T his is no t to  suggest th a t there  is n o th ­
ing th a t can  be done w hich  will m ake 
B rita in  a  fa ire r society. T h ere  are  m any 
unfairnesses to  be redressed— it is u n fa ir 
th a t th e  sta te  subsidises hom e buyers 
and  council tenan ts a t the expense of 
those in ren ted  p ro p e rty  ; it is u n fa ir  th a t 
incom e tax  an d  national in surance com ­
bined w eigh so heavily  on those w ith  
relatively  low  incom es.

the concept of inequality
T h e  p rob lem  lies in  the very concept of 
inequality . T o  say  th a t society is unequal 
says bo th  fa r  m ore  and  fa r  less about 
it th an  to say th a t it is unfair. I t  says 
less because inequality  m ay  be m easured  
against countless yardsticks, unfairness 
can only be m easu red  against a  sense of 
fairness. I t is q u ite  possible to  ho ld  in
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one’s head  a set of ru les w hich w ould  
constitu te  a fa ir  so c ie ty ; it is very diffi­
cu lt to  conceive a  set of econom ic c ircu m ­
stances w hich  could be called equal. 
Inequality  is m u lti-d im en sio n a l; fairness 
is seam less and  consistent. W e all o f us 
share  a  “  sense of justice ” ; few  of us 
share  the sam e conception  of equality. 
T h u s the use of the  term  inequality  
causes confusion because w e do no t know  
w hat w e are m easuring  the equality  
a g a in s t; w hereas use o f the term  justice 
invites us to  re fe r to  a stan d ard  w hich 
is im plicitly  u n d ers tood  and  shared. In 
this sense the use of inequality  says less.

In  a  rh e to rica l con tex t, how ever, in ­
equality  is fa r  m ore  valuable. By being 
able to  condem n society as “  savagely 
unequal ” L ab o u r leaders o f to d ay  a re  able 
to  appear to  w ear the crusading m antle 
w hich  their predecessors w ore— even if 
th e  circum stances w hich th ey  condem n 
w ould  be unrecognisab le  to  their fo re ­
bears. T h is is the the exp lana tion  fo r the 
selective ind ignation  w hich  m igh t have 
so puzzled  ou r M artian . D om estic  in ­
equality  is one of those trad itiona l cries 
on w hich th e  L ab o u r P arty  relies to 
a rouse the loyalty  of its fa ith fu l. W hereas 
the  slum s of C a lcu tta  do no t arouse 
a ltru istic  em otions, the ro ad  to  W igan 
P ie r does.

Precisely because o f the trad itio n a l im p o r­
tance  of inequality  to  the L ab o u r P arty , 
it  is difficult to  be critical in  this area 
w ith o u t seem ing to  be disloyal. T h is is 
iron ic , fo r in fac t the con tinued  reliance 
upon  th e  slogans of inequality  can only 
serve as an  obstacle to erad ica tion  of the 
prob lem s w hich the slogans p u rp o rt to 
condem n.

A  num ber o f difficult questions ab o u t the 
d is tribu tion  of incom e have already  been 
posed in  this chap ter. H o w  w ide should 
differentials be? W h a t constitu tes a
reasonab le  spread o f  post tax incom e? 
G iven  th a t incom es w ill vary , w hich
groups should  receive least ?

T hese are questions ab o u t fairness,
and  we canno t hope to  e lim inate  injustices 
fro m  o u r society unless w e have begun 
to  define an  answ er to  them . T he  d is­

advan tage  of equality  as a yardstick  is 
th a t it does n o t encourage  these questions 
to  be asked. I t  encourages easy condem ­
na tion  in  p lace o f th o ro u g h  though t. I t  is 
easy to  find inequalities— on som e d im en ­
sion— in any society know n to  m an , and 
easy to  w ork  up  a la ther o f ind ignation  
ab o u t them . I t  is m uch  h a rd e r to  ask 
w hether th a t is fa ir  ?— a question 
w hich carries w ith  it the im plication  th a t 
if you  are  saying th a t it is no t fa ir, you 
m ust specify the red istribu tion  w hich 
w ould  m inim ise the unfairness.

Inequality  is the term  w hich will appeal 
to those w ho a re  looking fo r  a  basis fo r 
m o ra l in d ig n a tio n ; fairness is the term  
w hich  m ust be used  fo r those  w ho are 
are  seeking to  define policy by reference 
to an  underly ing  m orality .

A ll the exam ples given so fa r have been 
d raw n  from  figures ab o u t the d is tribu tion  
of incom e. A s an illu stra tion  o f the f a ir ­
ness approach , le t us consider the d is tr i­
bu tion  of w ealth.

T o  describe B rita in ’s m ald is tribu tion  of 
w ealth  as g laring  is fa r  m ore  accura te  
than  to  describe the d is tribu tion  o f in ­
com e as savage. F o r  this appears to  be 
an a rea  w here B ritain  is ou t in  fro n t: 
“ I t  seems q u ite  possible tha t, as fa r  as 
the d is tribu tion  of w ealth  is concerned , 
B rita in  has th e  doub tfu l d istinction  of 
leading the inequality  league ” (A tkinson, 
U nequal Shares, Pelican  1972).

T h e  L ab o u r P arty , as has been  stated 
already , th inks the p resen t d is tribu tion  
of w ealth  im m oral. T h e  condem nation  
is deserved. N onetheless, it is too  easy. 
T h e  P a rty  leaves it a t th a t:  there  is g rea t 
inequality  o f w ealth  ow nership ; this is 
a priori im m o ra l; we w ill have a be tter 
society if  w e have a m ore equal d is tr i­
bu tion  of w ealth .

In  w hat w ay  better?  T he  only reason 
w hich  the L ab o u r P a rty  gives fo r  the 
red istribu tion  is perceived fairness : so 
long as there  is privilege, such as an u n ­
equal d is tribu tion  o f w ealth  confers, then 
it is difficult to  ask the com m unity  as 
a  w hole to  show  res tra in t w hen it com es 
to  m aking their ow n pay dem ands.
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T his  is a t least an  acknow ledgem ent of 
the im portance  of justice, bu t it does n o t 
go deep enough  in to  the origins of the 
L ab o u r P a rty ’s com m itm en t to  equality. 
In  its condem nation  of inequality  the 
P a rty  is ra th e r  like a p ro fesso r a fte r a  
stroke  w ho  can rem em ber his p e t theories 
bu t has lost the pow er o f reasoning  by 
w hich he evolved them  in the first place. 
O nce again , as w ith  the question  o f in ­
com e d is tribu tion , w hat is m issing is a 
s ta tem en t of the underly ing m o ra lity  o f 
policies w hich  have becom e hab itua l in  
the  L a b o u r P arty . T h e re  is a very  good 
reason  fo r  som e of the policies w hich 
are  o ften  so un th ink ing ly  a d v o c a te d ; 
the re  is an  underly ing  m ora lity  w hich 
shou ld  be m ad e  explicit and w hich could 
then  influence in  a  positive w ay the 
P a rty ’s red istribu tive  approach .

the mora! basis for 
redistribution of wealth
A t the h ea rt o f the case fo r red istribu tion  
o f w ealth  is a concept o f fairness, and  
w hat constitu tes the m ost efficient d is­
posal o f a com m unity ’s lim ited  resources 
by th e  standards o f this fairness.

R esources a re  n o t fo r having, they  are  
fo r  u sing ; they  are  n o t fo r consum ption, 
bu t fo r p roductive  em ploym ent. W hen 
a m an  has possessions he has responsi­
bilities. W hethe r he  has earned  his w ealth  
o r inherited  it, i t  is no t exclusively his. 
H e  is the agen t th rough  w hich  it m ay  be 
used, fo r good o r ill. N o  society  can 
survive if it  is based on an en tire ly  selfish 
view  of possessions. P ro p e rty  conveys 
rights, it also conveys o b lig a tio n s ; it 
m ust be used p ro d u c tiv e ly ; its benefits 
m ust be shared, n o t h o a rd e d ; it m ust be 
deployed in som e p a r t to  help those in  
g reatest need. U sed  well, w ealth  is a 
good th in g ; used  badly, it is ugly. T h is 
is equally  true  w hether the w ealth  is in  
public o r private , co rp o ra te  o r individual 
hands. T h is is the G h an d h ian  view  of 
trusteesh ip ; a  m an  is a trustee fo r the 
possessions w hich  chance o r his own 
efforts p u t in to  his h an d s: “ E arn  y o u r 
crores (tens o f m illions) by all m eans. 
But unders tand  th a t y o u r W ealth is no t 
y o u rs ; it belongs to  the people. T ake 
w hat you requ ire  fo r y o u r ind iv idual

needs, use the rest fo r society  ” . (H u m a n ­
ised Socie ty  through Trusteeship , ed G  B 
D eshpandi, T ru stee  F o u n d a tio n  of Ind ia , 
1976).

T his concep t o f trusteeship  is based upon  
vo lun tary  action , and  n o t co m p u ls io n ; 
upon  a rev o lu tio n  inside p e o p le ; upon  
social change and  red istribu tion  flowing 
from  the w illing ac tion  of the w ealthy.

I t  is easy to  be cynical ab o u t such an 
approach , an d  the cynicism  tends to  be 
self-fulfilling. I f  you  believe th a t no 
w ealthy person  w ill listen  to  the voice of 
conscience, and  if you  set ab o u t ex trac t­
ing w ealth  in  a  sp irit o f com pulsion  and 
hostility , th en  na tu ra lly  you re in fo rce  the 
defence of p ro p erty  and  privilege, the 
resistance to red is tr ibu tion  and the in­
herited  hostility  to  taxation . T he reaction  
of the  w ealthy  m igh t be different if re ­
d is tribu tion  o f w ealth  w ere to  p roceed 
on the basis o f an  appeal to  justice and 
m orality .

T h e  justification  fo r any  tax  is th a t the 
s ta te  o r tax ing  au th o rity  can m ake a 
be tte r use of the m oney  th an  can those 
w ho are being taxed. I t  is im p o rtan t th a t 
this is seen to  be the c a s e ; th a t is why, 
qu ite  rightly , the ph rase “ taxpayer’s 
m oney  ” im plies th a t those w ho spend 
or invest it have a  heavy responsibility.

T o  argue fo r a  w ealth  tax  purely  on the 
grounds th a t it  will crea te  a different 
statistical p a tte rn  is to  ignore this fa r 
m ore  im p o rtan t question . H ow  different 
m igh t be the a ttitude  o f the w ealthy if 
the proceeds of the tax w ent in to  a special 
w ealth  tax  account, and  this account w ere 
used to  prov ide  funds fo r those m arginal 
capital pro jects th a t the s ta te  cou ld  no t 
o therw ise afford.

sectional versus 
unifying moralities
T his m ora l basis fo r red istribu tion— and 
the proposals th a t flow from  it— sound 
un fam ilia r w hen com pared  w ith  the usual 
rh e to ric  o f th e  L ab o u r P arty . Partisan  
d iatribes urging L ab o u r P a rty  con ­
ference to  squeeze the rich  un til “  the 
pips squeak  ” and  a  b lind  onslaught in
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an  ill-defined privileged class will help to 
p e rpe tua te  a  divisive and  class conscious 
political atm osphere.

A nd  w hy not, som e w ill say? T he L ab o u r 
P a rty  is the rep resen tative of a sectional 
in te rest and  w ould do well to  rem ain  so. 
T h ere  a re  several reasons w hy not. I t  is 
unlikely  to create the basis fo r the indus­
tr ia l dem ocracy, energetic coopera tion  and 
efficiency to  w hich the L ab o u r P a rty  is 
com m itted  and  it is likely to  obscure fo r 
still m ore  years fro m  w orking m en  and 
w om en  som e of the  tru e  causes o f their 
d isco n ten t by prov id ing  an easy target 
fo r  blam e.

B ut there is ano ther reason  fo r taking 
th e  em phasis off sectional advantage and 
p u tting  it ,on fairness upon all citizens’ 
com m on m em bersh ip  o f a com m unity. 
T h e re  w as a  tim e w hen we w ere to ld  not 
to  w orry  ab o u t questions o f d istribu tion , 
because econom ic g row th  w ou ld  see to 
th e  econom ic well being o;f us all that 
w h a t the rich  have today , the p o o r will 
have  tom orrow . (C ertain ly  it  is true  that 
M r P oorest 5 per cent today  is as well 
off as M r A verage 20 years a g o ; but 
th is ignores the fact th a t M r poorest 5 
p e r  cent com pares h im self w ith M r 
A verage today.)

T h ere  is a  m uch  m ore  significant reason 
fo r  p u tting  the em phasis o f the L abou r 
P a rty  up o n  justice fo r  all, and  no t the 
sectional interest. A t its sim plest, it is 
th a t the sectional appeal is a  false one. 
T he  p o o r  can never catch  up  the rich 
unless the  sta te  plays a  m u ch  la rg er part 
in  the allocation  of c e r t a i n  key 
com m odities.

T he  L ab o u r P a rty ’s sectional prom ise, 
em bod ied  in  the fam ous sta tem en t p ro ­
m ising a  m assive and  irreversib le shift 
in  fav o u r o f w orking peop le  and  their 
fam ilies, is a  false p rom ise because of 
w hat F red  H irsch  has called the “ social 
lim its to  g row th  ” . H irsch  identifies cer­
ta in  goods w hose supply is lim ited . These 
include top jobs, beau tifu l views, access 
to  the seaside, and  peace and  qu iet. H e 
calls these “ positional g o o d s” . T hey  
canno t be m an u fac tu red  to  satisfy the 
dem ands of an  increasingly affluent

society, instead their price rises steeply, 
H ow ever rich  the m any becom e, there 
will alw ays be the richer few  w ho alone 
can afford  these luxuries. I t  is y o u r re la ­
tive p osition  in the d is tribu tion  of in ­
comes, and  no t you r absolute am o u n t of 
incom e, th a t determ ines the standard  of 
positional goods you  can afford.

