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SERTES EDITOR’S PREFACE

The Longman Sociology Series consists of books written specifically
for first and second year undergraduate students. Each covers one key
area of sociology and aims to complement other materials.

The series is forward looking and attempts to reflect topics that will
be included in syllabuses for sociology and social policy. It provides a
range of volumes that bring together conceptual and empirical material.
In addition, volumes in the series also examine key controversies and
debates, drawing on commentaries using conceptual and empirical
material from a range of authors.

Bach volume in the series, whether authored or edited, covers an area
that would be commonly found in sociology and social policy sylla-
buses. The focus of each volume is on theoretically informed empirical
work with policy relatedness.

The volumes are intended for an international audience and therefore
comparative material is introduced, where appropriate, in a form that is
suitable for first and second year students.

Undergraduate students deserve good quality teaching from active
researchers who can inspire them to think about the key issues and
challenges in the social sciences in general and sociology in particular.
Such teachers make the subject exciting and encourage students to
become professional sociologists. In these circumstances, it is very
appropriate for these essays to be written in honour of Richard Brown
who has taught some of the contributors (including the series editor)
and been a supportive colleague to us all. It is hoped that these essays
will contribute to sociological debate much in the style of Richard
Brown and inspire future generations of students to think about ways in
which a sociological understanding of their world can be developed.

Professor Robert G. Burgess
University of Warwick
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CHAPTER |

Introduction

HUW BEYNON AND PANDELI GLAVANIS

We have come together in these pages to write a book which reflects
upon the nature of social inequality in contemporary society, something
which we feel has been severely neglected in recent times. Our em-
phasis is upon changes taking place in UK society and this, in part,
relates to our concern to produce an account which sits easily with the
work of one of Britain’s leading sociologists, Richard Brown. Richard
retired from his post as professor at the University of Durham in 1995,
and these essays mirror his interests and parallel the work which con-
tinues to preoccupy his thoughts.

Our concern to restate the importance of social inequality to an
adequate sociology might seem a little odd. The study of social strati-
fication has been one of the bench marks of British sociology. ‘Class’,
‘status’ and ‘social mobility’ remain dominant concepts whose study
has been marked by a high degree of conceptual and methodological
rigour which has rightly been granted international aclaim. However, this
dominance has not been unproblematic. In the 1980s and 1990s it pro-
voked attack from sociologists who claimed that its rigorous conceptual
framework was more of a straightjacket than a help to our understand-
ing of the dramatic and remarkable processes of change taking place in
the contemporary world (see Morgan and Stanley, 1993; Pahl, 1992). In
particular it was felt that new complex questions of social differentia-
tion were being raised in relation to issues such as gender, ethnicity and
race. Moreover, contemporary society seemed to be creating other equally
problematic and marginalised social catagories often associated with
age and residence. These changes in the social composition and demo-
graphy of societies were accentuated by technological changes. Patterns of
communication have altered dramatically as a consequence of television
and the uses of information technology. Forms of contraception and
reproductive technologies have contributed to new forms of sexual iden-
tity and household organisation. Furthermore, a century of nationalist
movements and fabour migrations has produced a complex set of dia-
sporas and novel political and socio-cultural patterns in the ‘host’ soci-
eties (Papastedgiadis, 1998). These were the themes which attracted the
attention of cultural studies and sparked the ‘culturalist turn’ in sociology.
It has become increasingly clear that if the study of social inequality is
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to take up its place as a central part of a sociological agenda, it also
needs to address them, not least because they figured dominantly in
people’s understandings of the ways in which inequalities are ordered,
reproduced and experienced in daily life.

In the changed political culture associated with ‘Thatcherism’ new
accounts of society emerged which gave central ground not to class and
social stratification but to issues relating to identity and culture. Rad-
ical in intent, these new and inspirational analyses reopened society for
analysis, and discovered highly complex and intriguing sets of social
relationships and understandings. Increasingly in these years a ‘class ana-
lysis” which stressed material inequalities in society was contrasted and
opposed to a variety of analyses which gave primacy to the examination
of cultural practices and identity formation in daily life. In contrast to
the theories of social stratification, these approaches most frequently relied
upon qualitative research methods, drawing their materials from cthno-
graphic studies, and the analysis of text and visual images. Unintention-
ally, perhaps, these approaches tended to underplay issues of material

inequality and the ways in which these affect the conditions of life of

particular groups in society.

One of the unfortunate consequences of these developments has been
the separation of the study of social stratification (once the mainstream)
from more generalised studies of social life. Distinct academic litera-
tures (on class and inequality, culture and identity) developed with
increasing degrees of separateness. As a consequence, British sociology
approaches the end of the century in a rather schizophrenic state, its
high sophistication in both theory and method masking the fault lines
that run between its major schools of thought. While this diversity has
its strengths, it can also be seen to weaken the discipline’s capacity to
address adequately many of the problems and issues that present them-
selves in contemporary society. This is perhaps demonstrated most clearly
in relation to the study of work and employment. Here, there might
have been a possibility of combining the two frameworks in interesting
and novel ways. However stratification theorists have tended to ignore
the routines of work in producing their accounts in the changing class
system. Their studies have emphasised patterns of income inequality and
occupational mobility to the neglect of studies of power and inequality
in the workplace. For their part, theorists who have emphasised culturalist
approaches have tended to be atiracted to accounts that conceptually
recast society as ‘post-Fordist” or ‘post-modern’ (see Hall and Jacques,
1989). These conceptions have often relied upon assertions of the changed
nature of economic relations, especially in the workplace, and the replace-
ment of ‘the worker’ by ‘the consumer’ as the central economic agent
in society. In this way leisure and consumption as people’s ‘central life
interest” were seen to have replaced ‘work’. This was seen to have
occurred in part as a result of technical changes in the workplace. As
a consequence studies which have emphasised the creative nature of
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human capacities in relation to identity-formation have often relied upon
notions of a ‘flexible” workplace where jobs are becoming increasing
open-ended and humane. However very little empirical support has
been produced to support these accounts. With few exceptions (sce
du Gay, 1995) the ‘culturalist’ accounts of post-modern society assume
changes in workplaces rather than investigate them.

A society in transition?

UK society at the end of the century remains deeply unequal, and the
inequality is patterned along lines that are familiar. The share of income
received by the least affluent declined steeply in the 1980s for the first
time in 40 years. In the last decade of the twentieth century, the chil-
dren of unskilled manual working parents had as much chance of getting
to university as they had in the first. Income, education and housing
still map together well as variables of inequality. It is for this reason that
insurance companies, estate agents, credit agencies and others, rely so
heavily upon the postal code for guidance in their assessment of risk and
reward. In so many ways these issues are reminiscent of an earlier period
when social inquiry by Booth, Rowntree and the Webbs focused on
the condition of the working and workless poor. In the contemporary
period, the writers who have drawn most attention to these conditions
have been journalists, not academic sociologists (see e.g. Danziger,
1995; Davies, 1997). Accounts such as these point to the damage done to
people and to social relationships as a consequence of social dislocation,
poverty and inequality.

Yet within this familiarity there is also change and, with it, the
appearance of novel patterns which are not easily understood, or
which raise dilemmas and complications not encountered previously,
or at least for some while, in the United Kingdom. There are many
reasons for this. The established system of employment relations that
underpinned the economic relationships within our society has changed
considerably. There has been a continuing decline in the proportion of
the labour force engaged in manual work. This has been closely associ-
ated with the accelerating decline in employment in extractive and manu-
facturing industry, and the concomitant absolute and relative growth
the size of the service sector. Added to this has been a radical transfor-
mation of the public sector as a consequence of political programmes of
privatisation and commercialisation of many state-owned industries and
services. So intense and rapid have been these changes that sociologists
have talked of a new international division of labour (Frobel, Heinrichs
and Kraye, 1980) and a new kind of post-industrial society (sce e.g.
Kumar, 1985; 1995).

In the UK, these changes have been linked with the continuing
increase in the proportion of women in employment, including married
women, and the rapid growth in the number of part-time jobs, the
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majority of them also filled by women. Alongside this has gone a re-
versal of the long-term decline in the proportion of those who are self-
employed, and the marked and rapid increase in their numbers. Most of
these self-employed people, are not entrepreneurs in the classic sense:
they employ themselves alone. Their rise is associated with continuing,
though fluctuating, high levels of unemployment, especially for younger
and older workers, and for those without skills and/or qualifications
(see Brown, 1997; Reich, 1991). Not surprisingly these developments have
contributed to a serious weakening of the power of trade union organ-
isations, and the likelihood that individual workers will have trade union
membership and the patterns of collective association which relate to it.

These changes have considerable implications for the ways in which
society is ordered and is understood. At the very least they would seem
to indicate some significant alteration in the ways in which men and
women organise their lives and relate to each other. The increased in-
volvement of women in the formal economy has combined with changes
in divorce legislation to alter the overall structure of households and of
their internal organisation. Sociological analysis for decades has relied
upon the idea of the male household head (and alongside this some
normative notion of the nuclear family) as the basis of its analysis of
social differentiation. This was especially appropriate to the old indus-
trial regions like the North-East of England where employment (of all
grades from unskilled worker to manager and director) was dominated
by men, and a ‘woman’s place’ was understood to be in the home. This
was the context of most of Richard Brown’s empirical researches and
where the changes have been seen most dramatically. Here, the ship-
yards, the steel mills and the coal mines have been replaced by office
complexes, call-centres and electrical and light engineering factories.
Industries and activities associated with the production and use of
computing and information technologies are seen to be the new growth
points. Across the burgeoning service sector, women dominate. As a
result, the two-income household replaced the established notion of the
‘family wage’ in the minds of most people. Alongside the no-income
household, it required sociologists to contemplate the ways in which
social class related to gender in the patterning of power relationships
and social inequalities.

These, of course, are not the only changes that accompanied the trans-
formation of the old industrial economies at the end of the twentieth
century. The boom years of the post-war period were associated with a
severe labour shortage. The employment of married women as part-time
workers helped ease this, but alone this was inadequate. The largest
supply of new employees (industrial labourers, bus drivers and doctors)
came through international migration. Within and between continents the
migrant worker has endured as a key — low-paid — element in Western
economies. In the USA, Mexicans and Puerto Ricans joined black
people ~ descendants of the freed slaves — in the dirty jobs. In Europe,
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the southern Mediterranean states provided the labour to fuel the boom
years of the 1960s. In Britain it was slightly different, for Britain had had
an Empire which had become a Commonwealth. This, on the one hand,
gave British business access to a potentially infinite supply of labour,
while on the other made them dependent upon labourers who, as Com-
monwealth citizens, had gained their own political rights. If they came
as migrants they, unlike the Mexicans and Turkish, had the right to stay.

Between 1955 and 1967, two-thirds of a million people from India,
Pakistan and West Indies arrived in the United Kingdom. As a wave of
immigration it fell into three distinct periods. In the 1950s, West Indian
migrants dominated. These — male and female — were in the most part
manual workers and mostly skilled. In the 1960s things changed. An-
ticipation of the 1962 Commonwealth Act brought a flood of migrants
keen to ‘beat the ban’. After the Act itself — and the voucher system it
introduced — the focus of migration shifted from the West Indies to the
East. It shifted too from manual workers to professional, as Indian and
Pakistani teachers, doctors, engineers and scientists took up their ‘B
vouchers” and moved to the United Kingdom.

Migration therefore was tied closely to the needs of the British
economy, a fact that drove one contributor to an annual conference of
the Royal Society to point to its “‘uncomfortable resemblance to slavery’
(Skinner, 1971: 63). The new immigrants were ‘drawn to those regions
which, in spite of demand for labour, have not been able to attract much
net population from other parts of the country’. They went to the towns
British people had moved out of. They moved into the ‘decreasing
urban cores of expanding industrial regions’, pulled in by the web of
capital’s needs. Many of them have now lived in these cities — places
like Birmingham, Bristol and London — for over 30 years. They arrived
— particularly those from the West Indies — with high hopes and fond
feelings for the United Kingdom and the ‘English way of life’. Sadly,
these were badly shaken by their early experiences of racism and dis-
crimination in the housing and employment markets. Tn reflecting upon
these processes, an editorial in the Financial Times in 1973 carried the
headline “We live in a multi-racial country’:

Irretrievably? Short of the overthrow of the British constitutional tradition and
the installation of an authoritarian regime, the answer must be ‘Yes, irretriev-
ably’. The reason is that no British government that respects British law and
tradition could honestly legislate for the enforced expuision from this country
of people born here, or people who are British under the law, and are already
living here. ... Thus it must be accepted that significant numbers of people
of West Indian and Asian origin are here to stay. Once this fundamental fact is
established it should not be very difficult to proceed to the next, which is that
these newcomers should be treated as equals within the society of which they
are now a part. The fact that so many of them are not so treated, which is amply
documented in dozens of learned reports, should alarm us, because it is this that
could lead to conflict in the future. (3 October 1973)
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These movements of workers were accompanied by movements in
capital, as large manufacturing and service corporations began to oper-
ate more and more freely as transnational organisations. In the early
1970s, for example, senior executives in the Ford Motor Company were
heard to complain the ‘we are not Ford Furope - we are Ford half of
Europe’. As a consequence the company began to move their factories
toward the workers in the south of Burope and not the other way around
(see Beynon, 1984). This process was not unique to Ford. Increasingly
the world’s largest corporations began to operate with a view of their
investment strategies that were global in scope (see Barnett and Muller,
1974; Dicken, 1997).

In the context of such major transformative processes associated with
complex patterns of migration and industrial and social change, it often
seems that such established notions of class are also swept away. Cer-
tainly if the concept is to help make sense of current patterns within our
society, it will need to go beyond conventional definitions which relate
it to occupation or income and other material characteristics alone. This
need is exacerbated when we realise that these processes of migration by
capital and labour have had cultural as well as economic implications.
The cconomies of places became increasingly associated with other parts
of the world. These changes impacted upon people’s understandings of
themselves and of their ways of life. They were further accelerated by
technological changes in patterns of communication. Coca-Cola and the
logos of Shell and the MacDonald companies became casily recognised
throughout the world as global symbols (see Ritzer, 1993). Morcover
the eating habits of people in the United Kingdom altered to incorporate
international cuisine. So much has this been the case that Harry Redknap,
the manager of the West Ham football team, was amusingly described
in 1997 as a man who had never eaten a curry! This complex process of
cultural change has been well described by Robertson as ‘the interpene-
tration of the universalisation of particularism and the particularisation
of universalism’ (Robertson, 1992; 1995). It influences our concern with
the study of social inequality through its impacts upon people’s subjective
understandings of their situation and their relationships with each other.

Within stratification theory, the study of the subjective world has
most usually been dominated by discussions of class consciousness and
of processes of collective solidarity which derive from class position,
often expressed through notions of community. In the contemporary
world, such accounts need to be transformed by an understanding that
gender, race and ethnicity are equally important sources of social
differentiation, and that classes are made up of people with complex
identities which often run across class lines. A working class composed
of migrant workers will be a different one from that made up of skilled
indigenous workers organised in a trade union. Equally, the social posi-
tion and kinds of understandings developed by women manual workers
may well be very different from those of men (see e.g. Hunt, 1980;
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Porter, 1983; Skeggs, 1997). Nevertheless, to recognise the importance
of the social composition (and thereby the formation of classes) is not
to deny the centrality of life chances (and class location) in structuring
social inequality. Access to education and differing urban environments
and cultures constitute equally significant indicators of social differ-
entiation, social exclusion and marginalisation (see e.g. Massey, 1994).
This broader analytical remit for the concept of social class can be
gleaned from the writings of E. P. Thompson (Thompson, 1965) and was
alluded to by Richard Brown when he emphasised that:

with respect to some areas of social experience religion and tegion may be
further important independent lines of social differentiation. As a result social
analysis becomes very much more complex, but hopefully also more adequate.
(Abrams and Brown, 1984: 3)

Perhaps it is through this notion of an ‘adequate’ sociology that some
important developments can take place. Certainly there is a worry that
accounts which focus purely on the cultural and social realm cannot
adequately grasp and account for the changes that are taking place in
the world at the present time. Equally certain is the fact that analyses
which ignore this area of life will be unconvincing ones.

Social inequalities, work and community

In attempting to understand the complex ways in which UK society is
changing, it is helpful to draw attention to the ways in which associated
processes of differentiation (gender, ethnicity and class) each and to-
gether explain on-going patterns of inequality. These patterns are played
out in the economy: through the education system which serves as an
allocative mechanism, and the workplace itself. People’s understandings
of themselves in relation to each other are often influenced by what
goes on at work and by the ways in which this iterates with life in the
locality beyond the workplace. Commonly understood as ‘the commu-
nity’, these localised places have historically given meaning to people’s
lives and their sense of place within their society. These are the themes
which organise this book. The chapters that follow aim to accomplish a
dual objective. First, to consider the new characteristics and parameters
which map social inequality in contemporary society. Second, to exam-
ine carefully the particular ways in which social inequality is still re-
flected within our society and how sociologists are altempling to account
for it. They are written from a variety of perspectives and each of us has
developed insights in our own personal and particular ways.

The first three essays consider the three primary elements in the social
ontology of collectivity: gender, class and race. Sheila Allen addresses
the theme of social inequality through the interrelationship of gender
relations and work and the conceptual changes this have provoked. She
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examines the ideologies of home/household/family in relation to those
of work and employment and considers the associated inequalities of
condition by reference to a broader analysis of structural persistence and
change within our society. Huw Beynon introduces a discussion of class
by highlighting the way in which our society and culture continues to
be deeply affected by class-based inequalities, while politicians, social
scientists and historians have come to abandon the concept as an ana-
lytical or political tool for discourse. He stresses the need for a ‘class
analysis” which enters the everyday world and through an examination
of language, rhetoric and life-style constructs accounts of the ways in
which complex social processes are textured into class understandings.
Pandeli Glavanis considers the persistence of race and race politics
as a central characteristic of the way in which different communities
construct their individual and collective identities. He shows how this
has given rise to a number of different explanations reflecting different
paradigms within the discipline. His chapter illustrates how any con-
sideration of inequalities within contemporary British society needs to
take account of the ‘politics of identity’.

This discussion is followed by four essays each addressing the theme
of social inequality with specific reference to the two areas of social
reality in which Richard Brown has made his most significant contribu-
tion: education and work. Using statistical and ethnographic evidence
Robert Burgess highlights the manner in which the educational system
in schools, colleges and universities continues 1o reproduce inequality
in contemporary society. The commitment of different governments to
establish education as the lynch-pin for economic performance in the
next century has made little impact upon established patterns of differ-
entiation. For their part, John Eldridge and Theo Nichols consider the
importance of workplaces and the ways in which the study of culture
and the labour process have allowed a broader understanding of the
ways in which social inequality is both reflected and structured in con-
temporary society. Common to both these accounts is the view that the
study of work requires a wider perspective than the narrow confines of
conventional industrial sociology allow.

Nevertheless, detailed emprical accounts of workplaces and what goes
on inside them are of great importance. This is especially the case when
sociologists seem to be using almost opposite accounts of workplace
change as part of their wider analyses of society and social inequality.
For some, who emphasise the ‘post-Fordist’ shift, workplaces are increas-
ingly becoming more flexible, prouctive and humane. For others, and
Richard Brown was amongst their number, the changes scemed less
benign. His analyses have tended to emphasise the growing insecurities
associated with these changes:

managements have emphasised the importance of increasing the “flexibility’ of
their workforces, for example by employing at least some of their workers on
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contracts of employment which are ‘non-standard’ in the sense that they offer
less than full-time employment and/or are not open-ended in duration (e.g. part-
time, temporary, and fixed-term contracts). (Brown, 1995: p. 5)

In his view, workers’ experience of work during the last two decades
has been characterised by growing insecurity and precariousness of
employment (unemployment), along with work intensification, and the
increasing demands by employers for greater flexibility in employment
practices.

Tony Elger steps into this minefield with a careful scrutiny of the em-
pirical evidence related to the labour process in British manufacturing.
He concludes that change has been very slow and small-scale. Elger
goes on to reflect on these changes with reference to an account of a
rapidly changing world economy and its implications for established
patterns of social inequality.

lan Roberts examines the different constructions of working-class
communities in the post-war period, and especially the tendency for
these accounts to deviate either in the direction of pathology or in the
direction of activism. Relying upon his own research, Roberts goes on
to challenge the way in which several classic accounts have portrayed
the working class, and especially the tendency for such studies to rely
upon a ‘middle class’ perspective in their accounts of working-class
communities.

The last two essays by Ennis and Curran extend the discussion of
social inequality to the analysis of working class communities. Frank
Ennis, through a detailed historical account, considers the sexual divi-
sion of labour within these communities and highlights the import-
ance of sexual segregation and inequality to any understanding of their
developments. Maggie Curran, on the basis of contemporary analyses
of the 1980s and 1990s, considers the experience and consequences of
long-term unemployment in inner-city areas. She asks us to consider
the meaning, for a social analysis of inequality, of the emergence of
entire inner-city communities with minimal connection to the world
of work.

Taken together, we hope that these chapters serve to honour Richard
Brown and his contributions to sociology, as well as making a novel
contribution to the ongoing examination of social inequality in a
changing world.



CHAPTER 2

Richard Brown and British sociology'

IAN ROBERTS

It is sometimes said that sociology has difficulty dealing with the
individual. Such a view is of course incorrect, the essence of an accept-
able sociology has to be the mutual interaction between individuals
and social structures, however variously conceived. There are few beter
definitions of ‘the promise’ of sociology than that classically defined by
C. Wright Mills (1959) as the interconnection between private troubles
and public issues. Such a conceptualisation has always informed the
work of Richard Brown who, whether studying substantive issues of work
histories and careers or reflecting upon the development of an academic
subject, has stressed not only the importance of the interaction between
individuals, contexts and the wider mutual interpenetration of structure
and agency, but also the play of chance and contingency in the unfolding
of history. Thus,

Work histories focus attention on one of the areas of social life where there is
an interaction between individual decision and action and social structural oppor-
tunity and constraint and where the outcome of such interaction has important
consequences for both individual and society. (Brown, 1982: 123--4)

No subject develops in an entirely neat and systematic way; among other things,
personal interests (inteflectual and material), external influences, and chance
see (o that. (Brown, 1992: 33)

What 1 shall seek to do in this interpretation of Richard Brown’s
work is to turn these insights on to the choices, contingencies and
external influences that have exercised an effect upon his sociological
career. I hope to show how Richard’s career has both contributed to and
been expressive of the shape that British sociology took in the post-war
period. However, a word of warning needs to be issued at this point.
Whilst sociology can deal with issues at the level of the individual
especially in charting the choices, decisions and actions that have been
made, and the effects that those have had on the construction of career,
it has greater difficulty in dealing with the intrinsic personal qualities of
individuals. Weber developed the concept of ‘charisma’ to account for
individuals whose qualities are seen to be supernatural, in possession
of other powers ‘not accessible to everybody’ (Weber, 1968: 19). Socio-
logists are understandably reticent (o tread upon a terrain which deals
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with more mundane moral qualities, and the kinds of influence which
comes from exemplification and not dominance. However, you cannot
understand the extent of the influence that Richard Brown has exerted
upon British sociologists and, more widely, sociology without recognis-
ing such a specific quality.

Richard’s early career showed many of the features of the dialectic
of choice and contingency that he has discussed in his later work. Fol-
lowing three years of alternative national service as a conscientious
objector with the Friends Ambulance Unit on international service he
subsequently applied to read history at Cambridge. It was at the inter-
view for admission to Cambridge that he first came across the term
sociology:

I went for interview for admission to Cambridge and Peter Laslett interviewed
me for admission, and he said something like, ‘the economic mterpretation of
history has obviously made quite a difference to historical scholarship in the way
in which people think about history’. Did I think that there would be a socio-
logical interpretation of history which might have the same sort of effect? |
completely failed to answer the question because I didn’t know what socio-
logical interpretation of history might look like, or what sociology was, or what
he was going on about, so we moved on to something else. I still got in. [ can
remember that, this stuck somehow.

Greater familiarity with sociology came in the final year at Cambridge
when Richard attended a series of lectures given by the visiting Ameri-
can sociologist George Homans who provided not only an eloquent
demolition of functionalism but also discussed industrial sociology. At
the same time he read J. A. C. Brown’s The Social Psychology of Indus-
try (1954) and was very impressed ‘by the overt message of the book’,

that if only work was organised properly everybody would be satisfied and all
could be wonderful and happy and if not it was because it was badly structured
and badly managed and so on, that you had conflict; it was a good human
relations text. | thought ‘that’s what I want to be doing, at least that’s something
that attracts me’.

In furtherance of this interest, after graduating, Richard made a suc-
cesstul application to the LSE in order to study for a one-year certifi-
cate in personnel administration. Not only did this provide useful practical
placements (a month at Rowntree’s, and also Courtaulds’ as well as with
Marks and Spencer, London Transport and the Employment Exchange
at King’s Cross), it also provided exposure to the teaching of Nancy
Seear and an industrial sociologist, John Smith. On completing the cer-
tificate there followed a number of applications to firms for personnel
work. However, at this juncture external circumstances intervened. In the
wake of Suez, Harold Macmillan argued that the crisis had indicated
the ‘weakness of our post-war economy’. There was a run on reserves,
a loss of exports and, ‘by ecarly 1958 it was clear that the economy was
in depression’ (Pollard, 1969: 475). As Richard recalled,
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Unfortunately the summer and autumn of 1958 was a sort of mini-slump, so
nobody was recruiting very much, so | went for lots of interviews, discovered
how badly most Personnel Managers interviewed and how appalling their paper
work was, in the sense that you got a rejection months after you'd been inter-
viewed, they were really very bad, but 1 didn’t get a job.

The first opportunity to present itself at this time came not through
the impersonal labour market but as a result of what Grannovetter (198 5)
has called ‘embeddedness’, the existence of social networks within the

labour market. A project studying the recruitment and employment of

married women in Peak Freans biscuit factory in Bermondsey had been
under way at the LSE for some time with Pearl Jeffcott employed as the
researcher. In this establishment the employment of married women was
a new development in the post-war period. The sociology department
at the University of Leicester considered that a useful comparative piece
of work could be done, looking at the local hosiery industry where the
employment of married women had a long history. Richard was appointed
as a research officer in 1959, initiating an interest in gender and employ-
ment that was to remain a focus throughout his career. The department
at that time was composed of three others, Ilya Neustadt, Norbert Elias
and John Goldthorpe.

Richard was employed at Leicester as rescarcher and lecturer until
1966. The department at Leicester seems to provide a null example
to what Giddens (1978), himself a member of the department, has
described as ‘the orthodox consensus’ in British sociology in the 1950s
and 60s. The orthodox consensus, according to Giddens, was a focus
upon the dichotomy between industrial and traditional society and a
co-related emphasis upon functionalism and naturalism. Reference to the
European tradition was largely mediated through US sociology. However
at Leicester at this time there was a very direct link to European social
thought:

The interesting thing about Leicester was that Elias knew his Marx, but he was
very much in the tradition of Weberian sociology, even though he was quite
critical of some of it, particularly the nominalism. . . . Neustadt was rather dif-
ferent . .. he did a doctorate in Belgium (Lidge School of Economics) and then
did another PhD in London. But he was very well founded in the sort of history
of sociological theoty, European history of sociological theory and his specialism
was Comte. . . . It was quite an interesting situation because 1 don’t think that there
was very much . . . reference to functionalism in the teaching there — the core
second-year theory course was a Comte, Marx, Durkheim and Weber course
really. ... So Leicester would have defined itself when I got there as certainly
not Marxist — there was an importance attached to the expectation there would
be conflict in social relations and that that should be analysed, it was structural,
it wasn’t just a case of people behaving badly to each other, it was basic and
probably ineradicable. American speakers used to be asked ‘Well, what about
conflict? How do you explain conflict?’
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Not only was the subject matter at Leicester distinct, but what also
made an impact on the recent recruit was the intensity of commitment
towards the subject:

There was a sort of missionary ethos Lo sociology in Leicester; Neustadt and
Elias, and 1 think Goldthorpe to some extent, maybe we all did, but they par-
ticularly, [ remember thinking at the time it was their religion, they were com-
mitted to it in that sort of way and it had a significance and importance which
was far beyond earning a living or doing something which was interesting. . . . So
that was quite interesting and [ suppose in the end quite influential; influential
for me but also it had a lot of influence on the students at the time who,
something in the air or what have you, suddenly flocked to sociology in large
numbers.

The department at Leicester did experience phenomenal growth during
this period, going from 5 staff in 1960 to 25 three years later. Other
departments of sociology were growing too, although few at quite this
rate. Moreover the public profile of sociology was beginning to emerge:

other people began to think sociologists had something to tell us and I did a
series of lectures in the school of architecture in Leicester Tech because they
thought sociologists had the answer to ‘what we should build and where?’

After being appointed as lecturer, Richard’ research work at Leices-
ter advanced on three fronts. First was a piece of work which initiated
his interest in the concept of carcer. This involved a survey of junior
managers in industry as they gained entry and began to develop their
careers. A second project was undertaken with the careers advisory ser-
vice at the university and involved a survey of student attitudes towards
and knowledge of careers in probation and child-care work. Finally came
his role as an advisor on a project carried out in the Leicester diocese
by young clergy who were developing a survey of rural parishes and
wanted professional sociological advice.

Such a growth in the popularity of the subject as well as growth in
the numbers of those practising sociology brought with it tensions and
problems as well as opportunities. For some, especially those display-
ing a ‘messianic ethos’ who had fought to promote the distinctiveness
of the subject, there were threats of dilution from those recently arrived
from other disciplines. Also threatening was the broader popularity of
the subject which others defined as an overarching social science. The
response of those practising the subject differed according to the position
that they took in relation to the ‘threat’ of dilution. Moves o profession-
alise the BSA produced a lively debate (Barnes, 1981) and somewhat
of a compromise solution with the setting up of the Conference of
University Teachers in Sociology. Richard was admitted through one
of its seven gates, that which included anyone who had a teaching posi-
tion in a recognised sociology department.
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Perhaps the strongest theoretical and substantive theme to engage
British sociology during this and subsequent periods is that of social
inequality. Richard’s own work has concentrated on socio-economic
and gender inequality. There are both historical and institutional reasons
as to why a concern with social inequality should be seen as almost
synonymous with the practice of sociology itself. The sources of social
theory on which British sociology drew in its early post-Second World
War development involved, as we have seen, both the wave of function-
alism from the United States with its emphasis on orderly social repro-
duction and the classical European tradition which, in the work of Marx
and Weber in particular, emphasised the inevitability of social conflict,
Added to these currents was a more home-grown emphasis and empir-
ical concern with the effects of poverty understood as an issue of social
policy. Often enough the political arithmetic that flowed from this
approach was informed by values of the non-conformist Christian
tradition, as in the work of Seebohm Rowntree.

British sociology did not invent a concern with social inequality then,
but can be seen in many ways as inheriting such a terrain. This was
especially so in the early years after the Second World War when con-
cerns with pragmatic social policy issues were recast in the light of the
threats and uncertainties that the post-war world appeared to offer. Some
believed that slump and recession would inevitably follow a short re-
placement boom as after the First World War. Allied to this, however,
was to be the opportunities for change that were afforded in a new
international order where the role of national and international institu-
tions in managing the economy was to be accentuated. In Britain the
election of a Labour government also added to the air of expectation
that change was the order of the day.