A n egalita rian  app roach  to  incom e dis­
tr ib u tio n  m ay  give m ore people the 
chance to  have cars, to get aw ay from  it 
all. B ut as they take advantage of this 
chance, they m ake  seclusion an even 
m ore  expensive com m odity  than  before. 
T he  coast becom es crow ded w ith  c a ra ­
vans, all in search  of a little  peace aw ay 
from  it  all. T h e  roads becom e jam m ed 
w ith cars, all purchased  to  ob ta in  fo r 
the d river the freedom  of the open road , 
a  freedom  w hich is now  v itia ted  by the 
arriva l o f others w ith  the sam e objective. 
H ouse  prices rise  w ith  incom es, leaving 
the beneficiaries o f red istribu tion  unable 
to  afford a better house.

T he  sum  of individual a ttem p ts in self 
im provem ent is th a t w e all stand  s t i l l : 
if everyone stands on tip toe, no one can 
see better. T he  escape from  the self-seek­
ing treadm ill will only be m ade if people 
can be persuaded  to  tem per th e ir urges 
fo r ind iv idual be tterm en t w ith  a  w illing­
ness to  coopera te  in  m ore social a lloca­
tion  of the scarcest com m odities. Som e­
how  we m ay  have to  learn  to  share 
p rivate  p roperty  instead  of clinging to  
it ourselves, to  accept restra in ts on our 
freedom  to  drive in to  cities in the interests 
of all, to  recognise th a t individual self 
in terest can  only be served through 
collective cooperation .

N o  governm ent will ever secure this co ­
opera tion  unless they  succeed in convinc­
ing people th a t the ir own interests will 
be as well served by such arrangem ents. 
A nd  th a t m eans convincing people tha t 
there w ill be fairness.

I f  th e  L ab o u r P a rty  continues w ith  a 
sectional appeal, w hich glories in  bene­
fiting one group  a t the expense of ano ther, 
it w ill fail to  secure real im provem ent 
fo r the m an y  because it w ill no t have 
m ade allow ances fo r the scarcity  o f posi-



tional goods. I t  will also be encouraging 
in all citizens precisely the opposite of 
the sp irit of self-in terested  altru ism  tha t 
is req u ired . I t  will be encouraging acquisi­
tiveness a t a  m om ent w hen  above all it 
needs to  develop in all citizens an  other- 
regard ing , cooperative sp irit based on a 
sense of fairness.

T he  concept o f inequality , so useful fo r 
the pressing of sectional claim s, m u s t give 
w ay to  the concept o f fairness, because 
the la tte r  im plies an acceptance th a t o ther 
groups too  have a case against w hich the 
sectional claim  m ust be balanced.

If  inequality  is m erely  condem ned as a 
statistical p a tte rn , w ithout reference  to 
w hat is fa ir, then  the rem edies m ay 
som etim es be w orse  than  the disease.

T here  are  serious inequalities in o u r 
society, bu t they a re  serious because they 
are un fa ir. T he L ab o u r P arty  m ust fill 
the p resen t vacuum  in its th inking and 
m ake explicit the  m oral basis fo r its 
p roposals fo r red istribu tion . O nly  then 
will it have la id  the foundations fo r p re­
senting its egalitarian  policies as unifying 
— because they are  fa ir— ra th e r than 
satisfying a m erely  sectional interest.



5. communal provision— 
quality not quantity

T h e  social w age is an  im p o rtan t p a rt of 
the L ab o u r P a rty ’s th in k in g : “  So  that, 
in  som e sm all degree, the s tan d a rd  of 
life o f the g reat m ass of the n a tio n  de­
pends no t on th e  ren u m era tio n  w hich  they 
receive fo r their labour, b u t on th e  social 
incom e w hich they  receive as citizens ” 
R  H  T aw ney  {ibid). By 1976, how ever, 
th e  L ab o u r P arty  n o ted  a  certa in  re lu c ­
tance  on the p a r t o f the tax p ay e r to  
su p p o rt increases in  the social w age. “  T he  
ra te  a t w hich w e progress in  bu ild ing  on 
th is s truc tu re  depends no t only  on the 
s ta te  o f the econom y, b u t also on the 
degree of p rio rity  w hich  the people of 
th is coun try  a re  p repared  to  give to  the 
social w age services such as education , 
health , and  com m unity  services w orth  
over £1,000 a  year on average fo r  every 
household  in  the coun try , 'which are 
essential elem ents of a  m ore  equal society. 
T h e  G overnm en t should  m o u n t a m assive 
cam paign to  explain the v ita l im portance  
to  the vast m ajo rity  o f th e  social w age ” 
L abour s P rogram m e (ibid).

inputs or outputs ?_________
T he social w age has indeed  becom e vital 
fo r the vast m ajo rity  o f th e  population  
(no t th a t it stops them  com plain ing  loudly  
ab o u t the levels o f personal taxation ). But 
in  spite o f its respectab ility  and  w ide­
spread  acceptance, there  a re  dangers in 
the concept o f the social w age. I t  can 
becom e a restric tive and  u nhe lp fu l w ay 
of th inking ab o u t com m unal provision.

T h e  m ain  danger lies in  the hab it of 
m easuring  prov ision  in  te rm s o f inputs 
ra th e r th a n  outpu ts. P raise  an d  condem ­
na tion  alike are  d irected  a t quan tita tive  
achievem ents. G overnm ents vie w ith  each 
o ther to  bu ild  the m ost houses, no t the 
best o r th e  m ost h a b ita b le ; th e  sincerity  
o f L ab o u r’s social conscience is m easured  
by the am o u n t it has spen t o n  education , 
health  o r social services. “  C uts ” becom e 
the focal p o in t fo r all criticism  o f social 
service p ro v is io n ; the “  good m in is ter ” 
is the one w ho succeeds in  cornering  m ore  
of the national incom e fo r  spending by 
his departm ent.

S im ilarly, the a tten tion  of p ressure g roups

is focussed on the battle  over G o v e rn ­
m en t spending. Public sec to r trade  unions, 
in particu la r, na tu ra lly  p u t p ressure on 
the G ov ern m en t to  spend m ore  in  th e ir  
sec to r: it m eans m ore  o p p o rtun ity  fo r 
the ir m em bers. Spending is ta n g ib le ; 
quality  o f p rovision is h a rd e r to  define, 
elusive to  m easure, and  a lm ost im possible 
to  m on ito r. A  council can  boast o f a  five 
m illion  pound  spending p ro g ra m m e ; 
th ere  is less p ro p ag an d a  value in  a co n ­
cen tra ted  a ttem p t to  im prove office 
adm in is tra tion  so  as to  m inim ise delays 
experienced by tenants.

M oney  alw ays helps. E very  social w ork  
agency in  the co u n try  w ould  subscribe to 
th a t tru ism . B ut they  m ust equally  accept 
the tru th  of an o th e r : th a t heav ie r spend­
ing does n o t necessarily lead  to  better 
results.

Som e of the m o s t expensive steps govern ­
m ents have taken  have also been the m ost 
disastrous. I t  w as no d oub t in  response 
to  the c lam our fo r increased  q u an tity  
o f prov ision  th a t  central and  local govern ­
m en t engaged in  a concen tra ted  effort to 
bu ild  tow er b lock h o u s in g ; any p o li­
tic ian  w ise enough  to  insist th a t one or 
tw o be 'built and  tried  befo re  any m ajo r 
cam paign  w as undertaken  w ould  have 
m ade  little  headw ay  against the flood of 
colleagues and  pressure g roups insisting 
on the m ax im u m  quan tity  and  the low est 
u n it cost.

T he C onservative’s reo rgan isa tion  of the 
health  service, w ith  the in tro d u c tio n  of 
an add itiona l adm in istrative tier, is one 
of the grea test financial com m itm ents 
w hich the G overnm en t could  have m ade 
to  the n h s . I t  is n o  d o u b t one o f the 
reasons w hy the sta te  w as spending tw ice 
as m u ch  in real term s on h ea lth  services 
in 1974 as it h ad  been  ten years earlier. 
T he  dam age— in  bu reaucra tic  com plexity  
and  rem oteness o f decision tak ing— done 
by this expensive m easure should  surely 
persuade po litical parties to. stop b o ast­
ing o r criticising the ir opponents in  q u a n ­
tita tive term s and convince those w ho are 
em ployed in  the public  services to  look  
fu rth e r th a n  the call fo r m ore  resources.

T h e  fac t th a t the G overnm en t spent tw ice
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as m uch on education  services in 1974 
as in 1965 does no t necessarily  m ean  
th a t the quality  o f p rov ision  in  these areas 
has im proved. Indeed , th e re  m u s t be som e 
pause fo r th o u g h t in  Ivan  Illich ’s obser­
vation  th a t th ro u g h o u t developed co u n ­
tries illiteracy  ra tes  have risen  w ith  the 
increase in spending on education .

T h e  p rob lem  w ith  the social w age is th a t 
it encourages people to  th ink  th a t the 
answ er to  o u r educational problem s is 
m ore spending on schools; th a t a better, 
happ ier, m ore  just society will be  atta ined  
by a  steadily  rising level o f public p ro ­
vision fo r social services. T h e  political 
argum ents are  alw ays ab o u t the how  
m uch , and  no t ab o u t th e  h o w ; the cry 
fo r m ore  resources is alw ays th e  cry fo r 
m ore  m o n e y ; the qu an tity  o f provision 
and  n o t its character is the centre o f 
discussion.

T he  relationsh ip  betw een m oney and 
im provem ents in  com m unal p rovision is 
m uch  m ore  com plicated  th an  is norm ally  
assum ed, as som e practical exam ples m ay 
illustrate.

problems money will 
not solve
T he council in Sunderland  recently 
passed a  m otion  u rg ing  th e  G overnm en t 
to  re in troduce  birching. I t  w as driven 
to  this m easure by its desperation  about 
acts o f vandalism . “  N oth ing  is sacred 
now  ” one councillo r w as h eard  to  co m ­
plain. O ld  people w ere being beaten  up  ; 
gravestones w ere despoiled ; p ark  benches 
destroyed  and  the po o res t fam ilies w ere 
robbed  o f the ir pe tty  cash.

It is difficult to  see how  a re in troduc tion  
o f birching w ould overcom e these p ro b ­
lems. I t  is, how ever, equally  difficult to 
unders tand  the caring  p ro fessional’s re s­
ponse to  such  p rob lem s, w hich too  often  
consists solely o f an  appeal fo r  m ore  
resources sm aller caseloads and m ore 
m odern  schools.

T h e  elem ent th a t is m issing is no t m oney, 
o r discipline. I t  is im agination . B ored, 
fru stra ted , destructive, unm otivated  
youths will no t be changed by som ebody

else’s p rofessional a tten tio n  to  them , 
w hether it  take th e  fo rm  o f therapeutic  
trea tm en t o r the birch. W h a t they will 
respond  to is som ething to  do. T hey  seek 
som e excitem ent, som e inspiration . I f  the 
only excitem ent they  can th ink  of is 
vandalising graveyards, chopping up park  
benches o r a ttack ing  the defenceless it is 
abou t tim e w e sta rted  setting them  some 
w orth ie r targets. W hy no t m ake som e of 
them  responsible fo r g roups of old 
people? I f  yo u  have chopped firew ood 
and  organised  shopping expeditions fo r 
the elderly, you  are  m ore  likely to  think 
tw ice ab o u t the needs of the victim  whose 
purse is tem pting  you. W hy  no t prom ise 
them  som e m oney  and  som e supervision 
fo r the build ing o f th e ir ow n centre, if 
they will ra ise  an  equal am oun t and  do 
the building w ork  them selves? W hy  not 
organise them , as has been done in  parts 
of S underland , w ith  ideas fro m  C o m ­
m unity  Service V olun teers and m oney 
from  the M anpow er Services C om m ission, 
in to  social w ork  team s under th e  leade r­
ship o f a  young (an d  previously  u n em ­
ployed) g raduate , help ing the professional 
social services dep artm en ts  catering  fo r 
the needs of the m en ta lly  and  physically  
handicapped? W hy n o t get them  building 
p a rk  fu rn itu re  fo r  them selves? G ive 
them , in o ther w ords, the ir ow n stake in 
the com m unity , th e ir ow n chance to  say 
“ T h a t w as m y co n tribu tion  ” , the op p o r­
tun ity  to  m ake a  positive instead  of a 
negative m ark  upon  the ir surroundings.

A n o th e r of those  problem s w hich  appears 
to  grow  w orse, no t better, as spend­
ing on social services rises, is th a t of child 
abuse. E ach  y ear there  is a new, highly 
publicised case. P ub lic  enquiries, inquests 
and  investigations concen tra te  up o n  w hat 
social w orkers cou ld  have done to  p re ­
vent the tragedy. Y et som e of the m ost 
useful preventive w ork  has been done, no t 
by social w orkers, b u t by v io len t parents 
them selves. By getting  together, they 
share th e ir p rob lem s, reduce  their iso la­
tion , m ake new  friends. T hey  find th a t 
they are th e ir  ow n best social w orkers. 
T he  m ost im aginative response to  the ir 
condition  is n o t the trad itional (and  ex ­
pensive) one of m ore  professional p ro ­
vision : it is fo r  th e  p rofessional to  pu t 
them  in to u ch  w ith  each other.
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W hat, then , a re  the lessons of an attem pt 
to  app ly  som e im ag ination  to  the concept 
of th e  social w age? F irs t, th a t we m ust 
stop th ink ing  of social p rov ision  as co m ­
ing in  p re fab rica ted  chunks, a given o u t­
lay o f w hich will p roduce  a given re tu rn  
in  social w elfare. Im pressive sum s can 
be to ta lly  and  harm fu lly  w asted  ; applied 
to  the rig h t fo rm s of p rovision , sm all 
sum s can be highly productive . Second, 
th a t th e  governm ental, s ta tu to ry  fo rm  of 
p rov ision  is fa r  b e tte r a t som e functions 
'th an  a t others. T he G ov ern m en t is effec­
tive w herever an even, ra th e r im personal 
app roach  is called for. I t  is, fo r exam ple, 
a very good  collector o f m oney. T ax  
collection has to  be im personal to  be 
fair. S im ilarly, a  un ifo rm  centralised ser­
vice is good a t pay ing  ou t sta tu to ry , 
un ifo rm  paym ents accord ing  to a simple 
set o f rules, such as child benefit o r un em ­
ploym ent 'benefit: it gets in to  troub le  as 
soon  as the rules start to  be com plicated  
and  to  rely  upon  discretion , because 
either officials stick stric tly  to  the rules 
in a  m anner th a t creates hardsh ip  in the 
ind iv idual case, o r they  use som e discre­
tion , w hich m eans th a t sim ilar claim ants 
in  different parts  of the coun try  are 
trea ted  differently.

the role of the social wage
G overnm en t is good a t p roviding simple 
m in im a, a t universal and  equal p ro v i­
sion a t the o rgan isation  o f m aterial 
support o r m edical care. B ut no t all needs 
lend  them selves to  this t r e a tm e n t; and 
the em ptiness o f life fo r the Sunderland 
delinquent, o r the iso lation  experienced 
by the po ten tia lly  v io lent pa ren t in an 
oppressive flat, canno t be solved by busy 
social w orkers alone. T h e  agencies tha t 
will help these people are  flexible, im agin­
ative, local, close to. the g round . T hey  are 
n o t staffed by sophisticated  professionals, 
b u t by people w ho  know  the problem , 
w ho m ay in  trad itiona l social w ork  term s 
them sdves be inadequa te . T he  prim ary  
agencies— social services departm ents, 
m edical services— can help  them  in subtle 
w a y s ; ‘bringing people together, advising 
them , supporting  th e m ; helping them  
w ith  th e  m oney  they  m ay need to begin. 
B ut G overnm en t and its em ployees m ust

recognise the p o in t beyond w hich their 
d irect involvem ent is coun terp roductive , 
fo r it is in the very independence and 
self sufficiency o f com m unity  associations, 
paren ts anonym ous, y ou th  com m unity  
service corps, good  neighbour schem es, 
o r pre-school p laygroups th a t p a r t of 
the ir value lies and  a ttem pts to  p ro fes­
sionalise them , to  establish them  and 
m ake them  exclusively dependen t on 
G overnm en t m oney  will defea t their 
o rig inal purpose.

P rim ary  provision  is the task of G o v ern ­
m ent ; as is the  m ain tenance of a basic 
s tan d ard  of m ateria l well being and  of 
hea lth  care. Secondary  p rov ision  is the 
fram ew ork  th a t is needed to  overcom e 
con tem porary  society’s less basic p ro b ­
lem s, problem s of iso lation , em ptiness, 
bo redom , fru stra tion . T he  Sam aritans 
could  never have been a G overnm en t 
run b o d y ; they  represen t an im aginative, 
secondary  response to  one of to d ay ’s 
problem s.

C onfro n ted  w ith  delinquency, urban d e ­
cay, the loneliness and  suffering of old 
people, the neglect w ithin institu tions of 
the m entally  handicapped , o r the poor 
state o f o u r prisons, the po litic ian ’s reflex 
is to  reach  fo r the departm ental cheque 
book, and, w hen  the T reasu ry  say no, to 
th ink  th a t the p rim ary  obstacle is money. 
T h e  professionals w hom  they em ploy 
n a tu ra lly  encourage them  in this 
approach .

Im p o rtan t as financial constrain ts can 
be, such preoccupation  is m isleading. 
M oney is no t the only resource. T he  re ­
sources are e v e ry w h e re ; bored  young 
people w ith o u t challenge or excitem ent 
in the ir l iv e s ; the recently  retired , parents 
w hose children  have grow n up and  left 
a gap in the ir liv e s ; the m entally  able 
bu t physically  restricted . T he  greatest 
p rob lem  is no t to  find m ore  m oney, but 
to  harness existing resources m ore 
effectively.

T h e  L abou r P a rty  m ust rem em ber two 
things ab o u t the duties of cen tral and 
local G overnm en t tow ards com m unal p ro ­
vision. T h e  first is th a t they ought no t 
to  judge th e ir  record  upon input— how
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m uch w as spent on social services or 
education . T hey  should  be asking the 
e lec torate  and  the ir supporters to  judge 
them  on the quality  of services. T hey 
like to  d raw  a tten tion  to  the ir reco rd  of 
spending. B ut, as will be argued  in the 
next chap te r w ith  reference to  education , 
this spending can be seriously m isdirected. 
Second, the L ab o u r P arty  should  re ­
m em ber th a t G overnm en t cannot do it 
all th a t one of its m ost im portan t 
tasks is to  delineate th e  boundary  betw een 
the services w hich are best prov ided  by 
central and local G overnm en t and  those 
w hich are  best le f t to a m ultitude of 
secondary  organisations.



6. education

D ebates ab o u t education  are  no tab le  for 
the ir c ircularity . If the argum ent is abou t 
politics it o ften  concludes w ith the asser­
tion th a t you cannot change society 
w ithou t changing education  ; the educa­
tionalists, on the o ther hand , o ften  say 
th a t you cannot change the education  
system  until you change society.

W hatever the exact re la tionsh ip  between 
the tw o, it is certain ly  true  th a t the w ay 
we educate  does reflect the so rt o f society 
we have, and serves to shape the society 
we will have. T he  strik ing thing about 
the so-called “ G rea t D e b a te ” on educa­
tion was its narrow ness and lack  of 
im agination . T he argum en t took  fo r 
g ran ted  the larger issues and  concentrated  
on persuading  m ore  people to  becom e 
scientists o r on the m erits of a core cu r­
riculum . Im p o rtan t as these questions 
m ight have been, they w ere questions of 
m eans and the b road  purpose of all our 
educational efforts was left largely u n ­
questioned.

C onsider fo r a m om ent the kind of 
society we are likely to  be by the turn  
of the century , and then com pare it w ith 
the im plicit objectives o f the present 
system of education . W ork  in the fu tu re  
will call fo r flexible, adap tab le  and self 
re lian t people. T hey  must, expect to  be 
learn ing  continuously  abou t developm ents 
in the disciplines relevant to their work. 
Even then c h a n g e s  in technology 
m ay  force them  to re tra in  entirely . L arge 
organ isations will have less need fo r 
arm ies of clerical or m anual staff and 
therefo re  less safe, unchanging, unde­
m anding jobs. Instead  there  will alw ays 
be job opportun ities a t m any  different 
levels o f skill, fo r those sm all and efficient 
team s of self-em ployed experts, o r speci­
alists, be they w indow  cleaners o r system s 
analysts, w ho will sell th e ir particu lar 
skills to  large organ isations on a sub ­
con trac t basis. T he  “ u n em p lo y ab le” will 
be those w ho lack the ability  o r flexibility 
to  create  their own opportun ities.

T he kind of ability  and intelligence that 
will be requ ired  in the econom ic sphere 
will no t be deep specialised know ledge of 
a narrow ly  defined academ ic subject. 
B oundaries will be changing too quickly

fo r tha t. F lexibility  and the ability  to 
learn  new  subjects and  to  keep ab reast 
o f technological change will be essential. 
T o m o rro w ’s w ork ing  popu la tion  m ust be 
tra ined  to see and create  w ork  o p p o r­
tunities fo r them selves, and  no.t to  assum e 
th a t a  safe, unchanging  niche aw aits 
them  som ew here in exchange fo r sa tis­
fac to ry  exam ination  results.

So m u ch  fo r the econom ic needs of to ­
m o rro w ’s society. Its survival is equally 
dependent upon  its m ora l needs. People 
m ust be able to. recognise their m utual 
dependence and  obligations. N o  educa­
tion system  will teach  them  to  be u tterly  
unselfish, bu t w hat it can  do is enable 
people in the ir fo rm ative  years to  see 
life from  several perspectives, to have a 
sense o f fairness and of th e ir  obligations 
to  others, to  be sensitive to  suffering and 
deprivation  and  th e ir own capacity  
to  enhance o r dam age the quality  o f o ther 
peoples’ lives in w hat they them selves do.

These, in sum m ary, should  be our social 
p rio rities: self-sufficiency w ith in  an  over­
all in terdependence, a sense of fairness 
and  w illingness to  ho ld  'back fo r the 
com m on good com bined w ith inventive­
ness, the w ill to create new w ealth  and 
new ideas, a  com petitive bu t n o t an  ex ­
ploitive spirit. These p rio rities should  be 
reflected in the education  system  th a t 
we w ant.

priorities of the current 
system ______________________
T he system  th a t we have fosters the 
opposite qualities. I t  encourages co m m it­
m en t to , and  dependence on, a select 
range of su b je c ts ; i t  tests and rew ards 
academ ic com petence in an exam ination  
system  th a t gives little oppo rtun ity  to 
show  the so rt o f p ractical, p rob lem -so lv ­
ing m ind th a t w ill be useful outside 
u n iv e rs ity ; it p resen ts pupils w ith  career 
choices w ith  ab o u t as m uch  background  
know ledge of w hat they are choosing as 
television view ers confron ted  w ith  ad v er­
tisem ents fo r package holidays. T he 
successful school career is signified by 
the acquisition  of the righ t exam ination  
results. T he  child w ith  valuable practical



19

skills will spend years in  the classroom  
being to ld  th a t he is an  academ ic failure. 
A nd because schools concen trate  on the 
exam ination  ra t race, they do no t train  
their students to  th ink  of the w orld  in a 
w ider w a y ; or to  ask w hat con tribu tion  
they can m ake to  its well being.

In 1917, the G overnm en t though t th a t it 
w ould be a good  idea to  m ake the un iver­
sities responsible fo r conducting  school 
leaving exam inations. T he  exam ination  
determ ined  w hat w as learn t in  school, 
and  the universities determ ined  the shape 
of the exam ina tion : “ I t  fo llow ed from  
th a t sim ple decision th a t the ethos o f the 
university  should becom e fu n d am en ta l to 
the w hole of education  and  train ing . A nd  
w hat did the universities deal in? N o t 
train ing fo r a job, no t developing skills 
in design and  m aking, no t encourag ing  
a c tio n ; they  dealt in  learning, g rouped  
in to  subjects and  disciplines and  neatly  
com partm en ted  accord ing  to  the subject 
ra ther th an  the needs o f people or 
society ” (D r P atrick  N uttgens, Learning  
to  S o m e Purpose, Society of Industria l 
A rtists and  D esigners, 1977).

H igher education  today  is dou'bly d is­
abling. I t  disables the successful because 
it leads them  to th ink  th a t w ith  the ir 
qualifications there  are few er and few er 
jobs th a t they can do. I recently  recru ited  
into the L ab o u r P a rty  a young g raduate  
w ith an  o rien tal h is to ry  degree, w hose 
m ajo r job  hope, a long w ith  several h u n ­
d red o th er app lican ts , w as to. becom e a 
research  officer, studying the m ism atch  
betw een m anual skills and  vacancies in 
a L ondon  borough . I t was a  p rob lem  
w hich, a t a different level o f skill, he 
epitom ised. H e  w as no t w illing to  apply 
his intelligence to  the im provem ent of 
hosp ital services, o r be tter local g o vern ­
m ent, let alone w orking in industry  and 
m aking sure th a t it tra in ed  the people 
it needed to  avoid  fu tu re  m ism atches o f 
skill. H is h igher education  had  given him  
a d isdain 'for the everyday p ractical w orld  
th rough  w hich he could in fac t have had 
som e influence on the p roblem  he was 
studying.

T he  successes are  disabled— a t least de­
layed from  con tribu ting— by this disdain. 
F o r  the failures it is w orse. T he  ed u ca­

tion  system  judges success as academ ic 
success, and tells young people  th a t they 
can have little  hope of a successful career 
w ithou t passing the ir exam s. By failing 
a t school, they a re  told, they are  failing 
in the w orld . Y et they  m ust rem ain  in 
school, in the in stitu tion  w hich considers 
them  to be fa ilu res, until the  age of six­
teen, w ith  little  achievem ent to look back 
on, victim s of an  educational version -of 
P ark in son ’s L aw  w here coverage of the 
curricu lum  extends to  fill the tim e 
available.

T hese  are  the people w ho are requ ired  
to  spend the ir years of adolescence—  
years w hich should  be a tim e of self- 
discovery, o f grow ing independence and  
assertiveness— studying  subjects w hich 
they do  no t expect to  use and  being 
m ade increasingly aw are o f their own 
fa ilu re  in the academ ic race to  w hich 
the ir school a ttaches such im portance. 
A fte r such an experience, only the single 
m inded hand fu l can en te r the w orld  w ith 
m uch  self esteem  or confidence in their 
ow n abilities.