If the pessimistic vision of post-war development was to ensue, the
question that many social analysts were asking was whether the work-
ing class would turn to conflict, as sections did in the wake of the First
World War? Or if the more optimistic picture of the post-war world
came into being the question was: did Britain have the modern institu-
tions, in particular an education system, to promote the technical skills
necessary for development, or were its institutions merely reproducing
traditional inequalities and stifling moves towards meritocracy? Rither
way questions of class inequality in both a political and an apparently
pragmatic sense were seen as burning issues. This terrain has proved a
particularly well visited site in post-war British sociology, as many of
the papers in this volume testify,

What was rather slower to develop as an arena of debate approaching
anything like equal importance given to the issue of social class was that
of issues of gender inequality. Whereas class inequalities appeared to
invoke both immediate institutional and policy issues as well as macro
political commitments, issues of gender inequality, despite some impress-
ive individual researches, remained to a large extent ‘hidden from history’
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(Rowbotham, 1975). Tt is arguable that, as a newly dcveloping Qisci|)~
line in Britain, sociology initially followed where other social sciences
led. Social and economic inequality was largely the substantive terrain
on which British sociology developed its disciplinary approaches and
identities. Only later were identifiably sociological accounts o_fothcr forms
of inequality forthcoming. This is true of ethnic and racial inequality as
it is for gender inequality. Thus whilst individual sociologists were study-
ing problems within the paradigm of ‘race relations’ in the late. 1950s apd
early 1960s (Glass, 1960; Patterson, 1963) a specifically wider socio-
logical literature dealing with ethnic and racial inequality emerged from
the late 1970s onwards (Gilroy, 1987; Donald and Rattansi, 1992).
Whilst it is difficult to delineate sharply what a specifically sociolo-
gical approach to inequality involves, one candidate for this distinction
that seems to make sense is as an approach which mediates between
aspects of structure and agency — the ability to look at issues of inequal-
ity not only as defined by pragmatic policy concerns but to seek to
relate the experience of those variously situated, positively and nega-
tively privileged, as contributing towards a more complex understandl}ng
of forms of inequality. Sociological practice towards the understandi‘ng
of social inequality has made many individual contributions, ranging
from issues of theoretical conceptualisation, to a more rigorous and
technically demanding empirical focus, as in John Goldthorpe’s wgrk
on class analysis (1997). Nevertheless, arguably the central defining
quality of the sociological approach is to see those studied (and ()f
course those studying) as implicated both as subjects and objef:tg of
an historically evolving reality. There are those within the discxplme,
including Richard Brown, who would contend that many of the “realities’
of social inequality are still not appreciated by those who see themselves
as either not affected or not implicated. As such the study of social
inequality remains of central importance. A precursor and necessary
accompaniment to changing the world must be an honest attempt. to
understand it. It was this conviction that shaped Richard’s developing
approach to social inequality throughout his career. .
One institutional tension that accompanied the growth of the subject
was connected with the rise in the size of departments of which Leicester
was a prime example. The non-formal and very personalised relation-
ships that were possible when only four or five people worked together
became increasingly incongruous as the numbers involved increased
and, in a process that parallels small-firm growth, strains began to show:

We never had departmental meetings. The first departmental meeting ?n lh‘at
department was called when Neustadt was in Sierra Leone doing something for
UNESCO. Syd Holloway and T were left in charge and called a depal.‘lmc}antal
meeting. Before and after that there weren’t any. In the early days it didn’t
matter because we all had coffee together so it was all done informally, but by
the time you have 25 you can’t do it that way. We used to talk about people
being in and being out and it seemed time for a change.
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Richard made the active choice to leave Leicester and was appointed
at the University of Durham in 1966, By this time he was well estab-
lished as a national figure in industrial sociology in Britain with two
respected journal articles making a particular impact. The first, ‘Par-
ticipation, conflict and change in industry — a review of research in

industrial sociology at the Department of Social Science, University of

-

Liverpool” was published in Sociological Review prior to leaving Leices-
ter. The second, ‘Research and consultancy in industrial enterprises — a
review of the contribution of the Tavistock Institute of Human Relations
to the development of industrial sociology’, was published in the first
issue of Sociology shortly after his arrival in Durham. Both of these
articles showed Richard’s ability to produce critical and yet constructive
appraisals of the work of distinct schools of thought. Moreover his
ability to relate both the intricate details and complexity of evolving
work and yet position these within the context of wider developments
was a skill which he was to develop further into his more recent book,
Understanding Industrial Organisations (1992).

On the empirical research side Richard began to investigate the
shipbuilding industry in a number of projects, the first of which was
initiated by Peter Brannen and subsequently involved Jim Cousins and
Michael Samphier. The importance of these projects was the way in
which the empirical detail was related to an ongoing critique of existent
theoretical frameworks. In particular the work challenged the validity of
categorical orientations to work and images of society supposedly held
by proletarian workers (Lockwood, 1966). In suggesting that ‘Patterns
of Paradox’ were what characterised the social imagery of the workers
that they studied, the team in a number of publications (Brown and
Brannen, 1970; Brown, 1973; Cousins and Brown, 1975) were doing
more than seeking a refinement of Lockwood’s ideal types. Rather, they
were adding both empirical and theoretical weight to a movement that
was seeking a more sophisticated grasp of the interaction of structure
and agency. Up until this point most of the calls for such approaches
had been made at the level of social theory, not as the combined out-
come of the dialectic between theory and empirical rescarch (e.g., Dawe,
1970; Silverman, 1970). Richard recalled the complexity of the task
that he had set himself in objecting to the notion of orientations to work
as the solution to understanding the perspectives and associated behav-
iours of workers:

Once you began to look at it there were all sorts of feedback loops. Once you
started saying people’s work experience as well as their experiences outside
work influence their orientations to work then there’s room for all the other
things to come back in again, technology, management styles, all the rest of
it, because it’s not a simple one-line causative chain, .. So it posed prob-
lems. ... The one thing which T tried to develop was the idea of some negoti-
ated order as a way beyond that, which again was trying to say this is taking
place in a particular sort of context, but within that context there is room for the
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actors to work out their own destinies to some extent, or at least to create a
particular patterning of social relations.

A number of issues of substantive focus and style had become very
clear in Richard’s work by this time. The focus upon the importance of
a complex relationship between structure and agency W'Ou'ld permeate
all areas of his research and teaching. Associated with this is lns.(%l\]durw
ing belief that an eclectic and varied approach from geveral different
schools of thought could only be beneficial to the subject as a wholc.
In this belief he was steadfast that there was unlikely to be any :vsmgle‘
approach that could successfully account for the full com\plex{xty of
social tife. In the increasingly ideologically loaded context of socm]qu
in the 1970s this meant that at times there were attacks I’orthconm_lg
on his approach both from the proponents of ‘scientific’ structurah‘st
Marxism as well as some of the more hysterical proponents of a 1‘ab1(i
anti-Marxism. Throughout this time Richard sought to defch a plural'lty
of theoretical approaches to sociology although he was u]}hkgly to‘gwe
his name to any single one of these. This is exemplified in h.lS a.ltlliudc‘
towards labour process theory, reinvigorated afterv the publication of
Harry Braverman’s Labor and Monopoly Capital in 1974, He recog-
nised that at the time the labour process approach potentially off;ercd a
very powerful lens through which to view the changing nature of \‘VOI‘.].(,
but consistently cautioned some of the younger and more enthusiastic
devotees, including myself, to beware of the theoretical baggage we
might need to take on board in signing up to'the whole agcnda.

Such a solid, ‘feet on the ground’ yet critical approach might have
ensured Richard’s unpopularity with younger and apparently.mql‘e rad-
ical students and teachers of the subject. The opposite was in fact t.hc
case. Much of this is explicable in terms of his tolerance, indeed will-
ingness to engage with the most radical of ideas, a 11iait that h.as not
diminished with age. However, perhaps more convincing are his per-
sonal qualities, one of the most notable of V&{hlch is a total absencg of
any arrogance or detachment that so often 'I'OIIQWS in those experien-
cing even a modicum of success within academia. He has glways taken
tutorial discussions with first-year undergraduates as serlously as he
would discussions with senior colleagues. Those who have particularly
benefited from the quality of such relationships with Richa}rd have been
the numerous post-graduate students that he has .sgperws.ed over ‘th.e
years, many of whom are now leading figures in B_rltlsh spcmlogy. Ihis
living legacy will continue to strengthen British soczology{n’to the C\ttlx}‘e.

Richard’s career at Durham progressed, with promotion to bemor‘
Lecturer (1970), Reader (1974) and, following the. unlimelyldea‘th of
Philip Abrams, Professor (1982), until he was undemabl.y a major figure
in national and ultimately international sociology. His W()l‘l.( for t.he
BSA saw him act in capacities as various as convenor of the mdus'tnal
sociology study group (1968), member of the executive committee
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(1968-72, 1983-9), member of the editorial board of Sociology (1978~
82) and President of the BSA ( 1983-5) as well as a number of other
duties. From 1986 to 1989 he served as the founder and first editor of
Work, Employment and Society. In many ways the initial impetus behind
WES was the substantive breadth of Richard’s conception of work and
society coupled with his non-dogmatic, non-partisan approach. Its suc-
cess also owed much to his estimation of the commercial viability of
such a venture. He also served in a number of capacities on committees
of the Social Science Research Council/Economic and Social Research
Council. A number of other prestigious appointments followed such as
President of the Sociology and Social Policy section of the British
Association for the Advancement of Science (1995), an edited collec-
tion following from his arrangement of one day of the section confer-
ence of that year (Brown (ed.), 1997).

It may appear with hindsight that Richard’s career displays a smooth
inevitability which I am sure cannot have been the way that it felt at the
time. However, if timing is everything then Richard did arguably appear
on the sociological scene at the right time. The long boom of the post-
war period did present unparalleled opportunities for the development
of a ‘new’ subject within a university sector that was to expand with
relatively generous resources. In the carly years at Leicester he was unsure
of his future career and occasionally tempted to seck a change and work
in personnel management. In later years he had no such doubt about his
commitment to a belief in the subject. In the 1980s higher education was
operating in a changed context. Ironically, when Richard was having to
rise to the challenges and responsibilities of professorship within a
climate of financial stringency, he identifies the strength of sociology as
a discipline that had truly arrived:

I do have a sense of pride in being part of it, and what has happened. . . . (In
the) early 80s there were cuts in the air, I was on a faculty planning committee
and we were talking about ‘what did we essentially need to have a faculty of
Social Sciences?” Sociology, politics and so on, in a way in which 20 years
earlier it wouldn’t have been. Sociology might have been dispensable, of course
it was in one or two universities, but at least here and in other universities in the
rest of the country it wasn’t.

This period was an uncomfortable one for Richard, having to deal firstly
with the cuts and then the pressures that arose from commitment out-
side of academe, most notable of which was his support for the miners’
cause during the strike of 19845, During what he recollects as a © pretty
gloomy ten years’ one friendship and academic relationship proved of
particular importance. Huw Beynon arrived in the department in 1976,
having been appointed when Richard was away on holiday. Their rela-
tionship became one of the most productive of academic associations
and yet this did not present itself directly in many joint publications or
projects, Richard explained:
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In some ways our styles of writing and presenting material are very differ-
ent, and I don’t think T can do what he does and he probably could do what I do
but doesn’t want to and so it probably is difficult to pick out influences in a
way. ... And yet the ten years or so he was here (at Durham) we talked a lot
and exchanged ideas a lot.

The influence of Huw and indeed, through the more impersonal route
of written work, that of Elliot Jaques (1961) and William Baldamus
(1961) is perhaps discernible in Richard’s developing work upon the
employment relationship (1981, 1988). In this work we see very overtly
a concern to work out the relationship between structure and agency
through the deployment of both theoretical elaboration and empirical
exemplification. The Marxian problematic that ‘when you employ some-
body else you’ve got an enormous black hole of uncertainty, how do
you ensure that the contract is closed?”, is pursued through an approach
stressing the negotiated order of organisations and the strategic power
available to agents as a result of contextualisation within institutions
embedded in specific labour markets. This is one aspect of Richard’s
work that is ongoing:

I’'m very happy with that, I don’t think I’ve worked it out yet fully, that’s what
I retired to do . . . one of the things I retired to do.

Of his own career Richard is fond of referring to a remark that
Cromwell once made that “No man goes so far as he who knows not
where he’s going’. T think that this is to give too much to contingency
and chance in this particular case. The timing may have been right but
Richard Brown would not have achieved the level of respect that is so
evident within the wider academic community if his work had not been
of the highest of standards. More importantly Richard’s example has
exercised a profound effect upon those of us who have been lucky
enough to know him personally. Hopefully some of his unbounded
enthusiasm for the subject and open mindedness with respect to ideas
and traditions that are not necessarily one’s own will have rubbed off.
Insofar as this effect is embedded within a wide network of people
he has taught and worked with it would be good to think that such
agency has in some ways become institutionalised within the dynamics
of British sociology itself,

Note

I All direct quotations from Richard Brown are taken from tape-récorded con-
versations with the author.



CHAPTER 3

Gender inequality and divisions
of labour

SHEILA ALLEN

Over the post Second World War period considerable change has taken
place in some social relationships and in the discipline of sociology.
This essay considers those which relate to the relationships of gender,
their associated divisions of labour and the ways in which these have
been perceived and analysed by sociologists. Tt focuses mainly on the
British context. The mobilisation of women’s labour in the Second World
War, the increase in part-time jobs during and after the war, together
with the post-war pressures to return to ‘normality’ led to constructions
of women’s economic participation, divisions of labour and domestica-
tion which owe more to prevailing ideologies of what ought to be than
what actually is. These constructions to a large extent still play a domin-
ant role in research design in, for instance, the questions asked and
not asked and the uncritical production and use of official statistics. In
the 1990s the concentration by politicians on the family and so-called
traditional family values, not only in speeches but in policy formula-
tion, rely heavily on and reinforce the same ideological constructions.
Maybe part of the explanation for their strong re-emergence is to be
looked for in the restructured economy, with its high levels of unemploy-
ment, an increasingly low-paid employed sector, the spread of casualised
working conditions, the removal of protective legislation and a weakened
trade union movement. Collective provision based on taxation according
to income and wealth becomes narrower in scope and less adequate to
meet the needs of the majority.

These changes have altered the material base of everyday life and
have exacerbated the inequalities of condition on which it is conducted.
The individualising of responsibility and the privatising of services
assumes the norm is a family structure where fathers keep children,
mothers look after them and those needing care for reasons of age and
sickness or disability can call on family members to provide it. At the
same time finding or creating a job to provide income is ‘encouraged’
through measures to reduce the amount of and eligibility for benefit,
even where full contributions have been made. The agenda of politi-
cians who speak about the failings of individuals, ‘irresponsible’ par-
ents (single or otherwise) in terms of some lost morality and family
values is highly functional in diverting attention from the problems
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created by restructuring and from informed discussion of economic and
social policies which could deal with these changes more adequately.

The need to incorporate the broader political context into analyses of
gender inequalities and divisions of labour is obvious, but the need to
treat with the utmost caution constructions — of the family, of inequal-
ity and of divisions of labour — which are limited in their scope, partial
in application and for which the evidence is either lacking or distort-
ing is equally so. My concern in this essay is to address the gendered
inequalities in existing divisions of labour and to suggest some ways of
researching which are more adequate for explanations of the persist-
ence in the levels and forms of this inequality and for policy formula-
tion. In selecting what to include in this essay 1 was struck by the
current relevance of many of the issues raised by Richard Brown in his
paper for the 1974 Annual Conference of the British Sociological Asso-
ciation (Brown, 1976)." 1 argue that despite the extensive literature
produced subsequently on women’s work and the body of research on
gender relations and work, much of this remains unincorporated in
social and economic writings.

Contextualising gender

Before turning to these issues I should make clear that my approach to
the study of gender relations is based on the many contributions to so-
cial theory developed, particularly since the 1970s, by feminists.” These
have stressed commonalties in women’s conditions as well as differ-
ences. In both cases some have taken up extreme positions, by either
universalising ‘women’ as a category or stressing differences (o a degree
that any commonality disappears. Neither can be justified sociologically,
though politically they may function to mobilise support, either among
women generally or along particularistic divisions, such as those of race,
ethnicity or class.” The diversity among women is part of the complexity
of social relations which requires theorising.* But so too are the structures
and processes of patriarchy, which impact on all women’s lives and on
the production of social scientific knowledge.

At the present time, after two decades in which research on women
and, to a lesser extent on gender has increased, we have reached a stage
where it is not uncommon to find the argument being put that

Class theory is .. . not sufficient to handle all major forms of oppression and
exploitation, neither is patriarchy or racism. . . . The only way out” . is to con-
front the intransitive and irreducible nature of each major structure of oppres-
sion in its own right, while realizing that gender, division of labour and class
are constructed simultaneously and reciprocally. (Sayer and Walker, 1992; 40)

What is not clear in such formulations is how having stated that none is
reducible to the other, we can then proceed to analyse their mutually
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constitutive formation. To place them side by side will not do, for this
fails to address the central question. To prioritise one in relation to the
others carries the danger of returning to (or continuing), the all too
familiar analyses of either ‘genderless class’ or “classless gender’. This
defeats the project. It is in fact meaningless to construct theoretical pro-
positions about one without the other. What is required is a specifica-
tion of their interconnectedness at different levels of generality. At the
most general level it can be argued, quite properly in my view, that class
formation and patriarchal relations are integral to the processes of pro-
duction, distribution and exchange. To understand any particular pattern
theoretical propositions about their specific intermeshing are necessary.
There is nothing to be gained from approaches which seek a solution by
circumventing the centrality of this interconnectedness or by retreating
into atheoretical statements which construe the interconnectedness as
randomly contingent. That there is room at any level of analysis for
competing theories and explanations cannot be gainsaid, but assessing
their rival claims is part of the project. One proposition might be that
gender inequalities, in terms of the division of labour in post-war Britain,
cut across class and racial divisions; and a second is that there is a high
probability that the degree of gender inequality, although not the form,
varies with class and racialised location. An adequate exploration of
these propositions is possible only if the implications of the feminist
critique of class theory and the black feminist analyses of racism are
taken on board.” Much thinking about how this work is to be developed
and assimilated into mainstream analyses remains to be done.

Divisions of labour

The division of labour has long been seen as central to the structuring
of social relations. For the most part the attention of social scientists
has been focused on its relevance to class and status formation
(Lockwood, 1986; Parkin, 1978; Rattansi, 1982; Stacey, 1981). Theoris-
ing this relation developed almost entirely without serious reference to
gender and most empirical investigation adopted assumptions and used
measurements which denied its salience (Allen, 1982; Crompton and
Mann, 1986). The sexual division of labour was not ignored, but con-
structed in such a way that it became irrelevant to the explanation of
structures of inequality. As an example, Durkheim’s treatment of the
division of labour between the sexes is instructive, not for its historical
value, but for its pervasive influence on sociological constructions well
into the third quarter of the twentieth century. It was important in the
approaches adopted in industrial sociology and the sociology of work
and in creating boundaries between these and the sociology of kinship,
family and community. The sexual division of labour is integral to his
thesis of social integration where he argues that ‘the sexual division of
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labour is the source of conjugal solidarity. ... The further we look
in the past, the smaller becomes this difference [division of labour]
between man and woman. . . . Long ago women retired from warfare and
public affairs, and consecrated her entire life to her family. Since then,
her role has become even more specialised. Today, among cultivated
people, the woman leads a completely different existence from that of
man. . .. One of the sexes takes care of the affective functions and the
other of intellectual functions’. He has no difficulty in fitting into his
argument the observations that some women participate in the same
activities as men. He claims ‘even in this sphere of action [artistic and
literary life], woman carries out her own nature, and her role is very spe-
cialized, very different from that of man’ (Durkheim, 1960: 56--60). For
good measure he adds that if tasks become feminine, men permit this
so they can give themselves ‘more specially to the pursuit of science’.
A division of labour, characteristic of a paticular group at a particular
time, was seen as a reflection of the natural differences between men
and women and as socially necessary. Though few sociologists would
now accept the biological or physiological evidence which underpinned
his conception, the significance he attached to this version of the sexual
division of labour in making possible and sustaining a modern moral and
social order proved extremely durable.

Durkheim’s view can be seen as part of the more general post-
enlightenment thinking which, in Dorothy Smith’s words, ‘culturally
eclipses” women (Smith, 1978). The consequences are still apparent
wherever men are constructed as the universal human subject and the
tendency to treat the gendered division of labour as a given, which
marks much social theory and consequently empirical research, is one
of its strongest supports. The significance and consequences of the
pervasiveness and historical longevity of the divisions of labour be-
tween men and women remain largely unincorporated in social theory
because these divisions are deemed natural, given and necessary
{(Delphy, 1993).

Challenges to these constructions were mounted long before the 1970s,
but they never became part of mainstream theories and still in the 1990s
remain marginalised. This is in large part due to the structures of know-
ledge production, which are in general antipathetic to re-examining
domain assumptions and incorporating the intellectual consequences of
so doing. It is also due to the enormity of the task of constructing a
more encompassing approach to social scientific knowledge.

As a social order the relations between men and women operate to
create and to maintain forms of interaction and structures of allocation,
of material and cultural resources and of people, whereby within, as
well as between, households and kin groups gender inequalities persist.
These systems differ across societies in terms of material and cultural
content, but they do not appear to differ in terms of hierarchies, whereby
men dominate and women are subordinated. The particular formation
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depends on the type of society and on the extent of economic and social
relations between socicties.

The division of labour is a core feature of the inequality of condition
between men and women and a key concept in rendering less opaque
systems of gender relations, and it is to a consideration of these I shall
now turn.

Counting wemen’s economic activity: market labour and
paid work

In reviewing state policy towards the mobilisation of women during the
Second World War Summerfield (1984: 29) argues that policy-makers
faced a major dilemma. ‘In essence the problem was whether the de-
mands of wartime production for an increased supply of female labour
should be allowed to take precedence over the demand for women’s
labour in the home, or whether intrusion upon women’s conventional
domestic roles, particularly those of married women, should be avoided.
In her view, ‘In trying to resolve the dilemma, policy-makers scarched
for a compromise between the two spheres of activity, domestic and
industrial, such that neither would be profoundly changed’ (ibid.). This
dilemma for policy-makers demonstrates the dominant value system
which constructs women as wives and mothers and takes for granted
married women’s separation from market labour. The separation of the
two spheres and the strongly held notion that women (particularly those
who were married) were not conventionally part of the labour force
were taken as given in industrial sociology.

A particularly difficult problem in evaluating the changes in divisions
of labour between men and women arises from the failure of dominant
approaches to take a serious and systematic look at the ways in which
the economic activities of women continue to be under-recorded in much
the same way as they have been in the past. Even among some feminist
scholars the analysis does not take fully into account the very grave
shortcomings of the data on which observations about changes in
women’s relation to market labour are based.

Brown (1976: 27) drew attention to the effort that had been expended
in many investigations on ‘trying to establish the facts of women’s em-
ployment, their occupations and conditions’ because of the absence of
adequate official statistics. Despite attempts to change the methods and
assumptions of official statistics gatherers over the intervening 20 years,
this problem remains for those analysing women’s employment, unem-
ployment and work more generally. There have been United Nations
resolutions and recommendations for improvements in the collection of
national, regional and international statistics on work (1976, 1980, 1986)
and the UN Decade for Women (1975-85) emphasised the need for
changes to be made, not simply to give recognition at all levels of
statistical accounting to the economic contribution of women, but also
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to provide improved economic indicators for development planning in
both the Third and First Worlds.

Pressure was put on the UN and the 1LO (o devise ways of account-
ing for women’s work more in tune with the reality of their working
lives (see Pietila and Vickers, 1990, for a review of the role of the United
Nations). These efforts cover three areas: the recording of employment,
especially part-time/temporary activity, paid/income-generating work
outside the employment sector, and unpaid work carried out as part of
domestic labour. The latter includes servicing work, subsistence and
production for the market. Some advances have been made; for ex-
ample, the Indian Census began to include homeworking labour in 1990,
Sri Lanka counts the work of women in subsistence agriculture, and
Bangladesh and Thailand have taken steps to enumerate the work of
rural women, in cash crops, income-generating work and subsistence
activities (Nuss, 1991). In Western economies there has been little
advance in the public recording of women’s economic activity. Many
forms of their work remain invisible. For example, a woman interviewed
as part of our homeworking research was also a paid child-minder, had
two part-time jobs outside her home, one in a bar and one as a cleaner,
as well as looking after her two children. Given the way labour statistics
are collected she would be recorded, at best, as a part-time worker,
when in fact she was in paid work for well above the average full-time
hours. Her paid work, excluding child-minding, took up to 55 hours a
week. In addition she carried an unpaid workload (see Allen and
Wolkowitz, 1987).

Research on homeworking was very sparse for a period of some
70 years, roughly from the passing of the Trade Boards Act in 1909
until 1980. When we began our project there were some descriptive
accounts which detailed abysmal rates of pay, the lack of employment
rights and poor, and in some cases, dangerous and unhealthy conditions
of work (Bolton, 1975; Brown, 1974; Hope ef al., 1976). It was officially
regarded as socially and economically marginal and almost totally
neglected by social scientists, except as a rapidly declining historical
phenomenon (Bythell, 1978). This is not surprising since the taken-for-
granted idea that “The typical and statistically normal state of affairs in
an industrial society is that people do not work where they live’ (Berger,
1964) considerably narrowed the sociological analysis of work and
workers. In our attempt to understand and explain homeworking we
had to develop a conceptual approach which acknowledged the capitalist
penetration of the household, rejected the home/work split and the tech-
nical and legal definitions of self-employment and devise a methodology
to investigate homeworking as a method of production integral to cap-
italist production, rather than something women did in their spare time,
by choice or because they were ‘trapped’ at home with small children.

These approaches were built upon in subscquent projects, one con-
cerned with women in business enterprise and the other with women
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in mining communities (Allen and Truman, 1992, 1993a; Allen, 1989;
Measham and Allen, 1994).° In all of them it was necessary to deconstruct
dominant ideologies of women, of work, family and household which
permeate so much of sociological theory and empirical research.

The systematic marginalisation of homeworking labour, of women’s
involvement in businesses and their paid work in mining communities
raises questions about what counts as work and who is counted. Can
we take as given, for instance, that ‘Since the Second World War, but
particularly in the last fifieen years, there has been a dramatic world
wide expansion of women’s participation in the waged labour force’
(Phizacklea, 1983: 1)? This widely held view needs challenging on two
grounds. First this increase may be more apparent than real. Forms of
labour recruitment and payment organised through one individual, usu-
ally the male head or male elders, obscures the work done by ‘family’
or community members. This practice still exists in many parts of the
world, as the following example from Malaysia indicates:

The total number of 111,728 settlers noted in the official figures actually refers
to the male head of settler households who . . . are free to mobilise family
members to work . . . the number of people engaged in land scheme production
is a lot higher than the number of registered settlers. (bin Salleh, 1991)

Historically labour in plantation economies, in the fenlands of East
Anglia, in textile mills of West Yorkshire and many areas of central
and eastern Europe were so organised, at least until the Second World
War. The work of women and children disappears from economic
accounting.

Secondly in the United Kingdom the technicalities of statistical record-
ing and the assumptions on which they rest leave litile room for com-
placency about the volume or rates of increase in women’s paid labour.
The situation in the inter-war years is a particularly difficult one, but since
it is frequently taken as a base line, it plays a crucial role in discussions
of post-war changes. In many oral histories, diaries and autobiographical
accounts, as well as research projects into women’s working lives, there
is much evidence to indicate that women were undertaking paid work
throughout this period, not only as young and single women, but for
much of their lives (Allen, 1989; Glucksmann, 1986; Jewish Women in
London Group, 1989). Summerfield points out that 71 per cent of the
women aged 18-59 employed in the wartime industries had been in
paid work when the war started (1984: 30). The official statistical re-
cording of women’s labour during the period was highly restrictive for a
variety of reasons. Reliance on Census data and on the counts of the
insured population, together with the incentive to secrecy which accom-
panied the imposition of marriage bars and the consequences of the
Anomalies Act, as sound indications of the volume of women’s employ-
ment, let alone women’s paid work, is highly problematic. Consequently
some of the propositions about post-war change are open to doubt.
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In counting labour it is always important to examine the overall frame-
work in which the exercise is being conducted and the assumptions
underlying the selected methods of investigation. I am not arguing that
the pre- and post-war patterns of women'’s employment/paid work are
identical, or that there were not industry and regional variations in both
periods, but that there were continuities which have tended to be over-
looked and the volume of women’s paid work has certainly been under-
estimated. One very important reason for this was the strength of the
ideology of the male breadwinner and the woman as actual or potential
wife and mother. In the inter-war years high levels of male unemploy-
ment, eugenicist concerns with ‘healthy” mothers and the power of the
cult of domesticating women reinforced such ideological constructions.”

While much of the past remains obscure, what of the present? In the
1970s and 1980s many of the assumptions made in indusirial sociology
were questioned which opened up the possibility of radical reconcep-
tualisations. The debates ranged widely, covering areas not conventionally
included in studies of work. Theoretical constructions and methodologies
which took men as the norm and women as ‘other’, or simply left them
out, were challenged. Despite some breakthroughs, much of the recon-
ceptualising has not been integrated into mainstream thinking.

The examples of women as workers are endless, even leaving aside
that unpaid domestic labour expected of them, as daughters, wives,
mothers and sisters.® Where their work conforms to the narrow con-
struction of full-time, regular, continuous, work outside the home it is
recorded (Crompton and Sanderson, 1990; Dex, 1985; Garnsey, 1978,
1984; Rubery, 1978; Walby, 1988; West, 1982). Part-time work may or
may not be, much depends on the level of casualisation, the hours
involved and the location of the job. Sub-contracted labour, casualised
income-generating activities and much self-employment goes unrecog-
nised and therefore unrecorded.

Much was made in the 1980s of the increasing participation of women
in self-employment, but the statistics on which such claims are based
present many problems. There is no adequate historical basis for assum-
ing an increase (Allen and Truman, 1993). In Britain the Labour Force
Survey and the Inland Revenue adopt different criteria and so regularly
produce widely varying estimates of the numbers of self-employed and
business owners. A survey conducted in the Furopean Economic Com-
munity found the numbers of women who worked independently, or ran
their own business, or worked (unsalaried) in their partner’s business
was higher by some 10 million women than those recorded in official
Eurostat figures (EEC, 1987). In Eurostat definitions these were non-
salaricd, therefore not economically active, so excluded. By asking a
large sample of them about their sources of income, the survey showed
clearly the deficiencies of official statistics and furthermore reveals the
lack of recognition and understanding of the complexities of the struc-
tures in which women’s work is embedded.
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Women’s economic activities in mining communities are equally
rendered invisible by official counting. In 1986 we included questions
on all types of paid work and distinguished between the voluntarily and
involuntarily economically inactive. Such simple changes gave a picture
of women’s economic activity quite different from that produced when
the same localities were investigated using the standard Social Change
and Economic Life questionnaire in 1987 and by Martin and Roberts
(1984).° But such questions are only a beginning. Skills in listening and
observing are also essential to providing more rounded accounts. For
example, in response to questions about work, women would say that they
had not worked since having children, or since matrying. When talking
about leisure or giving their reasons for not working, they referred to
going to the club ‘to give a hand’ or ‘helping’ with their partner’s busi-
ness. Such activities as working several shifts a week serving behind the
bar, regularly staffing market stalls, or being accountants and secretaries
for a partner’s business were not regarded as having a job and certainly
not a real job by the women themselves, their partners or families. This
marginalisation in popular discourse is reflected in the formal methods
of data collection. If observation and analyses of conversation were
more widely used the data would be significantly improved. As Waring
has written, “if women’s work cannot be successtully incorporated into
a system which purports to measure all economic activity . . . then it is
invalid’ (1988: 44). This failure to record women’s level of economic
participation is both a reflection of ideology and a source of their
inequality.

Gender inequality

Social inequality is, according to Beteille, universal and has ‘occupied a
central position in the discipline of sociology since its inception’ (1969:
9). He notes later that inequalities between the sexes appear even in
the simplest social structures, but his observation is nowhere taken up
in the rest of the book. The study of inequality and equality in post-war
Britain coincides roughly with the two approaches that he idenifies, the
distributive and the relational. The first is concerned with the ways in
which factors such as income, wealth, education and so on are distributed
differently in the population and is exemplified by studies of poverty, the
distribution of educational and occupational opportunities and inequal-
ities in health care (Abel-Smith and Townsend, 1965; Coates and Silburn,
1970; Titmuss, 1962; Townsend, 1979; Townsend and Davidson; 1982).
These studies documented quantitative differences and focused on how
measures of poverty could be improved. “The second refers to the ways
in which individuals differentiated by these criteria are related to each
other within a system of groups and categories’ (Beteille, 1969: 13). Des-
pite Westergaard’s claim that ‘class is in essence a matter of nequality,
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inequality the very stuff of class’ (1977: 165) the issues of inequality
were in the main addressed only obliquely in class analyses. The focus
was rather on the adequacies/inadequacies of Weberian, Parsonian and
Marxist theories in explaining post-war structures and debates around
the thesis of embourgoisement, the continuation of elites, the ‘new’
middle class and the rigidities and fluidities of class divisions.'® The
concept of relative deprivation became for a time the panacea for the
problems of quantifying and explaining the persistence of inequalities,
within and between societics, and the modes of legitimation employed
to make them acceptable. This gave rise to a lively debate which brought
into the same arena those whose work had centred on poverty and those
whose main interest stemmed from analyses of class.!" It was at its
height when the politics of establishing a prices and incomes policy and
the role of the state in redistribution were centre stage.