N o education  system  can m ake everyone 
an  “ A  level ” candidate . B ut no ed u ca ­
tion system should be so narrow  as to  
foster the belief th a t everyone needs to 
be an  A  level candidate . T he  best sales­
m an, the best policem an, the best en trep ­
reneur, the best trad e  un ion  leader does 
not need to be— m ay well no t be— a 
classroom  “ s t a r ” . O ur university -dom i­
nated scale o f values is qu ite  w rong  in 
a ttach ing  m ore  prestige to  a barrister or 
a d o c to ra te  in h is to ry  than  it does to  a 
technician appren tice  or a good carpenter. 
O u r cu rren t system  of education  treats 
know ledge as a fo rm  of currency required  
to  buy the studen t into a career (and 
its p roducts are  usually  only too  happy 
to bury th e ir ’lecture notes once access 
has been obtained). I t  separates study 
from  action , w hen it should  be u n ­
covering the relationsh ip  betw een the 
two, and  it p u ts  the em phasis on academ ic 
achievem ent and  no t upon  facing and 
solving the kind of practical problem s 
th a t co n fro n t people outside school. 
W orse still, it serves as an  expensive and 
dull fo rm  of confinem ent fo r  those w ho 
fail to  jum p its academ ic hurdles.
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It w ould, how ever, be m ost un fa ir to 
leave the criticism  there. Inside the 
presen t unsatisfac to ry  s y s t e m  exist 
exam ples o f the developm ents w hich, if 
extended, could  p rov ide the coun try  w ith 
an  effective and fa ire r system  of ed u ca ­
tion relevant to ou r fu tu re  needs.

som e encouraging exceptions
In  Sunderland , a  tow n full of frustra ted  
educational “ failures ” unable to get jobs, 
these apparen tly  hopeless cases have taken 
p art in  a  schem e w hich has done m ore 
fo r the ir self-esteem , the ir potential as 
citizens and  even the ir academ ic ability, 
than  severa l years of secondary  schooling. 
L ed by unem ployed g raduates, they have 
organised  activities fo r the m entally  
handicapped , helped to run nursery 
schools and given aid and en terta inm en t 
in the geria tric  w ards of hospitals. A t the 
sam e tim e they have been engaged in an 
organised p rogram m e of study, e ither on 
day release o r in evening classes. It is 
very different from  the c la ssro o m : they 
can test w hat they learn  in h is to ry  or 
social science against w hat they see 
a round  them  in their work. T hey 
have som e experience to  help them  choose 
the subjects tha t will help them  find 
perm anen t em ploym ent later. L earning 
has ceased to  be insulated  by the class­
room  wall and has there fo re  becom e 
exciting. Y oung people w hom  h ead ­
m asters and careers officers characterised  
as having 'little ability  have show n that 
they have organisational talent, practical 
skill, ab ility  to  handle difficult children, 
and  a sense of com m itm ent— all poten tia l 
w hich their schooling failed to bring  out. 
T hey  have been given the oppo rtun ity  to 
do  ra th e r than  to im bibe in knowledge.

T he  w ork experience schem es sponsored 
by the M anpow er Services C om m ission 
have also served to confound  the assess­
m en t offered by our exam ination  system. 
T h rough  this schem e em ployers have 
been able to. take on recru its from  an 
unprom ising arm y of academ ic rejects. 
T hese recru its, having left school w ith 
“ no qualifications ” , have been surprised 
to discover tha t they  are actually  ra ther 
good at their jobs, as shopkeepers, clerks.

assem blers o r expeditors, and have as 
m uch p rom o tion  poten tial as som e of 
their academ ically  successful con tem ­
poraries. T he  m ain  effect of ou r treating  
academ ic qualifications as a guide to 
em ploym ent po ten tia l is to disqualify  
m any capable applicants.

T he  o ther encourag ing  exception is the 
O pen U niversity . T h is splendid institu tion  
is testim ony to the principle th a t a little 
m oney in education  can go a long w ay, if 
the pupil is eager to learn and  knows 
w hy he w ants to  learn. A t fourteen  and 
fifteen m any young people have d e ­
veloped a pow erfu l resistance to  lea rn ­
ing and  the a ttem p t to  com m and  sub­
servience from  them  in the classroom  can 
be an expensive exercise in crow d contro l 
w hich achieves little educational progress. 
T he  argum ent fo r com pelling people to 
stay  in the classroom  has alw ays been 
th a t even if they learn  very little  there, 
it is fa ire r and better than casting them  
ou t in the w orld  w'here they will learn 
no th ing  a t all. But if success a t A level 
w ere to  cease to  be an indispensable ticket 
to  career success, it should be possible 
so to organise secondary  and higher 
education  th a t people only com e to 
it w hen they have a th irs t fo r it and 
fo r those w ho do no t w an t to con ­
tinue fo rm al education  beyond the basics, 
to take it up later. T he m oney saved 
could  be used to p rovide a fa r w ider 
array  o f adu lt extension classes. P ro ­
gram m es could  be designed w hich fit 
study a round  people’s norm al fam ily life 
ra th e r than  dem anding  the sacrifice of 
full tim e study. T hose w ho did choose 
to p lunge into the p ractical w orld  a t fo u r­
teen, could  keep their ticket to education  
in the bank until they chose to  use it 
later. A t the sam e tim e, em ploym ent 
could becom e m ore  flexible, w ith  fourteen 
year olds going to  w ork, and fo rty  year 
olds being released from  w ork to  go to 
school.

A t p resent we lavish educational resources 
on an  age group  w hich is longing to 
escape from  the classroom . It w ould be 
fa r  b e tte r to  use the sam e m oney on the 
sam e people a few  years la te r in their 
lives w hen they had  had a chance to 
consider how  best they should use it.
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T he encourag ing  exceptions in ed u ca ­
tional practice  suggest som e o f the neces­
sary ingred ien ts of a be tter and fa ire r 
system  of education.

reform______
T he L ab o u r P arty  is w edded to a co m ­
prehensive system  of com pulsory  ed u ca ­
tion  a t least to the age of sixteen, be­
cause it has alw ays been thought that 
such an arrangem en t guaran tees the 
a tta inm en t by all of the basic education  
standards they require  and ensures tha t 
there is the least possible d iscrim ination  
on g rounds o ther than  ability.

I t is now  clear th a t undue em phasis upor. 
academ ic achievem ent is a m ajo r obstacle 
to the fulfilm ent of 'both objectives. T o 
assum e th a t the level of educational 
a tta inm en t will be co rrelated  w ith  the 
length of tim e spent in full tim e, class­
room  based, secondary  education  ignores 
the all-im portan t fac to r of m otivation : 
children  w ho can see no value in con ­
tinued  classroom  w ork  are qu ite  capable 
of learning noth ing  if they are  determ ined 
enough. A nd to  com pel all ch ild ren  to 
follow  a p redom inan tly  academ ic c u rr i­
culum  is to  d iscrim inate  pow erfully  
against those  w hose talents are m ore 
p ractical. W h a t is needed is a system  of 
education  w hich harnesses the all im p o r­
tan t fa c to r o f pupil m otivation  and  w hich 
concentrates m ore upon the attribu tes 
to m o rro w ’s society needs and less upon 
the requ irem ents of yesterday’s un iver­
sities.

Before any re fo rm  can take place, we 
m ust first define the m in im um  standard . 
T h is w ould  be the level all children m ust 
achieve befo re  they are  presented w ith 
the g rea te r freedom  and challenge which 
secondary  education  ought to  offer. 
If secondary  education  is to be m ade 
m ore practical, m ore varied , m ore 
stretching, less passive and m o re  exciting, 
then  it is essential th a t all children  first 
learn these basics. Before going any 
fu rth e r, everyone should  be able to  read 
and w rite, to  add, sub trac t, d ivide and 
m ultip ly , and to  do sim ple practical tasks. 
T h e re  m ay well need to  be o ther skills

w hich all children  m ust possess as p re ­
requisites of fu r th e r progress. These su b ­
jects are  at p resent tau g h t at the p rim ary  
stage of education , a stage w hich should 
continue w ith  tw o m ajo r changes. T he 
first is tha t there should be m uch m ore 
tim e and m oney devoted  to  rem edial help 
fo r those w ho find difficulty in attain ing  
the m in im um  and  the second is tha t there 
should  be m uch  m ore incentive to  p ro ­
gress from  prim ary  into secondary  ed u ca­
tion. If children  see th a t their older 
b ro thers  and  sisters in the secondary 
system are having a m ore exciting tim e 
and  if they know  th a t they m ust attain  
the m in im um  stan d ard  before they are 
allow ed to  go fo rw ard  in to  this appetis­
ing range o f activ ity , then  they will have 
a strong incentive to learn well, w hereas 
a t present the prospect of year a fte r year 
o f classroom  slog is unlikely to give them  
any sense of urgency.

T he  essence of the secondary  stage in 
education  is th a t it should be geared to 
providing a p rep ara tio n  fo r m em bership 
of the adu lt w orld , and  not as at present, 
geared to  the dem ands of universities 
and to success in exam ination .

H ow  often  people are heard  to  say that 
while they w ere a t school they could see 
no pu rpose  in w hat they  w ere studying, 
and  it was only w hen they  had  been in 
the adu lt w orld  fo r several years th a t they 
began to appreciate  w hat use they could 
have m ade of th e ir tim e at school. It 
should be one pu rpose  of the secondary 
stage o f education  to  allow  children to 
see and taste enough  of the w orld  outside 
the classroom  to understand  w hy they 
are doing w hat they are doing inside 
the classroom .

O ne cen tral elem ent of the secondary 
stage should  be w ork  experience. All 
child ren  should  have to  spend several 
m on ths in various w orkplaces, to give 
them  a m ore dow n-to-earth  experience 
against w hich to  m ake career decisions. 
If  this w ere to  w ork  properly , it would 
involve industry  in a m a jo r new training 
obligation. W ork  should  be organised in 
such a  w ay as to  m ake  good  use of u n ­
trained  school students w ithou t jeopard is­
ing the jobs of adu lt em ployees.
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A long w ith preparing  its pupils fo r 
econom ic life, secondary  education  should  
also p repare them  to  be good  citizens. 
N o  one bu t the m ost rem ote  educa­
tionalist w ould  im agine th a t this can be 
done from  the classroom  alone. I t should 
be th e  second cen tral fea tu re  of th e  
secondary  cu rricu lum  th a t studen ts spend 
a fixed m inim um  of their tim e in posi­
tions of public and  com m unity  service.

T he  m ore healthy  and  ath letic m igh t fo rm  
a vo lun teer auxiliary  corps, w ho could 
help people suffering in the a fte rm a th  of 
fires, floods, blizzards, explosions o r 
crim es, a fte r th e  professional em ergency 
services h ad  m oved  out. Som e m ight aug ­
m en t m oun ta in  rescue te a m s ; m any 
o thers w ould w ork  in com m unity  service 
projects, an  a rea  already  brim m ing w ith 
new  ideas fo r the use of young vo lun­
teers. T h ere  are  young  people w ho w ork 
intensively w ith one or two. severely 
disabled  people m aking it possible fo r 
them  to live a t hom e ra th e r  than  in an 
institu tion , shaving and w ashing them , 
cooking a  m idday  m eal, doing housew ork. 
O thers could  be helping in p rim ary  
schools, w orking w ith rem edial teachers, 
o r a lternatively  could  follow  the A m erican  
m odel of tu to ring  w here the eleven year 
olds help the nine year olds, and  the 
nine year olds help the seven year olds 
to  read . M any  m ore  could  w ork  w ith 
the m entally  subnorm al, so o ften  w arm  
and  rew ard ing  people to  w ork  w ith , w ho 
can w ith  help and  encouragem ent by 
vo lun teers and  p ro fessionals be enabled 
to  live a  f a r  fu ller and m ore  no rm al life. 
(This m ay  be the nearest any education  
system  com es to  equipping people fo r 
th e  possib ility  th a t they  them selves m ay 
have a m entally  hand icapped  child.) 
O thers could  use the ir special talen ts in 
unexpected  co rners: fo r exam ple, h a ir­
dressing in  the geria tric  w ard  of a 
hospital o r running  d iscotheques fo r  the 
m entally  handicapped. I t is the experience 
o f  com m unity  service organisers in B ritain 
th a t the helpers gain q u ite  as m uch as 
the helped in schem es of this sort. T hey  
gain in self esteem , in self confidence 
and  in the sense of having a con tribu tion  
to  m ake. F inally , the inclusion of service 
in  various form s as a requ ired  p a rt of 
everyone’s cu rricu lum  w ould  ensure th a t

all citizens em barked  on the ir w orking 
lives w ith  a fa r  m ore  vivid apprecia tion  
of how  m uch  they  had  to  offer to  help 
the ir neighbour, and  of the ex trem ity  of 
circum stances in  w hich som e o f these  
neighbours have to live.

the school as a base
I t  should  also be one of the  aim s of 
the secondary  cu rricu lum  to  link  the 
subjects chosen fo r c lassroom  study  to 
the pup ils’ experiences in the w ork  and 
service p a rt of their education . E duca tion  
should  enable people to  m ake sense of 
life : to  test th e ir m ore  theoretical ideals 
against personal experience. I t  can  help 
them  to recognise th a t life is, in part, 
acquisitive and selfish ; to  reconcile them  
to th e  idea th a t they  m ust m ake a  living 
and  p rovide fo r a fam ily  and  yet also 
enable them  to re ta in  and  apply  their 
ideals. I f  p ractical experience is built 
in to  the cu rricu lum  it w ill prov ide som e­
th ing  o f substance fo r the theoretical 
cu rricu lum  to be built on.

A n o th e r change in the o rgan isation  of 
secondary  education  w hich shou ld  be 
considered  is the in troduc tion  of a 
universal period— say six m on ths— spent 
aw ay fro m  hom e a t a  Ju n io r College.

T h e  in ten tion  of Ju n io r Colleges w ould 
be to  take children  fro m  a range of 
different backgrounds, to  p u t them  som e­
w here strange and  different and  to  open 
their eyes. Som e p a rt of th e ir tim e could 
be spent on “ ou tw ard  bound  ” type 
ex p e d itio n s ; som e on g roup  pro jects of 
study culm inating  in a p resen ta tion  to 
th e ir colleagues. T hey  w ould have to 
learn  to  live together and  to  help each 
o th er to  do the ir own catering  and  house­
keeping, w ith in  a  given budget. T hey 
w ould also be taugh t how  to teach  th em ­
selves, how  to look  fo r in fo rm ation , in 
libraries, o r th rough  V iew data , and  how 
to  undertake  and  organise a p roject. T his 
w ould be six m onths of tra in ing  in self- 
reliance, a t the end o f w hich it w ould 
be difficult fo r any studen t to  im agine— 
in the w ords of the o ft repeated  accusa­
tion  d irected  a t university  g raduates today 
— th a t the w orld  ow ed 'them  a living.
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If  such changes w ere in troduced , the 
classroom  w ould  cease to be th e  a u to ­
m atic  cen tre  o f all learning fro m  eleven 
to  sixteen. I t  w ould  b e  the p lace w here 
students assem bled betw een periods of 
Ju n io r College, service, and  w ork  exper­
ience ; the place w here they  w en t to 
undertake  the basic learn ing com ponents 
o f the ir secondary  education— one or tw o 
foreign languages, science, econom ic 
lessons, E nglish  g ram m ar and  language, 
com m unity  studies. By the age of sixteen 
they should  no t be spending m ore  than  
one or tw o hou rs a w eek in the class­
room  and  the rest should  be spent on 
p ro ject w ork  and  p repara tion  fo r their 
job w hich by now  they should  have 
chosen.

T hose w hose job  choice dem anded  m uch 
fu rth e r study— fu tu re  docto rs o r tech ­
nologists, fo r exam ple, could get dow n 
to these courses fro m  the age o f fifteen. 
In each case, how ever, the academ ic p a rt 
of the tra in ing  w ould  n o t have begun 
until a fte r the com pletion  of a p e riod  of 
re la ted  w ork experience— the technologist 
in a re levan t com pany, the do c to r in  a 
hospital-—so th a t they  w ould  know  w hat 
they w ere w orking tow ards, and  u n d er­
stand  from  the s ta rt the k ind  of c ircum ­
stances to  w hich they  w ould be applying 
their theoretical know ledge.

In trinsic  to  this view of secondary  ed u ca­
tion  is the belief th a t a  degree is no t a 
necessary qualification  'fo r m any  form s 
of em ploym ent w hich cu rren tly  require  
it. Secondary  education  should  enable 
people to choose suitable em ploym ent 
and  to  'begin the ir tra in ing  fo r i t ; occupa­
tionally  re la ted  courses w ould  be available 
in engineering, law , accountancy , survey­
ing, m anagem ent, banking and  so on, 
and fu r th e r w ork  experience program m es 
could be developed in  paralle l in  the 
m anner m ade fam ilia r by the teaching 
hospitals. U niversities w ould  con tinue to 
be “ centres o f excellence ” , p rom oting  
research, p rov id ing  teaching fo r these 
occupationally  re la ted  courses, and  p ro ­
viding degree courses to  o lder students 
w ith educational credits in  the bank. F u ll 
tim e un iversity  students o f the fu tu re  
w ould  be doing their courses n o t because 
they w ere a prerequisite  to a privileged

career, bu t because of an  in trinsic in terest 
in  the course o r in  developing the ir 
in tellectual ability.

M any  of the ideas expressed  in these 
pages w ould  be accepted  in  theory , bu t 
all a re  open to  a  sim ple p ractical objec­
tion. N o  one is going to d rop  vo lun tarily  
ou t o f the ra t race. N o  school is going 
to  spend m uch  tim e on com m unity  ser­
vice o r w ork  experience if it jeopardises 
the A  level results.

In  the long run , the con tinued  presence 
of a system  of selection and  rejection  
by graded  exam ination  is likely to  p rove 
the m ajo r obstacle to  the m ore varied, 
creative and  prac tica l cu rricu lum  p ro ­
pounded  in  this chapter. So long as g rad ­
ing of academ ic p e rfo rm ance  survives, 
it w ill be used  by em ployers as a guide 
to the quality  o f applicants, how ever 
m isleading it m ay  be. T h ere  are two 
alternatives. O ne is th a t we develop better, 
m ore prac tica l yardsticks of capability . 
W ork  experience u  one such practical 
guide. T he  studen ts’ p ro ject w ork , and  
choice of com m unity  service activ ity  and  
his achievem ents th ro u g h o u t the secon­
dary  stage are  a he lpfu l ind ication . But 
if schools continue to  insist on A  levels, 
and  con tinue to advise all pupils th a t 
the ir true  goal should  be to  go to  u n iv e r­
sity, regardless o f the value of this com ­
pared  w ith  p lunging im m ediately  in to  a 
job  and  going back  to  h igher education  
la ter, then  the tim e m ay  com e w hen the 
harsher a lternative  becom es the m ore 
effective ; to p roh ib it by law  all ex am in a­
tions th a t p u rp o rt to p u t a general value 
upon  a student. U n d er such a law , it 
w ould  still be possible to  set tests a t the 
end of a course in physics o r econom ics 
and  to  w ithhold  certificates fro m  those 
w ho failed. W h a t w ould be proh ib ited  
w ould be exam inations such as A  level 
o r O  level, w hich allocate life chances 
on the basis o f academ ic perfo rm ance—  
O xbridge to  the As, good universities to 
the Bs and  Cs, polytechnics fo r the o ther 
passes, and  res tric tion  from  entering 
un iversity  and thereby  a barrie r o f en try  
to  m any career paths to  those w ho fail.



7. the full fruits of their labour

T h e  L ab o u r Party  is bound  to  rem em ber 
the  1970’s as the decade w hich saw  the 
re tu rn  of unem ploym ent as a m a jo r social 
affliction. U nem ploym ent doubled  under 
a L ab o u r G overnm ent. T h is m ust have  a 
disillusioning effect upon a P arty  w hich 
has been identified above all w ith full em ­
ploym ent. N o  w onder policies to deal w ith 
unem ploym ent are  at th e  to p  of every 
agenda. N o w onder unem ployed  young 
people look outside the  L ab o u r P a rty  fo r 
radical cures to  the disease w hich is in­
fecting th e ir lives.

W hat are the solutions? T he  debate  abou t 
unem ploym ent is usually  assum ed to  be a 
d ebate  ab o u t econom ic policy ; th e  rem e­
dies proposed bear upon  th e  exchange 
rate, the general level o f investm ent or 
public expend itu re  or im port con tro ls or 
an increase in th e  num ber em ployed by 
the G overnm ent.

T he  trade  union m ovem ent and  the left 
tend to  tak e  a static, sho rt te rm  view  o f 
unem ploym ent. T he  solution is usually  
th o u g h t to  consist o f refla tion : a general 
rise in dem and w hich will enab le  existing 
businesses to  continue to  sell existing p ro ­
ducts. Less atten tion  has trad itionally  
been given to  the question  of w hat will be 
the established industries o f 30 years tim e.

T o m o rro w ’s big em ployers a re  likely to  
ow e th e ir existence to  to d ay ’s innovators 
and  entrepreneurs. T h ere  a re  few  w ays in 
w hich the p rob lem  of unem ploym ent 
could  be m ore  effectively tack led  th an  by 
c reating  the conditions in w hich ngw 
enterprises can be established and  ex ­
panded.

It is psychologically difficult fo r the L a b ­
o u r P a rty  to  th ink  in these term s. T he 
P a rty ’s closest affiliations are  w ith the 
trade  un ions, w hose role has alw ays been 
defensive: to  force existing em ployers to  
p rov ide better pay and conditions and to  
oppose attem pts by existing em ployers to 
shed labour. T o d a y ’s rapid  ra te  o f tech n o ­
logical change is na tu ra lly  seen as a 
th rea t, because w hatever the possibilities 
fo r  ind irect enrichm ent, it undoub ted ly  
m eans the d e s tru c tim  o f  m illions o f  ex is t­
ing jobs. M achinists and typists alike will

soon find th e ir functions perfo rm ed  elec­
tronically .

T he  only w ay in w hich this enorm ous 
saving o f lab o u r can result in  a benefit to  
labour, is by the use of w ealth  w hich the 
new  technology  produces to generate  new 
businesses and  new  jobs. A gain , th e  L ab ­
our m ovem ent is suspicious fo r tw o 
re a so n s : first, because, w hereas it m ay  
have a  good  foo th o ld  in existing industry, 
it m ay  have to  s ta rt again in the busi­
nesses w hich replace it ; secondly, because 
it finds it h ard  to  believe th a t the extra 
profits p roduced  by new technology will 
find th e ir w ay th rough  to  investm ent in 
new jobs.

T he new jobs m ust som ehow  be gener­
ated , bu t sim ply to  call fo r m ore planning, 
or to  dem and  th a t these profits a re  a p ­
p rop ria ted  by the state, is to  m isunder­
stand  th e  process by w hich new  businesses 
are  likely to  be born  and to  flourish.

taxation and company law
T h ere  a re  tw o sets o f refo rm s requ ired  to 
create a clim ate and  a fram ew ork  in 
w hich new  enterprises can grow . T he  first 
is a refo rm  of o u r taxation  system  ; the 
second is the re fo rm  o f com pany  law . A t 
present, the channels w hich are  supposed 
to  tran sm it savings to  investm ent a re  so 
blocked, d iverted  and  silted up , as to  
render qu ite  ir ra tiona l th e  p resent variety  
o f rew ards fo r investm ent. P ro fesso r 
Jam es M eade has given a telling exam ple: 
" C onsider the investm ent of £100 in som e 
fo rm  of rea l cap ita l equipm ent. Suppose 
the real ra te  o f econom ic yield on it to  be 
10 per cent per annum . T he  funds fo r this 
investm ent m ust have com e directly  o r 
indirectly  fro m  som e fo rm  o f savings. T he  
ne t post tax  yield to  the saver fo r th is 
underly ing real investm ent w ith its 10 per 
cent yield can  . . . in fact vary  from  0.2 
per cen t to  58.82 per cent per annum , 
th a t is to  say from  one fiftieth  o f th e  real 
yield to  m ore  th an  five tim es the rea l yield 
as a resu lt o f o u r so-called tax  system  ” 
(Som e A n o m a lies  in our D irect T a x  S y s ­
tem , F ab ian  Society C onference 1978). 
P ro fesso r M eade goes on to  show  how  
this system  d iscrim inates against th e  new
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sm all en terp rise : fo r exam ple C ap ita l A l­
low ances on new  p lan t and  equipm ent 
d iscrim inate in fav o u r of the large, e s tab ­
lished com pany  bu t p rovide no advantage 
to  th e  new en terprise  w hich has as yet no  
profits against w hich  to  offset th e  invest­
m ent. M oreover, under this “ system  ” 
savings a re  channelled  fo r  tax  reasons 
th ro u g h  insu rance  com panies and  pension 
funds, and  there fo re  aw ay fro m  any  
chance of investm ent in sm all business. 
A s P ro fesso r M eade co n c lu d es: “ I f  it is 
really desired to  help th e  sm all business 
(w hether cap ita list o f L ab o u r m anaged  
co-operative) ra th e r than  giving a  tax  a d ­
van tage to  th e  m ulti-na tional g iant, th e  
tax system cries ou t fo r reform  ” (op  tit) .

T he second re fo rm  w hich is needed to  
m ake  it possible fo r new  jobs to  em erge 
to  tak e  th e  place of those  w hich tech n o ­
logy renders obsolete is a change in  th e  
legal status and  po ten tia l of the com pany. 
R efo rm  of th e  tax  system  should m ake it 
m ore a ttrac tive  to  invest in sm all scale 
innovation  and  new  en terprise  ; refo rm  of 
com pany  law  is requ ired  to  ensure th a t 
th e  com panies w hich  stand  to  benefit m ost 
from  th e  adven t o f new  technology  use it 
fo r the advantage of em ployee, co n ­
sum er, com m unity  and  shareho lder in the 
righ t p ropo rtions and  to  open up  a m eans 
w hereby  the successful sm all com pany  
instead of grow ing into an irresponsible 
large one, m ay  tran sfo rm  itself in to  a 
successful, socially ow ned enterprise.

But th is is jum ping  ahead . P roposals fo r 
such a change in com pany  law  fall on 
deaf ears in th e  L ab o u r P arty  because the 
P arty  has no  conception of how  a co m ­
pany  should be constitu ted . W e know  
w hat w e a re  against, but th e  trad e  unions 
and  th e  L ab o u r P arty  have never really  
stopped to  define w hat kind of a com pany  
they  w ould wish to  be em ployed in, be­
yond a general inclination tow ards public 
ow nership, industria l dem ocracy  and, 
m ost recently, co-operatives.