What is remarkable is that little or no attention was given to inequal-
ities arising from gender relations. Atkinson, in an otherwise exemplary
critical survey of measures of poverty and income inequality, does not
raise any question of gender differentials. Women appear only as wives,
and that very rarely, the young and the old are either male or genderless.
In concluding that the gaps in our knowledge about inequality were
such that no firm statements could be made about its rise or decline, and
suggesting a range of issues to improve the conceptualisation of inequal-
ity and the collection of statistical information to establish its extent
and causes, he neglects to include any reference to gender (1974: 68).'2
It is not until the 1980s that the issue of gender inequalities begins to
enter the discussions both of distributional and relational approaches
(Green, 1981; Jennett and Stewart, 1987; Robbins er al., 1982) and into
debates around theorising and investigating class. By then it is no longer
seriously claimed that such inequalities do not exist and the UN calcula-
tion ‘that women do two-thirds of the world’s work, get 10 per cent of
the income and own 1 per cent of the assets’ is widely quoted (UN, 1980).
What is disputed is the significance of gender to class structuring
and action.” »

In arguing that inequalities of opportunities and outcomes have had
and should have a subordinate place in stratification analysis, Lockwood
makes a strong case for what has been labelled ‘conventional’ analysis
and asks ‘what kinds of social interactions a gender-informed study of
social stratification does in fact seek to explain’ (Lockwood, 1986: 13).
In terms of conventional analysis there is and can be no answer. Con-
ventional analyses have manifestly failed to explain the empirically
identifiable interactions patterned so that men and women enter them
under conditions which are not simply different, but for the most part
systematically unequal. Such patterns are observable in all institutional
contexts and across historically variable structures. How then arc we
to explain the persistence and consequences of the sexual division of
labour? Brown put the point very clearly in his comments on the research
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in industrial sociology which saw women in employment from a social
problem rather than from a sociological perspective. ‘These [socio-
logical] problems can be stated as: in what ways do sexual divisions in
society affect the social consciousness of workers who otherwise have
in common that they sell their labour power in the market; and how far
can comparisons between men and women increase our understanding
of the nature and determinants of workers’ orientations towards and
actions in the work situation?’ (1976: 30). Such questions have a direct
bearing on class analysis in the 1990s,

Inequalities and the division of labour

The underestimation of the volume of women’s economic coniribu-
tion as employees, paid workers and family supporters is part of the
undervaluation of women’s economic activity and level of skill more
generally and is reflected in lower pay, poorer conditions and lower
status (Allen, 1983; Amsden, 1980; Waring, 1988). The evidence from
the EOC confirms that, despite legal, demographic and social and econ-
omic restructuring, labour market inequalities between men and women
persist in the 1990s. Accepting that “The fact that something should be
of concern to the Equal Opportunitics Commission does not thereby
guarantee its sociological relevance’ (Lockwood, 1986: 14} it is never-
theless the case that gender inequalities have real consequences. It is
irrelevant whether or not sociologists think these are just or unjust or
whether they wish to change them, but highly relevant to seek to inves-
tigate and explain them. Theories which take them as natural, or as
biologically, genetically or psychologically explicable are plentiful. To
arrive at sociologically adequate explanations involves asking a range
of questions, some of which challenge class and status orthodoxies,
At present two labour market explanations are put forward for the
long-standing inequalities in pay. One is that the gender segregation of
labour market work means there is little opportunity for direct compari-
sons between men’s and women’s rates and so no legal basis for action
on grounds of sex discrimination. This form of gender segregation is
more marked in manual and lower-level non-manual jobs. Despite the
high profile given to the few women at or near the top of some organ-
isations, and to measures such as Opportunity 2000 which explicitly
seek to balance the gender ratio in high-level jobs, there has been
little movement in terms of occupational segregation.” However, where
women do hold higher-status occupations their earnings are also on
average lower than their male counterparts, with the gap being wider in
the private sector than the public, and the more senior the level the wider
it becomes. Full-time women managers in industry and commerce earn
two thirds of the weekly earnings of male managers and women in the
professions 80 per cent of equivalent males. Neither the provisions of
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the Equal Pay Act, nor the Equal Pay for Work of Equal Value directive
have removed pay inequalities.'”

The other labour market explanation relates to the ways in which pay
is fixed. In the United Kingdom, unlike Europe where the differential is
lower, there is no statutory minimum wage (except the minimum rates for
agricultural workers set by the last remaining Wages Council).'® Collec-
tive agreements between unions and employers are deemed to be volunt-
ary, so lack statutory status and increasingly, as part of restructuring,
nationally negotiated wage settlements are disappearing and being re-
placed by devolved systems based on market price, performance/merit
and appraisal. These forms of pay determination appear to be as suscept-
ible to sex bias as older forms (EOC, 1993a; 11; Bevan and T hompson,
1992). Reporting on qualitative research carried out on both the private
and public sectors, the EOC comments that ‘Employers’ use of flexible
and market-based systems of pay during the last few years has tended
to widen the gender differential in pay and a degree of ignorance, com-
placency and prejudice on the part of personnel specialists and trade
union officials [was found]’ (1993a: 11; see also Randall ef al., 1991).

“The pay gap between men and women in Britain, wider than in most
EC member states, is a major obstacle to women’s economic independ-
ence’ (EOC, 1993a: 25-6). In view of this the Commission made the
narrowing of the pay gap between men and women a priority. A meas-
ure of the consciousness of these inequalities among those affected is
not available except in complaints about sex discrimination at work, the
largest number of which (3,449, almost 40 per cent, in 1992) concerned
less favourable terms and conditions. How do sociologists explain this
major characteristic of the labour market and its implications?

Casualised working conditions have been discussed in terms of flex-
ibility and ‘new’ ways of working as constituting one feature of the re-
structuring of labour markets over the 1980s. The lack of atiention to
the history of casualised labour and to the extent of gender differentials
in it marks much of the discussion. Consequently, it is not only that there
is a failure to take into account the routinely casualised conditions of
much of the work women do and their role as a flexible workforce in
many branches of industry and commerce, long before the present re-
structuring appeared, but a neglect of the inter- and intra-class differ-
ences between men and women in these respects. Most of the employee
rights built up over several generations became established only after
the Second World War, particularly under the Labour governments in the
mid-1960s and mid-1970s. Those in part-time jobs excluded from these
rights, as well as from training, promotion and pension schemes were,
and are, overwhelmingly women. A pattern of work, seen as particularly
appropriate for women by industrial sociologists and by many women,
carries extremely high costs, which were given almost no recognition
by sociologists (Hurstfield, 1978, 1980, 1987). According to the official
count in 1992, some 44 per cent of the workforce was part-time, over
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87 per cent of these are women, the vast majority in low-skilled, low-
status and low-paid jobs."” In the period of full employment for adult
males the majority of those remaining outside the provisions which Marshall
(1950) argued were essential in conditions of class inequality to embed
citizens’ rights in social institutions were women (Allen, 1993b). In a
period of recession and restructuring this exclusion has been extended
to include manual jobs customarily occupied by men and to occupations
in the professions and industrial management considered to be sccure
and protected and the preserve of the middle class. These changes require
a radical rethinking of class analyses.

Gender: not just a woman’s problem

My concern in this essay to address the gendered inequalities in
existing divisions of labour and to suggest more adequate ways to re-
search and explain the persistence in the levels and forms of this type of
inequality and to formulate policy to reduce it, has inevitably left un-
touched many aspects essential to a reworking of the sociology of work
and sociology generally. In concentrating on a few issues I have attempted
to show that, despite the volume of work undertaken and the many ques-
tions raised over the past 25 years, we are still far from integrating these
into mainstream ways of thinking.

Research on women workers in the Second World War demonstrates
that there was little change in gender segregation or inequality at work.
The changes in the work some women did were temporary and only for
professional women was there some reduction in inequality (Brown,
1992; Summerfield, 1984). An increase in part-time jobs in the formal
labour market marked the post-war period. Though its development
varied across industrial sectors and occupational levels, these jobs were
almost exclusively done by women. From being seen as appropriate for
women in the 1950s and 1960s and as a concession by employers, by
the late 1970s the disadvantages of part-time employment were recog-
nised by some sociologists as reinforcing women’s subordinate position
in the household as well as the labour market. By the beginning of the
1990s the pattern of inequality between men and women showed few
signs of diminishing. The relative gap in carnings persisted at all occupa-
tional levels and the occupational and industrial distributions were little
changed. Changes inthe 1980s through deregulation, privatisation and
the effects of recession brought high levels of Jjob loss and insecurity,
with worsening conditions for those still in employment. The propor-
tion of non-elderly houscholds in poverty increased in the UK from
8.5 per cent in 1979 to 12.5 per cent in 1986 (Smeeding and Rainwater,
1991). Household and labour market changes both played a part, but it
is argued that labour market changes were more significant (Buck, 1993).
These, together with the reduction of collective welfare provision and
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eligibility for benefit, intensified the labour burden in households, which
falls especially on women.

Sociology has only slowly taken up the gender dimension of social
relations and begun to examine the vocabularies, assumptions and mecas-
ures which produce theories and explanations which obscure or distort
the divisions of labour between men and women. Supply-side explana-
tions of female labour still rety heavily on mechanistic models of social-
isation and fall back on unimbedded notions of ‘choice’. Yet, as Richard
Brown pointed out in his discussion of orientations to work, the influence
of the labour market where the demands on women and the rewards are
not such ‘as to increase their involvement in the world of work at the
expense of their. . . home and family’ and ‘because of the reactions of
employers to the knowledge that a woman is married or has children
[these] have . . . consequences regardless of the woman’s own priorities’
(1976: 33). Studies of the processes which maintain occupational segrega-
tion by gender as a major organisational characteristic in the formal
labour market and those which explore the use of women’s labour in
sex-segregated jobs by multinationals provide the basis for a better
understanding of the continued structuring of employment along gen-
der lines (Cockburn, 1991; Elson and Pearson, 1989). The systematic
investigation of the interconnection of the division of labour found in
employment with that found in other forms of work is central to the
understanding of persistent and marked gender inequality and to the
formulation of policies for removing it. More than this, however, gener-
alisations about social action, structure and organisation are possible
only when they are based on the condition and experience of both
genders. Only when this becomes the norm in sociology can we begin
to analyse the salience of gender relative to that of other major divisions.

Notes

I In 1973 when Diana Leonard and [ were organising the Sexual Divisions
and Society conference for the BSA we wrote to several ‘established’ male
sociologists asking them if they would present a paper reviewing the research
field in which they were/had been working for its attention to sexual divisions
and suggest some questions which they thought should be addressed in
future research. One of the two positive replies we received was from Richard
Brown.

2 A range of theories has developed which draw on a variety of standpoints.
These provide not one perspective, but many, While they: cannot be
adequately summarised here, those which engage with the central issues in
mainstream social science and its various disciplines, particularly sociology
and its sub-disciplines, are the most relevant for this essay. See for instance,
Gross, 1992; Harding, 1992; Maynard, 1990; Moore, 1988; Stanley, 1990.

3 In saying this I am not intending to deny the value position which 1 share
with many others, that of wishing to transform gender relations. Rather 1
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see scholarly enquiry as integral to achieving such a transformation. There
is nothing to be gained from characterising this position as political or as
one which fails to work with the assumptions made and the knowledge
produced by social scientists with other value positions (see Hammersley,
1994).

This is no easier nor different from what social theory aims to do in relation
to diversities among men. But this very obvious point is frequently over-
looked by critics of feminist theories,

For discussion and references to relevant work see Allen, 1987; hooks,
1984; Phillips, 1987; Ramazonoglu, 1989.

These projects were Homeworking in West Yorkshire, funded by the SSRC,
1979-81; Women in Mining Communities, funded by the ESRC, 1985--8; and
Women in Business Enterprise, funded by the Leverhulme Trust, 1988-91.
Studies of the family rarely included the paid work done by wives or chil-
dren. The labour aristocracy may well have adopted the ideology of the
domesticated, maternal wife and been in a position to put it into practice
as the “family wage’ policies of ¢raft unions indicated. Despite attempts
by some employers, philanthropists and the state to impose it, it does not
become widely practised in many sections of the working class until well
into the twentieth century (Poster, 1978).

I'do not discuss the underestimation of the economic contribution of unpaid
work for reasons of length. Much has been written on who does what in the
household and how the division relates to whether the ‘wife works’, the
number and ages of children and the employment status of the husband
(Gregson and Lowe, 1994; Morris, 1983; Roberts ef al., 1985; Wheelock,
1990). Whatever differences of intepretation exist, the evidence strongly
suggests that women carry a major share. Less attention has been given to
devising measures to estimate the value of this contribution (Goldschmidt-
Clermont, 1982, 1987).

Both Martin and Roberts (1984) and Warwick and Littlejohn (1992) pro-
vide much interesting and valuable data, However, using a different overall
approach which took women as the prime respondents, wording questions
to elicit details of all paid work, and probing reasons for not having a job
the 1986 study found a lower rate of economic inactivity (32%) compared
to 35 per cent (Martin and Roberts, 1984) and 43 per cent in the 1987 West
Yorkshire survey (see Allen, 1993a).

The 1960s and 1970s brought a considerable change in the analysis of class
structuring with a development of varieties of neo-Marxism and attention
being given to the issues of imperialisim, immigration and of racial ordering.
See for instance, Runciman, 1966; Wedderburn, 1974.

The context in which he was writing included high-profile debates about
and legislation on equal pay and sex discrimination and might have been
expected to be part of academic and policy discussions.

These debates are not about women only, but have taken on board questions
central to the sociological enterprise and in this sense can be regarded as
a success for the challenges mounted by feminists on orthodox analyses, It
is not possible to consider these debates further here, but see Crompton and
Sanderson, 1990; Delphy and Leonard, 1986; Goldthorpe, 1983; Lockwood,
1986; Mann, 1986; Marshall ef al., 1988; Pahl, 1989; Scott, 1986, Stacey,
1986; Stanworth, 1984; Walby, 1986). What has not so far developed either
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in the theoretical literature or in empirical investigations, is a conceptualisa-
tion which systematically explores the interconnectedness of class and g'endér.
Since the Equal Pay Act became fully operational in 1975 the reduction in
the pay differential between men and women resulted mainly as a con-
sequence of the abolition of the “women’s rate’ for jobs done by both men
and women.

In 1992 32 per cent of employees in managerial and administrative occupa-
tions were women, but they were only 13 per cent of senior staff anc_l less
than 1 per cent of chief executives. They were concentrated in partlcular‘
occupations, forming a majority of office managers, but only 6 per cen§ of
production managers in manufacturing, construction and related m‘dustrles
In some sectors there has been an increase in the proportion of women
employed. For example, women are now 25 per cent of solicitors in privatg
law firms and 14 per cent of police constables. They are only 5 per cent QI
law partners and less than 3 per cent of Assistant Chief Constables (none is
a Chief or Deputy Chiel Constable).

A statutory minimum wage of £3.60 per hour (excluding those under }8)
comes into force in April 1999 and it is estimated that some 3 million
workers will benefit. Much will depend on how far the law is enforced.
Only 17 per cent of women managers and 27 per cent of women in 'the
professions are employed on a less than a full-time basis. The conlgentratloﬂ
varies across professions; only 10 per cent of those in legal, business an»d
financial occupations but a third of women in teaching are part-time (EOC,
1993b).



CHAPTER 4

A classless society?

HUW BEYNON

In contemporary analysis British social science has been accused of an
obsession with class. In its defence it can — with Justice — be claimed
that British society has been deeply affected by class-based inequalitics,
prejudices and understandings. In the 1950s British Rail sold first-class,
second-class and third-class tickets; it also provided a further type
of seat which was referred to as the ‘working man’s ticket’. In 1991 a
member of the government observed that the railways should be re-
quired to provide a first-class executive service; alongside this some-
thing would be needed for the secretarial staff of the offices and he
described this as a ‘cheap and cheerful’ service. In recent times man-
agers in German, Japanese and US-based trans-national companies have
commented upon the ritualised patterns of avoidance in British com-
panies with their segregated lavatories, car parks and eating places.
This interpretation of British society has been supported in the 1990s
by public opinion polls which indicate the general strength of ideas of
class within British culture. Gallup, for example has, since 1961, sys-
tematically polled the British public with the question: ‘There used to
be a lot of talk in politics about the class struggle. Do you think that
there is a class struggle in this country?” When first asked, 56 per cent
of those questioned answered ‘yes’. This level of response was main-
tained, with some fluctuations, until the early 1980s. Since then, how-
ever, it has increased markedly to reach a peak of 81 per cent in the
autumn of 1995. In that poll, the number of ‘don’t knows’ had declined
from the 22 per cent recorded in 1961, to just 4 per cent. In interpreting
?his data, Bob Wynbrow of Gallup related it to the growing pattern of
inequality in society. In his view: ‘more people believe that there is a
class struggle, there are two nations, the haves are gaining and not
everybody has a chance’.
. In contrast, politicians, social scientists and historians have been com-
ing to opposite conclusions. Frequently debates in scholarly journals
like Social History and Sociology have questioned the usefulness of
c]eiss as an analytic tool. Reddy, for example has argued that ‘the whole
notion of class as an explanatory principle in history is (currently
bgmg) brought into question’ (Reddy, 1987: 15). In most formal political
discourse, the idea of the ‘class struggle’ is seen as theoretically weak
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and empirically unsubstantiated. Generally changes in society are seen
to have weakened the efficacy of any analysis of society conducted in
such terms. In the 1990s the British Tory party talked of ‘the classless
society’, and New Labour of being the party of the middle class, the
country and ‘the people’. It is an interesting conundrum.

Classes and boundaries

The use of social class as the basis for a general conceptual framework
through which to analyse society and social change has been the sub-
Ject of detailed debate and discussion for over a century. This debate
has taken place both within the Marxist tradition and between it and
other schools of thought. Often the lines of disagreement have been
more apparent than real; occasionally the opposite has been the case
(Skocpol, 1979; Meicksens-Wood, 1986). In reflecting on this it is hard
to resist the view that the idea of class is, at one and the same time, the
most useful and the most probiematic of concepts employed by histor-
ians and social scientists. Its attractiveness lies initially in its potential
for identifying coherent groups of people via their economic position
within society. Furthermore, if these groups are seen as being in con-
flict or competition with each other, clags position can be seen as a
significant key to an exploration of people’s motives and political
action. The problems arise in different ways. To begin with it is not
clear how and upon what basis groups can be located in the economic
structure of a society. Furthermore whichever scheme is chosen there is
likely to be ambiguity and marginality. In Reddy’s words ‘once the micro-
scope is brought into focus neat class boundaries dissolve’ (Reddy, 1987:
9). In addition, and perhaps most importantly, it is arguable that people,
however located, will behave and think in ways which are not simply
determined by their economic position. Again in Reddy’s view, it is dif-
ficult “to speak of socially distinct sets of individuals, united by some
identifiable trait or traits, (and) having shared intentions” (Reddy, 1987: 8).

This problem can be understood as having two dimensions: one
involving the problem of classification (by some ‘objective’ set of
criferia) and the other interpreting the subjective experiences and
understandings of people. A third problem arises in attempting to relate
these approaches. .

In assessing these issues it is helpful to place them in historical
context. Kolakowski has maintained that most of the significant ques-
tions relevant to Marxist theory were fully discussed in the nineteenth
century, and there is some justice in this view (Kolakowski; 1978). Cer-
tainly the writings of Marx show a keen awareness of these problems.
In the judgement of recent authors he was ‘irrefutably ambiguous’ in
the ways he resolved them (Marshall et al., 1988). While this may be
over-harsh, it is helpful in drawing attention to the variety of different
ways in which Marx addressed this central issue.
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On questions concerning the social basis of classes and class rela-
tionships, for example, Marx’s writings occasionally establish the analysis
with great clarity. Here he relates class in capitalist society directly to

property (or propertylessness) and to the operation of the division of

labour, and the labour process which produces a tendency toward
polarisation and class conflict. In a much quoted passage he identified
the ‘three big classes in modern society’:

the owners merely of labour power, owners of capital and landowners whose
respective source of income are wages, profit and ground-rent, in other words
wage labourers, capitalists and landowners. (Marx, 1971: 885)

However, Marx observed that the social and technical division of labour
operating within these classes had produced an ‘infinite fragmentation
of interest and rank’. Here, as all Marxologists inform us, ‘the manu-
script breaks off’, leaving us with what has become known as ‘the
boundary problem’. It was this problem which was picked up by Weber
in his detailed distillation of the variety of economic processes at work
upon group formation in a market economy. As a result the possibility
emerged of Marx’s ‘three big classes’ fragmenting into a greater number
based not only upon position within the production process but through
competition over a range of marketable goods. Given this, Reddy’s view
that it is “difficult to be precise about class boundaries and class mem-
bership’ is undeniable (others would call it a truism). It is also the case
that it is not a new problem.

Certainly, within any broadly defined class of people a great variation
exists — both in terms of economic rewards and interests, and in sets of
ideas and beliefs. Michael Bush, for example, has provided an account
of the European peasantry (Bush, 1992: 136—158) which is particularly
helpful in outlining both the diversity of fates associated with pre-
capitalist social relations, and their multiplicity of causes. Patterns of
land utilisation and landholding, taxation policies as well as kinship
and democratic factors all contributed to the fates of peasants. It was
for these and other reasons that Shanin referred to the peasantry as ‘the
awkward class’ (Shanin, 1973). They too were the people who severely
taxed Marx’s own conceptual scheme and drew from him an assessment
of class in terms of their relationships. In France he wrote of ‘small-
holding peasants, forming a vast mass, the members of which live in
similar conditions but without entering into manifold relations with
each other’. From this he concluded generally:

in so far as millions of families live under economic conditions of existence
that separate their mode of life, their interests and their culture from those of
their classes and put them in hostile opposition to the latter, they form a class.
In so far as there is merely local interconnection among these smallholding
peasants and the identity of interest begets no community, no national bond and
no political organisation amongst them, they do not form a class, (Marx, 1963:
123-4)
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This element of community is, in different ways, seen as critical by
both proponents and critics of class analysis and has been taken up
forcefully in the varicty of writings of Patrick Joyce (see e.g. Joyce,
1996). His account of industrial workers in the nineteenth century re-

.veals the extent to which the working class was made up of fragmented

groups, often locally isolated and divided rather than united by their
economic position as wage labourers. While aspects of this account can
be questioned, it shows clearly that it is particularly difficult to establish
evidence for a single coherent ‘working class’ in Victorian England.
This (via discussion of the ‘labour aristocracy’ and the “reserve army’)
has been recognised for some time. Joyce’s writings take us a further step
along the road of deconstruction, and uncovers another awkward class.

To this problem of the internal variation within a class (and the
related question of subjective class identity) can be added a further set
of problems relating to class boundaries. Again Bush’s account of the
peasantry is suggestive. He raises questions about the experiences of
free peasants in relation to those of serfs and slaves, and suggests cir-
cumstances in which the latter states would be preferable to the former,
thereby raising the possibility of a severe disjuncture between analytical
categories and everyday experience.

Similar ideas have influenced the discussion of slavery in the Amer-
icas. Here attention has been drawn to the variability of slavery as an
institutional form (between Africa and the USA and within the Amer-
icas), and the similarity and difference between the experience of slaves
and free workers in the industrialising USA. The workers in the USA
and Europe were well aware of the ways in which their lives were
similar to those of slaves. Marx’s notion of a ‘wage slave’ flowed from
a popular discourse that was influenced, in part, by the fact that signi-
ficant numbers of workers were involved in a tied relationship to their
employers. Of these, the coal-miners of Scotland and the north of Eng-
land were the most significant group. These workers were employed
as bonded servants until 1872. As the first General Secretary of the
Durham Miners Association put it in 1871: ‘when you felt the full weight
of the burden you longed to be free; you looked around but found no
means of escape; you were lashed to the PLACE by English law, and
while there, constantly scorched by the employers’ scorpion whip’
(Beynon and Austrin, 1994: 29). In this way, perhaps Snell’s observa-
tions on the blurring of distinctions between peasant and agricultural
labourers in the English and Welsh countryside could be extended to a
group of workers whose centrality to the working class has become
almost legendary (Snell, 1992: 158). '

The miners in the eighteenth and nineteenth century were employed
by landowners, under arrangements similar to those experienced by
agricultural labourers. Equally, and in spite of an over-enthusiastic
interpretation of industrialisation as an wrban process, they lived in
villages which were most often situated apart from the towns and cities.
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As such John Campbell in his biography of Nye Bevan draws close
attention to the link between solidarity and ‘local chauvinism’ amongst
mine workers and how in any assessment of Bevan it is important to
understand that:

he was in a real sense a country boy. The mining communities are not truly
urban but valleys with open hillside in between them . . . the mountain — more
accurately the bare heather moors — came almost literally to his doorstep.
(Campbell, 1987: 7)

These problems, of establishing clear class categories based upon
forms of labour and production, are exacerbated when we consider the
vexed question of the ‘middle class’. The historical dilemma has been
to identify a class whose name denotes not a role or activity but ‘a
space, a between ... a group that fails or refuses to fit the dominant
social division between rich and poor’ (Snell, 1992: 1581 85). This prob-
lem has been compounded by the rise of large-scale organisations and
a growing non-capitalist salariat to form ‘one of the most intractable
issues in contemporary sociology’ (Abercrombie and Urry, 1983). Here
the problem is partly one of definition (why ‘middle’ class) and socio-
logists have suggested new terms to handle modern conditions — the
‘service class’ being the most common (Goldthorpe, 1980). More sig-
nificant is the question of class boundaries and the allocative process
whereby people are placed in the class categories.

This problem, of course, is a general one and not peculiar to socio-
logy and history. One of the features of modern states has been their
concern with classifying and collecting data about their populations.
Often this has created considerable conceptual difficulties. Tn the
British case, the 1851 census, for example, located the royal family in
the “professional class’. This classification system became refined in the
twentieth century into the widely used Registrar General’s scale. While
more comprehensive, this outline of categories was not without its
idiosyncrasies. Its underlying theoretical assumptions were those of
the eugenicists and their views of ‘superior’ and ‘inferior’ types. It has

-frequently been pointed out that the scale is based on a range of intui-
tive and a priori assumptions, and Nichols has observed how, in this
scheme of things, capitalists and inmates of mental hospitals are brought
together in the same class (Nichols, 1996). Against this background,
sociologists and historians have attempted to develop more refined
classificatory systems. In his assessment of historical researches into
the middle class Seed points to the ‘limited value of using occupation
as an index of social position’ (Seed, 1992). Much contemporary socio-
logical research bears this out. Elaborate and sophisticated attempts at
establishing scales which link occupation to class have indicated the
problematic nature of this exercise. They have also pointed to the crit-
ical role played by the evaluative judgements of the researchers them-
selves (Marshall, 1983). Even given these problems, however, empirical

4 classless society? 41

sociological researchers would argue that while class categories (like all
categorics) contain internal variation, they remain a powerful explana-
tory tool accounting for people’s attitudes at work, voting preferences,
education performance and so on. But this is the beginning and not
the end of an analysis. To go beyond this requires an assessment of the
ways in which class inequalities relate to other major sources of differ-
entiation in society. Of these, gender and ethnicity are undoubtedly the
most significant. Some (see Pahl, 1993) would wish to add others, like
car ownership. Above all, an extended analysis requires more detailed,
ethnographic evidence and qualitative investigations into people’s lives
and the processes which relate inequality and identity formation.

Classes in daily life

It is, of course, at this broad level of subjectivity that the argument
becomes most complex. Classificatory systems are all inherently dif-
ficult to establish and historians and sociologists recognise this as a
necessary evil. For Reddy the classificatory problem is a stalking horse
for a greater enemy; that is the view that classes themselves become
agents in history, being ushered on and off the stage by historians to
explain (or explain away) particular events and developments. Here too
(as with the “infinite fragmentation of interest and rank’) the problem,
the challenge and the crisis is not a new one. Certainly in their own
empirical analyses it is possible to discern an awareness of this issue in
the minds of Marx and Engels. Marx’s reference to the peasantry has
already been noted. To this could be added Engels’ account of the
religious views of the English middle classes in the 1850s. Engels
makes clear that the class interest of this particular group had become
effectively masked by the depths of their religious beliefs and could
not, as such, be used as an explanation of their behaviour. Tn this he
concludes that ‘religious views and their further development into sys-
tems of dogmas’ in many cases predominate in determining the ‘form’
and the ‘course’ of historical struggles (Engels, 1892). As Abrams has
astutely observed, the problem here (and elsewhere) is not that the
analysis ‘too closely explains all historical events and developments in
terms of the relations of production, ownership and class, but that it
makes such generous provision for the mediation of these influences
by political, cultural and ideological factors that the causal connection
between economic relationships and historical change becomes extremely
difficult to trace’ (Abrams, 1982: 49).

These accounts leave us with a paradox. In one reading Marx’s obser-
vations on the peasantry (reinforced by the reference to ‘potatoes in a
sack’) leads to the sharp dichotomy he draws between “true’ and *false’
consciousness, between reality and illusion. It is this framework which
allows the ‘interests” of classes to lurk undetected for decades before
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finally emerging at critical moments in the agency of class action. This
is the Marxism of the Third International and it shares many assump-

tions with more liberal and empiricist researchers. This is the root of

much contemporary scepticism with class analysis (Pahl, 1993). How-
ever, these same observations can also lead to a theorisation of class
which sees economic and political classes (and the arena of ‘class
struggle’) as non-reducible categories, a view which is compatible with
radical interpretations of Weber. It was in his pursuit of this solution
that E. P. Thompson wrote of the importance of cultural processes for:

If the experience appears as determined, class consciousness does not. We can
see a logic ... but we cannot predict any law. Consciousness of class arises in
the same way in different times and places, but never in just the same way.
(Thompson, 1968: 13)

Such an approach ushered in an investigation of the subjective worlds
of (in Thompson’s case) workers as a central and necessary part of any
class analysis. This view has greatly influenced social historians and
sociologists and ironically (given Thompson’s antipathy toward much
sociological work) it has been instrumental in generating common
approaches and questions between the two disciplines, which have
pointed to the need to investigate the vocabulary of class used in pop-
ular discourse.

This view draws attention to the fact that, whatever the classification
problems, people have used and continue to usc a language which
identifies other groups and classes in society. Often they have used the
idea of class in imaginative and metaphysical ways. Snell, for example,
recounts how the term ‘burglar class’ was used in the fields of England
and Wales in the nineteenth century as a means of defining groups who
lived off the work of others (Snell, 1992: 176). In contemporary society
French car workers have described their managers as ‘the grey suits’
(Linhart, 1978) and British chemical workers theirs as ‘the big books’
(Nichols and Beynon, 1977). Both these terms, and the manner of their
utterance, were used to convey a sense of the ‘otherness’ of the senior
managers, and the manner of the worker’s subordination. This naming
process can also be incorporated into patterns of resistance. In the
Brazilian steel town of Volta Rodanda, the different grades of workers
are identified by the colours of their helmets and overalls. On the
Bessemer furnaces the engineers arrive when there is a crisis, and the
manual operators observe their arrival from high above them. The engin-
cers wear yellow helmets and white overalls and they are universally
referred to as ‘margarida’ (a daisy-like flower with white petals and a
yellow centre) which carries many of the same overtones as ‘pansy’ in
the UK.

Similar kinds of evidence can be found from the everyday language
of other, more powerful groups in society. If the language of the Brazilian
steel workers is gently mocking, the allusions of their superiors often
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carries a harsher edge. In the 1930s the populist regime of President
Vargas saw a new, socially insignificant, leader replaced the powerfully
extended landowning families who had previously dominated the politics
of the state. In this period, the social characteristics of the new political
groups were identified by the ways their supporters carried their lunch
to work in handkerchiefs (‘marmiteiros’). This capacity for powerful
groupings to identify subordinates through their life-styles, language
and cating habits extends into contemporary Brazil. ‘Farofeiros’ became
a general term applied to poorer people who eat farofa. The political
campaigns of Lula, the leader of the Workers® Party, were disabled by
similar taunts, referring to the ‘social inadequacies’ of the presidential
candidate.