O ne o f  th e  problem s w hich arises from  
this vagueness is th a t questions o f in ­
dustrial efficiency are  dealt w ith  quite 
separately  fro m  those o f industria l d em o ­
cracy. W hen th e  L ab o u r m ovem ent d is­
cusses industria l dem ocracy  o r th e  case

fo r w orkers con tro l, th e  argum ent p ro ­
ceeds on a theoretical level ; the  ob jec­
tive is principally  the red istribu tion  of in ­
dustria l pow er, and  questions of industrial 
efficiency are  dealt w ith in an  entirely  
separate  m ental com partm en t. Few  L ab ­
ou r m ovem ent activists have  bo thered  to 
ask them selves the  im plications— w hether 
positive o>r negative— of the ir views on 
industrial dem ocracy.

a philosophy of industry
T he beginnings of a ph ilosophy o f in ­
dustry  m ust be found  in a ph ilosophy of 
w ork . W e have w orked  m uch h a rd e r to  
achieve the second than  the first p art o f 
M arx 's  fam ous s lo g an : “ F ro m  each
according to  his ability , to  each according 
to  his needs ". T h e  first p a rt of th e  p a ra ­
graph  in w hich the slogan appears should  
be inscribed on fu tu re  program m es fo r 
industry. M arx  is looking ahead  to  the 
“ h igher phase of com m unist society ” in 
w hich : “ T he enslaving subord ination  of 
the individual to  the  division o f .la b o u r , 
and  w ith it the  antithesis betw een m ental 
and  physical lab o u r has vanished ; when  
labour is no longer m erely a m eans o f  
life  bu t has becom e life ’s principal need ; 
when the productive forces have also in­
creased  w ith the all-round  developm ent 
o f the  individual, and  all the springs of 
co-operative w ealth  flow m ore ab u n d ­
antly  ”  (F rom  the C ritique o f the G otha  
P rogram m e) (em phasis added). W ork  is 
no t required  solely to  satisfy  m an 's  p rim ­
ary  needs of food , shelter, and  econom ic 
security. M an has h igher needs— fo r self- 
expression, fulfilm ent, co-opera tive  en ­
deavour— w hich w ork m ust be organised 
to  satisfy. T he  need  to  be a  w hole person, 
to  do a jo b  well, to  see th e  resu lts o f his 
labours aid to re ta in  individual identity 
against a  tide o f anonym ity .

M ost m en’s w ork  does no t satisfy these 
needs, and, in spite o f the com forts  and 
diversions of the affluent society fo r  those 
lucky enough to  have w ork  at all, in spite 
of m usic centres, split level cookers and 
F o rd  C ortinas, th e  d issatisfaction  is evi­
dent. T he  em ployees of large o rgan isa­
tions are  giving only a p art o f them selves 
to  th e ir  w ork. T w o m en in the w orkshop
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of a  hospital fo r the m entally  subnorm al 
are engaged in child ishly  sim ple w ork 
preparing  packing m ateria ls fo r an en ­
gineering firm . T he  w orkshop  supervisor 
explained w hen he show ed m e ro u n d  th a t 
the co n trac t com es to him  because his 
people can do in a day w hat a large fac­
to ry  w ould consider to  be a w eek’s w ork 
fo r the sam e num ber of people. But then 
those tw o m entally  hand icapped  people 
a re  p roud  of their achievem ent 'in doing 
th e  w ork and find it stretching. U n m o ti­
vated  and  unstretched , th e  em ployees of 
large p roduction  units are  often  doing 
enough and  no m ore  than  e n o u g h : their 
hearts are elsewhere. L ab o u r fo r them  is 
a m eans o f life only and satisfies none o f 
the ir deeper needs.

It is no t as if people lack  energy or 
creativ ity  o r the desire to  express th em ­
selves in the ir w ork. I t is just th a t when 
em ploym ent proves unsatisfy ing, they 
look elsew here fo r these rew ards. T hey  
do o ther jobs in th e ir spare  tim e, repair 
w atches, build walls, res to re  cars. T h a t is 
the only w ay in w hich, at least as indivi­
duals. they can begin to  recreate  their 
own w orld of w ork. A sk a m an on the 
shop floor abou t job satisfaction  and you 
are likely to  receive a cynical reply, but 
ask him  ab o u t his w orking life aw ay from  
the w orkplace, and eyes will light up  with 
enthusiasm .

T he  grow th of absenteeism , the occa­
sional purposeless d ispute and the in ­
flexible attitudes w hich are often  adopted  
by em ployees in large o rganisations all 
lend w eight to  the suggestion th a t it m ay  
prove to  be econom ically  costly  as well 
as socially restrictive to  have designed 
production  w ith so little regard  fo r the 
social rew ards of w ork. U ntil m ore  effort 
has been m ade to  experim ent w ith  new  
fo rm s of w ork  o rgan isation  ; and  to  h a r­
ness th e  latest technological advances so 
as to  develop a people-centred  study of 
p roduction  engineering ; to  enab le  those 
w ith creative po ten tia l to  set u p  in in ­
dependent p roductive units o f th e ir own, 
the calculation  of the d isadvantages of 
the excessive division of lab o u r and the 
diseconom ies of industria l scale, m ust re ­
m ain a m atte r o f speculation. I t  is no t an 
argum ent betw een efficient bu t d ehum an­

ising industry , and  inefficient bu t fulfilling 
m ethods of w ork ; the argum ent cannot 
begin until the p roductive possibilities of 
people-centred  w ork have been explored. 
" W hy is th e  trend  of the last hundred  
years tow ards bigger and bigger units? 
N obody , except a few m onom anic 
tycoons, likes them . W hy do we have to 
have them ? T he  invariable answ er is: 
because o f technological progress. A nd 
w hy d o n 't ou r engineers produce techno ­
logical progress in ano ther d irection—  
tow ards sm allness— tow ards sim plicity— 
tow ards capital cheapness. I f  we ask the 
engineers, the  answ er is : ‘ Because nobody 
has ever asked us fo r i t A n d  if you a s k : 
‘ C an it be d o n e ? ’, the answ er is: ‘ O f 
course it can  be done if there  is a  dem and 
fo r i t ’ (E. F . Schum acher, ‘ T echnology  
and Political C hange ’, Socialist C o m ­
m entary, M arch  1976). O ne of the first 
tasks of a socialist strategy fo r industry  
w ould be to  set those engineers to w ork 
on less alienating  projects.

It is likely th a t those proposals fo r ex­
p lo ration  and experim ent will be co n ­
fused w ith u topian  dem ands fo r the ab o li­
tion of all large organisations and  large 
scale technology. Such sw eeping absu rd i­
ties m ust be avoided. T h ere  are  no sim ple 
blueprin ts. A ppropriateness, and no t u n i­
form ity , m ust be the test. L arge p ro d u c ­
tion  un its and  highly fragm ented w ork 
will be requ ired  because som e of the 
things th a t society w ants can  only be p ro ­
duced in this w ay. But, given th e ir ex ist­
ence, the question is how  can these o r ­
ganisations and  these m ethods of w ork 
best be adap ted  to  the needs and  tastes of 
people w orking in them ? If they  are 
happy  as they  are, like the tw o m entally  
hand icapped  m en in the w orkshop , then 
no th ing  need be done. B ut people should 
have th e  oppo rtun ity  to  influence how  
to m o rro w ’s p lants are  designed. A nd those 
w ho wish to  w ork in sm aller units o r w ith 
m ore varie ty  should have an opportun ity  
to  do so. Ju s t because large organisations 
are here to  stay, it does no t follow  that 
all th e ir inhum an characteristics need be 
perpetuated . Som e of th e  benefits of 
sm allness can  be recreated  w ithin th e m : 
the res to ra tion  of variety  and challenge to  
m anual and clerical w ork : the devolution 
of responsibility  fo r as m any decisions as
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possible to  the w ork group  w here th is is 
w hat people w ant.

If  M arx  is righ t, and  lab o u r is one o f the 
principal needs of a satisfy ing life, then  it 
m ust be one of the principal tasks o f  a 
socialist p rogram m e fo r industry  to  bring 
w ork to  life  again ; to  enable  w ork to  be 
so organised  th a t people can feel an  en ­
thusiasm  fo r it. T he  grow th of industrial 
capitalism  took  aw ay from  m any w orkers 
th e  ow nership o f the  m eans o f  w ork. 
R estoration  of the ow nership  o f w ork  is 
no t som eth ing  th a t will be achieved 
sim ply by the form al tran sfe r in to  the 
state 's hands of the form al ow nership  o f 
th e  m eans of p roduction . I t will be 
achieved only by th e  conscious shaping 
o f technology  and  institu tions fo r hum an 
purposes.

T he very idea of a people-centred o r ­
ganisation of w ork  m akes it im possible 
to  prescribe one fo rm ula  fo r th e  libera ­
tion o f w ork . T h ere  are  several levels at 
w hich change can be effected. E ngineers 
can explore th e  technologies th a t w ould 
enable w orkers in large factories to  have 
m ore independence. T rad e  unions can en ­
courage the ir m em bers to  see the m ethod  
and scale of operation  as som ething 
w orth  influencing, and  to  m ake rep resen­
tations to  em ployers abou t the ch arac te r 
of the  new plant in w hich they  are  in ­
vesting. G overnm en t can sponsor and  en ­
courage p roduction  engineering w ith a  
hum an  face. B ut m ore  than  anyone it is 
com panies them selves w ho could, if they  
felt so inclined, tran sfo rm  the charac te r 
o f w ork, n o t only by consulting em ­
ployees ab o u t th e  sort o f w orkplace th a t 
they w ant, bu t by experim enting w ith  new 
form s o f w ork  organisation , such as the 
au tonom ous w ork group  (N icholas Falk 
and  Jerem ey Bray, Tow ards a W orker  
M anaged  E conom y, F ab ian  Society. 
1976). As well as all o f these steps, co m ­
panies could  m ake a significant co n tr ib u ­
tion to  the g row th  o f new  em ploym ent by 
setting aside som e of the m oney  th a t is 
saved by the in troduction  o f lab o u r sav­
ing, job  destroying technology, to  finance 
the estab lishm ent of independent offshoot 
enterprises founded  by the ir own em ­
ployees. T h is  is already  done by som e 
com panies— notab ly  the Scott B ader

C om m onw ealth  in this country , and 
the rem arkab le  M ondragon  C o-o p era­
tives in Spain.

reconstituting the company
B ut this m ay be too m uch fo r the 
to lerance of the reader. H ow  can anyone 
possibly believe th a t privately  ow ned 
com panies, w hose boards o f d irectors are 
accountab le  only to  the shareholders and 
w hose perfo rm ance  is judged by the ir re ­
tu rn  on capital em ployed, will engage in 
an  orgy of ph ilan th ro p y  such as has just 
been outlined?

A greed : they are m ost unlikely to  p u t 
people first in this way. Indeed, publicly 
ow ned com panies a re  equally  unlikely to  
take  such bold steps. T hey  too  are judged 
m ore on econom ic perfo rm ance than  
social utility . T he  in ternal dynam ics o f the 
com pany do not dispose it to  put people 
first. It has proved to be no  solu tion  to  
this problem  to  tran sfe r the title of ow ner­
ship, since the in ternal dynam ics have 
been largely unchanged.

T he  answ er is to  reconstitu te the co m ­
pany ; to  dispense w ith the q uasi-p rop rie t­
a ry  role o f a group  w hose function  is 
sim ply th a t of lender : to  dispose of the 
idea th a t shareholders can own the insti­
tu tions o f w ealth  production  ; to rebuild 
the com pany  as an independen t co rpo ra te  
entity  con tain ing  w ithin it th a t com plex 
balance of pressures and  interests th a t 
will enable it to  be both  econom ically  
efficient and people-centred .

U nder this concep tion , the com pany  is a 
com m onw ealth . (T he w ord com pany  will 
con tinue to  be u s e d : a com pan ion  is a 
person w ith  w hom  you share  yo u r bread, 
and so the w ord has in its origins m ore 
to  do w ith fellow ship and  m utual c o ­
operation  th an  w ith exp lo ita tion  o r  the 
exclusive pursu it o f profit.) T he  co m ­
pany 's m em bers are  its em ployees. Its 
“ shares ” are  held collectively by a trust 
w hich is adm inistered  jo in tly  by the m em ­
bers, and  by representatives of th e  co m ­
m unity— local a n d /o r  na tional, depending 
on size— and the trad e  union m ovem ent. 
H ow  the com pany is adm inistered  is a



28

m atte r fo r the m em bers. If  trad itional 
m anagers w ere em ployed, these w ould be 
appo in ted  by the B oard , w ho w ould them ­
selves be elected by the annual general 
m eeting to  w hom  they  w ould  repo rt. 
C erta in  places on the B oard  w ould  be re ­
served fo r representatives o f the co m ­
m unity  ; equally  the m em bers m ight 
choose to  offer represen ta tion  to  the body 
w hich w as putting  up a large am oun t of 
risk capital, be it the N ationa l E nterprise  
B oard  o r any o ther source of finance. 
L enders o f risk cap ital w ould clearly  
understand  th a t theirs w as n o t in tended 
to  be a perm anen t influence: tha t, having 
been repaid  w ith interest, they  w ould 
have no fu rth e r part in the com pany and  
th e  capital w ould be available fo r lending 
elsewhere.

T he  purpose of th e  com pany— m aking 
rivets, running hotels, repairing  m o to r 
cars— w ould be stated in a G enera l O b­
jects clause con tained  in the m em or­
andum  and  articles o f association , a l­
though  th is w ould need to  be sufficiently 
flexible to  accom m odate  diversification 
and  expansion. T hese  w ould  also be re­
qu ired  to  state the com pany ’s o ther 
m ajo r ob ligations— to  the em ployees, to  
the locality , and to  the w ider com m unity . 
It w ould be the responsibility  o f the 
trustees to  ensure th a t th e  G enera l O bjects 
clause was no t v iolated. L arge  com panies, 
w ould be requ ired  to  rep o rt progress not 
only in a financial rep o rt bu t also by 
m eans of a social audit.

C onstitu tion -m ak ing  is an uncom fo rtab ly  
abstrac t business until there  is the flesh 
o f practical experim ent to  put on the 
skeleton of rules and duties. But th e  idea 
o f such a  constitu tion— o r som eth ing  like 
it— fo r the large com pany  is to  create  a 
new  balance o f  pressures w ithin it w hich 
w ould  tran sfo rm  its co rpo ra te  personality .

Profit w ould be the first test o f success, 
because w ithout it there  w ould  be no 
enterprise. B ut the com pany  w ould no t 
exist fo r profit any m ore  than  people exist 
to  ea t: we eat to live. T he  com pany 
m ust generate  a surplus in o rder to  invest 
in new  plant, im prove the living standards 
o f its m em bers, develop new  products, 
con tribu te  to  the w ell-being of the local

com m unity  and  the w ealth  of the country .

Profit w ould  also be th e  key to  th e  tra n s­
fo rm ation  of the com pany  and  th e  ex tinc­
tion of th e  ow nership o f th e  com pany. 
P rivately ow ned com panies w ould be re­
qu ired  to  set aside a p ropo rtion  of their 
profits in to  an em ployees capital fu n d  a d ­
m in istered  by the trustees. T h is fund 
w ould buy up  shares and  thus en joy  an 
increasingly large holding in the co m ­
pany. A t som e suitable po in t— perhaps 
a fte r the acquisition  of 40 per cent o f the 
shares, the com pany  w ould becom e a 
com m onw ealth , subject to  new  com pany  
law under w hich the rem aining sh a re ­
ho lders w ould  be reduced to  th e  ro le o f  
lenders. T hus, th e  m ore profitable th e  
com pany , the m ore rap id  its transition  to  
com m on ow nership.

But profit w ould have to  be m ade in a 
w ay tha t was consistent w ith  the co m ­
pany 's o ther obligations. T h e  trustees 
m ight have to  in tervene if  it w ere found 
tha t th e  com pany  was no t acting as a re­
sponsib le co rp o ra te  citizen— if it w ere de­
ceiving custom ers, o r pollu ting  th e  a tm o s­
phere. T he  annual social aud it w ould be 
a public test of the extent to  w hich the 
com pany  had  con tribu ted  to  local and 
national social needs— y ou th  unem ploy­
m ent, race relations, jo b  enrichm ent. 
S im ilarly , a new  investm ent p rogram m e 
w ould be assessed both  on its financial 
m erits and  on its social im pact. I t  w ould 
be fo r th e  com m onw ealth  to  decide 
w hether the social costs of, say, sh ift­
w ork , outw eighed the econom ic ad ­
vantages, and , if they  did not, w hat steps 
could  be taken  to  organise sh iftw ork  in a 
w ay th a t was least disruptive to  fam ily 
o r com m unity  life. S im ilarly  w ith a  new 
technology  th a t “ deskilled ” th e  jo b  and 
m ean t fu tu re  redundancy  could the en ­
terprise  find an a lternative technology, 
o r m ust it accept these bu t use the re­
sources generated  to  create  o th er jobs?

T he  decision w ould lie w ith th e  com m on­
w ealth  or, if it chose, w ith its elected re ­
presentatives. T he  trad e  un ions w ould 
m ake represen tations fo r th e ir  respective 
groups of m em bers (particu larly  w here 
the decision w as betw een com peting 
localities). T h e  experts— engineers, fin­
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ance m en— w ould m ake the ir recom ­
m endations. T h e  represen tative m achinery  
already outlined w ould  ensure th a t th e  
consum er and  th e  com m unity  b o th  had  
the ir say. But, w ith al! these interests h av ­
ing been expressed, and  sub ject to  the 
approval o f the trustees, th e  com m on­
w ealth  m ust decide, and  live w ith the 
decision.

four characteristics of
the company________________
W hatever the constitu tional details, the  
reconstitu ted  com pany  w ould  be d is tin ­
guished by fo u r characteristics. It w ould 
be self-governing. It w ould be a com ­
m unity  in  w hose fu tu re  every m em ber 
w ould have a say. T h e  debate  ab o u t in ­
dustrial dem ocracy  and  abou t w orker 
directors has been clouded  by uncerta in ty  
abou t th e  ro le o f trad e  unions. I f  trad e  
union representatives w ere rea lly  to  share  
in th e  m aking  o f decisions, how  could  
they avoid  being held responsible fo r th e  
results o f those decisions and therefo re  
fo rfe it the full freedom  to oppose ? 
T h is d ilem m a is overcom e if it is th e  
w orkfo rce  as a w hole w hich is— through  
appropria te  m ach inery— sovereign. T he  
w orkforce becom e responsible fo r th e  de­
cisions ; th e  trade  un ion  continues to  be 
the advocate  of one o f the in terests o f 
w hich the  com m onw ealth  m ust take  
account befo re  reach ing  its decision. A ny 
enterprise, even a com m only  ow ned one, 
m ay one day  have to  declare a  red u n d ­
ancy. T h e  m em bers o r th e ir nom inees 
m us; tak e  a b road  view and  m ay  feel this 
is necessary. But they can n o t expect th e  
unions to  ag ree: the unions will try  th e ir 
u tm ost w ith o u t dam aging th e  enterprise 
to  ensure th a t no one loses his job. In  any 
organ isation  w hich con ta ins m ore th an  a 
handfu l o f people, the re  is a  need fo r  a 
partisan  body  w hich pro tects em ployees 
against th e  harm fu l effect o f actions 
w hich a re  taken  by th e  o rganisation  as a 
whole.

Secondly, the reconstitu ted  com pany  is 
self-regulating. N o t a conference goes by 
w ithou t em ployers, and  indeed  shop 
stew ards, expressing bew ilderm ent a t the 
quan tity  o f new  governm ental regulation  
th a t they  m ust learn and  adhere  to . Since

the w ar, L ab o u r G overnm ents have 
stra ined  every sinew to  m ake industry  
co n fo rm  to  w ider social purposes and  to  
lim it th e ir freedom  o f a rb itra ry  action , 
w hether over th e ir em ployees, the co m ­
m unity  o r the environm ent. G rudging  
adherence to  the le tte r is no t th e  sam e 
as w illing acceptance of the  spirit. I f  you 
w an t a person to do a jo b  well it is better 
to  m ake h im  w ant to  do it well o f his own 
volition th an  to  force him  to  do it by 
th rea t o f punishm ent. Ins tead  o f  any fu r­
th er a ttem p t to  say  “ T h o u  S halt N o t ” to  
industria l enterprises a transition  to com ­
m on ow nership  w ould  free  th e  reconsti­
tu ted  com pany  fo r its p rincipal task  of 
p roduction . T he pressure to  behave re ­
sponsibly w ould be in ternalised , built in to  
th e  constitu tion .

T h e  idea o f self-regulation  is qu ite  the 
opposite to  w hat is p roposed  in L abour’s 
Program m e, w hich contains fu r th e r sug­
gestions fo r  the external im position upon 
com panies o f con fo rm ity  to  social ob jec­
tives. T hese include pow er fo r th e  G ov­
ernm ent “ to  issue, in th e  national in te r­
est, directives to  com panies on a wide 
range o f individual m atte rs  and  to  put 
in an ' Official T ru stee  ’— a person w ith 
the pow ers of a R eceiver, w ith  adequate  
back-up  staff, and  responsible to  th e  
M inister— to  assum e tem porary  con tro l of 
any  com pany  w hich fails to  m eet its re ­
sponsibilities to  its w orkers, o r to  -the 
com m unity  as a w hole ” .

T he  use of such pow ers m ay  serve to  
evoke th e  app ro p ria te  penitence from  an 
erring  com pany, bu t is hard ly  likely to  
con tribu te  to  its stability , in ternal self- 
confidence o r p roductiv ity . Indeed , the  
ph ilosophy of external regulation  w hich 
the P rogram m e's section  on industry  em ­
bodies is rem iniscent o f  th e  “ hang  ’em 
and  flog ’em  ” b rigade 's a ttitu d e  to  penal 
re fo rm : they  believe th a t young  offenders 
can  be frigh tened  in to  obedience b y  a 
sh a rp  spell in detention  cen tre , and  are 
then surprised  to  find them  com ing ou t 
th e  o ther side m ore defiant and  crim inal 
th an  before. If  we w ant resposib le en te r­
prises w hich strike th e  subtle balance be­
tw een th e  en richm en t o f them selves and 
th e  en richm ent o f th e  com m unity , the re ­
sponsible approach  m ust be by consent.
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and  no t im position . G o o d  behav iour can ­
no t be crea ted  by sta tu to ry  instrum ent. 
But if th e  com pany is ru n  by em ployees ; 
if th e  com m unity  is rep resen ted  in its 
decision m aking  bodies, and  if its social 
as well as its financial con tribu tion  is 
m easured  each year by external aud ito rs, 
then  th e  philosophy th a t the en terprise  is 
ab o u t m aking  w ealth  fo r th e  com m unity  
m ay  replace its cu rren t ro le as a m oney 
m aker fo r th e  partic ipan t w ith th e  best 
bargaining skills. T h e  qualities o f th e  self 
regulating  com pany a re  those w hich 
Lewis M u m fo rd  looks fo r in th e  citizen : 
“ So th e  question  fo r each of us is how  
he will take  hold of him self, n o t m erely  
how  he  will th ink , but how  he will act, 
and  w hat he will do, in o rder to  bring 
ab o u t in him self at least partly  the changes 
tha t will finally tran sfo rm  society, and 
m ake possible new  form s of life .” (The  
C onduct o f  L ife , 1936).

T h ird ly , the reconstitu ted  com pany  is 
self-ow ning. It ceases to  be an a rran g e­
m ent fo r the enriching of private  o r in­
stitu tional shareholders. N o r does it be­
com e an  arrangem ent fo r creating  profits 
fo r th e  S tate. U nder th e  social reconstitu ­
tion  of the com pany, no p arty  enjoys the 
quasi-p roprie to ria l position w hich is at 
p resen t the status of the shareholder.

T he  L abou r Party  has tended  to  in terp re t 
th e  “ com m on ow nership  ” to  w hich it is 
com m itted  by C lause F o u r in a highly 
centralised  way. P rofit and  pow er have 
been the reasons fo r ex tending public 
ow nersh ip : if m oney -is to  be m ade it 
should be m ade fo r the sta te  ; and  th e  
sta te  should determ ine how  large en te r­
prises are  run.

T he  troub le  w ith both  these argum ents is 
th a t they  re-em phasise old evils u nder a 
new  proprie to rsh ip . It is no t enough to  
have new people exercising th e  old 
pow ers. T he  financial m otive fo r acq u ir­
ing profitable  com panies is im plicit 
acknow ledgem ent of the acquisitive, 
purely profit-seeking role o f the com pany.

T he  external d irection of policy by a 
M inister o r his d epartm en t takes aw ay 
the local responsibility  fo r actions w hich 
is an essential featu re o f a self-m anaged

enterprise, and  allows the publicly  ow ned 
en terprise  to  say : “ W e’re here  to  m ake  
m oney  ; let the  governm ent look  a fte r  
social responsibility .”

T he  tran sfe r o f ow nership  as p ro p erty —  
as th e  pow er to  arrange o r dispose of the 
fac to rs o f p roduc tion  a t a rm ’s length  
from  those  w ho p roduce th e  w ealth—  
should  no t be an aim  of th e  L ab o u r 
Party . O w nership  of th is k ind  shou ld  be 
extinguished, no t tran sfe rred . O w nership  
has alw ays been fundam enta l to  socialism . 
T he early  socialists could see how  indus­
trial capita lism  took  aw ay from  the 
w orker and  his fellows the chance to  own 
th e  m eans of th e ir own w ork, and  they 
evolved an a lternative philosophy  w hich 
sought to  resto re  ow nership of th e  m eans 
of w ork  to  m en. As industry  has grow n 
bigger, and  m ore centralised , th e  a lte rn a ­
tive has grow n bigger and  m ore  cen tra l­
ised. N ow  th e  a lternative reflects th e  o r i­
ginal m odel too  accu ra te ly : central
ow nership  of the m eans of p roduction  is 
espoused w ithou t reference  to  local 
ow nership  o f the  m ans of w ork. B ut it is 
w ith th e  la tte r th a t socialism  started , and 
it is th e  local reconstitu tion  of the en te r­
prise and  no t th e  tran sfe r of pow er to  th e  
centre th a t is needed to fulfil those earlier 
ideals.

T h e  fo u rth  characteristic  o f th e  socially 
reconstitu ted  com pany is th a t it represents 
a decentralised  ph ilosophy o f  change. 
E ach  enterprise will shape its ow n de­
velopm ent tow ards self-governm ent, self­
regulation , and  self-ow nership. T he  em ­
ployees of each enterprise will choose the 
pace a t w hich it develops and th e  ch a ra c ­
te r  o f th a t developm ent. T h e  p a th  of 
change is th e re fo re  consistent w ith the 
eventual purpose, it is a  decentralised 
rou te  to  a decentralised goal. It avo ids the 
“ w ithering  aw ay ” problem . W hen co n ­
fron ted  w ith th is p roblem  people in the 
L ab o u r M ovem ent tend  to  say : “ D o n ’t 
w orry  to o  m uch ab o u t changing  the re­
la tions o f p roduction  or socialising the 
com pany  a t unit level: once w e’ve got 
contro l a t the centre, we can do any th ing .”