This is not a phenomenon peculiar to Brazil, nor is it simply an
aspect of a transitional society en route to modern forms of political
discourse. In the USA, Calvin Trilling has provided a detailed auto-
biographical account of Yale in the 1950s which makes clear that class
and status was a central part of social life. He explains how, amongst
the privileged undergraduates, ‘one of the adjectives in common use was
“shoe”’. This, it seems, was derived from ‘white shoe’. ‘Shoe’ referred
to the students whose background was ‘patrician or old money’ and it
came (o refer to a style of dress and ‘also something approaching cool
or scarce’. He notes that

a few years before we arrived, the term “white shoe’ was often heard . . . along
with ‘brown shoe’ and “black shoe’. The white shoe people were, of course,
shoe. Apparently, the brown shoe people were the bright student council presi-
dents from white middle class high schools . . . the black shoe people were
beyond the pale. (Trilling, 1993)

Trilling describes eloquently how at Yale these undergraduates viewed
the future as a ‘stairway to heaven’ with them all ‘moving upwards
through the clouds on a blissful escalator’. For not only were these
young men privileged socially, they were also ‘demographically blessed’:

we were white males who were born in a baby boom during the depression and
came of age at a time when the privileged position of white males was so
deeply embedded in the structure of society that we didn’t even think about it,
(Trilling, 1993)

By the 1980s the embeddedness of this privilege had been under-
mined by feminist movements and changes in the economy. In the UK,
however, the diaries of the patrician Tory minister Alan Clark make
clear the ways in which much of social life continued to be understood
through notions of origins and background. On one occasion he writes
of his irritation with his fellow MP Nicholas Soames and how his wife
chides him: ‘Don’t be beastly. So few of the upper classes go into
politics nowadays, you’ve all got to stick together” (Clark, 1993: 78).
Clark gave strong support to Mrs Thatcher, who is referred to throughout
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the text as ‘the lady’. He recounts how ‘the upper classes’ were so con-
vinced that her personal qualities were at odds with her lowly origins
that rumours were spread linking Thatcher’s mother with the aristoc-
racy. While this attempt to appropriate the Tory leader to a historical
class failed, the Tory grandees held true to their convictions. On one
occasion, Clark writes of how, when sitting next to her in the House of
Commons he noticed that:

she has very small feet and attractive — not bony — ankles in the 1940 style.
Julian Amery will nod his head sagely and say in a gruff voice, ‘There’s blood
there, you know, no doubt about it, there’s blood’. And I see what he means.
(Clark, 1993: 69)

This notion of social classes being held together through blood lines is
a powerful one, and Clark’s diaries demonstrate the ways in which this
sense of identity and purpose was held together politically through the
practices of daily life: through the institutions of the gentlemen’s club,
the house party and the family. It was Clark who sustained the jibe
at the renegade Hesletine: ‘he had to buy his own furniture’. The ire he
directs toward the nouveau riche contrasts with his views of the workers.
True to his patrician origins this oscillates between an acceptance of
the critical role they play within the social structure (*Salt of the carth’
and all that) and irritation and anger when social life is disrupted. Hence
on one occasion he is driven to Heathrow by his driver, Dave:

I rose early and confident. But Dave lost the way in light fog. . . . Like all the
lower classes, he went to pieces quickly and sat rigid at the wheel, slightly
leaning forward, squinting into the fog, being overtaken by vans on either side.
Too flush-faced to admit that he’s ‘done wrong’, he would neither turn round,
nor even stop to get his bearings. . . . Finally, with only seven minutes to spare,
we found ourselves at the familiar Spelthorne entrance. I leapt out and asked
for directions. Naturally, it was a gate some distance along the perimeter which
[ had already suggested. (Clark, 1993: 230)

His forbearance is further tested by rail transport:

[ am sitting in a first class compartment of the Sandling train, odorous and
untidy, which, for reasons as yet undisclosed, and probably never to be dis-
closed, hias not yet left Charing Cross. ‘Operating Difficulties’, I assume, which
is BR-speak for some ASLEF slob, having drunk fourteen pints of beer the
previous evening, now gone ‘sick’ and failed to turn up. (Clark, 1993: 169)

This idea of a socially distinct grouping of people, almost of different
species, identified by ‘blood’ and social indicators of style, manners
and so on is a commonly held view within British society. These are
powerful devices for emphasising the ‘otherness’ of the identified group.
Undoubtedly, Alan Clark expressed them with a particular verve, but
his views should not be seen as exceptional. They are often encountered
amongst professional groups (like teachers and social workers) who
work in deprived areas. They are ever-present in the world of business.
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For example, a turkey manufacturer expressed surprise when the food
correspondent of the Guardian newspaper asked if he could extend his
investigations into turkey production by interviewing the workers. He
was told to remember that:

these are the sort of people who eat crisps and fish and chips. They are totally
different from you and me. Sometimes they don’t shower in the morning.
(Guardian, 24 December 1994)

Occasionally these worlds collide. In cases of social mobility, this
collision is contained within individual biographies. For example,
Alan Hughes worked as a graphic designer for New Internationalist in
Oxford. His father had been a factory worker in Birmingham and on one
occasion in 1996 he returned to visit his uncle and cousins and to watch
Aston Villa play football. At the end of the match they were reluctant to
leave the ground quickly. On being implored by a steward to leave
Hughes replied: ‘It’s OK, we’re just taking in the ambience.

I couldn’t believe it, 1 just said it. The word came out of my mouth, italicised
for emphasis, as though I had no control over it. I groaned inwardly. He looked
at me as if I was from another planet. ‘Are you taking the piss, mate?’ he
queried, now more menacingly.

This encounter led to a protracted discussion with his cousins over the
nature of class and its various signifiers in language, style, dress and
attitude: ‘fuckin’ clever types who think they’m better than us’. It also
led Hughes to some profound reflections on the way things were chang-
ing in society and in his own life:

I see the working class; low achieving, lacking confidence, willingly accepting
their fate, destructively turning in on themselves; drug abuse, crime and vio-
lence. Or turning outwards, looking for scapegoats. . . .

1 see an increasingly nervous middle class with their traditional values of
hard work and thrift under threat. The spectre of unemployment and insecurity
now hangs over them and they are more than willing to pull up the ladder on the
masses below. . . .

And for me? I continue to live in my cultural fimbo land — feeling guilt at
betraying what remains of the struggle for working class emancipation, then
thanking God that I'm not there any more. (Hughes, 1996 25)

The attack on class

The examination of what might be termed the phenomenology of class
is revealing, and serves as a corrective to assertions of the ‘end of
class’. However, it raises questions about the construction of these ideas
and how they fit with an analysis of class relations. In considering these
issues, Patrick Joyce and others have emphasised the role of political
discourse and narrative in the construction of such class understandings
in Britain in the nineteenth century. Such an approach can helpfully be
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related to the United Kingdom in the 1980s. In this decade, the Tory
party under the leadership of Margaret Thatcher attempted to arrest the
United Kingdom’s economic decline through an audacious and radical
strategy which operated at a number of different levels. The most im-
portant of these involved the linked deregulation of international capital
markets and local labour markets. In this strategy, the trade unions and
the form of the British working class were together seen as a major
obstacle to renewal. Legislation was passed which limited the powers of
trade unions, and privatised the state monopolies.

This economic strategy, however, was combined in an intriguing way
with a new kind of political rhetoric which involved selective borrow-
ing from radical traditions within the left. It was Thatcher who talked of
giving ‘power to the people’, and who attacked state officials for being
bureaucratic and uncaring. In this discourse, however, society was re-
constructed around the idea of individual consumers, rather than one of
collectively organised producers. It was a dramatic switch, which played
ruthlessly upon the structural changes which were under way. Within
this new discourse, there was ‘no such thing as society’; all forms of
relationships became dissolved into the dominant ones of consumption,
and ‘value for money’ became the slogan for the new age. The market
model has come to dominate all forms of social exchange. In the 1980s
football fans from the south of England who visited the north with their
teams would often chant “Loads of Money . . . Loads of Money” and wave
wads of notes in the direction of the opposing (poorer) fans.

This theme of consumption and classlessness was developed through
advertisements, often by state bodies, which reassembled elements of
the iconography of the left. In this way British Coal used a photograph
of a coal-miner in his working clothes to symbolise business, similarly
Cardiff Bay used Karl Marx to advertise enterprise opportunities (see
Figures 4.1 and 4.2). While the past was being parodied in these im-
ages, other physical symbols of the old order were being torn down.
Across the coal fields with an almost indecent haste the winding gears
of the coal mines were dismantled and the shafts filled. In previous
periods this process could take years rather than months. As one man
put it: ‘I think they are trying to tell us something. This is the end.” The
working mines, steel mills and factories were replaced with heritage
museums which recreated the past and often employed ex-workers to
replay their previous working roles. Such museums were opened, on
average, each day of the year in the late 1980s. These museums have
tended to create a view of the past which emphasises the simplicity of
life and of living arrangements; it is a sanitised past dominated by
tradition and the absence of conflict. Many authors have pointed to the
ways in which these and other cultural enterprises both reorder the past
(obliterating issues of class) and reaffirm a particular kind of English
heritage which, among other things, excludes ethnic minorities (see
Gilroy, 1987; Hall, 1992).
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One of Britain's most
successful businessmen.

i g o g 2 o e

Figure 4.1 British Coal advertisement (veproduced courtesy of British Coal)

This attempt to reconsiruct society can be understood as an attack
upon class. It was developed by Thatcher’s successor John Major as he
talked repeatedly of the classless society and in a different way by Tony
Blair when he talks of ‘the people’. Within this meritocratic world, the
very idea of class became seen as irrelevant and a further aspect of
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a discredited past. As if to emphasise this, in 1987 the government
announced that it intended to alter its methods of data collection. On
30 October The Times noted that ‘the working class is to be abolished,
statisticians in the Office of Population Censuses and Surveys (OPCS)
have decided. To ensure social inequality the middle and upper classes
are being abolished too’. This decision (later to be revoked) was warmly
endorsed by the Secretary of State for Health and Social Security who
remarked that he was ‘keen on the idea of a classless Britain’.

This, of course, sat well with the supposed ordinariness of John
Major. A party political broadcast on 18 March 1992, for example,
dwelt on the story of a poor boy from Brixton rising to the highest
office in the land. This account emphasised his lowly social origins, his
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The restructuring of class

As a result of these political developments, it might be expected that
perceptions and understandings based upon ideas of class would have
weakened over the past ten years. Certainly the political project initi-
ated by Thatcher had a crucial bearing upon the transformation of the
Labour party to New Labour, and informed the change in ifs rhetoric. In
this context the Gallup findings on ‘class struggle’ seem all the more
incomprehensible. Further data collected by NOP for the Sunday Times
add to the puzzle. This was expressed well by the newspaper’s leader
writer. ‘It has become a truism of modern politics that most of the
population is middle class’, yet oddly:

the majority of people regard themselves as working class even when they are
{according to the people who decide these things) middle class. In an NOP poll
in the Sunday Times today, more than half said they were working class, 1%
upper class, and 7% (some cheer for John Major) said they belonged to no
class at all. The middle classes were left with a miserable 28%:-Confused?
Either they are or we are. (Sunday Times, 22 September 1996)

Figure 4.2 Cardiff Bay advertisenicnt (veproduced courte

Part of the confusion resides in the analysis offered by ‘the people who
decide these things’ and the problems inherent in moving quickly from
occupational structures to class categories. In orthodox class analysis,
skilled non-manual occupations are located in the middle class. Yet
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analyses of occupational flows indicate that these groups are now made
up of new kinds of jobs, often done by women many of whom work
part-time. These, and other features of the changing occupational hier-
archy, have introduced serious ambiguity into traditional lines of class
division (see Bradley, 1996; Crompton, 1993) and make it thoroughly
understandable that people in ‘middle-class jobs’ would describe them-
selves as ‘working-class’. That they should do so at a time when both of
the major political parties have expunged the phrase from their vocabu-
laries is nevertheless perplexing.

Further clarification can be obtained if we go beyond political rhet-
oric and examine political strategies. In doing so it should be empbhasised
that much more was involved in the politics adopted by Margaret
Thatcher than a change in the language of politics. “Thatcherism’ also
involved a determined attempt to check the problem of economic de-
cline in Britain, a problem which Blair has inherited. Principal amongst
these policies was an attack upon labour market regulation by the trade
unions and other institutions. In a television interview in June 1992 Alan
Budd, Professor of Economics at the London Business School and erst-
while advisor to Mrs Thatcher, reflected upon these policies in this way:

raising unemployment was a very desirable way of reducing the strength of the
working classes. .. . what was engineered — in Marxist terms — was a crisis in
capitalism, which recreated the reserve army of labour, and has allowed the
capitalists to make high profits ever since.

So interpreted, the attack on class can be seen as the defence of class
and the establishment of different kinds of class relationships.

There is no doubt that in the 1980s, the levels of income inequality in
the United Kingdom accelerated. In this period, the proportion of total
income received by the bottom 20 per cent of households fell steeply.
The official statistical summary in Economic Trends explains how:

the distribution of household income has become more unequal. The bottom
quintile group’s share of disposable income fell (between 1977 and 1988) from
9.7% to 7.6% while the share of the top fifth of households went up from 36%
to 42%.

When real incomes are assessed we see that the income of the top
decile increased by 38 per cent between 1984 and 1990, while that of
the bottom two deciles rose by 0.7 and 1.8 per cent respectively. This
bottom group on average has less than £5 in savings. The 10 per cent
above them exist below the official poverty line of 40 per cent of
median income.

These findings were supported by a survey conducted in 1995 by the
market research group Mintel. The survey contrasted the positions of
‘the Rich’ (the top 20 per cent of earners with average gross household
incomes of £42,818) with ‘the Poor’ (the bottom 40 per cent with gross
average incomes of £6,088). It concluded that the rich had increased
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their share of total expenditure from 35 per cent in 1979 to 49 per cent
in 1995. In contrast the share of the bottom 40 per cent halved from
24.5 to 12.5 per cent in the same period.

This survey and Gallup’s were conducted around the same time. They
coincided with the considerable publicity given to the salary increases
of senior executives in the privatised utilities — the so-called ‘fat cats’ —
and the general salary levels of senior businessmen. The pay of the top
ten directors in 1995 ranged from the £17.4 million awarded to Peter
Wood of Direct Line Insurance to the £935,000 paid to Sir Richard
Sykes of Glaxo Wellcome. The publicity which these salaries. attracted
was linked to a general criticism of ‘greed’, and undoubtedly influenced
many people’s views about the salience of class in British society.

That this should be understood as ‘class struggle’ can perhaps be
understood in relation to the changes that were taking place within
workplaces and in labour and housing markets in the 1980s and 1990s.
The recession of the early 1980s severely reduced employment levels in
manufacturing industry and changed the character of the old industrial
regions. This decline was linked with notions of post-industrialism and
the emergence of a new kind of society. The gloss was taken off this
account in the late 1980s and early 1990s when recession hit directly at
the new post-industrial service economy and its heartland in the South-
East. An investigation by World in Action (10 November 1992) into the
local economy of Slough (the boom town of the 1980s) documenfed
‘the fear that affects every office and shop-floor in Britain’, In a sample
of 1,000 they found that 9 per cent had recently been made redundant,
43 per cent were worried about being made redundant and 60 per cent
expected there to be an early redundancy within the family. The leader
of the local council remarked:

everyone is depressed on the borough council . . . this country seems to be
geared up for one thing — unemployment. You can’t plan your future.

A year later, a MORI/IRS survey commissioned by the Financial Times
found that:

the number of workers who fear they might lose their jobs in the next twelve
months rose to more than 50 per cent in December — in spite of last week’s
sharp fall in unemployment. (Financial Times, 20 December 1993)

In this way, economic insccurity became increasingly widespread
and in spite of Ian Lang’s view that it was ‘a state of mind’, repeated
research reports indicated that fears and anxieties about security were
rooted in the changed nature of labour markets and the ‘flexibility’
being required by employers (see Beynon, 1997). These insecurities com-
pound the stress which is related to the intensification of work itself
In the year to March 1993, the United Kingdom’s largest 1,000 com-
panies shed 1.5 million workers (the Director, March 1993), cutting
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costs and restructuring their operations. In the view of Alistair Anderson,
managing director of Personal Performance Consultants UK:

downsizing in companies has meant that often people have been left ill-equipped
and ill-prepared for the job expected of them. This itself creates great stress.

He added that in his belief: ‘the demands on the workforce are greater
than they have ever been’ (Financial Times, 8 December 1993). And
there has been little compensation in the housing markets either. As part
of the project of denying class and building a property-owning demo-
cracy house purchasing by all groups was encouraged by the government
and by financial institutions. Council house sales in fact represented the
greatest of all the privatisations. However, unlike the 1960s and 1970s,
house prices did not continue on an upward spiral and could not
continue as an investment (‘a nice little earner’) to compensate for
misfortune in the labour market. In fact house prices exaggerated these
recessionary processes. In so doing a new term was created — ‘negative
equity’ — and with it the prospect of the ‘dream home’ becoming a
living nightmare.

These changes affected groups throughout the occupational structure.
They meshed with dramatic technological changes to transform the
experience of life inside and outside the workplace. One dimension of
these changes has served to intensify a sense of insecurity and vulner-
ability amongst people. It has also served to make clear the locus of
power and privilege in society. These processes were readily converted
to a language of class.

Conclusions

[t is clear that some fundamental changes have taken place in the Brit-
ish social structure. However, it would be difficult to conclude that in-
equalities have been eroded, or that class-based understandings of society
are no longer appropriate. The changes outlined in this chapter have
clearly contributed to a disruption of previously established forms of
social solidarism which held groups and social classes together. For
example, institutions which once supported collective forms of under-
standings have been severcly weakened. The power of trade union
organisations, which once enabled groups to regulate their workplaces
and create a sense of occupational or workplace solidarity which, at
times, informed and developed an understanding of class has been eroded.
Equally, professional groups which once ordered their lives through
ideas of service, trust and security have also found their worlds turned
upside down. As a group during this century, their understanding of
class has been built upon their denial of it, and their emphasis upon the
individual and upon personal qualities. In the 1980s and 1990s many of
these individuals faced the impersonal vagaries of the market: many of
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them resent what has happened to them. These changes have inevitable
complications for social cohesion across generations and for established
relationships between men and women.

In attempting to resolve some of these puzzles it is helpful to move
from a static to a dynamic framework, and from ideas of class structure
to those of process and class formation. 1t certainly seems possible to
use a language of remaking in the present context (see, e.g., Savage and
Miles, 1994). However, in discerning the fabric of these new class
relations, it is clear that they have remarkably different characteristics
from the previous ones, which derive from a rapidly changing and
globalising system of production and communication.

In this context it is possible to see British society in terms of that
Long Revolution which Raymond Williams wrote about so eloquently:
a process in which industrial and technological forms change, but through
which values and beliefs are maintained and developed through a
continuity of adapted cultural practices and institutional forms of life
(Williams, 1965). In such a view, the working class in the United King-
dom was not ‘made’ in 1832 in a way in which a reading of Edward
Thompson might imply; rather it has gone and goes through a process
of making and remaking - at each turn drawing upon institutions and
values previously established. In these ways class relationships can be
seen 1o continue in changing contexis and with changed contents. As
they change class itself will continue to be contested as a concept in
social science. It will be argued about in pubs, restaurants and televi-
sion studios in ways which will challenge and undermine the very idea
of a ‘classless society’.



CHAPTER 5

‘Race’, racism and the politics
of identity

PANDELI GLAVANIS

*Within 10 years Britain will have solved its “black problem”’: that was
the message contained in the British government White Paper issued in
September 1975. The instrument of legislation to achieve this was
the Race Relations Bill of February 1976. The problem, as defined by the
White Paper, was ‘the political control of a rebellious second genera-
tion” and the solution was ‘to divert militancy into national achieve-
ment’ (Sivanandan, 1976). Twenty years later however, David Mason
writing on Race and Ethnicity in Modern Britain, argues that ‘the evi-
dence of inequality, discrimination, and exclusion is so pervasive that
it would be a dereliction of duty to the truth not to give it major promin-
ence’ (Mason, 1995: 3). In fact, most studies published in the first half
of the 1990s highlight the dramatic deterioration of ‘race relations’
both in the United Kingdom and the European Union,' and emphasise
the danger that derives from ‘the growing malignancy of racist violence
and the increasing ramifications of what has been termed “ethnic cleans-
ing” (or the extermination of populations by ethnic (racial?) violence)’
(Anthias, 1995: 299).

It is of some interest, therefore, to consider some of the reasons
which may account for the failure of the 1976 legislation to solve the
‘black problem’. To achieve this it is necessary to understand the back-
ground that led to the legislation in 1976, namely immigration and
immigration acts and legislation that preceded it. Like most West Euro-
pean countries after the Second World War, the United Kingdom was
faced with a labour ‘shortage’ that was only partially alleviated by the
half million refugees admitted to the United Kingdom between 1946
and 1951. Thus, the Ministry of Labour found it necessary to systema-
tise the recruitment of labour from overseas, and it was no surprise that
British government officials turned to British colonies and ex-colonies
(Sivanandan, 1976: 348).

This mitial recruitment of labour in the 1950s immediately produced
two problems for the immigrants: employment in [ow-status jobs, and
living in decaying inner-city slums. [mmigrant labour was recruited to
do the jobs British white workers were not willing to do, and since most
of these jobs were in large metropolitan areas, immigrants settled in the
slums of these urban areas while the more affluent white working class
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started to move to the new housing estates in the suburbs (Sivanandan,
1976: 348-9). Immigrant labour, of course, was very cheap; they were
born and socialised in the colonies and ex-colonies and they were im-
ported as ‘ready-made workers’.? In fact, it was estimated that depend-
ing on age and skills, immigrant labour represented a saving of between
8 and 16 thousand pounds per worker, representing the social cost of
producing labour and taking into account the fact that immigrant work-
ers came primarily as single men (Gortz, 1970).

Given that immigrant labour was so cheap, it could have been
expected that the British state might use some of the savings to improve
the social conditions for immigrant workers. This did not happen, as the
British state adopted a laissez-faire immigration policy, and the social
conditions of immigrants deteriorated as the numbers increased. Thus,
immigrants were welcome as workers, but socially undesirable, given
their social conditions of existence. It is not surprising, therefore, that
this generated new racial stereotypes and a new kind of colour racism
in the United Kingdom. The immigration policy of the British state,
therefore, contributed to the first stage of the ‘ideological racialization’
of ‘black’ immigrant labour (Solomos, 1992). In fact, as Sivanandan
argues, ‘the economic profit from immigration had gone to capital, the
social cost had gone to labour, but the resulting conflict between the
two had been mediated by a common “ideology” of racism’ (Sivanandan,
1976).

The deteriorating social conditions of existence for ‘black’ immi-
grant workers led to the race riots of 1958, and the British state recog-
nised the dangers implicit in its laissez-faire immigration policy. However,
the response from the government was not in the direction of improving
the social conditions of ‘black” immigrants. Instead, it signalled the start
of immigration legislation which had a dual objective: to curb immigra-
tion from the colonies and ex-colonies and to deal with racism in the
United Kingdom. In the 1950s, however, the majority of immigrants
to the United Kingdom were white Europeans. The intervention of the
British state through its policies, therefore, contributed to the process
by which ‘race’, and in particular its identification with ‘black’ and
immigration became synonymous in public discourse (Solomos, 1992).
This was confirmed by the series of Nationality Laws (definition of
patriality) that were introduced in the 1960s. The first of these laws
was the Commonwealth Immigrants Act of 1962, which disregarded the
fact that many immigrants from the colonies and the ex-colonies held
British citizenship and limited the right to settlement in the United
Kingdom only to those who had employment vouchers.® Thus by the
mid-1960s racial discrimination was given the sanction of the state;
it was institutionalised. But in so doing the British state placed itself
squarcly in the middle of the construction of modern racism in the
United Kingdom with immigration policies which in fact defined the
process of ‘ideological racialisation’. Tn effect, immigrant workers from
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the colonies and the ex-colonies were transformed into a particular
category of ‘racialised’ labour within the British labour market.*

In the meantime history was being transformed in the colonies
and the ex-colonies. In 1967, for example, Kenyatta’s Africanisation
policies in Kenya, placed Kenyan Asians in an impossible situation:
they were suddenly ‘aliens’ in Kenya and, given the devaluation of their
British citizenship, they were virtually stateless. The uproar that ensued
forced the British state to allow Kenyan Asians to settle in the United
Kingdom on ‘special’ vouchers, but this also led the state to introduce a
new piece of legislation, the Commonwealth Immigrants Act of 1968,
which restricted even further the rights of British citizens from the
colonies and ex-colonies — i.¢. those who were ‘black’. Finally, by 1971,
another Act (which came into force in 1973) classified all immigrants,
irrespective of what nationality they had, as ‘aliens’; immigrants from
the colonies and the ex-colonies would have to register with the police
as ‘aliens’, even if they carried a British passport (Sivanandan, 1976).

The discussion so far has highlighted one of the dimensions of the
immigration policy, abolition of the right to enter and settle in the
United Kingdom for immigrants from the colonies and ex-colonies,
and indicated how it contributed to the institutionalisation of racism in
post-war the United Kingdom, i.c. state-sanctioned racism and dis-
crimination. The policy also intended to reduce ‘racial’ tension within
British society; i.e. how to deal with those immigrants who had already
settled in Britain. This was to be achieved by the Commonwealth Im-
migrants Advisory Council, which was created by the Commonwealth
Immigrants Act of 1962, and its function was to advise the Home
Secretary on the welfare of immigrants. Very quickly, however, this
advisory council, whose name was changed to the National Committee
for Commonwealth Immigrants (NCCI) in 1965, also contributed to the
construction of racial categories and stereotypes rather than reduce them.

The first thing that the NCCI did was to produce the first Race
Relations Act of 1965. This act prohibited racial discrimination in ‘places
of public resort” and by default encouraged discrimination everywhere
else, in housing, employment, etc. More important, however, is the under-
lying objective of NCCI and the manner in which it perceived the immi-
grant population. The underlying objective was the integration of the
immigrant and settler populations into British society, and in this context
the Asian and West Indian populations were perceived differentially and
thus ‘racialised’. The NCCI assumed that West Indians were closer to
British culture, spoke the same language, shared the same religion, etc.,
whereas Asian immigrants were ‘different’. So the emphasis for integra-
tion was directed at Asians, as they were seen as the ‘problem’. This
enhanced racial stereotypes within British society. In effect the British
state, via the mediation of its own institutions, was actively engaged in
the process of constructing and legitimating different forms of social
exclusion and ‘racialisation’.’
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This “ideological racialisation” of the immigrant and settler populations
failed to note that the West Indian population, and especially the younger
generation, were in effect socially excluded and marginalised. Fven
more so it failed to consider the effects of developments in another ex-
colony (the USA) where the Civil Rights campaigns had already gained
significant visibility in the public and political domain. Given the ‘com-
mon’ historical origins of American ‘blacks’ and British West Indians,
the failure to consider the effects of the ‘Black Power’ movement in the
USA only underlined the extent to which ‘racial® stereotypes defined
state policy in the United Kingdom. Thus, it is not surprising that the
British state also failed to note that Martin Luther King’s visit to
the United Kingdom in 1964, on his way to Sweden to receive the Nobel
Prize, had a profound effect on the West Indian community. By the end
of the 1960s, therefore, British society and the state were faced with an
American-style ‘Black Power’ movement originating from a commu-
nity that had been ideologically perceived as ‘docile’.

This was also a particularly important turning point in contemporary
‘race relations’ in the United Kingdom. In adopting ‘Black Power’
community politics, the West Indian immigrants and settlers were also
constructing a new social identity. West Indian children (i.c. second
generation) rejected British culture and values and even the English
language. The British state quickly realised that it had to do something
to prevent ‘race relations’ deteriorating even further. In effect, the
British state was looking for ways to govern and rule a subject popula-
tion which had already been ‘racialised’ and whose assimilation into
the dominant white culture had failed. Tt is not surprising, therefore,
that the British state, with its colonial history, would turn to its own
history and introduce at that moment of crisis colonial practices in
Britain. The Race Relations Bill of February 1976 provided the legisla-
tion. Thus, by 1976, the United Kingdom had moved from ‘institution-
alised racism’ to ‘domestic colonialism’ (Sivanandan, 1976). As with
earlier legislation, of course, the 1976 Bill failed to deal with the ‘prob-
lem’, even though several academics belicved that it had at the time.
Sivanandan, for example, argued that government legislation had achieved
‘the accommodation of West Indian militant politics within the frame-
work of social democracy [and] the Asians had already settled into the
cultural pluralist set-up ordained for them by the state’ (Sivanandan,
1976: 365).

In fact, the legislation contributed to the increased militancy from
some sections of the Asian community in the 1980s, and especially the
emergence of the ‘Muslim Voice’ as an empowered alternative (o
the ‘Black Power’ movement. Once again, the ‘Muslim Voice” in the United
Kingdom derived from policies introduced by the British state, but
gained its dynamism and vitality from events taking place beyond
the United Kingdom; the Islamic Revolution in Iran, the Gulf War, and the
spread of Political Islam in a number of ex-colonial societies.’
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The immigration policies of the British state during the two decades
of the 1960s and 1970s had a dual objective: to reduce immigration and
resolve the problem of ‘racial’ tension. The state achieved its first
objective, but in doing so accentuated the second problem. In fact, by
the end of the 1980s British society and the state were confronted by
two groups of militant second-generation settler communities: Afro-
Caribbeans and Muslims. Thus immigration policies, and especially the
socio-political legislation which accompanied them and was intended to
define the nature of British nationality (identity) as a means of limiting
the entry of British subjects from the commonwealth (i.e. ‘blacks’),
contributed to the emergence of a new kind of ‘race’ politics in modern
Britain, the politics of identity. The manner in which the state employed
‘racialised’ categories in defining its policies articulated with global
transformations, and especially in the ex-colonies, so that immigrant
and settler populations started to define their collectivitiy and identity
in juxtaposition to British nationality and identity.

In this respect, however, the growing militancy of the newly em-
powered immigrant and settler ‘voices’ did not challenge only the British
state and its concern to govern. Such developments since the 1980s also
challenged much of conventional social science whose object had been
the analysis of ‘race relations’ in contemporary society. For ‘race rela-
tions” accounts derived from a social science paradigm which for more
than a century had accepted that the assimilation of cultural and reli-
gious identities into a national society was a necessary precondition for
socio-economic and political development. In fact, diverse and competing
ethnic and religious communal identities were seen as a primary factor
in dividing post-colonial societies and hindering development. FEuropean
scholars perceived ethnic and religious identities as inimical to rational
social planning and economic developmient, and instead hi ghlighted the
classical European model where, it was assumed, modernity had eroded
communal identities in favour of citizenship and loyalty to the state.

Nevertheless, and despite the resistance from conventional and insti-
tutionalised social science, the emergence of the politics of identity
in social and political formulations of citizenship and nationhood have
forced some social scientists to re-think their analytical and conceptual
agendas. This is particularly so since the recently empowered voices of
the different immigrant and settler communities within the United King-
dom and the European Union are seen to articulate with a global revival
of ethnicity, race and religion as modes of organising socio-political
order. Furthermore, these newly empowered voices, within Europe and
outside, also constitute an important challenge to prevailing Eurocentric
conceptualisations of modernity. In fact, it can be suggested that it was
as a response to the increasingly militant ethnic/racial/religious voices
within Europe that some social scientists started to recognise the impor-
tance of ‘re-introducing’ in their studies of modernity one of the prime
divisions in the social ontology of collectivity, namely ‘race’.
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The urgency of the task cannot be emphasised enough as most Euro-
pean Union citizens and governments (including the European Union
political and administrative hierarchy) are presently in a state of alarm
and surprise caused by the growing immigrant and settler populations
in their midst, and especially as they face an impressive roster of newly
empowered ‘voices’ asking for their narratives to be heard. Such alarm
and ignorance can, of course, and does lead to the emergence of ‘racist’
legislation, policies and practices which only contribute to an increase
in the militancy of the newly empowered ‘voices’. This is well docu-
mented in some recent studies, such as Glyn Ford’s book, Fascist
Europe: The Rise of Racism and Xenophobia (1992), and Paul Gordon
and Francesca Klug’s study, New Right, New Racism (1986). Nevertheless,
important as these and other similar studies may be, they only docu-
ment the consequences of the failure to understand the reasons why so
many ethnic and immigrant communities have responded wholeheartedly
to the call of the newly empowered ‘voices’. What they fail to do is to
present an analytical account which can explain the manner in which
immigrant and settler communities have abandoned assimilation and
multiculturalism in favour of the politics of identity (Anthias and Yuval-
Davis, 1992). It is of some interest, therefore, to highlight some of the
central issues in the contemporary academic debate around the terms
‘race’ and racism.

Rethinking ‘race’ and racism

In her review of contributions to the debate on ‘race’ and racism, Floya
Anthias notes that ‘writing on “race” and racism in the last few years
is indicative of the ways in which the “race” paradigm is changing
[and] the idea of a new racism embodies a shift in the ceniral organis-
ing elements of racist discourse away from explicit biological notions to
culturalist or nationalist ones’ (Anthias, 1995: 279). This is supported
by David Mason when he argues that ‘there are no races, in the bio-
logical sense of distinct divisions of the human species. Rather there are
social interactions which are constituted by their participants as a par-
ticular kind of social relationship: race’ (Mason, 1995: 1). It seems that
a significant number of writers are abandoning the term ‘race’ in favour
of such concepts as ethnicity and nationalism and in this respect the
new discourse is gradually replacing the conventional one, with its deter-
ministic and unitary forms (Anthias, 1995). This is clearly reflected in
a study by Harry Goulbourne (1993: 177) which argues that ‘in Britain
too, where militant nationalism has never received a serious hearing, the
question of national identity is now high on the general public agenda’.
In spite of these changes Miles has noted how much of the public agenda
retains the idea of ‘race’:
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Newspaper headlines report that ‘Race riots hit Los Angeles’, that there is a
‘Race bias in employment’ and that an *MP plays the race card’. In Britain, the
C_ommission for Racial Equality comments annually on the state of ‘race rela-
tions’. (Miles, 1993: 1)

Thus, Miles goes on to suggest that ‘if “race relations” are a feature
of contemporary society, it seems obvious that academics should study
them’ (Miles, 1993: 1), particularly as incidents of racism, racist attacks
and racist practice have dramatically increased during the last decade.
Richard Skellington has documented these developments and noted their
significance for the ‘experiences of young black people . . . across the
breadth of institutional contexts negotiated in daily life’ (Skellington,
1992: 11--12).

All this illustrates both the complex meanings associated with the
term ‘race’ and its persistence as the predominant paradigm through
which the exclusion, oppression and subordination of immigrant_ and
settler populations in contemporary British society is organised\. As
with categories such as class and gender, the term ‘race’ will be the
subject of extensive and often polemic academic debate, which will not
necessarily influence its use in public discourse. This is made clear by
Miles who, while arguing forcefully against the use of the terms ‘race’
and racism, also acknowledges their extensive use in public discourse.
In fact, he argues that the ‘strongest case made in favour of the reten-
tion of the notion of “race” as an analytical category arises from the fact
that it has been used by the victims of racism to fashion a strategy and
practice of resistance to their subordination’ (Miles, 1993: 3). Even
here, however, the situation is far from simple; the use of ‘race’ as a
focus for political organisation and action, by the victims of racism,
reflects a similar variety of meanings and practices.

For many sections of the immigrant and settler populations in the
United Kingdom during the decade of the 1980s, ‘race’ became as-
sociated with the idea of “black’. Notions of ‘race struggle’ and ‘black
struggle’ became synonymous and both terms were employed as a means
of political mobilisation by the various victims of racism. In this way
both terms also lost their specific biological meanings, and the term
‘black’ was no longer associated solely with the subordination and
oppression of peoples from exclusively African origin. Both terms were
assumed to embody and reflect a universal notion of resistance against
{‘acism that could be used for all immigrant and settler populations
trrespective of their origins (Anthias and Yuval-Davis, 1992).

By the end of the decade of the 1980s, however, the assumed univer-
salism of ‘race’ as a unitary mode for the political mobilisation of the
victims of racism was seriously challenged, most clearly with the events
surrounding the publication of Salman Rushdie’s book The Satanic Verses.
These events marked a turning point in the form of political organisa-
tion and practice against racism and the socio-political exclusion of
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immigrant and settler populations. They also highlighted the fact that for
British Muslims, in their mobilisation especially against the publication
of the book, the terms ‘race’ and ‘black’ had practically no significance.
Even in daily life, ‘race’ reflected a variety of meanings and its assumed
universalism and association with ‘black’ could no longer be sustained.
This truth was reflected in the reaction of British ‘black’ activists
who distanced themselves from what were scen as ‘Muslim Funda-
mentalists” and beyond the scope of the ‘race struggle’. In some respects
they were right. What outraged British Muslims was the blasphemy
contained in the book and as such their demonstration can be seen as a
religious one. Certainly this was the view of prominent anti-racist activ-
ists, including ‘black” Labour members of Parliament. One prominent
MP of Caribbean origin argued that
these demonstrators were out on the streets not as blacks, but as outraged
Musiim fundamentalists. Not all Muslims are black, and not all Muslims take
the fundamentalist position. Why then should black socialists give support {o
hardline religious leaders? (Miles, 1993: 4)

However, it is helpful to deconstruct the assumptions which guided this
response and locate the behaviour of British Muslims in their social and
political context. In 1989 the British state refused to ban The Satanic
Verses. Furthermore, it ‘warned Muslims not to isolate themselves from
their host society” (Asad, 1993: 239). The Home Seccretary, Douglas
Hurd, and his deputy, John Patten, made statements which emphasised

the importance of proper integration for ethnic minorities, the need to learn
about British culture without abandoning one’s own faith, and the necessity of
refraining from violence . . . were widely applauded by the liberal middle classes,
whose pronouncements both before and after the government’s intervention
repeatedly denounced ‘Muslim violence’. (Asad, 1993: 239)

Newspapers and television unanimously condemned the ‘Muslim
Fundamentalists’, and quoted at length from a document produced by
John Patten entitled On Being British (Patten, 1989). This document was
widely circulated to the media and the United Kingdom appeared to be
experiencing a serious political and apparently violent crisis. However,
there was little evidence of any sustained threat to law and order and
very few arrests or injuries occurred during the demonstrations by British
Muslims. In explaining the severity of the government’s response we
need to recall the innumerable angry demonstrations through the streets
of London during the 1980s. These had involved anti-racists and fascists,
feminists and gays, abortion rights activists, trade unionists, students.
As Asad notes:

Scuffles had broken out between demonstrators and police — involving accusa-
tions and counter accusations of violence, including death threats — in which
injuries were sustained and arrests made. More significantly, Britain had wit-
nessed a number of major urban riots (in Nottingham, Notting Hill Gate, Brixton,



62 Patterns of Social Inequality

Bristol, Birmingham, Liverpool, etc.) in which pitched battles were fought
between police and non-white immigrants, cars and buildings burned, blood
spilt — though, incidentally, South Asians [the majority of British Muslims]
were tarely if ever involved in any of these violent confrontations. (Asad,
1993: 240)

Furthermore, a steady stream of racist murders of non-white immi-
grants and settlers and an even longer list of physical assault, spitting
and verbal abuse had been taking place for some time (Gordon, 1989).
Nevertheless, the white majority had never been previously warned
against the violence, nor had the government felt it necessary to lecture
British citizens on ‘Being British’. Thus, it is important to reiterate Talal
Asad’s question, ‘What exactly was the danger sensed by the Tory govern-
ment and “liberal opinion” in Britain?’ (Asad, 1993: 241); what were the
underlying factors and socio-political forces that turned an otherwise
legitimate expression of religious sentiment by a section of the British
population into such a serious crisis.

Clearly the external intervention from Iran and in particular the
issuing of a fatwa (religious proscription) by Ayatollah Khomeini legitim-
ating the assassination of Salman Rushdie by any Muslim was of great
significance. The life of a British citizen was being threatened by a
foreign government and a section of the British population were seen
to collude with this power. Nevertheless, in itself this is not sufficient to
account for the scale of the response. It is of some interest, therefore, to
quote Talal Asad’s answer:

It was a perceived threat to a particular ideological structure, to a cultural
hierarchy organised around an essential Englishness, which defines British
identity. . . . Thus, the Rushdie affair in Britain should be seen primarily as yet
another symptom of postimperial British identity crisis, not — as most com-
mentators have represented it — as an unhappy instance of some immigrants with
difficulties in adjusting to a new and more civilized world. (Asad, 1993: 241)

Thus, Asad challenges the prevailing account that sees the British
Muslim response as primarily religious. Asad’s argument, however, goes
further to suggest that the British state itself, the media and liberal
public opinion perceived these religious demonstrations in political terms
- the politics of identity and of a developing struggle over the meaning
of being British and civilised. He suggests that by the end of the 1980s
‘the politics of identity’ had entered the public arena as an important
clement in structuring the socio-political relations between different
sections of the British population as well as between sections of the
immigrant and settler population and the British state. Furthermore, the
term ‘race’, which in the academic debate had already acquired cultural
and nationalist dimensions, was now being attributed with an additional
religious dimension.

This brief account lends support to Robert Miles® view that the term
‘race’ is a contested one and thus generates problems when used as an
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analytical concept (Miles, 1993: 5). In fact, the above cxample has
highlighted the fact that even in its political use, the term ‘race’, as
defined in the current struggle against racism, conceptually excludes
certain sections of the immigrant and setiler populations, given that
‘race’ cannot be assumed to reflect any form of universalism or for
that matter representation of a// such populations. It is not surprising
that Miles rejects it as a useful concept and instead proposes an ana-
Iytical paradigm founded solely on the political economy of labour
migration to Western European capitalist socicties (Miles, 1993: 3). This
solution is attractive analytically. However, such a paradigm fails to
address the critical issue of the politics of identity. This is a particularly
serious limitation, not only because it cannot properly account for the
Rushdie affair, but also because it fails to engage with and consider a
variety of other recent contributions which have already abandoned a
unitary system of representations and practices in favour of a notion of
the plurality of racisms (Cohen and Baines, 1988; Anthias 1990, 1992,
1995).

To raise this criticism is not to imply an acceptance of the current
preoccupation with group identification and culture and the postmodernist
tendency to talk about the proliferation of identities and the growth of
new ethnicities (e.g. Hall, 1988; Goldberg, 1993). This approach has
unfortunately shifted the debate away from racial disadvantage and the
persistence of various forms of social inequality within contemporary
British society (Anthias 1995: 280). It has also contributed to the under-
mining of a new political agenda creating unity across ethnic, religious,
gender, class and other forms of “difference’ and diversity. What is needed
is an analytical paradigm that avoids the current polarisation between
‘political economy” and the ‘postmodernist” approaches. The politics of
identity should be incorporated as a central component of any analytical
paradigm that accounts for the oppression, subordination and socio-
political exclusion of immigrant and settler populations. This, of course,
implies the urgent need for a political economy of modernity. The more
$0 as the polarisation of the academic and political debate has serious
implications for the formulation of a coherent strategy to confront and
combat racism, and to develop new policy initiatives:

the legal framework has not been up to the task of tackling racist violence
and the institutional structures of the race relations industry have been largely
paralysed by lack of resources, co-optation and confused interventionism. The
multiculturalist and anti-racist practices in schools have been seen as less than
effective, working with fairly simplistic notions of prejudice fotniation and a
belief that racist responses, which are seen as irrational, should be tackled by
rational meaus. In addition, there is an absence of radical perspectives from the
left on racism in Britain. (Anthias, 1995: 280)

Of course, this crisis does not derive from the failure of academics o
formulate a coherent concept of ‘race’. The demise of socialism and the
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right-wing backlash with regard to policy and government initiatives is
certainly more important. Furthermore, the fragmentation of social forces
and social movements and their inability to challenge the ‘conservatism’
of the state has not helped the immigrant and settler populations con-
front their increased marginalisation. Nevertheless, analytical reasoning
and theoretical debate does have an impact upon policy agendas and
the forming of political responses to change. Social scientists are obliged
to occupy a space between their ‘scientific’ categories. Therefore, Miles’
rejection of the term ‘race’ is unsustainable in a world where it is central
to the way in which society, socio-political movements and political
activists formulate strategies against oppression and struggle for the
development of a substantive and participatory democracy. Thus, it is
necessary to pursue the debate that will enable a clearer understanding
of the factors that contribute to the persistence of both ‘race’ and racism
in contemporary society.

Globalisation: the contruction of ‘racial’ categories

The polarisation of the current debate with regard to the use of ‘race’
and racism as analytical categories derives in part from a wider theor-
etical and methodological debate within sociology. The dualist theory
of sociological knowledge which separates historical and structural ana-
lysis and assigns to each a discreet sector of reality, and so distinguishes
methodologically between the logic of a social system — which is sub-
ordinate and needs to be ‘realised’ — and its origins and historical
evolution — which is dominant and explicit. Thus, the political economists
are concerned with change (history) and the postmodernists with struc-
tures of meaning (logic), and this because changes, or processes, are
conceived not as analytical objects but as the particular way in which a
temporality is experienced by a subject. 1t is not surprising, therefore,
that Miles is primarily concerned with the political economy of Western
capitalism and labour migration while Hall and Goldberg are pre-
occupied with the diverse forms by which the subjects experience their
social reality.

It is the unique commitment of capitalism to maximise production
and profit, however, that constitutes the rationale of modernity and
hence the mode in which the histories and identities of all Immigrant
and settler populations in Britain have been subordinated (conceptually
or in practice) to the history and identity of the hegemonic (ruling)
British middle classes. The politics of identity, therefore, has to be
examined as part of the process of capitalist expansion which in turn
conditions the parameters within which modernity is apprehended.
Thus, it is the political economy of modernity, incorporating both the
politics of identity and the political economy of labour migration, that
constitutes the analytical paradigm within which we can account for both
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the characteristics of immigrant and settler populations and the various
forms of struggle against their oppression, subordination and social
exclusion. Let me elaborate.

Conventional and mainstream sociology accounts for modernity by
reference to the concept of ‘society’ — as a self-defined system. This
limited conceptualisation of modernity has been challenged, and Anthony
Giddens (1990), among others, has produced a particularly interesting
account by arguing that ‘modernity is inherently globalising’, and soci-
ologists need to account for social phenomenon as they are ordered and
transformed across time and space. Thus, globalisation, conceptualised
as a process, intensifies the interaction of world-wide social relations
‘in such a way that local happenings are shaped by events occurring
many miles away and vice versa’ (Giddens, 1990). Such an approach,
of course, does direct our attention (and focus) to the complex relation-
ships between local/regional structures and social transformations and
interactions across regional and national boundaries. This was already
highlighted in the previous section with reference to emergence of both
‘Black Power’ and the ‘Muslim voice’. The globalisation of modernity,
however, has a history that parallels that of industrial capitalism.

Lancashire textiles mills and cotton textiles, for example, played a
ploneering role in British industrialisation, and contributed to the forma-
tion of the first fully developed industrial organisations in the British
economy. The problem confronting sociologists, and in this particular
example industrial sociologists, is how to determine the unit of analysis
within which to account for this significant development — modernity.
In other words, how do industrial sociologists construct an analytical
framework which in addition to taking into account the conventional
concerns of the discipline can also consider the analytical importance
of such issues as: the role of the slave plantations in the ‘Deep South’
that produced the cotton for the textile mills; the role of Egyptian long-
fibre cotton for the fabour process and technological innovations; and
the role of the British Empire that guaranteed both markets and cheap
raw materials. Furthermore, how does industrial sociology theorise the
relationship between ‘free’ and ‘unfree’ labour, where the latter reflects
the process by which certain sections of the global labour force were
coerced into producing for the requirements of industrial capitalism. In
other words, how can industrial sociology account conceptually and
theoretically for the process which at one and the same time generated
a ‘free’ (that is from feudalism) industrial working class in Lancashire
and enslaved and coerced millions of non-Europeans to work on cotton
plantations in the ‘Deep South’, Egypt, Sudan and India.

Robin Cohen, in his pioneering contribution, The New Helots, is one
of those social scientists who has theorised the relationship between
‘free’ and ‘unfree’ labour within modernity when he argues ‘that capital-
ism has historically coexisted with a combination of labour regimes’
(Cohen, 1987: 3), in which non-European labour has always played a
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central role. Thus, Cohen provides a formidable critique of conven-
tional industrial sociologists who focus solely on immigrant labour within
Europe by noting that ‘the phenomenon they identify is part of a much
older game: one that has always had profound implications for the
survival of the system [industrial capitalism}] itself” (Cohen, 1987: 253).
The thrust of Cohen’s argument is that:

historically, the international division of labour wrought by the capitalist mode
of production has not been characterised by the exclusive use of free labour but
by a combination of free and unfiee labour regimes. This has applied through-
out the history as much as the ‘pre-history’ of capital and has taken a variety of
forms in different areas. (Cohen, 1987: 25)

Cohen then proceeds to examine the role of immigrant labour in
West European economies in order to challenge the assumption that it
constituted a ‘structural necessity’ for the development of European
capital. He argues that as immigrant labour became established in West
European societies the fundamental relationship between capital and
labour was transformed. By the early 1970s, immigrant labour started
to become unionised, the cost of reproducing immigrant families started
to constitute a financial burden on the West European states, and many
BEuropean trade unions started to adopt anti-racist policies. Cohen con-
cludes, therefore, that West European capital realised that it was no
longer profitable to ‘import’ workers and, thus, decided to ‘export’
capital to the Third World. In contrast to the structural necessity argu-
ment, Cohen notes that

the mix between free and unfree labour is spatially redistributed in a complex
and continuously changing way in response to the mix of market opportunities,
comparative Jabour-power costs, the course of struggles between capital and
labour and the historically specific flows and supplies of immigrant and other
forms of unfree Jabour. (Cohen, 1987: 144)

The discussion of immigrant labour in the West European economies
permits Cohen to elaborate in some detail on three of the themes related
to the changing relationship between capital and labour. First, he notes
that “while capital has an expanding global horizon, workers have been
corralled into narrower pens, their physical and psychological frontiers
being policed by the national state” (Cohen, 1987: 147). Cohen exam-
ines the policies adopted by the states in the USA, South Africa and
Western Burope and concludes that these discriminatory and often
racist policies play a central role in subduing immigrant labour which
in turn ‘permits a maximum level of exploitation’ (Cohen, 1987: 178).
Second, because it is the nation states which play a central role in sub-
Jjugating immigrant labour, they also constitute the central focus for
resistance. Cohen, highlights the manner in which immigrant labour in
South Africa has mobilised against the apartheid state, and thus trans-
formed a capital-labour conflict into a nationalist and anti-apartheid
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struggle.® Third, as the immigrant labour-state struggle develops, capital
finds it necessary to relocate itself in order to secure further new sup-
plies of cheap labour; thus creating a ‘problem’ for those immigrants
and settlers who are resident within the Buropean Union and are no
longer needed. Thus, Cohen is able to conclude that what appears to be
a new situation generated by the new Burope is in fact another dimen-
sion or form of the development of capitalist production. In other words,
the parameters of the capital-labour relationship are constantly chang-
ing, and trade union federations or for that matter social scientists, who
remain within the confines of conventional perceptions, are threatened
with irrelevance.

The process of globalisation, as elaborated by Giddens (1990) or
Wallerstein (1979), differs fundamentally from the conceptual struc-
tures employed by conventional sociology which has ‘society’ as its
focus. Thus, what is required is a framework which can account for the
fact that ‘capitalism was from the beginning an affair of the world
economy and not of nation-states’ (Wallerstein, 1979). It is in such an
analytical framework, thercfore, that Berger and Mohr’s 4 Seventh Man
(1975) is at one and the same time an account of underdevelopment
in Turkey (generating a reserve of cheap labour) and the ‘miracle’ of
industrial development in post-war Germany, which relied extensively
on ‘racialised’ (Turkish) labour. Similarly, an examination of the working
conditions of overseas female domestic workers in the United Kingdom,
in Bridget Anderson’s Britain’s Secret Slaves (1993), is both an account
of underdevelopment in the Philippines and a critique of contemporary
British labour relations which exclude (‘racialise) Philipina maids work-
ing for Middie Eastern families in London because they are non-citizens.
Labour, however, as a productive category, as with capital, has no
nationality, sex, religion or colour. Such identities are socially con-
structed in the process of ‘globalisation” and the power relationship
between labour and capital; this is how ‘racialised’ labour categories
are constructed.

Sociologists, therefore, need to adopt alternative analytical and con-
ceptual frameworks which give priority to the process of globalisation
and especially the manner in which capital has made and continues
to make use of social, political/national, religious, gender and racial
differences in order to maximise the production of surplus value and
profit. What is needed, therefore, is a ‘sociology of work and working
practice” which accepts the process of ‘globalisation’, as its analyt-
ical parameters, but goes further and deconstructs the social construct
‘society’ as a self-defined socio-political system.” In other words, social
scientists need to acknowledge that the process by which labour has
been and is ‘racialised’ is mediated by the political project of the nation
state, the construction of national and ‘racialised’ boundaries and the
policies of social and political exclusion. Capital, of course, makes the
most of such situations and initiates new working practices which can
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benefit from the availability of marginalised and ‘racialised’ labour. In
effect, therefore, it is the development of the nation state, the political
project of modernity, which constructs the ‘racialised’ boundaries for
the benefit of indigenous and multinational capital. Thus, it is a political
cconomy of modernity within an analytical framework which acknow-
ledges globalisation, which will enable social scientists to account in a
dynamic manner for the persistence of ‘race’ and racism.

The persistence of ‘race’ and racism

Labour and immigrant and settler populations respond to the process by
which they are ‘racialised’. Most political economy accounts of immi-
grant and settler populations, however, fail to account for such responses
since they present a single-sided account of the development of capitalism
and tend to focus solely on the diachronic (time) relationship between
capital, nation-state and labour, for example Robert Miles (1993). As
indicated above, however, what is needed is an account for modernity
by reference to both time and space. It is the synchronic account, the
politics of identity, which is neglected by such social scientists and thus
suggests that they accept ‘racial® categories as static ideal types which
are solely defined by state legislation or political projects (e.g. Turks,
Germans, Albanians, Greeks, etc.). In other words, such contributions
are marred by the use of ‘racial’ categories solely at a substantive level
and ignoring the analytical dimension, the political project of modernity.

This is a particularly important point because such studies tend
to portray labour as passive and accepting the ‘racialised’ categories
produced by the nation state political project. Labour, however, is not
absent from the process. Labour does respond, and it is the synchronic
and subjective struggle between labour and the nation state project
which needs to be highlighted in these studies. In other words, it is
necessary to grasp ‘the dynamic of capital vs labour via a deconstruction
and account of the relationship between collectivity and belongingness
(‘race’) and economic placement (class)’ (Anthias, 1991: 30). In some
respects European political leaders have played a role in the recognition
of the challenge posed by the politics of identity.

During the last few years, and especially since the publication of the
White Paper on Growth, Competitiveness and Employment in 1993, the
European Council of Ministers and other political leaders and person-
alities have started to show signs of coming to terms with the fact that
their various macro-economic policies and measures are unable to stem
increasing unemployment, social marginalisation and poverty in the
European Union. In fact, it can be argued that they are starting to accept
that such economic measures, and especially those aimed at increasing
European economic competitiveness in the global economy, carry with
them ‘societal effects’ (Brown and Crompton, 1994: 1). Given that these
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same Buropean leaders are also keen to follow the inlroductiop of.th'e
Single Marlet, with more radical forms of socio-political int@graﬂon, itis
not surprising that these ‘societal effects’ are starting to achieve andegrcc
of vigibility and scen to constitute critical problems for the new Europe.

Thus, European political leaders have come to accept what h'as
already been argued by some social scientists, namely that ‘a major
consequence of economic restructuring throughout Furope has b@cn
an intensification of competitive pressure, and this is likely to rein-
force divisions between rich and poor nations and people’ (Brown and
Crompton, 1994: 5). Of course, some European social scientists have
been arguing for some time that the European political agenda to create
a Single Market and to enhance European economic competl}weness
in the global economy is in effect leading to the development of a ‘tw9~
tier” Burope. Brown and Crompton, among others, have argued that lhlS‘
‘two-tier” Europe is likely to be characterised by different forms of
social exclusion of which two can be highlighted:

‘fortress Europe’ that imposes barriers on east Europeans and Africans se@king
entry to EC member states . . . [and] . . . those forms of exclusion lhz»llvrtypl‘ca[]y
affect the life chances and material circumstances of those who have EC citizen-
ship rights. (Brown and Crompton, 1994 5)

An important dimension of the restructuring of the European econ-
omies is the manner in which the informal sector of employment has
increased in significance. This has been highlighted in a report which
accompanied the above-mentioned White Paper. The report to the
European Commission’s Employment Task Force noted that a primary
concern of the European Union is how to ‘enable the re-eniry into the
formal labour market of many citizens who have to work at the mar-
gins’ (Mingione and Magatti, 1994: 1). Mingione and Magatti also
argue the fact that most of those caught in the informal employment
sector are Immigrants and settlers and this raises the question oif h‘ow to
conceptualise the relationship between the expansion of the informal
forms of employment and the marginalisation of immigrant and seﬁlcr
populations. In other words, it raises the issue of whether there is a
relationship between the persistence of ‘race’” and racism and the chang-
ing patterns of employment within Europe.

The answer is provided by Annie Phizackiea who notes that the pur-
suit of flexibility in the European Union encourages casualised empls}y-—
ment practices and that although their contribution remains unquantified
and therefore unacknowledged, they constitute the most exploited and
vulnerable workers in the EU. Phizacklea goes on to argue that this is
most clearly the case for immigrant workers who are not full citizens
of member states, since ‘the Treaty of Rome established sex equality as
a fundamental right to be pursued, but there is no similar provision for
the pursuit of ethnic or racial equality’. Thus, in the context of ‘the
increase in casualised employment and the much greater control and
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surveillance of migrant populations within the EU . . . it is important to
recognise the socially and culturally embedded gendered and racialised
hierarchies in employment” (Phizacklea, 1995: 1-2).

Gendered hierarchies have already been recognised to some extent by
industrial sociologists, but most studies of the changing labour markets
have failed up to now to develop the analytical tools which would allow
them to consider ‘racialised’ hierarchies. Phizacklea, therefore, is right
to highlight the fact that the significance of ‘racialised’ hierarchies as
a central issue in the structuring of ‘new’ employment patterns within
the European Union has yet to be recognised. In other words, globalisa-
tion and the political economy of modernity have yet to be accepted as
necessary analytical paradigms for the study of immigrant and settler
populations. Neverthless, the significance and visibility of the response
of some immigrant and settler populations to their increased marginalisa-
tion and ‘racialisation’ has been noted. Philip Brown and Rosemary
Crompton, for example, note that

as the 20th century draws to a close, the economic and political changes in
contemporary Europe seem to be as profound as those that dominated the
concerns of Sociology’s founders in the 19th apd early 20th centuries. (Brown
and Crompton, 1994: 1)

This theme is starting to gain acceptance among some social scientists
who note that the global economy itself is in a time of acute and
unprecedented flux and transformation with profound effects on social,
cultural and political realities. This is emphasised by Appelbaum and
Henderson, who argue that as we approach the end of the twentieth
century we are at a critical point around which history is turning — a
hinge of history. Change, of course, opens up new possibilities and closes
others but until the new ones are consolidated the situation is inherently
unstable. Thus, we are in a situation which simultancously presents
opportunities and danger. Furthermore, Appelbaum and Henderson
also note that the necessity to develop new analytical paradigms that
can account for the fact that the globalisation of economic, social and
cultural processes has profound effects for the concept and practice of
the Tong-standing Western model of the nation state (Appelbaum and
Henderson, 1995; Glavanis, 19964).

What has yet to be incorporated into the academic debate, however,
is the fact that globalisation raises questions of national and supra-
national interests and in particular how these are expressed and man-
aged. Furthermore, the speed with which globalisation is taking place
also raises issues of people’s changing values, identities and their
attitudes towards the traditional nation state, and especially the mechan-
isms. and state structures by which individuals, social groups and com-
munities are integrated into the national project. This rapid social change,
the disruption of traditional political, cultural and societal allegiances
and the changing form of governance and political participation is a
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central concern to those responsible for constructing and maintaining
political communities. This is particularly the case as the changes have
profound implications for such issues as the future of democracy and
civil liberties, citizenship, civil society and nationalism. Changes in
technology and employment patterns (flexibility) have also accentuated
social divisions and created social categories with neither access or
understanding of the new developments. This in turn has given rise to
new supra-national, national and regional social and political identities
that reflect increasing marginalisation and social exclusion of particular
social groups and communities; in particular certain sections of the
immigrant and settler populations.

Thus, it is not surprising, for example, that the ability to account for
Political Islam and the newly empowered ‘Muslim Voices” within the
European Union has failed up to now, and instead we are confronted
with an account which concerns itself with the specire that haunts
Europe — after communism it is Political Islam (Glavanis, 1996). The
‘Islamic Threat’, therefore, has become the subject of many studies
which fail to account for this socio-political phenomenon in a broader
analytical framework. In particular these studies fail to account for the
reasons why some European Muslims no longer give their loyalty solely
to their respective European nation states, or for that matter why they
challenge the notion that the nation state should continue to incarnate
popular sovereignty. For European Muslims appear to reject the idea of
popular sovereignty and instead place their faith above loyalty to the
nation state. Thus, it is not surprising that European Muslims, where the
nation state is deeply embedded, are seen as causing disruption since
they seek to re-negotiate what has been considered part of the political
common sense. But these European social scientists try to read Political
Islam with an ‘obsolete’ European template, hence the accounts that
Political Islam is backward, traditional, conservative and against modern-
ity (Glavanis, 1996; Sayyid, 1994).

What such European social scientists fail to consider is that global-
isation and the post-colonial era have dramatically transformed the
socio-political, cultural and economic research agenda. Eurocentrism
and the European narrative is being challenged and deconstructed, and
this has opened up the possibility of articulating projects which make
a virtue of their antagonistic relationship to the West. The passing of
‘The Age of Furope’ and the creeping recognition that the West is only
one civilisation among others has to become a central analytical focus
of contemporary theorising and accounts of immigrant and setiler
communities within the Furopean Union (Glavanis, 1995, 1996b;
Sayyid, 1994).

it is for the above reasons that this essay has argued that the con-
struction of a dynamic and analytical framework necessitates that we
account for contemporary forms and processes of social exclusion as
part of a theoretical and conceptual model which engages with the
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process of globalisation in a synchronic and diachronic analysis. For
although social exclusion, ‘two-tier’ Europe and marginalisation con-
stitute critical problems in contemporary Furope, finally recognised
by European political leaders and some social scientists, the process
does not originate solely with the formation of the New Europe. On
the contrary, this essay has argued that it is a process which has deep
historical roots, and that its recent visibility derives primarily from the
fact that some of these socio-cultural groups of immigrants and settlers
have recently started to challenge the European project from within —
the “Stranger Within’. In fact, it is this internal challenge — from some
European citizens such as the British Muslims in the Rushdie affair —
which has alarmed both political leaders and social scientists to the
extent that they have recognised the necessity to develop theoretical and
methodological tools to enable them to understand what they perceive
as the threat from within.

This is a particularly important issue, as these populations and “voices’,
of course, have been resident in Europe for some time, thanks to the
globalisation process set in motion by capitalism, slavery in the ‘new
world” and colonialism. What is new, however, is that during the past
few years we have witnessed the terminal decline of the assimilationist
model of ethnic relations in favour of a politics of identity. No longer
do immigrant populations submerge themselves into the dominant host
culture, rather many groups argue that they want to maintain a distinct
identity. Thus, for example, some populations are likely to identity
themselves as British Hindus or British Indians or British Muslims
rather than as South Asians.'

Religious affiliation, and in particular an Islamic or Muslim identity,
constitutes one of these newly empowered voices in a number of states
within the European Community. Muslim populations from different
ethnic origins have existed within Burope for several decades: Turks
in Germany, Pakistanis and Bangladeshis in the United Kingdom, North
Africans in France, Turks in Greece, etc. What is of particular interest is
the manner in which some of these populations are making new choices
with regard to their identity, and specifically how they are construct-
ing new identities which attribute to the Islamic religious affiliation a
privileged status. Thus, an analysis and understanding of this particular
process of constructing identity and difference (the politics of identity),
must constitute one of the primary objectives of an alternative paradigm
which can account for the persistence of ‘race’ and racism; this is the
political economy of modernity.

Notes
I See among others: Anthias and Yuval-Davis, 1992; Braham, Rattansi and

Skellington, 1992; Donald and Rattansi, 1992; Modood, 1992; Skellington,
1992; and Solomos, 1993,
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For an elaboration of this argument see John Berger’s account in Berger and
Mohr, 1975.

In order to highlight that this was the reaction of the British state, and not
of a particular political party, it is important to note that when the Labour
party renewed the Act in a White Paper (August 1965), they set a numerical
ceiling for the first time (8,500 per year), and declared that no unskilled
worker would get a voucher. This had immediate implications for ‘family
re-unification’; most immigrants in the 1950s had arrived as single males
(Sivanandan, 1976: 354).

The ‘racialisation’ of labour was not new, it had already taken place in the
slave plantations of the ‘Deep South’ in the new world and in the colonial
labour markets as part of the process of the globalisation of capitalism: ie.
modernity. This will be discussed:in more detail below. It was the first {ime,
however, that it was happening in the United Kingdom.

This was the origin of the Cultural Diversity thesis (multiculturalism), intro-
duced by the then Home Secretary, Roy Jenkins (August 1965), which in
effect was aimed at integrating and assimilating what was perceived as the
outsider — ‘other’.

This perception derived to a large extent from the mythology about *black’
slaves in the plantations of the ‘Deep South’ that prevailed at that time
among whites in British society.

This particular development will be discussed in greater detail in the next
section.

This is similar to the argument developed in this essay with regard to the
emergence of empowered ‘voices’ within the immigrant and settler popula-
tions which challenge the state.

Richard Brown has made a significant contribution in this direction with
his exemplary study, Understanding Industrial Organisations: Theoretical
Perspectives in Industrial Sociology (1992).

See the confusion caused by the 1991 census which atternpted to classity the
ethnic populations by reference to state defined categories. For a detailed
discussion of this issue see Ballard and Kalra, 1994,



CHAPTER 6

Patterns of inequality in education

ROBERT G. BURGESS

A persistent theme in the sociology of education for the last 50 years
has been the analysis of patterns of social and educational inequality
(Halsey ef al., 1997). It has been examined by sociologists focusing on
patterns and processes associated with educational systems and was a
theme that T was commissioned to write on by Richard Brown in the
early 1980s when T examined patterns and processes of education in
the United Kingdom by focusing on evidence from the different educa-
tional systems in England and Wales, Scotland and Northern Ireland
(Burgess, 1984). Here I combined statistical and ethnographic evidence,
much in the style of Richard Brown’s work. In contributing to this
volume it therefore seems appropriate to return {o this theme so as to
update the evidence available on patterns and processes of inequality in
education by drawing on some of the original evidence and updating it
in relation to the English educational system.

Education is still big business in the United Kingdom. Expenditure
on education in the public sectoi in 1995/96 represented 5 per cent of
the gross national product and the total public expenditure in the United
Kingdom was 11.5 per cent. In 1995/96 there were just over 33,000
maintained and non-maintained schools in which 9% million pupils
were taught by 535,000 teachers (see Table 6.1). In post-compulsory
cducation 87 per cent of sixteen-year-olds and 53 per cent of eighteen-
year-olds engaged in education and training (the latter being among the
lowest participation in OECD countries). At a later stage 24 per cent of
eighteen- to twenty-one-year-olds were engaged in full-time and part-
time study in higher education (see Table 6.2). New entrants to degree
courses in 1994 constituted 44 per cent of the relevant year group. This
was a considerable increase and represented a higher rate of participa-
tion than in most OECD countries. Similarly, the United Kingdom
had the highest graduation rate at first degree level (27 per hundred of
the relevant year group) in the European Union (Statistics of Education,
1998).