T h a t hope  is pious, bu t it is also elitist. 
I t im plies th a t th e  o rd inary  em ployee will 
have change foisted on his com pany  from
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the centre, instead of having the o p p o r­
tun ity  to  shape th a t change him self.

new forms of ownership
T he o th e r argum ent com m on to  th e  L a b ­
ou r M ovem ent is th a t w hich dism isses as 
pointless any  attem pts to  experim ent w ith 
new  fo rm s o f social ow nership, o f  w ork 
organisation , o r decentralisation  w ithin 
the  cap italist system , arguing tha t no th ing  
can be done until the “ com m anding 
heights ” are captured.

P roponents of th is po in t o f view appear 
to  see tw o  distinct system s, like tw o sets 
fo r differene scenes of a play vying fo r 
the stage. O ne is Scene O ne— the existing 
but decaying cap ita list system , w aiting  to  
be w heeled ou t at S tage R ight. T h e  o ther, 
w aiting in the wings a t S tage L eft, is 
Scene T w o, th e  fully form ed, tried  and  
tested socialist system . T h u s  there is no 
point in em bellishing Scene O ne since it 
is ab o u t to  be put on the scrapheap : all 
good ideas m ust be saved fo r th e  en trance  
of Scene Tw o.

In practice the w orld does n o t confo rm  
to this im age. T here  are  not tw o distinct 
sets of fac to rs, tw o sets o f hum an  ex ­
perience, o r tw o system s operating  in 
parallel. T here  is ju s t one jum ble of ex ­
perience, raw  m ateria ls and  poten tial 
w hich constitu tes society, and  no-one bu t 
an arsonist w ould th ink  of disposing o f it 
in its en tire ty  in o rder to  s ta rt again . T he  
experience w hich is carried  fo rw ard  to  the 
society o f tom orrow  can only be th e  ex­
perience w hich has been gathered  in the 
society of today . T hose w ho advocate  the 
cap tu re  o f the com m anding heights but 
resist o r ignore the developm ent a round  
them  of th e  institu tions upon  w hich a 
better society w ould be based are  inviting 
the defeat o f socialist aim s. T hey  w ould 
arrive on the com m anding  heights w ith 
plans fo r the  re ten tion  of pow er and  even 
plans fo r econom ic organisation . But the 
discovery of the so rt of institu tion  an d  the 
sort o f technology  th a t will m eet hum an 
needs is a  m ore delicate and  fragile task. 
It m ight be possible to  set the n a tio n ’s 
production  targets from  the  cen tre , but 
the em ergence of a self-governing, de­

centralised  econom y, canno t be prescribed 
in th is way. Politics abhors a  vacuum , but 
it is au th o rita rian  solutions by w hich a 
vacuum  is usually  filled. I t  is only if the 
L abou r P a rty  develops its own philosophy 
of industry  th a t it will avert the im posi­
tion o f au th o rita rian  rem edies.

T h e  L ab o u r P arty  presently  lacks a  co ­
heren t ph ilosophy of w ealth  crea tion  o r 
o f  industry . I t has a p rog ram m e fo r in ­
dustry , w hich m akes m uch of investm ent 
and o f p lanning ; and  it has a  policy to ­
w ards strengthening trad e  unions. B ut it 
lacks a coheren t vision o f w hat it w ould 
like the w ealth  creating  enterprise to  be 
like.

It is ultim ately  enterprises and  not p lan ­
ning agreem ents o r trad e  unions w hich 
will em ploy people. A  L ab o u r P arty  
policy fo r industry  w hich lacks a  co n ­
ception  of the en terprise  is ra ther like a 
sophisticated  N avy plan fo r fleet 
m anoeuvres w hich relies on ships w hich 
have holes in the bottom .

W ithou t such a ph ilosophy the L abou r 
Party  will find itself in  an  intellectually  
im poverished position, a ttack ing  and  im ­
posing upon those  w ho are  engaged in 
organising p roduction , instead of p rov id ­
ing a m eans by w hich they m ay do so 
justly and efficiently.

T here  is no shortage  of socialist lite ra ­
tu re  in support o f th is  approach . T he 
idea of th e  just o rgan isation  of industry  
has been there  in socialist th ink ing  from  
R uskin  and  M orris onw ards. T h e  g row ­
ing com m itm ent to  p roducer co -opera­
tives from  M eriden  to  M ondragon  is a  
con tem porary  m anifesta tion  of th e  sam e 
concern . But it is no t enough  to  po in t to  
these pockets o f progress. T h e  w hole of 
th e  econom y will n o t suddenly  be tra n s ­
fo rm ed  on co -operative lines. W h at could  
happen , how ever, is th a t the  foundations 
of all tom orrow 's  enterprises could  be 
laid  w ith a re fo rm  of com pany  law  and  
a ra tionalisa tion  o f the rew ards to  in­
vestors.



8. changing the party of 
change
" T h e  fu tu re  w ears an om inous visage fo r 
all w ho  w ant to  app ly  old rem edies to  
new  ailm ents ’ (N ye B evan, In  Place o f 
Fear).

W hen the a ilm en t changes, so m ust th e  
rem edies. B ut th a t does no t m ean  th a t th e  
definition of health  has changed. T h e  
L ab o u r P a rty  m ust look  again  a t the 
socialist trad ition . I f  it does so  it will 
realise th a t the concept o f m an  as a 
poten tia lly  creative being, fru stra ted , 
fragm ented , and  lim ited  by th e  m ateria l 
w orld w hich he h im self has unw ittingly  
shaped , is m irro red  anew  in th e  experi­
ence o f the  la te  tw en tie th  cen tury . M any 
of th e  m ateria l obstacles to  fu lfilm ent o f 
th is po ten tia l m ay  have been overcom e, 
bu t it  is no t principally  m aterial w ellbeing 
w hich is now  missing.

Iso lation , im personality  in buildings and 
organisations, fru stra ted , unm otivated  
and  there fo re  destructive you th , m ateria l 
repleteness and  m en ta l th irs t ; full bellies 
and  em pty  m inds, dull w ork  or no w ork, 
fierce com petition  am ong in terest groups 
to  assert the s ta te ’s obligation  to them , a 
passive but com plain ing  consum er society. 
T hese are  th e  con tem porary  fo rm s of 
alienation .

T hese p roblem s will n o t be overcom e by 
the passing of law s o r th e  crea tion  of 
new  G overnm en t agencies. T hey  a re  be­
ginning to  be overcom e by practical 
people, each w orking in his ow n sphere, 
and  they  will be m ore  easily overcom e 
if G overnm en t helps to  ensure th a t to ­
m o rro w ’s tow ns and technologies are  de­
signed and  developed w ith due regard  to  
h u m an  needs.

T h e  m ost im p o rtan t political battles o f 
th e  nex t ten  years will n o t be fought on 
th e  conspicuous up land  of p arty  politics, 
a ro u n d  th e  apparen tly  cen tra l issues o f 
how  m uch m oney the sta te  spends, o r 
how  m any com panies are b rough t in to  
public ow nership . T h e  im p o rtan t w ork 
lies elsewhere, perm eated  by three, central 
p rob lem : how  to design institu tions
w hich are  at once flexible, efficient and  
responsive to  hum an  needs ; how  to  sup­
plem ent fo rm al, sta tu to ry  provision  w ith 
self-generated  in fo rm al n e tw o rk s ; how

to  b rea the  im agination  in to  com m unity  
life, w ork ing  life, and  educational life.

Industria lly , the L ab o u r M ovem ent has 
considerab le  leverage ; politically  it could  
once m ore have fo rm idab le  pow er. B ut if 
th e  opportun ities are  n o t to  end in  w aste 
and  disillusionm ent, th e  pow er m ust be 
used w ith4im agination . A  new  philosophy 
is needed, based on self-regulation , no t 
external im position  ; a ph ilosophy  of 
change in itia ted  from  th e  ou tside, no t 
fro m  th e  cen tre  ; o f decentralised  social 
ow nership, and  no t na tional, a lm ost 
no tional, ow nership  of an un insp ired  and  
slow changing industria l sector. T h e  c o ­
opera tive  ideals of the L ab o u r P arty  m ust 
n o t be lost in a p re-occupation  w ith  dis­
possessing th e  privileged, o r  o f su b s titu t­
ing one o ligarchy fo r ano ther.

U nless th e  L ab o u r P arty  invests in som e 
fresh  th ink ing , th e  cycle of op tim istic  op ­
position follow ed by despairing  G o v ern ­
m en t w ill in tensify  and  the L ab o u r Party  
will be in danger o f philosophical 
bankruptcy .



recent fabian pamphlets

research series
331 C hris R alph T h e  picket and  the  law 60p
333 N icholas B osanquet E conom ic strategy : a new  social con trac t 75p
334 C arl W ilm s W right T ransna tiona l corpora tions 75p
335 V incent C able Im p o rt co n tro ls : th e  case against 70p
336 C hris topher Parsons F inance fo r developm ent o-r survival ? 75p
337 R obin  C ook, D an  Sm ith W hat fu ture  in n a t o  ? 75p
338 A lan  Fox Socialism  and  shop floor pow er 60p
339 P eter A rcher T h e  ro le of th e  law  officers 75p
340 D eepak  L ai Poverty, pow er and  prejudice 75p
341 T o m  Sheriff A deindustrialised B ritain  ? 60p
342 D avid  S co tt Bell E urocom m unism 80p
343 J. G oode, D. R oy, A. Sedgewick E nergy policy : a  reappraisal 80p
344 A  Fab ian  group C an tenants run  housing ? 70p

tracts
438 A nthony  C rosland Social dem ocracy in E urope 55p
448 L isanne R adice R efo rm ing  th e  H ouse of C om m ons 50p
451 D ianne H ay ter T h e  lab o u r p a rty  : crisis and  prospects 60p
453 N icholas Falk T h in k  sm all : en terprise and  the econom y 75p
455 D avid  W atkins Industria l com m on ow nership 65p
457 T om  C row e, John  H . Jones T h e  com puter and  society 50p
458 R o b ert T ay lo r L ab o u r and  th e  social con trac t 65p
460 W alter Jaehnig F am ily  service fo r m entally  handicapped 60p
461 A  F ab ian  G ro u p C reating  a  caring  com m unity 65p
462 B ryan G ou ld  and  others T he politics o f m onetarism 60p
463 A ustin  M itchell C an L ab o u r w in again ? 75p
464 G iles R ad ice C om m unity  socialism 65p
465 P eter Scott W hat fu tu re  fo r h igher education  ? 70p
466 C. Pond, L. Burghes, B. Sm ith T axing  w ealth  inequalities 65 p
467 T rev o r Barnes O pen up  ! 65p
468 E van  L u ard Socialism  a t the grass roots 65p
469 P eter Hall (ed) A  radical agenda fo r L ondon £1.00

young fabian pamphlets
37 D avid  R . A llan  Socialising the com pany 50p
42 M artin  Sm ith G ypsies : w here now  ? 40p
44 M elvyn W estlake W orld  poverty  : th e  grow ing conflict 70p
45 G eoff H arris  A  w ider E urope 50p
46 D avid E llio tt T h e  Lucas A erospace w orkers’ cam paign 60p
47 T om  Schuller E ducation  th rough  life 65p
48 M ark  Sw ift A regional policy fo r E urope__________ 70p

books
R. H . S. C rossm an and o thers N ew  F ab ian  Essays cased £1.75
B rian A bel-Sm ith and  others Socialism  and  affluence paper £0.60
P eter T ow nsend and o thers T he fifth  social service paper £2.50
G eorge C unn ingham  (ed) Britain and  the w orld in the 1970s cased £3.00



Socialism tomorrow : fresh thinking for the Labour Party
A General Election defeat prompts much criticism of the Labour Party's 
record in government. In this pamphlet Mark Goyder concentrates his 
criticism on the unrealistic expectations with which the Labour Party 
approaches power and the lack of imagination with which it defines the 
important tasks.

After a brief reminder of the socialist tradition which the Labour Party 
inherited and of the moral purposes which are at the foundation of socialist 
philosophy the pamphlet divides into two parts. The first looks critically at 
the Party's programme and thinking. The second is an attempt to do some 
fresh thinking from a socialist perspective about the Labour Party's attitude 
to wealth creation and the public services.

The words Democracy and Equality dominate conventional Labour Party 
speeches, but the author believes that concentration upon these words 
confines the imagination of the Party and blinds it to more profound con­
temporary problems. By going back to the roots of socialist philosophy, he 
offers a fresh approach to policy on industry, education and social services. 
The author concludes that a new, more imaginative approach is needed in 
these areas—an approach based upon self-regulation, rather than the external 
imposition of change initiated from the centre and of decentralised social 
ownership rather than centralised ownership. At the same time he argues 
for a fresh consideration on questions of justice.

young fabian group
The Young Fabian Group exists to give socialists not over 30 years of age 
an opportunity to carry out research, discussion and propaganda. It aims 
to help its members publish the results of their research, and so make a 
more effective contribution to the work of the Labour movement. It there­
fore welcomes all those who have a thoughtful and radical approach to 
political matters.

The group is autonomous, electing its own committee. It co-operates closely 
with the Fabian Society which gives financial and clerical help. But the group 
is responsible for its own policy and activity, subject to the constitutional 
rule that it can have no declared political policy beyond that implied by its 
commitment to democratic socialism.

The group publishes pamphlets written by its members, arranges fortnightly 
meetings in London, and holds day and weekend schools.

Enquiries about membership should be sent to the Secretary, Young Fabian 
Group, 11 Dartmouth S treet London SW1H 9BN; telephone 01-222 8877.

Cover design by Dick Leadbetter Printed by Blackrose Press (TU)
ISBN 7163 2049 5 ISSN 0513 3982 29 Clerkenwell Close, London EC1