Education is, therefore, a familiar experience for residents of the
United Kingdom. Many of them are actively engaged in the educational
system in some capacity as pupil, student, trainee, parent and so on. In
turn, it is the current Labour government’s objective to place education
at the top of the political agenda — an objective that is to be achieved
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Tuble 6.1  Numibers of schools, pupils and teachers and pupil-teacher ratios
by school type in the United Kingdom 1995/96

Schools  Pupils  Teachers Pupil/
(000s) (000s) teacher

ratios
Public sector schools
Nursery 1 486 61.8 2.9 214
Primary 23426 51425 2273 22.6
Secondary 4462 36762 228.2 1o.1
Non-maintained schools 2436 589.6 583 10.1
Special schools — maintained 1 458 106.2 16.8 6.3
Special schools — non-maintained 109 6.7 1.5 4.4
All schools 33377 95830 535.1 17.9
Notes:;

I Excludes sixth-form colleges that became further education colleges from
1 April 1993.
2 Includes 1994/95 data for Wales.

Source: Statistics of Education 1996 (London, Stationery Office, 1997).

Table 6.2 Participation in post-compulsory education and graduation ratios
Sfor 1994

ol (}62

o 87

17 74

18 53

Higher education’

Participation of 18-21*

Year olds in HE

Full-time and part-time 24

Sub degree 31

First degree 16

Graduation rates’

Sub degree 25

First degree 27

Notes: o

1 Excludes students in private FE and HE, adult education centres and YT with
employers.

2 Based on full-time and part-time headcount.

3 Excludes private HE,

4 Number of full-time and part-time students aged 18-21 as a percentage of
the population aged 18-21. '

5 Based on students qualifying divided by the average population of the age group.

Source: Statistics of Education, 1996 (I.ondon: Stationery Office, 1997, pp. 10
and 11).
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through a policy of lifelong learning (Stationery Office, 1997). It is the
sociologist’s task to probe behind these basic patterns, and explore the
nature of this educational experience. .

Sociologists who studied education have looked at the school system,
the school curriculum, assessment, testing and so on in order to analyse
the educational experience as it occurs in schools, colleges and class-
rooms. In turn, they have also focused on structures and the ways in
which they operate to affect the perennial problem of equality of educa-
tional opportunity (Silver, 1973). The impact of social class on edu-
cational achievement remains a concern. Several studies have examined
social mobility and the relationship between education, employment
and unemployment (see Halsey, Floud and Anderson, 1961; Karabel
and Halsey, 1977 and Halsey et al., 1997). They have been comple-
mented by others which have questioned the ‘black box’ approach to
education and suggested that studies of schools and classrooms are also
needed if we are to understand more about social and educational pro-
cesses, and the assumptions made about teaching and learning.

Given the salience of education in our society, it is not surprising
that its study has not only been concerned with a series of substantive
contributions but has also been the site of theoretical and methodolo-
gical advance (Deem, 1996). It is in this arena that feminist scholarship
(which has focused on the importance of gender relations in shaping
areas of social life), has made one of its greatest contributions. This has
emphasised the patterning of gender inequality in the educational system
through differential treatment in the school, choices in the school cur-
riculum and performance in examinations. Ethnicity has been examined
in similar ways (Gilborn, 1990). As a result, class, gender and ethnicity
have been key concepts that have been used in understanding patterns
of inequality within the educational system. This chapter utilises some
of the sociological evidence derived from these perspectives to exam-
ine patterns of inequality within education. Here both quantitative and
qualitative data will be used to examine educational practice, but before
turning to the key phases of education, the educational systems in the
United Kingdom need to be placed in context,

The context of education in the United Kingdom

There is a tendency to oversimplify the educational system within the
United Kingdom, with the result that many writers still discuss it as if
there was one single system. In reality three spatially separate educa-
tional systems co-exist within the United Kingdom: those of England
and Wales, Scotland and Northern Treland, The structures are broadly
similar and much of the sociological evidence within this chapter will
focus on the English school system. Children who enter the educational
system pass through a number of phases — from nursery school to
university — and the main phases of the English education system are
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AGE
HIGHER AND FURTHER
EDUCATION SECTOR R —--
21 .
INDEPENDENT
SCHOOLS
18
SECONDARY SCHOOLS PUBLIC
; SCHOOLS
Comprehensive
Secondary Grammar and
13 Secondary Modern e
(High Schools)
PREPARATORY
" SCHOOLS
PRIMARY JUNIOR
SCHOOLS SCHOOLS
8 -
7 PRIVATE
INFANT SCHOOLS
SCHOOLS
5
NURSERY
SCHOOLS
3

Figure 6.1 The educational system of England and Wales

Source: Adapted from R. Bell and N. Grant (1977) Patterns of Education in the
British Isles, p. 212.

summarised in Figure 6.1. Within the United Kingdom, state schools
are maintained by local education authorities but scthls gllso have had
the opportunity to become self-governing or grant-maintained whereby
their funding is provided by a central government agency. .

Since the mid-1940s English education has been characterised by
change, involving a partnership between cenu-'al govg;'l'}}jncxlty locgl
authorities and schools. This was well summarised by a govcrnm?i)t
report on local authority arrangements for the school curriculum (1979)
which stated:

The Secretaries of State do not intend to alter the existing statutory relations.hip
between these various partners . . . with responsibilities for school education:
central and local government, school governing bodies and teachers. . . . Indeed,
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Tuble 6.3 The curriculum: the 1980s and after: landmarks

1980 A Framework for the School Curriculum (DES): A View of the
Curriculum (HMT)

1981  The School Curriculum (DES): The Practical Curriculum (Schools
Council)

1982 Technigal and Vocational Education Initiative (TVEID)

1983 DES Cj‘rcular No 8/83: Enquiry into Curriculum Arrangements

1985 Better Schools — White Paper (DES): The Curriculum from 5-16
(HMT)

1986 Secretary of State announces the intention to introduce a national
curriculum

1987 The National Curriculum 5-16: A Consultation Document

1987 Task Group on Assessment and Testing (TGAT)

1987  Education Reform Bill presented to Parliament

1988  The Education Reform Act

1989 DES'Circular No 5/89: The Education Reform Act, The School
Curriculum and Assessment

1989 National Curriculum Council (NCC): School Examinations and
Assessment Council (SEAC).

Source: Tomlinson (1993), p. 93.

1hey .believe that the effective development and implementation of curricula
policies must be based upon a clear understanding of, and must pay proper
regard (o, the responsibilities and interests of each of the partners and the
contribution which each can make. (DES, 1979: 2)

The local education authoritics were therefore perceived as the lynchpin
f)f thg English educational system and some commentators, such as
l‘on?lmson (1986) argued that they had been principally responsible
for innovation and development in areas like school-based curriculum
development, records of achievement, education-industry liaison and so
on. However, since the early 1980s a series of government decisions saw
the relationship between central government, local authorities and schools
Ichange (see Table 6.3). Central government now has a much greater
influence on the overall structure of the educational system, the provision
of schqols, the content of the curriculum and the subjects taught. To
many, it seems that we are witnessing a slow demise in the educational
role of local authorities, and this has been associated with changes in
the emphasis of the educational debate. Increasingly these have been
concerned with the relationship between education, economic perform-
ance and work.,

This has had a strong impact upon teaching matters, the content of
the curriculum and the role of teachers. While these issues are most
commonly associated with the ‘Thatcherite’ agenda, James Callaghan
first raised them in his speech at Ruskin College in 1976. Many of them
were addressed in the 1988 Education Act, which raised the question of
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a National Curriculum, and a linked system of assessment and testing.
It also developed the powers of school governing bodies and established
city technology colleges and grant-maintained schools. These changes
were subsequently built in under the Conservative governments. The end
product has been a radically changed educational system, with greatly
tncreased power for central government. These developments have been
of great interest to sociologists and to policy groups concerned with
education and work (see National Commission on Education, 1993).

These changes have not been limited to the school system. Further
education colleges have been removed from the control of local educa-
tion authorities, and the polytechnics have been upgraded to univer-
sities. Major educational reviews have taken place examining the role
of schools, colleges and higher education by Sir Ron (now Lord) Dearing,
which have paralleled investigations by social scientists. In the 1990s
we have returned to some of the perennial questions concerned with
educational opportunity and educational inequality.

The pre-school phase

For children aged five and under, educational provision comes from
attendance at nursery schools, playgroups and day nurseries, although
only nursery schools are under the direct control of the Department for
Education and Employment. Nursery education has traditionally been
perceived as a means of promoting equality of educational opportunity.
It was with the publication of the Plowden Report (1967) that a new
impetus was given to the provision of nursery schooling, as it was
argued that this was desirable for education, health and welfare among
those below the age of five. Indeed, the committee argued that 90 per
cent of four-year-olds and 50 per cent of three-year-olds should be
provided with nursery schooling. In the early 1970s the White Paper,
Education: A Framework for Expansion (1972), supported Plowden’s
view that nursery education should be provided to assist the social and
educational circumstances of all young children and expressed a desire
to see the development, not only of nursery schools but playgroups. As
a result a modest development took place in nursery schooling during
the 1970s, so that 53 per cent of four-year-olds and 15 per cent of three-
year-olds were being educated in maintained schools. However, this
was far short of the Plowden recommendations. During the 1970s, the
proportion of children attending nursery or primary schools, play-
groups or day nurseries rose from 17 per cent to 40 per cent. Over the
last 20 years there has been a steady increase in the ‘proportion of
children under five attending nursery schools. While in 19701, 50,000
pupils were attending nursery, this had risen to 83,000 in 19967 (58
per cent of the age group). Indeed, it 1s now government policy for local
authorities to enter into partnership with private, voluntary and inde-
pendent schools to provide three terms of pre-school education for all
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four-year-olds, Nevertheless, the provision of nursery education is un-
even throughout the country. In 1996, 71 per cent of children under five
attended local authority nursery schools and classes in Wales, while
only 59 per cent did so in England.

Throughout the period social scientists have provided evidence to
suggest the importance of nursery education for children under five
(Burgess, Hughes and Moxon, 1989, David, 1990; Sylva and Moss,
1993). Much of their data, together with evidence from government
reports, has been reviewed by the National Commission on Education,
which reasserts the importance of nursery school provision. Clark (1 988)
pointed to the range of services provided: nursery education; recep-
tion classes in infant and Junior schools; day nurseries; playgroups and
child minders. However, great disparities still existed both nationally and
between local authorities. For example, Walsall was found by the Select
Committee (Select Committee Report, 1989) to have the highest rate
of provision, with places for 93 per cent of children under five, whilst
West Sussex had places for only 9 per cent of children in that age
group. Where a child lived in England and Wales clearly influenced
participation and life chances. While there has been an increase in
places available, there has also been an increase in the number of places
that depend on private funding and the ability of certain social class
groups to get access to nursery education. It is this provision that con-
tributes to the social, educational and compensatory objectives which
prepares children for schooling (Select Committee Report, 1989).

This emphasis upon pre-school provision should not mask the impor-
tance of parental participation in education for the under-fives. Hughes,
Burgess and Moxon (1 991) indicate that this can take many forms. In
their study of nursery schooling in Salford (where unemployment was
9.6 per cent), they found that the Council made provision for 83 per
cent of children under five. Interviews with headteachers of nursery
schools and headteachers and matrons of combined nursery centres
examined the ways in which parental participation was defined. They
revealed that despite the ways in which ‘parent’ is portrayed as a gender-
neutral term ‘parent’ really means ‘mother’, as fathers were frequently
absent from any involvement in early years education. One headteachor
remarked:

We are just in the process of putting together a reading meeting to show parents
what they can do, perhaps at home or whatever with their children’s reading.
While we were talking about reading, it suddenly struck me that when we were
doing the harvest festival and were showing them things that the children had
brought and there was a tin of beans, but not one bean on the label whatsoever
and one child said Heinz Baked Beans, they are reading it and you can call it
reading, so I want to explain to mums what it means at this level, reading.

In this context, the word parent becomes transposed as mums who are
the dominant figures involved in helping children read at home and in
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the nursery setting. Indeed, the study found that mothers were often
involved as helpers. As one head commented:

We have a parent-helper scheme, where parents are cncourggcd to come in ?11(1
help to work with children in small groups. They do cooking, they do baklpg,
they help at PE times, they help with reading groups when they'play reading
games, they come out on visits and outings, and when we are going out to do
environmental education on walks and visits to parks and the shops, etc.

From this evidence it would seem that mothers were taking on a major
responsibility for settting children into school. And it seerms that class
also played a role. As one head remarked:

The parents who are very committed to their childs education are usually
parents who are working, who are very intelligent women who have a car?er
and a job and perhaps some crisis where her husband has walked out and we’ve
helped them over that crisis so the children are in the centr(:: and they want to
get involved but they haven’t got the time to actua]lyA come in and work in the
nursery. The parent who's got the time to come in . . . is the parent who wants to
leave the child and go home and have some peace.

In this context, some parents are in a no-win situation as they are
blamed for their lack of participation — a situation that Finch (1984)
also found concerning the devaluation of the working-class parent’s
provision for the under-fives. This is at odds with the Iipks betwcen
parent and professional that are often dominated by thosg in the higher
social class groups (a trend that has also been noted in the General
Household Survey over the years).

The primary school phase

While there has been much work from sociologists on primary school-
ing, concerned with the proportion of teachers in the school sy510111,\
the curriculum that is transmitted, and so on, it is around the topic of
educational attainment that issues concerned with class, gender and
race re-emerge. In the past sociologists have looked at educational‘
attainment in relation to the eleven-plus examination and the use of
1Q tests. Today new evidence is available. With the passing of the 1988‘
Education Act, there is a requirement that a comprehensive system of
testing is in place in all schools. Formal tests are now estqblished at age
seven (key stage one) and at age eleven (key stage two) mlhe primary
years. Pupils arestested in English, Mathematics and Sciénce, and the
results of the national tests in 1996 are summarised in Table 6.4.

The evidence demonstrates that in 1996 three in five eleven-year-
olds reached level four at key stage two of the national curriculum
within English and Mathematics and that a slightly high;r proportion
achieved level four in Science. Once again, residence is important.
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gn § :3 g o o w4 e o v e : Children who attended schools in Shire Counties, in outer London and
g wE e A - e SF B3 Wales, performed better than their counterparts in inner-London and
5 S metropolitan districts. More significant, however, were the gender dif-
P | ferences. A much higher proportion of girls than boys attained a higher
x level in English, but there was little difference in Science and Math-
g ematics. This kind of evidence began to raise questions about curricu-
S n¥ 8% 8% 8 ¥¥ g% lum choice and especially boys’ underachievement in schools.
Sociologists have also been interested in the introduction of the
national curriculum in schools and the ways in which assessment
influences the transmission of the curriculum. A key study by Andrew
K ; Pollard and his colleagues was based upon interviews with 88 teachers
§° AR S AR AR S L o9 5o : who were asked about their role and how it had changed as a result of
I the national curriculum and assessment procedures. Many of them felt
negative about the introduction of the national curriculum and assess-
ment in primary schools. As one teacher reports:
o 8
E *§ w2 ey cx Te au I'm just more stre;sed now. I feel pulled in different dlrect'lons and I feel the
A g AR < j need to fulfil attam»ment targets and to cover the core subjects as a constant
; unspoken pressure. The relaxed atmosphere [ used to have in my class has gone.
‘ [ can’t spend so much time with individual children and 1 don’t feel able to
respond in a spontaneous way to some initiative introduced by the children.
g I no longer have the luxury of being responsive and creative. (Pollard et al.,
£y 1994: 85)
S& 2% 2z 8% T 28 wa .
§, & These feelings were also echoed by other teachers:
‘ It’s just a different place. There’s a pressure and a feeling that you’re never
: doing enough . . . You look at the documents and you think ‘how can I possibly
L= \ fulfil all these demands? How can 1 fit all this in?> It’s just overwhelming
g ~§ meo  —n v c e e §ometimes. You feel you're ju_st going through a Wh?el You're de.spcratelly cover-
S 3 s W b wn TE own oo ! mg stuff I?ecausc you musft give an assessmept for it ;nd you thmk,‘ ‘this is just
not what it’s about. Learning is not about this and this is not what it should be
like’. (Teacher quoted in Pollard er al., 1994: 85)
5 § ‘ Thesp views illﬁuenced not only '.lhe way in whiph teachers perc‘cived
E S 2 o 9r %249 e ne Qg lyg the national curriculum, but also influenced their own sense of pro-
=~ &, fessionalism. Many felt there was a loss of autonomy in pedagogic
= decision-making. Many also accepted the imposed changes and with
_% . this came a professional ideology. For these teachers, greater control
g - . . = - g { began to be perceived as acceptqblc or even des.irable. Motst commoply,
8 £ g & 2 g 2 = hoyve_ver, teachers went along with changes by incorporating them into
s ¢ 2 2 2 2 7 § existing modes of working. In this way, methods were ddapted rather
9 z g 4 & g g 3 ! than‘cl’langed, and the effect of change was considerably different from
o ;.3 5 E 5 P 5 3 that intended. Others took active control of the changes and responded to
8 842 w2y 89y & "é _— § = 8 '§ e | them in a creative but selective way; while others submiited without any
o % Ebg EELL g &E ﬁ EDLE CESLELS § change from professional ideology, leading to resentment, demoralisation,
. @ =2 v O = % 3 alienation and resistance, hoping that the sanctions available would not
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be sufficiently powerful. Of all these changes, incorporation was the
most common. As one headteacher remarked:

I think I feel less uncomfortable than I did. Just about this time last year I wrote

a letter to my senior adviser telling him that I was very seriously thinking of

resigning because 1 was not prepared to have a dictated curriculum. T was not
prepared for somebody to change the job I loved into one I didn’t even recog-
nise. He was very good about that and we had a long talk about acting
subversively — sounds awful — but if you were really convinced that while what
you were saying was right, then you looked at the national curriculum and you
used it as a tool really, rather than letting it drive you. . . . I feel happier about it
than I did a year ago. (Pollard et al., 1994: 100)

In these circumstances, teachers take ownership and control of innova-
tion in the process of developing new forms of pedagogy and assess-
ment, while others engaged in other actions. But how did this influence
assessment? Many teachers felt constrained by the national curriculum
and the way in which it influenced their individual decision-making. As
one teacher remarked:

It’s changed dramatically; there’s no longer the great freedom to do what you
would like to do with the children. This is controlled by the policy that the
school has adopted in whole school planning and internally forecasts where
topics are determined two years in advance. I think we have to guard not
picking up on opportunities when they present themselves, because you have to
get through your topic or your theme for that term. Teachers must be allowed
that spontaneity because often those are the moments that children will remem-
ber and learn from. (Teacher quoted in Pollard ez al., 1994: 121)

In turn, pupils also perceived differences in terms of the way in
which the national curriculum was introduced. Indeed, Pollard er al.
indicate that the national curriculum had made little difference to the
pupils and their perceptions of the curriculum, so much so that they
were much the same as had been reported before its infroduction, How-
ever, Pollard also asked teachers about their views on assessment. Many
stressed the need for assessment and highlighted how it could be used
to encourage pupils. As one teacher remarked:

Every time a child brings a piece of work up I do make sure that I read it, read
it with them or they read it to me and then if there’s anything there that is to
do with language, to do with spelling, to do with organisation, I draw it out of
them, then and there. 1 mean, spelling hits me immediately. 1 notice them
straight away and if I can use something that’s a howling mistake with all the
children, for instance the spelling of OU sounds we were doing this week. If so
many were putting the spelling of OW or whatever, then I'd draw that out for
the whole class. But I suppose time - I’'m not sure — I don’t often accept the
piece of work as it is. I'll always try and make some constructive comment
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about that piece of work. Either ‘yes, that’s lovely handwriting, that’s very
neat, you've really worked hard on that’ or ‘can you see what mistake you’ve
made with this?’, so there is an assessment going on with every piece of work.
(Pollard et «al., 1994: 191)

In this respect, teachers were involved centrally in debates, not only
about the curriculum, but also about the shape of assessment and how
far standard assessment tasks can be incorporated into teaching and the
curriculum.

A major primary school project that focused on teaching, cur-
riculum and assessment in the primary years was the Observational
Research and Classroom Learning Evaluvation study (ORACLE) that
was conducted in 60 primary schools in the mid-1970s (Galton, Simon
and Croll, 1980). This study has now been repeated in 19967 in 38
primary schools (several of which had been included in the earlier
study). Among the key findings reported by Galton (1998) is that teachers
spend less time with individual pupils (43 per cent down from 56 per
cent in the 1970s’ study) and less time hearing pupils read, marking in
class and monitoring pupils. However, much pupil to pupil interaction
has increased from 18.6 per cent to 26.9 per cent.

Richmond tests were given to children in years 4, 5 and 6 in bcplunh
ber 1976 while in 1996 the tests were taken in June. Galton reports
that adjustments were made so as to compare the 1976 and 1996 test
scores with the result that only in year 6 were differences positive for
mathematical concepts. However, he found that mathematical problem-
solving had declined in years 4 and 5. As far as reading was con-
cerned, improvements were found in year 5 but language and spelling
had worsened in all years except in year 5. Only in year 6 could the
researchers point to an overall improvement in language usage. In
accounting for these changes, Galton highlights the shift from individual
teaching to whole-class teaching, an emphasis on subject specialism
and reduction in topic work as a consequence of the national curri-
culum (Galton, 1998).

BEvidence from all these studies acts as a backdrop to the patterns of
assessment that continue through the schooling process and emerge
within the secondary school phase. Many of the trends that have been
noted throughout the nursery and primary school phases come together
in secondary schools through the formal assessment systems. Indeed,
many of the debates in the last ten years have centred around different
forms of assessment, including the introduction of records of achieve-
ment into schools and the development of the examination technology
in the form of GCSE coursework. It is rescarch on these topies that will
be drawn on in the next section, together with a commentary on the
statistical trends in examination performance, by social class, gender
and race, to highlight some of the patterns that have emerged within the
English school system.
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The secondary school phase

Since the passing of the 1944 Education Act, secondary schooling in
England and Wales has undergone considerable change. Central to it all
has been a debate about the pattern of schooling. First, there were
q‘ucstions about the division of secondary schools into grammar, tech-
nical and modern. Subsequently, this was overtaken by the debate on
the concept of comprehensive education and in turn the introduction of
comprehensive schooling. While many commentators would argue that
the comprehensive school has been dominant since the mid-1960s, the
pvidcllcc is somewhat different. Indeed, the percentage of pupils attend-
ing comprehensive schools in England in 1965-6 was only 9.9 per
cent. This rose to 34.4 per cent in 19701, doubling to 68.8 per cent in
[975~6, afier which it climbed steadily into the 1980s. However, other
patterns of schooling have also emerged: city technology colleges, grant-
maintained schools and more recently the development of specialist
sports and technology colleges. The pattern of schooling in England at
secondary school level has therefore undergone considerable change.
Alongside the debate about structure, there has also been a debate about
the curricutum and the kinds of provision made for pupils of different
ability levels, but it is perhaps not the type of school or the curriculum
on which one should focus, but rather the pattern of assessment and
examination that occurs within the English school system.

‘Al()ngsido the development of the tripartite system, England also
witnessed the introduction of the General Certificate of Education in
1951, an examination that was principally designed for those pupils
attending a grammar school and a small number of pupils who were in
other types of schooling. Indeed, Broadfoot (1996) is able to report that
by 1960 only one in eight pupils were sitting for examinations in the
General Certificate of Education. This was the context for establishing
the Beloe Committee in 1958 which came out in favour of a new
Qamination: the Certificate of Secondary Education (CSE) that was
mtroduced into English schools in the mid-1960s for approximately
60 per cent of the pupils in the school system. However, in the following
20 years Broadfoot (1996) identifies four significant developments in
patterps of assessment. They are: the pursuit of a common system of
examining at 16+; the rise of teacher assessment; the development of
post-16 qualifications; and the rise of the profiling (records of achieve-
ment) movement. For our purposes, we will focus briefly on the de-
velgpment of the common examination at 16+ and also on records of
achievement, as they have had a considerable impact on schooling
through the curriculum and assessment systems in place.

While the debate about a common examination at sixteen plus has
a long history in English education, it culminated in the publication of a
set of national and subject criteria in March 1985 with the first group
of students sitting the national examinations in June 1988. The purpose of
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GCSE was placed in the rhetoric of raising standards. However, one
of its most important features was that teacher-assessed coursework
became a feature rather than students just having to sit formal examina-
tion papers. Coursework was assessed by those who taught the students
and was based upon a range of skills, which included those which were
experimental, research based and interactive, as well as including co-
operative learning and work based on fieldwork and original research.
In a case study on coursework and coursework assessment in six schools,
David Scott (1990) examined the content and timing of coursework,
teacher input, pupil input, and parental influence. It is interesting to
note the way in which Scott identifies parental influence in two forms.
First, the provision of important resources, such as books and equip-
ment, and second, assistance provided by parents with specific pieces of
work. In these circumstances, the influence of parents relate to social
class in the form of different kinds of capital, especially cultural capital.
As a consequence, a debate has occurred about whether some pupils
are more advantaged than others. Indeed, a teacher in Scott’s study
remarked:

And it does certainly favour the pupils from the more advantaged homes quite
definitely. More so I mean, before they used to go into the exam and you know
they’d go on with the exam: now with all this work that they are doing at home,
quite a few of them have brothers and sisters who have gone through, you know,
who might have done the course last year, they’re doing the same books. Some
parents are far more helpful. They have far more resources to provide at home, so
in the coursework, certainly quite a proportion of children are at a disadvantage.

Certainly, Scott found that the input took a variety of different forms,
whereby parents provided resources that inciuded writing and re-writing
assignments, providing detailed answers, the provision of practice ses-
sions at honie, re-visiting fieldwork sites for geography coursework, and
the purchase of appropriate books for some subject areas, as well as the
access to computer equipment and software packages.

Nevertheless, Scott did not find it a widespread practice within his
six schools. Indeed, most parents were providing very little direct assist-
ance with specific pieces of work. Rather they were concerned whether
they had the necessary technical knowledge, and whether it was fair to
give their children an unfair advantage over others. The role of parents,
while being seen as significant in the English educational system, can
also be seen as potentially divisive in these circumstances, perpetuating
the social divisions that have been identified in other ways.

Alongside the debate about the introduction of a commen exam-
ination at 16 and the use of coursework, has been a debate about
developing other means of recording and reporting achievement and
learning of a formal and informal kind. This has been developed through
records of achievement or profiles that are designed to make pupils
partners in assessment and to provide a basis for future decisions about
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careers, career options and learning targets. The record has often been
seen as a means of making links between school and work, as the DES/
Welsh Office commented:

The benefits to employers go wider than the availability of better information
through records of achievement. The development of self-appraisal and self-
management skills can help pupils, not only to take increasing responsibility for
their own learning whilst at school, but also later on to be better equipped to
present themselves for selection and interview for jobs and later still to manage
their work in employment and evaluate their careers performance. (DES/Welsh
Office, 1989)

While these are the purposes of records of achievement, we need to
look at the practice, as revealed in a study by Christopher Pole (1993)
that challenges the rhetoric of records of achievement through target-
setting, dialogue and the promotion of learning. As Pole indicates, records
of achievement are not the innovative development that some would
claim,

In his case study school, Pole reports that records of achievement had
an influence on teacher—pupil relations. For example, the Head of Benton
School saw records of achievement as a means of promoting relation-
ships between teachers and pupils. As he commented:

I don’t think there are any children too bright to benefit. Because you are
academically able doesn’t make you socially competent or give you personal
skills . . . (high academic ability) doesn’t stop us trying to identify areas of
strength and weakness . . . I would have thought to continue to talk to children
like that on a one-to-one basis is the key to get them to think about what they
are doing (and) can only be a positive help. (Pole, 1993: 39)

However, as Pole indicates, the one-to-one discussion often concerned
considerable negotiation where the power and experience of teachers
and pupils came to the fore. He documents several ways in which
teachers took control of the records of achievement discussion and
negotiation, as indicated by the following comments:

CP: When you are in the negotiation room, who does most of the talking,
you or the teacher?

SIMON:  Well, if you agree on everything, it’s the teacher because he is just
going through (the descriptor sheets) saying yeah right, that’s agreed,
and he just keeps going until you don’t agree. (Pole, 1993: 50

This is a situation where the teacher is in control, but we might ask
what occurs when disagreements arise and negotiation is involved. As
Pole indicates:

CP: Have either of you been in a situation where you couldn’t agree?
SALLY: Yes I have.

CP; What happens then?

SALLY:  Well Mr Shaw just batters you down.

CP: Batters you down?
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SALLY: Yes, say you've got like six against one i.e. the opinion of six teachers
to one pupil like I put two (descriptor number two) and they put four
Mr Shaw just talks you round. (Pole, 1993: 52)

The pupils in this study also indicated how they argued against the
evidence which had been collected from teachers, as Sally and another
pupil, Paul, indicate:

CP: Is it difficult to argue with six against one?

PAUL:  Yes it is a bit.

SALLY: It's annoying because they are all teachers and if they don’t agree you
can’t say a lot about it because . . .

PAUL:  Because there are six of them and just you.

SALLY: Yes (about) schoolwork you can’t really talk them down because they
are teachers. (Pole, 1993: 52)

As well as teachers being involved in negotiations with pupils, there are
also compromises as recorded in the following conversation:

Cp: Right so if you come to a negotiation session with some ideas about
yourself and the teacher has other ideas what happens then?

DAVID:  Well, you discuss it for a while and finally you come to some agreement.

CP: Have you ever had a disagreement with a teacher over a descriptor?

DAVID: Yes I did once but we eventually resolved it. 1 think it was about
library skills. T thought T was pretty good at that.

CP: Library skills?

DAVID:  Yes, it was finding books in the library, using the codes and that, and
the teachers commented, and they put me lower down than 1 thought
I was. And so eventually we middled it out.

Cp: Middled it out?
DAVID:  Well sort of. T went down and he came up. We compromised. (Pole,
1993: 54)

Within these illustrations, Chris Pole indicates that teachers are in con-
trol of the negotiation process. Such a situation suggests that rather than
records of achievement being a panacea for developing new modes
of assessment and challenging traditional teacher—pupil relationships,
they reinforce some of these elements and highlight negotiation, com-
promise and control. Indeed, in this respect the traditional patterns of
secondary school assessment were reinforced at this level.

While much of the research on examinations, especially at secondary
level, has focused on the relationship between social class and educa-
tional achievement, there has also been much interest in the relationship
between gender and success. The evidence from statistics in education
concerning GCSE and advanced level examinations demonstrates that
there is a differential pattern of achicvement between girls and boys at
both levels (see Tables 6.5 and 6.6). Indeed, the tables suggest that
particular subjects become predominantly associated with either boys
or girls with scientific subjects (apart from Biology at advanced level)
being more associated with boys and humanities and social science
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Table 6.5 GCSE selected achievements 1995/96

Subject Male passes Female passes
Biology 21778 17 761
Chemistry 21203 13 583
Physics 21727 12 145
Mathematics 150 G76 151300
Geography 76 467 68 562
History 55648 65 446
Social Studies 6185 17950
English 148 079 194 696
French 63 241 94 771
Music 10 029 16 412

Source: Statistics of Education: Public Examinations GCSE and GCE in Eng-
land. Table 11 (adapted).

Table 6.6 GCE Advanced Level selected achievements 1995/96

Subject Male passes Female passes
Biology 15784 23 596
Chemistry 17 365 13 801
Physics 19 862 5374
Mathematics 35044 18 973
Geography 17014 14 190
History 14 818 17 800
Social Studies 16 566 35121
English 21 856 50 568
French 6 606 14 526
Music 2072 3251

Source: Statistics of Education: Public Examinations GCSE and GCE in Eng-
land. Table 26 (adapted).

subjects being more associated with girls. It is these patterns that are rein-
forced when candidates make their way through to higher education.

The training system

Not all children move through the educational system to university. The
majority continue their learning through the workplace and through the
formalised provision of training. However, as the commentary in train-
ing statistics for 1995 indicates, there is very little agreement as to what
constitutes training, other than to view it as:

Intentional intervention to help the individual (or the organisation) to become
competent or more competent at work. (HMSO, 1995: 9)
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United Kingdom

Social class

All classes I
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Intermediate |- ?
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Armed Forces/others

Skilled (non-manual) -
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Figure 6.2 Employees' of working age® receiving job velated training’ durving
the last four weeks® by social class

Notes:

I Employees are those in employment excluding the self-employed, unpaid fam-
ity workers and those on government employment and training programmes.

2 Working age is defined as Men aged 16—64 and Women aged 16-59.

Job related training includes both on-the-job and off-the-job training.

4 Figures from spring 1992 onwards have been calculated using 1991 Census
of Population figures and are not consistent with carlier figures.

5 Due to a change in the LFS questionnaire data from summer 1994 onwards
are not comparable with earlier figures.

A8

Source: Labour Force Survey, spring 1995.

The patterns associated with who gets training reinforce the earlier inter-
linked relationships between social class and education. Those in the
professional and intermediate classes were much more likely to have
received job-related training during the last four weeks (25 per cent)
than those in the skilled non-manual and skilled manual classes (10 per
cent — see Figure 6.2) and for those drawn from other ethnic groups.
Training for men and women showed similarities in pattern, with 15 per
cent of women and 13.7 per cent of men receiving training in the four-
week period under study (see Table 6.7). There has been a.tendency for
white employees (especially white males) to have a greater chance of
training than non-whites. In these ways it would seem that the world
beyond school reinforces trends that have been found within the school-
ing process. But what happens when individuals move into higher
education?
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The pattern of inequalities associated with ethnic minorities is
complex. Perhaps surprisingly, members of certain ethnic groups are
more strongly represented in higher education than their white counter-
parts. This is even stronger when we compare groups chosen from the
same social class background. In part, this may relate to the ways in
which the members of these groups value education. Interestingly, the
participation of Bangladeshi women and Afro-Caribbean men are sig-
nificantly lower than their white counterparts (UCAS, 1996). However
it should not be assumed that the influence of the educational system is
a benign one. A closer analysis also reveals than many of the ethnic
nnpority students are concenirated in the less prestigious post-1992
universities and still face discrimination and isolation (Coffield and
Vignoles, 1997).

Conclusion

In concluding my essay on patterns and processes of education in the
United Kingdom in 1984, I pointed to the changes that had occurred
in the educational system since the Second World War and posed the
question: to what extent have different social groups benefitted from
these changes? At that stage I was able to conclude:

The overall pattern is based on distinct social divisions by gender, race and
social class. Indeed, it could be -argued that the divisiveness in education is
cumulative with the result that the patterns established in pre-school and in the
early years of schooling result in a series of selection processes which have a
marked effect on the educational routes that can be taken in secondary, further
and higher education. (Burgess, 1984: 119)

But how, might we ask, has this changed? At the close of this account,
I can point to some improvements while still hi ghlighting the continuity
of these same basic social divisions and patterns of inequality in educa-
tion. They represent an acute challenge to researchers, policy-makers
and practitioners at the start of the new millennium.

CHAPTER 7

Culture at work

JOHN ELDRIDGE

In the present post-colonial world, the notion of an authentic culture as an
autonomous internally coherent universe no longer seems tenable, except
perhaps as a ‘useful fiction” or a revealing distortion. In retrospect, it appears
that only a concerted disciplinary effort could maintain the tenuous fiction of
a self-contained cultural whole. Rapidly increasing global interdependence has
made it more and more clear that neither ‘we’ nor ‘they’ are as neatly bounded
and homogeneous as once seemed the case. The stock market crash of October
1987, for example, was global not local. News from Tokyo and Hong Kong
mattered as much as a word from New York or London. Similarly, Latin
American and African fiction influence and are influenced by French and North
American literary production. All of us inhabit a late-twentieth-century world
marked by borrowing and lending across porous national and cultural boundaries
that are saturated with mnequality, power and domination (Rosaldo, 1993: 217).

The meanings attached to the word culture are so diverse, the topics
covered so numerous, the connotations so extensive, that we are at once
fascinated and confused by it. There is a stretching of the concept that
can take us from the work group culture to global culture. In between, as
we vary the focus, we can, for example, identify references to class,
gender, community, ethnicity, organisation, corporation, bureaucracy,
nation. We notice that what are sometimes treated as distinct categories
such as economics, politics, technology, science, religion and culture,
can be elided, as when we speak of a political culture, a scientific
culture, and so on. We can think of culture in descriptive terms, a way
of life, identifiable practices expressed in symbols to which meanings
are given and collectively understood. We can think of it in evaluative
terms, as in judgements of ‘high’ and ‘low’ culture, or as a basis for a
critique of society, whether by people actively involved in some kind
of struggle — cultural resistance — or by theorists who write about hegem-
ony and anti-hegemony, dominant and emergent cultures and such like.
Questions of value come into play both in describing thé conflicts that
may be identified between different groups and in the theorist making
value judgements and offering interpretations. Cultural analysis can thus
become cultural critique and such critiques may be informed by political,
moral and philosophical considerations. I want now to take some exam-
ples that impinge upon the world of work and reflect upon them.
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We will begin with Raymond Williams who, for most of his aca-
demic life, was preoccupied with the the concept of culture and knew
well the variability of its meanings. We can see in Culture and Society,
first published in 1958, how he selects five key words — democracy, art,
class, industry and culture — and then proceeds to show how the idea of
culture had been used as a critique of capitalism in the work of people
as various as Blake, Cobbett, Ruskin, Morris and Lawrence. This re-
covery of a tradition, mainly literary at this point, was not only a way
of re-appropriating it from those who saw culture and cultural ideals
in elitist terms set against the ‘masses’ in a profoundly inegalitarian
framework, but as a way of working towards a critique of contempor-
ary capitalism and seeking to make connections between socialism and
democracy. He is both a critic and an advocate. Thus in the follow-up
to Culture and Society, The Long Revolution, he applies his thinking to
Britain in the 1960s and argues for an educated participative democ-
racy. This, we may say, was the cultural ideal for a new way of life, to
be set against the existing one. As he reviews the nature of the con-
sumer society with its emphasis on the individual rather than social
needs, generated by the ideology of the market, he points out:

It is easy, to get a sense of plenty from the shop windows of contemporary
Britain, but if we look at the schools, the hospitals, the roads, the libraries, we
find chronic shortages far too often. Even when things are factually connected,
in direct daily experience, as in the spectacular example of the flood of new cars
and the ludicrous inadequacy of our road system, the spell of this kind of
thinking seems too powerful to break. Crises of this sort seem certain to domin-
ate our economy in the years to come. (Williams, 1961: 324)

This was not a yearning for a pre-industrial organic society, as he
made abundantly clear. Industrial production keeps us from starving,
Large-scale organisation enables us to extend communications which
make for new participative possibilities. But what was lacking was an
adequate sense of society: ‘For my own part,” he wrote, ‘T am certain, as
I review the evidence, that it is capitalism — a particular and temporary
system of organising the industrial process — which is in fact confusing
us. Capitalism’s version of society can only be the market, for its pur-
pose is profit in particular activities rather than any general conception
of social use, and its concentration of ownership in sections of the com-
munity makes most common decisions, beyond those of the market,
limited or impossible’ (Williams, 1961: 327). Within industry itself,
Williams suggest that the democratic impulse was only weakly evident;
decision-making is grounded in hierarchies from which most of us are
excluded. Depending on circumstances the excluded may respond with
apathy, petitions or revolts.

Is a socialist culture the answer? As he points out, there are both
liberals and socialists who are worried about the state-controlled,
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centralised version, and with reason. Against the speculators who operate
in the market economy are the bureaucrats and officials of the state:

This difficulty has a representative significance. It is not only in cultural ques-
tions but in the whole area of thinking about change in in our society, that this
knot is tied. Here is the deepest difficulty in the whole development of our dem-
ocracy: that we seem reduced to a choice between speculator and bure‘a‘ucrat', and
while we do not like the speculator, the bureaucrat is not exactly inviting either.
In such a situation, energy is sapped, hope weakens, and of course the present
compromise between the speculators and the bureaucrats remains unchallenged.
(Williams, 1961: 367)

The long revolution he was advocating was one which envisaged' the
steady extension of democracy, as people broke out of the rcs.tnclmns
and blockages of the existing society, creating and discovermg new
institutions. Trade unions and the mutuality that could be found in some
communities and co-operative associations indicate some of the pos-
sibilities, despite their own limitations and, in the case of trade unions,
sectionalism and exclusiveness. There was no inevitability about this but
there were still grounds for hope: ‘If we look back over recent centuries,
the successes are truly spectacular, and we ought to keep reminding our-
selves of them, and of the incomprehension, the confusion and the
distaste with which the proposals for things now the most ordinary parts
of reality were received’ (Williams, 1961: 375). The question of dem-
ocracy was related to the extension of education, to ownership and
control of the means of production and communication. This was seen
as a political and a cultural struggle against existing forms of class in-
equality: “With that basic inequality isolated we could stop thp irrelevant
discussion of class, of which most of us are truly sick and tired and let
through the more interesting discussion of human diffei'ence§, bctweenz
real people and real communities living in their valuably various ways
(Williams, 1961: 363). '

To put the matter starkly: the culture of democracy was set against
the culture of capitalism. This, indeed, is one of the ways in to the con-
cept of a ‘mass society’. Both Williams and Richard Hoggart (notably
in The Uses of Literacy (1958)) see the developments that had taken place
in the wider society, especially with reference to the system of commu-
nications as a form of cultural robbery. It is commercialism that has put
real power into the hands of the few owners of the means of communica-
tion. The democratic project had, as it were, been hijacked. This was not
to deny the real democratic gains over a long period but’t‘(‘) suggest 'that
clamps were placed on it by capitalism as an economii¢ formatmp.
There is a mirror image of this kind of argument to be found in Martin
Wiener’s English Culture and the Decline of the Industrial Spirit:

18501980 (Wiener, 1985) where the central argument is thgt the
enterprise culture was eroded by the critics of industrialism, and this has
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to be taken into account when congidering the secular decline of the
economy. But to speak of a culture of capitalism is to speak of a set of
values and a way of life, as Weber made very clear in writing of the spirit
of capitalism. This spirit was about making money, with acquisition as
the ultimate purpose of life. Economic activity no longer becomes a
means to satisfy material needs, but an end albeit with no fixed destina-
tion. Tn his aptly named The Culture of Capitalism, Alan MacFarlane
has pointed to the double meaning of ‘culture’ in this respect. There is
the anthropological sense of ‘the way of life’ — the mentality, morality
and emotional structure (which is broadly equivalent to what Williams
had termed the structure of feeling) and the products and activities that
typify it. There is also a connotation relating to what is cultivated and,
in consequence, develops and flourishes. It has developed to become a
world-wide phenomenon. As MacFarlane comments:

It flourished and sprouted and many of its seeds were to spread all over the
world so that it is now part of the air we breathe. So wide has been its influence
that formal distinctions between ‘capitalist’ and *socialist’ countries have broken
down. Much of the ‘culture of capitalism’ is now to be found in Moscow, Havana
or Beijing, as well as in Los Angeles, Paris or London. . .. The phenomenon
is worth our understanding, prisoners as we are in this world culture, yet partly
liberated by knowing something of the roots and growth of the tree high up in
whose branches we nervously rest, (MacFarlane, 1987 xvi)

We should not be too surprised, therefore, when shop-floor studies of
management-worker relations at the point of production reveal similar-
ities. It is instructive, for example, to compare the American shop-floor
studies of Donald Roy (e.g. Roy 1952, 1954, 1960) with Harastzi’s
Hungarian plant-based study 4 Worker in a Worker’s State (1977). The
pressure to obtain enough output under the application of piece-rate
incentive schemes could lead to the development of tactics and coping
strategies on the shop-floor, sometimes, but not always, with the collu-
sion of management or supervision. What was important in each situ-
ation was to get through the week and ‘make out’ on the take-home pay.
Or, in the case of the much-studied car industry, the pressures of the
mass assembly production line are experienced in similar ways (o
the USA (Walker, 1952), the UK (Beynon, 1975), France (Linhart, 1981)
and Japan (Kamata, 1983). We are dealing not only with similar technol-
ogies in these cases, but also with a competitive system which, in turn,
provides the context within which managerial strategies are developed.

When, therefore, we speak of such entitics as working class culture —
whether in the work situation or more generally — it is within this sense
of wider capitalist processes. There are both conflicts and struggles
against as well as co-operation with these ever-extending developments.
The specific example of the making of the English working class was
worked through most famously by E. P Thompson. In the book of that
title he tells us that the working class was present at its own making and
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that the experience of productive relations into Whi(-lh they were bmin 01:
entered involuntarily, when it was embodied in tradmol?s,‘va]ge systems
and institutions, constituted a culture, which could be distinctive enough
to be identified in terms of class consciousness. Thompson was aware
of the long historical journey that had brought English SQCxcty It‘o the
industrial revolution, and that working people had brough.t into this new
situation ideas of liberty, for which they struggled. Agamst. the slower
processes were also the sharper struggles between cpntendmg groups,
of which Peterloo stood as a dramatic example. It is Worth recallm%
how Thompson concludes in his description of ‘whgt tl?xs culture we}§
like, what it was made of, recognising, too, that in his view by the mid
1830s it was defeated:

This was, perhaps, the most distinguished popu}ar cul‘turc England ’has cy’er
known. It contained the massive diversity of skills, of the WQl‘k(ftS in metal,
wood, textiles and ceramics, without whose inherited ‘m}_/stenes an‘d SI}pCll'k;
ingenuity with primitive tools the invemigns of the ln?ustrlal 'R,cvo]utx‘on c(mtll(
scarcely have got further than the drawing boarc}: From this cult}ueﬂoh x_e
craftsmen and the self-taught there came scores of xqvcntors, organisers, jour-
nalists and political theorists of impressive quality. It is easy enough to say that
this culture was backward-looking or conservative. True epough. One finectmf}
of the great agitations of the artisans and outworkers continued overvﬁft‘y\ yfar%,
was to resist being turned into a proletariat. Whex} they kn‘ew'that this cauie
was lost, yet they reached out again, in the ”I‘hlrtxps and Forties, ‘and sou{g»)t'
to achieve new and only imagined forms of socm.l contArol. During allAlAh\l‘S
time they were, as a class, repressed and segregat@d in their own con’untlfnt(lcbi.
... Segregated in this way, their institutions acquired a peculiar toughness anc
resilience. (Thompson, 1965: 831)

What was being fought was not the machine but the oppl‘cssive af]d
exploitative forces of industrial capitalism, baspd on [h? premise that- p‘l\Ow
duction was not for profit but for use. The triumph of the new political
economy of the market was the defeat of what Th‘ompson cl1pse to‘call'
a heroic culture. His work on the moral economy of the cx:oyvd is a fL.utl.lcl
buttress to that, along with his celebrated discussion of hmc«dlscnplmg
(Thompson, 1991). In the first he is showmg how the econormy of
provision was broken down by the new commermghsm As he points Qul,
it is difficult to imagine other social configurations to those to which
we have become accustomed, to conceive that it could be hf:}d tq be
unnatural for some to profit out of the nccessities of others. ll?c food‘
riots in eighteenth-century England were, he argued, expressions of
outrage in times of dearth, that individual dealers, 1‘11111@1‘§., fa}"ll'lcl‘f?, should
think to behave in such a way. The effects of these»‘m‘mp{em market
dealings on local communities were real, to the point of ciezftll a{“,i
starvation, not just inconveniences. As 'I‘hon‘ipson pomtfid out: Dcaith
always comes to such communities as a prof'm’lr}d psychic shock.. When
it is accompanied by the knowledge of ine\quahu?s, and the SLlSpIClOH of
manipulated scarcity, shock passes into fury” (Thompson, 1991: 257).
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And he concludes that one sign of the triumph of the market econonty
was in the subsequent thinking about the food riots, that they were
irrational responses to hunger rather than a protest that human reci-
procities were being damaged and broken in the name of profit. Such
reciprocities had themselves been diminished and re-defined in terms of
the cash nexus.

It is worth reminding ourselves at this point that Thompson, while
seriously engaged with the concept of culture, did not accept the label
that he was a representative figure of ‘culturalism’. The term culture,
he shrewdly observed, is a ‘clumpish term, which by gathering up so
many activities and attributes into one common bundle may actually
confuse or disguise discriminations that should be made between them.
We need to take this bundle apart and examine the components with
more care: rites, symbolic modes, the cultural attributes of hegemony, the
intergenerational transmission of custom and custom’s evolution within
historically specific forms of working and social relations’ (Thompson,
1991: 13). Behind this is the point that it is necessary to distinguish
between culture and non-culture and that, moreover, we need to think
carefully about the category of ‘experience’. As I see it this involves an
appreciation of the historical specificities of societies, how they form
and change, alongside a sense of how they interact with nature, such
that raw life experience is transmuted into particular kinds of under-
standings among people in those socicties and comes to be structured
in definite ways. Thus Thompson writes: ‘Experience walks in without
knocking at the door, and announces deaths, crises of subsistence,
trench warfare, unemployment, inflation, genocide. People starve: their
survivors think in new ways about the market. People are imprisoned:
in prison they meditate in new ways about the law’ (Thompson, 1978:
201). This is one way of saying that people make history but not in
circumstances of their choosing. Moreover, along with the making there
is the breaking. There are victories as well as defeats for contending
groups and their consequences can be decisive for generations to come.
This, we scarcely should need reminding, pre-dates capitalism. At the
time of the Peloponnesian War, for example, Thucydides tells us how
the political and economic stability of ancient Athens was destroyed.
Not only were lands laid to waste and populations slaughtered or taken
into slavery but the plague was estimated to have accounted for more
than a quarter of the population (Mosse, 1969). So much for culturalism.

The cash nexus brings us to the question of time and work discipline.
Within the emerging factory system of the industrial revolution time
was money. This was, as Weber had famously shown, the legacy of
Puritanism, where in religious terms we had to give a strict account
of our time before God. How did we use our time was a question, the
answer to which could determine our eternal destiny. It was a question
the entrepreneur could ask himself but also an obligation he felt justified
in laying upon his employees. The legacy was transmuted into secular,
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economic activity, with the calculus of utilitarianism infusing it. Part of
Thompson’s concern was to show how this concept of time differed
from pre-industrial societies and in this respect is culturally variable.
From the rhythms of agricultural work and peasant activity, where time
is passed, fo the situation where time is spent and is, therefore, a cost,
we can sce that employer—employee relations can be seen as a struggle
for time control. It was not only a matter of taking over the time of the
worker but also seeking to control the effort. That struggle can be observed
as one recalls the array of sanctions used by employers, including deduc-
tion of wages, sacking and blacklisting, as well as rewards for effort,
as in piecework and various incentive schemes. At the same time there
were forms of resistance from workers against speed-ups, tight piece-
rates, unsatisfactory working hours and conditions and, indeed, fixing
the clocks (which some employers used to lengthen the working day
and shorten the breaks), which also led to the formation of the carly
trade unions. Thompson sums up the learning experience and the changes
that took place in employer—employee relations in a cogent way:

The first generation were taught by their masters the importance of time; the
second generation formed their short-time committees in the ten-hour move-
ment; the third generation struck for overtime or time-and-a-half. They accepted
the categories of their employers and learned to fight back within them. They
had learned their lesson, that time is money, only too well. (Thompson,
1991: 390)

The economic growth to which these changes gave rise was also a
cultural change. Thompson’s case was not that “tradition” stood for all
that was good but that ‘the historical record is not a simple one of
neutral and inevitable technological change, but is also one of exploita-
tion and resistance to stand to be lost as well as gained’ (Thompson,
1991: 399).

Thompson, as we have seen, draws attention to the growth of segre-
gated working-class communities in the later nineteenth century. In a
sympathetic critique of Thompson, Eric Hobsbawm has argued that what
we have come to understand as a ‘traditional” working class in Britain
did not emerge until the 1880s (obsbawm, 1984). The residential
segregation led to working-class areas of the industrial cities — labour
for the shipyards, textiles, engineering, iron and steel. The mining
communities had a different history, with rural continuities (see, for
example, Beynon and Austrin, 1994). Between them and other classes a
gulf was fixed, in life chances and life-styles. In her book Working-Class
Cultures in Britain. 18901960, Joanne Bourke has written of working-
class communities as a ‘retrospective construction’. She reasonably
points out that if as many as 94 ways of defining a community have
been unearthed this suggests that the term is problematic. She draws
attention to the studies of working-class areas and neighbourhoods,
with their divisions, internal forms of stratification, treatment of strangers
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and foreigners. The concept, she suggests, has been used by socialists
as a rhetorical device and modern socialist historians have not wanted
to give up the concept:

As with their predecessors, ‘community’ represented resistance to capitalism. Tt
was conducive to class consciousness. The ‘community’ was the neighbourhood
which was, in turn, the class. Thus Jeremy Seabrook believes in the working-class
‘idea of neighbourhood’ with its ‘values’ which the best of the working class
forged in opposition to the poverty and insecurity of capitalism, the mutuality
and the sharing, the imaginative understanding of other people’s sufferings.
For him the alleged ‘retreat from community’ in recent years was lamentable.
(Bourke, 1994: 138)

Bourke does well to counsel against nostalgic views of solidarity or
assumed value consensus. Yet perhaps she deconstructs too much.
Writers like Richard Hoggart (1958) or Robert Roberts (1971) did not
write about Hunslet or Salford in sentimental ways. They knew from
direct experience the fractures and fissions of these streets and places,
but they also knew about the centrality of the big dichotomy between
‘them’ and ‘us’. The way this infused work and leisure is well summar-
ised by Hobsbawm:

A vast amount of working-class life until 1914, and even until 1945, was lived
in a network of mutual aid and trust largely independent of the law. Tn work-
shops men knew that even the infirm and elderly had a right to earn a living,
and their ‘mates’ saw to it that they could. Neighbours helped each other.
Complex systems of mutual trust operated smoothly without sanctions, as in
the system of cash betting on horses outside race courses, which stretched into
every factory or working-class street. . . . Like the more organised and political
forms of working class action, it symbolised a certain sense of class independ-
ence, but above all the creation of a social space outside the control of the
powerful and the rich. Tts ambitions were small but it knew how to set }imit§ to
‘their’ power through a mixture of formal struggle and informal non-cooperation.
British workers may not have aimed to overthrow the wages system but no
other class has achieved the degree of de fucto ‘workers control’ on the factory
floor which became characteristic of so many large British factories. (Hobsbawm,
1984: 191-2)

The theme of the breakdown of community has, of course, been with
us for a fong time, and not only in the United Kingdom, and is usually
connected with issues of urbanisation, bureaucratisation and rapid in-
dustrialisation (e.g. Stein, 1960; Bell and Newby, 1971; Eldridge, 1971).
It is worth recalling the famous landmark in industrial sociology Man-
agement and the  Worker (Roethlisberger and Dickson, 1939). These
studies of work group behaviour, observed in meticulous detail at the
Hawthorne Works of the Western Electric Company at Chicago, were
attempts to tap human resources in the service of management’s pur-
poses. Questions of worker resistance to management objectivAes were
typically defined as workers’ sentiments versus managements’ rationality.
The hope was that through new forms of management style and a

Culture at work 105

therapeutic approach to workers’ needs, efficiency could be improved and
the business flourish. Thus the researchers concluded that collaboration
was not only a matter of logical organisation. ‘It presupposes social codes,
conventions, traditions, and routine or customary ways of responding
to situations. Without such basic codes or conventions, effective work
relations were not possible” (Roethlisberger and Dickson, 1939: 568).
But it was Chicago, a ‘melting pot’ city of immigrants, with all the dis-
placements that entailed for the lives of many of the employees in Western
Electric. The sociologists of what became known as the Chicago school
were already producing work on the slums and ghettoes of the city even
before the researchers started at Hawthorne (e.g. Wirth, 1928, Zorbaugh,
1929). Zorbaugh, for example, writes of the bleakness of the slums,
with its extreme poverty, high rates of infant mortality, with migrant
workers and ramshackle buildings and rooming houses. 1t is interesting,
therefore, that in his Preface to the study, Elton Mayo, generalises about
the importance of these kinds of work-based systems of group collab-
oration between workers and managers, in the context of more general
societal, even world considerations. He is writing on the eve of the
Second World War:

The spectacle of Europe, erstwhile mother of cultures (sic), torn from end to
end by strife that she can by no means resolve, should give pause to the
‘practically-minded’, should make such persons ask what type of research is
likely to be most practically useful at the moment. The art of collaboration
seems to have disappeared during two centuries of quite remarkable human
progress. The various nations seem to have lost all capacity for international
coliaboration in the necessary tasks of civilisation. The internal conditions of
each nation is not greatly better: it seems that only a threat from without, an
unmistakeable emergency, can momentarily quieten the struggle of rival groups.
In this general situation it would seem that inquiries such as those undertaken
by the officers of the Western Electric Company have an urgent practical import-
ance that is second to no other human undertaking. How can humanity’s cap-
acity for spontaneous cooperation be restored? . .. How to substitute human
responsibility for futile strife and hatreds - this is one of the most important
researches of our time. (Roethlisberger and Dickson, 1939: Xiv)

This is an astonishing claim. But it is to the enterprise rather than the
community that Mayo looks for the exemplary case of collaboration. At
the same time we can see that the work does not address the realities of
power relations between employer and employee and it was clear that as
the Depression hit Western Electric, workers felt a sense of job insecu-
rity, with good reason. This is an early example of treating the organisa-
tion as a culture and the work of Durkheim, Radcliffe-Brown and
Malinowski is explicitly referred to in the text. The collaborative form
of life that could emerge in the enterprise, with its codes and values
was both a social order and a moral order. It could pride itself on not
defining the worker solely in economic terms. This new human relations
could, moreover, be seen as an alternative to T aylorism and scientific
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management, although we would have to add that wherever the rate
fixer and the time and motion office existed the spirit of Taylor could
not be far away. The manifold versions since then represent managerial-
led definitions of culture. A good deal of managerial linguistic labour
takes place, involving rhetoric and powers of persuasion, as (often with
the aid of management consultants) new cultures are constructed. It
is the manipulative culture of control. Upon such foundations do we
see the managerial concerns with corporate cultures. So, for example,
as Binns has argued, Total Quality Management (TQM) is inseparable
from the concept of corporate culture. It is precisely upon the basis of
this shared culture that the expectation is built in that employees will
share the managerial strategy of TQM with its quality criteria and pro-
cedures (Binns, 1993). Corporate culture may even project a benevo-
lent face that says, not that unions should be banned, but simply that
they are not necessary. Yet the difficulty was, and always has been, how
do you deliver the bad news. If you lose your job you are, after all,
excluded from, say, the Quality Circle. Industrial sociologists in France,
one observes, have long been preoccupied with a critique of Taylorism
and Fordism. They find themselves challenged by developments that
take enterprises beyond this to other forms of social organisation. The
special issue of Sociologie du Travail, ‘Retour sur entreprise” (XX VIII)
reveals the liveliness of the debate (Borzeix, 1986).

If the impression is given that the enterprise culture can provide
the meaning and security and stability that is lacking elsewhere for
employees, then observation and research suggests that this is a fiction.
Businesses themselves exist in uncertain environments and it is a matter
of record that enterprise cultures based on the ‘sweet stuff’ of consulta-
tion, participation and the like can change their character and dispense
the ‘fear stuff” when senior management decide it is necessary to do so.
The language of restructuring and ‘downsizing’, the re-writing of con-
tracts, with longer hours, fewer benefits, lower wages and greater in-
security no doubt contribute to the low rating on what the politicians

and pollsters are pleased to call the ‘feel-good factor’. These kinds of

things can occur in companies and sectors where a different culture once
existed, as in the examples of banking, broadcasting and teaching. What
was once known as casual labour, against which trade unions fought long
and hard, and with success, has reappeared in the guise of “flexibility’.

In the 1980s my colleagues and | worked on the topic of industrial
democracy and participation in the Scottish-based private sector (Cressey,
Eldridge and Maclnnes, 1985). Overwhelmingly we found that manage-
ment were the initiators of participation schemes. Consequently it was
typical and not surprising that management defined the forum within
which the theatre of participation was presented. It is sometimes sug-
gested that in difficult economic times managers and workers will pull
together to ensure survival. The evidence from our case studies did not
support this view. In one case a company was keen to promote a system
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of joint consultation at plant level on a non-union basis. However, as the
market situation became problematical, it was senior management from
the multinational’s headquarters in the USA who intervened directly to
say that the workers must either take a pay cut of the order of 16 per
cent or the factory would be closed. They were given 48 hours to decide
and agreed through a hastily arranged ballot to accept the wage cut. But
the system of consultation, which local management had carefuily fos-
tered, lost all credibility From the sweet stuff of consultation the com-
pany had moved overnight to the fear stuff of the ultimatum. And another
of the company’s plants in Holland did close as a result of this outcome.
Delegated control was seized back by the corporate headquarters. Not
only were the local UK management unaware of the package that had
been prepared for restructuring but the manager of the Netherlands
plant first read of the closure of his plant in The Times. In the Scottish
plant, as the plans were implemented from above, the workforce and
their delegates withdrew from the participation and consultation sys-
tem. Agreements previously made were broken and local management,
in receipt of directives from corporation headquarters, pushed them
through without recourse to normal methods. Viewed from this per-
spective, when it comes to culture at work it is a matter of now you see
it now you don’t.

The quotation at the beginning of this essay was taken from Renalto
Rosaldo’s insightful book Culture and Power (1993). As he fairly points
out, the idea of culture as an autonomous, coherent way of life is
problematical and even more so now where cultures intermingle, over-
lap and clash with one another in terms of values and interests. All of
us, he argues, ‘inhabit a late-twenticth-century world marked by bor-
rowing and lending across porous national and cultural boundaries that
are saturated with inequality, power and domination’ (ibid.: 217). This
is not a settled world. It is disturbed and disturbing. Tt is a world of
highly mobile finance and nomadic capitalism. Occupational commu-
nities of miners, shipyard workers, steel workers and the like rise and fall.
Industrial deserts can be created in cities where work once flourished.

The reasons for, and significance of, this has been variously dis-
cussed. Galbraith’s essay The Culture of Contentment (1992) seeks
to explain why advanced industrial societies like the USA have been
able to tolerate such manifest inequalities and can live with their con-
sequences, and explicitly warns against capitalist triumphalism in a
post-1989 world. In the UK context Will Hutton’s The State We're In
(1995) is a tour de force. At the outset he refers to the mounting and
proper sense of crisis that is spreading across all classes about the
character and availability of work and its implications for society at
large. What is required he argues, ‘is creative institution-building and a
democratic opening — and confidence that men and women can shape
their world” (Hutton, 1995: xiii). Against what he sces as ungoverned
capitalism in the United Kingdom, and against its amorality, he advocates
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a new moral economy, with the rebuilding of institutions based upon
a new conception of citizenship in its economic, social and political
dimensions. Like Galbraith, he warns against capitalist triumphalism:

Unless Western capitalism in general and British capitalism in particular can
accept that they have responsibilities to the social and political world in which
they are embedded, they are headed for perdition. The demand for a moral
economy is not simply the assertion of a different value system. It is a call to
arms in a world which is running short of time. (ibid.; 26)

Such a state will not be achieved without a struggle, as Hutton surely
knows. But to engage in such a struggle might enable us to witness and
participate in (pace Thompson) a heroic culture at work.

CHAPTER 8

Industrial sociology and the
labour process

THEO NICHOLS

Industrial sociology before the labour process debate

In 1966, in what must once have been one of the most widely read
unpublished papers in modern sociology, Goldthorpe sketched the main
theoretical approaches which had been followed up to that time by
human and social scientists in their attempts to provide explanations for
the attitudes and behaviour of industrial workers generally (Goldthorpe,
1966). He set forth a sequence of four movements — early scientific
management, the human factor approach, the human relations approach,
the technological implications approach — and then went on to advocate
the so-called action approach, or as Goldthorpe then put it ‘the action
frame of reference which industrial sociology has for so long been
lacking’ (1966: 11).

It is perhaps worth noting here that scientific management was pre-
sented by Goldthorpe as one approach among others (a position which
was to be anathema to Braverman), and also as an approach which, in
one respect at least, was not without virtue (since the key explanatory
variable was held by Goldthorpe to be the orientation of workers
towards their work and conditions of employment).' Above all, though, it
should be noted that with this paper and the subsequent A ffluent Worker
studies a large claim had been made for the part to be assigned to
subjectivity in industrial sociology.” It is in fact against this backcloth
of, in a particular sense, subjectivism, that the arrival of Braverman’s
work on these shores has to be understood, a further part of the context
being the earlier up-skilling thesis of Blauner (1964) and his particular
theory of alienation. In fact, given the coming to prominence of the
orientation to work approach in the 1970s and the importance in British
industrial sociology of Blauner’s book prior to this, there is perhaps
reason to conclude that British sociology was as ripe as any for the
arrival of Braverman — and that whatever its virtue, the widespread
criticism of his work for neglecting the subjectivity of workers was
predictable (although hindsight is of course a wonderful thing).’

A piece published in 1975 by a British sociologist who was at the
time ‘completing research on the orientations and strategies of engin-
ecring workers” perhaps suffices to indicate how the action approach
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was sometimes interpreted as a break from both systems theory and
from a managerial problematic (Elger, 1975: 91). The topics he chose to
discuss from ‘the array of discrete research which constitutes the bulk
of the literature of industrial sociology” are no less interesting. Such
topics included: managerialism (which relied quite heavily on my own
work (Nichols, 1969), but also took in white-collar crime, Carson, 1970);
administrative design and management career concerns, where refer-
ence was made inter alia to Burns and Stalker, 1961; Dalton, 1959;
Flanders, 1964; Gouldner, 1954, 1955; Chandler, 1962; management—
worker conflict and accommodation, which was split into two parts:

(a) conflict and accommodation on the shop-floor
(b) shop-floor administration and occupational bargaining strategies.

The discussion of (a) ‘conflict and accommodation on the shop-floor’,
contained many references which were probably then more or less stand-
ard for industrial sociology courses (Gouldner, 1954; Roy, 1953; Carey,
1967; Lupton, 1963; Brown, 1962; Cunnison, [966; Whyte, 1955,
Woodward, 1970; Turner, 1962; Hobsbawm, 1964; Trist ef al., 1963;
Trist and Bamforth, 1951; Walker and Guest, 1952; Chinoy, 1955; Scott
et al., 1956, 1963; Sayles, 1958; Silverman, 1970; Crozier, 1964; also
Baldamus 1961, and the then more recent Beynon 1973).

The discussion on (b) ‘shop-floor administration and occupational
bargaining strategies” was less well supported by citations but included
references on the theme of technology, technical change and automa-
tion (Brown, 1967a; Mann and Hoffiman, 1960; Touraine et al., 1965;
as well as Goldthorpe et al., 1968). Overall, the weight of empirically
based publications, which Elger was able to survey in the mid-1970s,
and which were par for industrial sociology courses in the United King-
dom (though far from all references were by British writers) is impressive.
Yet, only shortly after, in 1980, Hyman was writing that ‘the edifice of
industrial sociology is fragmented, its practitioners demoralised’ (Hyman,
1982).*

One answer to the question of how this demoralisation had come
about would be that the 1974 Braverman-prompted development of a
problematic of ‘the labour process’ had triumphed intellectually over
that of (traditional) ‘industrial sociology’. This answer is not convinc-
ing. Not least is this so because industrial sociology itself was always a
movable feast and because those who invoked ‘the labour process’
often evidenced an eclecticism to rival that of industrial sociology. An
important boost to interest in the labour process had come from the
Conference of Socialist Economists and from the works published by
Marglin, 1974; Gorz, 1976; Friedman, 1977 and Burawoy, 1979. But in
so far as the institutionalisation of the study of the labour process is
concerned, there are two things that are worth noting. The first is that
the Nuffield ‘de-skilling conference’ (reported in Wood, ed., 1982) did
not take place until the end of 1978, and was in any case far from a
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proselytising vehicle for Braverman’s ideas. The second is that the first
‘Labour Process Conference’, which was run jointly (and perhaps sig-
nificantly) out of the Management Departments of Aston and UMIST —
and which is the institutional focus for most of my remarks about the
labour process debate below® — did not take place until 1983,

After the Second World War the development of industrial sociology
in the United Kingdom had taken several twists and turns, guided both
by some underlying constraints and opportunities generated by the wider
political economy, and perhaps also by some more immediate consid-
erations. A periodicisation provided by Cox (1978) is of interest here,
even though, derived as it is from certain supposed movements in
sociology as a whole, it is necessarily somewhat rough and ready for
our more particular purpose.

Cox distinguished three phases of development of industrial socio-
logy in the United Kingdom up till circa 1978. The phases are:

1945 to the late 1950s;
the late 1950s to the late 1960s;
the late 1960s to the late 1970s.

In the first phase, 1945 to the late 1950s, which is part of post-war
reconstruction, research grants were provided through Marshall Aid,
and to some extent directly influenced by the human relations approach
(Sear, 1962).° Thus the Committee of Industrial Productivity set up a
Human Factors panel in 1947 which funded research into foremanship
by the National Institute of Industrial Psychology, into joint consulta-
tion at Liverpool and into organisational change by Jaques (1951) at
Glacier Metal.

Reconstruction-focused state funding was an important stimulus to
the development of industrial sociology at Liverpool University, where
the case study approach was practised and training was to be provided
for a number of British sociologists — the Banks, Lupton, Halsey,
Woodward — and later on, of course, another generation of Blackburn
and Roberts and Beynon and Lane (Cox, 1978: 3; Brown, 1965).

A concern with problems of management and technology is clearly
evident in the work of both Woodward (1958) and Burns and Stalker
(1961). Jaques’ work and that of the Tavistock Institute were more
closely aligned with company managements through their combined
research-consultancy approach (Brown, 1967b). But in addition to their
socio-technical systems theory, for which today they are perhaps best
known, it must be remarked that they provided, in the longer term, both
Friedman (1977) with his concept of ‘responsible autonomy’ and an
illustrative case for Marglin (1974) (Trist and Bamforth, 195 1.’

One strand that does not readily fit this general picture is the work of
Baldamus (1961). Cox comments fairly that this ‘had an unwelcome
message for management science and yet did not arouse the interest and
enthusiasm of industrial sociologists at the time” in the way that Blauner’s
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was to do (1978: 5). (Anyone thinking that the incompleteness of the
labour contract was re-discovered by Braverman in 1974 would do well
to read Baldamus.)

In the second phase of the development of industrial sociology, the
late 1950s to the late 1960s, there is greater concern with academic and
professional ambitions and a purer sociology begins to emerge, with
less immediate ties to consultancy or policy. The works of Lupton (1963)
and then Cunnison (1966) figure here. These predominantly ethnographic
works from Manchester seem to have resulted from a social anthropo-
logical input by Gluckman, influenced directly by Homans and the
Hawthorne studies but shorn of their major defects, though Lupton later
travelled a more managerial route (Emmett and Morgan, 1982).

The existence of the BSA Teachers’ Section, to which Goldthorpe
read his 1966 ‘Orientations’ paper is symptomatic of this emerging
tendency — and Cox argues, rightly I think, that the agenda of industrial
sociology later became above all set by the Affluent Worker studies, what-
ever else continued to be published at this time, and despite the fact that
for the most part these studies had a much wider remit. Goldthorpe
et al., then, opened the door to a more professional approach and,
not least, they provided an impetus for industrial sociologists to engage
in theory.

From the late 1960s, amidst turbulent political events, a third phase
was under way. It was fuelled, Cox argues, by the increased number of
students and their teachers, who through the 1960s, as a consequence
of the neo-Weberian critique of Parsons and functionalism, had come
to think of sociology as a form of critique. About one quarter of sociology
graduates in 1966 had gone into academic jobs (Banks and Webb, 1977:
30-1). The teachers needed something to teach. Especially outside the
universities, they had little time to do anything else. According to Cox,
one effect of this in sociology generally was a proliferation of secondary
works and an emphasis on the critical discussion of theory (especially
structural Marxism and phenomenology) rather than empirical work.

Another change, according to Cox, was the coming of a new ‘free-
dom of presentation from formal academic norms’ which derived from
the liberation of sociological reporting ‘from the demands of policy
relevance and from tight collegiate control’. It is in this context that
he focused his attention specifically upon Living With Capitalism, the pub-
lication of which (1977) had in fact been the cue for him to conduct an
exploration of the continuities and discontinuities in industrial sociology
over the past three decades. Two remarks he makes about that book are
(1) that despite a difference in methodology ‘the ChemCo researchers
are drawn onto the same conceptual terrain and share similar empirical
concerns’ to the Cambridge school — that is, the book actually shares
the Goldthorpe assumption about the importance of subjective meanings
—and (2) that ‘what is new for British industrial sociology, however, is
the setting of discussion of conflict and workers’ reaction in the context
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of an analysis of exploitation and capital accumulation as the driving
forces of industrial life’ (1978: 1, 15, 16). My own views on these
comments are that the first must be largely true and that I would hope
that the second was. But these comments raise an interesting, wider
question of whether the linkage to capital accumulation has been more
in evidence in industrial sociology in the years since Cox wrote than
has a stress on the importance of subjective meanings. Given the coming
of a ‘Labour Process Debate’, which was probably more prominent
in British sociology than elsewhere, the answer might seem a foregone
conclusion. It isn’t.

Enter the labour process debate

A decade and a half has passed since Cox made his comments on the
development of British industrial sociology. Labour has been weakened
in relation to capital, the manufacturing base, so often the unproblematic
site of the ‘industry” studied by the ‘industrial sociologist’, has shrunk.
Within sociology, there has been a cramping process which has entailed
increased imagined or real demands for policy relevance for research
grants; reductions in the number of central government financed re-
search students; the tighter structuring of what sort of research is pos-
sible; more consultancy and tied research; and the rise of the teachers of
methods rather than doers of research. There was also, especially in the
1980s, when sociology was under particular attack from Thatcherite
elements, a shift of sociologists into business and management teaching
and other related vocational and professional fields (perhaps again with
hard-pressed lecturers looking for something to teach). Blend into all
this increased pressure on publication deriving from tighter state con-
trol over ‘performance’ and it is proper to consider that the possible
consequences are more conferences, more journal papers, more text-
books. Enter, then, debate — secondary debate, tertiary debate, and more
debate. I guess that none of this is very contentious. Like it or not, it is
the way that things have become. But this is also part of the production,
and reproduction, the wholesaling and retailing of the ‘labour process
debate’, and with this, its institutional vehicle, the Labour Process
Conference. ‘

The Labour Process Conference provides a forum for a whole number

“of the issues that industrial sociology had embraced hitherto. So, in the

1980s and into the 90s, in addition to discussions about “flexibility’,
themselves provoked by a state agenda, we find, once again, the exam-
ination of attitudes to technical change. Also to be found are discussions
of human resource management, which do not, in many respects, pose
issues all that different from the ‘human relations’ of old (though it
must be said that nowadays the bite of writers like Baritz (1960) is often
lacking). Even some of the issues raised by the talk of ‘flexibility’ and
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yet more so about the inevitability or not of ‘deskilling’, which concern
the potential variability of the ways in which labour can be organised,
are reminiscent of the discovery by an earlier generation that there is
‘no one best way’ (Woodward, 1958). We find also, and this is different,
more discussion of gender and work, usually meaning discussion of
women and work, other forms of work becoming increasingly recog-
nised and wage labour itself becoming increasingly female. But what
we also find is that, at least over the 1980s — aside from the quintessen-
tial paper “The Labour Process, Gender and Chips’ (which I feel should
exist, but must admit can ne more be found than the earlier title ‘Orien-
tation to Work of Giro Employees’) - there has been much debate of a
theoretical kind.

Three features that have been accorded particular prominence in
Labour Conference theoretical output are particularly interesting:

I the continued interest in subjectivity;

2 the relative neglect of capital accumulation;

3 related to the latter, the oddity whereby a managerial purpose is
sometimes implicit or even explicit.

The 1990 volume of Labour Process Conference papers edited by Knights
and Willmott, Labour Process Theory, is worth consulting here. The
editors’ view of how the book ‘explores the theoretical foundations of
labour process analysis and suggests new directions for its develop-
ment’, speaks eloquently to the first and second features. Consult the
index and ‘valorisation’ rates only one single page reference. ‘Profit’
gets no entry at all. Nor does ‘wages’. By contrast, ‘subjectivity” rates
13 lines.®

Things have come to such a pass that Salaman, in finding the ambit
of the labour process debate too cramped for his liking because of its
concentration on work design and control strategy, should be led to
plead: ‘It is also interesting, for example, to ask: why are some business
organisations much more efficient than others?’ (1986: 26). Putting aside
Salaman’s reference to ‘business organisations’ (should the primary
focus be on ‘organisations’?), it really is extraordinary that those who
apparently study the labour process from the standpoint of capitalist
accumulation (and why use the term labour process if this is not the
standpoint?) should pay little attention to accumulation itself. There still
is a good case to be made for the view that what comes out of the
labour process matters as well as what goes into it; as does the relation
between the two (Nichols, 1986b: xv).

With respect to the third point, about a managerial stant, not only
has the very first Labour Process Conference recently been described
unblushingly as ‘an academic forum for management and business
researchers working with critical perspectives’ (Jermier, 1991: 691), but
only a year after it took place one of the organisers was calling for a
move ‘“to advance or renovate bourgeois management theory” (Willmott,
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1984: 364). Suffice to say that before the talk about ‘the labour process’
took hold, people who wanted to do that kind of thing went right ah;ad
and did it. To entertain such a project whilst also issuing Marxist-
sounding noises is, to say the least, odd.

In so far as ‘the labour process’ has been colonised from the shores
of subjects like organisational behaviour and management studies it
is not much of a puzzle that it should have been exploited (if T may)
selectively. As is well known, colonialists often do develop peculiar
views of the countries that they invade. A token of this is perhaps that
references to ‘the capitalist labour process’ threaten to become nothing
other than an intellectually pretentious way of saying ‘work’. A lesson
not to be forgotten, however, is that it is most certainly possible for
industrial sociologists to survive and flourish by adapting fragments
of Marxism, phenomenology, psychoanalysis or whatever. The prising
out of ‘the labour process’ from the political economy of which it was
a part may therefore be considered just one case in point. Certainly,
this is something that would in no way surprise Richard Brown. As
he has put it: “No subject develops in a neat and entirely systematic
way: among other things, personal interests (intellectual and material),
external influences, and chance see to that’ (Brown, 1992: 33).

To the middle ground

Compared to studics ‘industrial’, ‘organisational’ and ‘managerial’, it
would secem reasonable to hold to the view that a labour process
approach arises out of a ‘primary concern with capital accumulation
and class struggle’ (Nichols, 1980: 17). This being so, and looking to the
future, it would be a welcome step forward were it to be accepted that
‘labour process’ is not a sexy phrase for ‘work organisation’, and that
the study of the labour process should be related to that of a valorisa-
tion process (or what we might simply term a surplus producing pro-
cess).” Whatever specific terms are used, questions to be asked about
the labour process concern infer alia: how, and under what conditions,
surplus is produced out of labour-power and how labour-power is con-
sumed by capital, and with what consequences for capital and for those
who labour, not least their health and collective strength. On this view,
in short, the study of the labour process should be broadly conceived.
Included should be the conditions for the production of surplus out of
labour power, theoretically, and also historically and in particular soci-
eties, these conditions including the organisation and the consciousness
of the people who labour.

In the 1980s debates arose - for example, about skill, about whether
managerial strategies exist — which became unduly narrow, not least as
compared to the breadth, and historical perspective, of the early post-
Braverman works in Britain (consider for example Friedman, 1977).
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Indeed, to go back to 1961 is to find that even the early structural-
functionalist conception of a sociology of industry extended further
than the more or less standard industrial sociology in work to which, as
judged by ‘the labour process debate’, the political economy of the
labour process has been in danger of being reduced (Smith, 1961: 72;
Hyman, 1982). As a consequence, there remains a region that has been
largely neglected from the standpoint of a labour process approach. It
has also been largely neglected from what might be loosely termed a
‘work, employment and society approach’ — this being another approach
to have emerged since Goldthorpe’s review back in the 1960s, which is
more ‘work’ than ‘labour’ oriented (Nichols, 1992).

The neglected region occupies the middle ground between the high
theory of political economy on the one side and a narrowly defined
labour process on the other.'” Such middle ground includes those condi-
tions which pertain to the production of surplus and which affect the
condition of labour but which are not necessarily located within enter-
prises. Indeed, there is much here to investigate which has major rele-
vance to the lives of millions and millions of people and which does not
need any justification whatsoever in terms of theories of the high ground,
for example, of theorems about supposed tendencies of the rate of profit
to fall (as opposed to variability in the rate of profit).

The gravedigger thesis once constituted a set of middle-range mechan-
isms supposedly predisposed to the emergence of a more homogenised,
massified and objectively interdependent working class out of capitalist
relations of production (Murray, 1985). The fact that these middle range
sociological processes have not worked out in the manner anticipated
well over a century ago has led some to speak of an ‘impossible burden’.
But this non-occurrence need not spell the dead weight of unwanted
intellectual baggage. Rather it can be seen to invite the further explora-
tion of a middle realm of analysis between high theory assumptions about
accumulation, on the one hand, and what happens in the labour process,
on the other. At the least we have here a series of relations and processes
that should command attention in their own right and which should
not be displaced by a narrow labour process focus.!

It is now commonplace to observe that those who work carry with
them identities defined in terms of ethnicity, gender, nationality, etc.
But such observations should not be atlowed to substitute for the recog-
nition also that those who sell their labour power do not do so free from
the specific means of earning a livelihood available to them or free from
the specific relation that they have to the state. An analysis of the labour
process is far too restrictive if it fails to take into account these other
mechanisms which impact (positively or negatively) on the condition of
fabour. The institutions built by labour outside the ‘business organisa-
tion’ provide highly particular examples of these (union hiring halls for
example, but also other extensive infrastructures of diverse types) as
do the institutions built by capital (blacklists in construction and NRB
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systems in off-shore oil for example).” But an analysis of the labour
process is also too restrictive if, over and beyond such practices, it
fails to take into account the enfranchisement of workers, their right to
vote and hold office in union as well as other elections; then again the
relative possibility of them entering into wage labour; their ability to
subsist without entering into paid employment or training, the possibil-
ity of them avoiding wage labour entirely; also their right to protection
against dismissal, and much else. Such constraints and opportunities
as these matter both for the condition of those who fabour and for the
accumulation of capital. They can have significance also for the geo-
graphical location of labour processes and — a rarely investigated ques-
tion — their longevity (but see Coombs, 1985).

The Labour Process Debate has been much concerned with control.
A feature of many of the constraints and opportunities indicated above
is, however, that their source often lies outwith the ‘control’ of the
individual employer. It is because this is so that Littler sets down an
important plank for the construction of further analysis when he states
that ‘the labour-market context, together with state regulation, helps to
shape the control dynamic and to create, in Burawoy’s terms, factory
regimes’ (1990: 68).

On the view taken here, there is a good case — whether armed with
the theorems of high Marxist political economy or not — for viewing the
labour process with a wide-angle lens. For, in the context of capital accu-
mulation, the greater the stress on the two-handed nature of Littler’s
shaping process, the more it appeals — the labour-market context to-
gether with state regulation. In some respects Littler’s approach directs
attention to what would also come to light from an examination of
the fine grain of what constitutes free wage labour or, alternatively,
from an analysis of variations from a perfectly free wage labour form.
Walder’s 1986 account, from an essentially Weberian view, of social
and economic dependence on Chinese enterprise is also an important
source of encouragement to explore further just such issues.

In this context, it is to be regretted, and it is also interesting, that the
study of the labour process has lacked stronger linkage with the new
international division of labour studies, which do presently occupy some
of the neglected middle ground (Cohen, 1987; Potts, 1990; Munck,
1988). It is also to be regretted that the exemplary approach to the
labour process adopted by van Olsenen 1976 has been followed so
little. That these studies, which do speak to the middle ground, are often
located outside the advanced capitalist societies — or deal with linkages
between other societies and advanced capitalist ones —*iivakes them
potentially more rewarding, not less. In view of the importance of what
such studies can tell us about the conditions under which surplus is
produced, and under which people labour, they most certainly merit
inclusion in a wide angle ‘labour process approach’. If such a broader
approach be deemed to be more properly called a political economy or
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an economic sociology, or perhaps more accurately, a political economy
of the labour process, then so be it. But bearing in mind the guiding
assumption of Braverman’s Labor and Monopoly Capitalism, to neglect
such an approach on the grounds that there has to be a detailed (aca-
demic) division of labour would be ironic indeed. On reflection, how-
ever, the quite substantial absorption of ‘the labour process’ into the space
previously occupied by British industrial sociology was not without
irony either. To invoke Richard Brown again: among other things, per-
sonal interests (intellectual and material), external influences (including
the political climate), and chance saw to that.

Notes

ot

Goldthorpe’s point about scientific management was a technical one which

bore on its form of explanation. Others had previously written in a less

guarded or critical manner. Thus Pugh et al. (1964: 46): ‘In fairness to Taylor,
it must be said that his principles were often inadequately understood.

For example, few managements have been willing to put into practice one of

his basic tenets — that there should be no limit to the earnings of a high-

producing worker. . . . This may inhibit the “mental revelution” Taylor sought,
which requires that “both sides take their eyes off the division of the surplus
as the all important matter and together turn their attention towards increasing
the size of the surplus™.’ A very similar point was made about the same time

by Lupton (1966: 25).

2 Further prompting in the same direction came from Silverman 1970 and
Turner 1971.

3 In surveying industrial studies in the United Kingdom after the Second
World War and up till the mid-1970s, for reasons of space it is industrial
sociology that is predominantly considered here. This means not only that a
certain amount of not very inspiring industrial relations material is excluded
but also writings such as Turner 1962 and, more off the beaten track, Melman
1956, 1958 and Goodrich 1920.

4 My reference is to a draft paper later published in 1982.

5 A more wide-ranging version of this paper was in fact presented to the 10th
Labour Process Conference at Aston in April 1992.

6 The contribution of Marshall Aid to the diagnosis of the presumed British
worker problem is noted in Nichols (1986b); its relation to the development
of management thought is dealt with by Carew (1987) and taken up by
Binns (1991).

7 1 look forward with some interest to the day when those contemporary
writers who are so much beset with subjective insecurity take up another
aspect of the Tavistock work, which invokes the psychoanalysis of Melanie
Klein. But it is to be doubted if even they could out-rival Hill and Trist’s
accounts of industrial accidents (Hill and Trist, 1953 and especially 1955;
Nichols, 1994 and Nichols, 1997, Chapter 2).

8 This is a bit misleading. There are after all two lines for ‘exploitation’. True

to form however, the second is a sub-head for, again, ‘subjectivity’.
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9 Unproductive labour does not pose insuperable difficultics for such a for-
mulation, as other writers would appear to accept: for example, Brown,
1992: 189; Scase, 1992: 21-23.

10 This view is not the product of some recent conversion on my part. Some of
the ground to be covered can be seen from the range of readings in Nichols
(1980).

Il They have of course recently received attention — albeit in an often unrec-
ognised Marx-stood-on-his-head formulation — as an often unrecognised
ingredient in Piore and Sabel’s model of “flexible specialisation’ (Piore and
Sabel, 1984).

12 On the former see Austrin 1978; on the presence of the latter in the North
Sea see Lavalette 1991,



CHAPTER 9

Manufacturing myths and miracles:
work reorganisation in British
manufacturing since 1979

TONY ELGER

Introduction

British industrial sociology and industrial relations outgrew their

somewhat narrow preoccupation with manufacturing employment com-
paratively recently, as researchers responded to the sharp decline in
manufacturing, the growth then restructuring of public and private ser-
vice work and the persistence of mass unemployment. Alongside this
widening research agenda, the changing character of manufacturing em-
ployment has, nevertheless, remained an appropriate topic of vigorous
debate. One reason is that work and employment relations within manu-
facturing have themselves been undergoing significant changes. The
growing application of micro-electronics has been paralleled by a whole
portfolio of organisational innovations, ranging from briefing groups,
through teamworking and ‘just-in-time’ scheduling to ‘continuous im-
provement’. Furthermore, some commentators have linked the quanti-
tative decline in manufacturing employment with a ‘productivity miracle’
based upon the qualitative recasting of the labour process and industrial
relations. Finally developments within manufacturing continue to be
treated as symptomatic of much wider transformations in the character
of work. Thus they are seen, in one particularly influential terminology,
to mark a watershed between Fordist and post-Fordist eras. The object-
ive of this chapter is to review aspects of this continuing debate about
the changing character of work in British manufacturing, and particu-
larly to assess claims about a transition from Fordism to post-Fordism
(as discussed in Brown, 1995),

The changing experience of work in manufacturing over the last 20
years must be seen in the context of the United Kingdom’s wider political
economy. In this regard the 1979 Thatcher administration marked a
major shift in state policies, both towards manufacturing and towards
trades unionism. In the early 1980s the pursuit of monetarist policies
gave a savage twist to the decline in manufacturing investment and em-
ployment, whilst legislative reforms and political exhortation promoted
an offensive against organised labour. The significance of 1979 should
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nevertheless be treated with some caution. Firstly, important aspects of
a monetarist regime were already in place before the Conservatives
gained power, whilst there were major shifts in policy — involving the
dilution of monetarism, growing emphasis on ‘supply-side reforms’
and the engineering of electoral booms ~ through the following years.
Secondly, such corporate policies as the decentralisation of bargaining
and the pursuit of employee ‘flexibility’, though central in the 1980s
and 1990s, were already being pursued by key employers before 1979.
Furthermore, the effects of mass unemployment and legislative reforms
on industrial relations were less direct and immediate than had been anti-
cipated, resulting in a substantial but incremental and uneven weakening
of workplace trade unionism by the mid-1990s (Edwards er al., 1992;
Smith and Morton, 1993), Thus our assessment of developments within
the manufacturing workplace must bear in mind not only the Thatcherite
pursuit of a neo-liberal project, but also evolving and cyclical features
of the British political economy over this period.

Models of transformation

A series of overlapping interpretations of changes in manufacturing
work and employment have been developed in recent years, identifying
the emergence of flexible specialisation, lean production, Japanisation
or ‘new production concepts’ (Wood, 1989; Hyman, 1991; Tomaney,
1994; Elger and Smith, 1994, Brown, 1995). Despite real differences,
they all draw a sharp contrast between the currently emerging manufac-
turing paradigm and a past characterised by the predominance of Fordist
mass production. In this sense it is appropriate to group them together
as accounts of a transition from Fordism to post-Fordism. From this
vantage point they share two key features. The first is a vision of the
decline of thoroughly fragmented and tightly paced manual labour with
a shift towards more skilled, collaborative and responsible forms of
work. The second is the expectation that this will underpin more co-
operative and less combative forms of industrial relations. I shall focus
on two of these interpretations, namely flexible specialisation and lean
production, because they are particularly influential and embody con-
trasting political projects.

The flexible specialisation analysis was developed in the early 1980s
by Piore, Sabel and their collaborators (Piore and Sabel, 1984; Hirst
and Zeitlin, 1989b). They argued that a combination of technical innova-
tions (such as CNC machine tools) and the fragmentation of markets
during the 1970s reopened the viability of extensive craft-based manu-
facturing. Initially they emphasised the emergence of mutually support-
ive clusters of small producers, whose skilled and flexible workers could
competitively deliver customised products, though later they suggested
that large firms which decentralised, delayered and networked revealed
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similar capabilities. This perspective promoted a politics of regional
industrial regeneration, gave a pivotal role to political and administra-
tive supports in sustaining constructive competition among networks of
producers, and envisaged that local political alliances — between manu-
facturers and municipalities, across different sectors and enterprises and
among owners and employees ~ could thereby be reinforced. As such it
offered a focus for a non-statist reformist politics, to nurture the shared
interests of communities of producers in revitalised industrial districts.

Critics of the flexible specialisation diagnosis (Williams et al., 1987;
Hyman, 1988; Nolan and O’Donnell, 1991; Smith, 1991) have in turn
contested their key claims about the break-up of mass markets, the
general obsolescence of mass production, and the supposed harmoni-
ousness of the employment relations of small-scale flexible teamworking.
They also suggest that both the initial emphasis on agglomerations of
small-scale enterprises and the later discussion of decentralised cor-
porations, gloss over the continuing importance of central financial con-
trols in big firms and the extent of small-firm subordination within the
supplier networks of such firms.

The notion of lean production was developed in the USA almost ten
years later by Womack ez al. (1990), in a highly influential study of the
motor industry which offered an organisational and political agenda with
more appeal to corporate managers and neo-liberal politicians. They
argued that Japanese corporations, at home and abroad, had pioneered
new forms of work organisation which allowed the production of cheaper,
more diverse, quality consumer goods. This has been achieved through
minimising the amounts of time, labour and materials required in the
production process, and enhancing its flexibility, by placing a greater
emphasis on the expertise and co-operation of employees. For shop-floor
workers lean work organisation has meant team-working (to maximise
the utilisation of labour), minimised stocks (to cut costs and increase
fexibility), and the responsibility of direct workers for both quality and
‘continuous improvement’, The alleged superiority of this approach is
such that lean production becomes essential for corporate survival, not
only in motors but in other sectors too. Furthermore, proponents of lean
production argue that workers will find increased meaning and purpose
as they co-operate in meeting the pressures and challenges of the new
regime. In this sense the analysis legitimates radical restructuring by
senior management, and appeals to those politicians who portray global
competition as a relentless engine of progress.

Critics of this approach (Berggren, 1993; Williams et al., 1992, 1994;
Lyddon, 1996) have argued that the contrast between mass and lean
production does violence to a more complex spectrum of production
operations among the motor companies, glosses over the central impor-
tance of product and labour market conditions as influences on pro-
ductivity and profitability, and provides an idealised account of the
bases of employee commitment in such workplaces. In analysing the
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performance of the Japanese motor companies, such critics have insisted
on the importance of tightly defined work routines, long working hours
and intense work rates in the final assembly factories, and harsh condi-
tions and low wages in the small firms down their components supply
chains. They also underline the dilemmas and constraints which now
beset such organisational innovations — even Toyota, with its exceptional
domination of a local labour market, supplier hinterland and domestic
product market (Williams ef al., 1994), faces cross-pressures and limi-
tations arising especially from problems of labour recruitment and urban
congestion (Nomura, 1993; Berggren, 1995).

Despite their obvious differences, both flexible specialisation and lean
production approaches gain much of their appeal from sharp contrasts
between an old and outdated Fordist or Taylorist paradigm of mass
production and a new and progressive paradigm. Yet the ideal-type con-
structs of Fordism or Taylorism which underpin such contrasts represent
highly problematical templates for interpreting contemporary change,
for they provide static and over-coherent characterisations of the relations
between such features as standardised production, fragmented tasks,
assembly-line processes, unskilled labour and high wages. In practice
cach of these approaches represented an historically evolving but prob-
lematical portfolio of management practices. Taylor, operating as bolh
innovator and publicist within a wider milicu of management experi-
mentation, advanced an evolving battery of techniques for the tighter
regulation and control of labour, and his followers added further variants
and refinements (Kelly, 1982: 3-29; Whitston, 1996). Meanwhile Ford
and his managers developed and pursued mechanised pacing, refined
standardisation, harsh supervision and high wages in an uneven and
shifting fashion even within the Ford plants (Williams er al., 1993),
while his US and European competitors, operating in different product
market, employment and political conditions, developed their own modi-
fications (Tolliday and Zeitlin, 1986; Lyddon, 1996).

Such features suggest that management techniques and initiatives
are wrestling with a refractory and contradictory set of social reiatioqs,
and will thus generally be partial in their objectives, contradictory in
their effects and incomplete in their achievements. This theme is nicely
summarised in Hyman’s (1987: 30) aphorism that management strat-
egies inevitably represent varied routes to partial faiture. It follows that
strands of management doctrine and policy will represent evolving and
incomplete portfolios of principles and practices. Thus Wood (1993)
emphasises that both Taylorist forms of work measurement and work
fragmentation and Fordist forms of standardised and machinmpgccd
assembly were always besct by ‘nagging and recurring problems’ md}~
cative of limitations, dilemmas and (often low-key) contestation. This
implies that our conceptualisation of such management approaches
should explicitly address internal tensions (say between work reorgan-
isation and effort intensification, or incremental systematisation and
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achieving a ‘mental revolution’) and shifts of emphasis in changing
circumstances, rather than seek to define clear boundaries around more
or less narrowly defined ideal-types of Taylorism, Fordism or whatever.

This has three critical implications for our understanding of contem-
porary developments. The first is that sharply drawn contrasts between
ideal types of work organisation and employment relations will con-
ceal more than they reveal, so a better starting-point is attention to the
evolving mix of continuities and innovations characteristic of manage-
ment theory and practice. The second is that tensions, variants, shifis
and contestation should be at the centre of our attention, for these
features are rooted in the contradictory and class character of employ-
ment relations. Finally, we need to locate our understanding of the
recasting of work and employment relations in the context of the wider
political economy, but without reading one directly into the other as a
tightly configured functional totality.

Work reorganisation in British manufacturing

With these arguments in mind we must now consider the pattern of
work reorganisation in British manufacturing over the last 20 years,
starting with a brief commentary on general trends before considering
developments in some key sectors. A review of evidence and debate at
the end of the 1980s (Elger, 1990, 1991) concluded that workplace
restructuring in British manufacturing had primarily involved man-
agement efforts to boost worker productivity through the reduction of
manning levels and increases in the flexibility of task allocation, though
such changes were often incremental and had varied implications for
different occupations. This had often meant a significant shift towards
the widening and overlapping of job descriptions and activities, but
upskilling and upgrading was generally modest and was rarely accom-
panied by extensive training, so that the resulting job enlargement was
primarily oriented towards more continuous and intense worlk rather than
to multi-skilling. These developments were generally driven by increased
competitive pressures on firms and workforces, often underlined by an
extended internationalisation of production and sometimes coupled with
sharpened rivalry with greenfield sites, and they were also facilitated
by the debilitating impact of mass unemployment, factory closures, and
anti-union legislation. This did not preclude the survival of workplace
trade unionism — most changes were negotiated while many involved
wage gains for those still employed — but it often involved a process
of union and worker concession-making under pressure over issues of
work allocation and work effort.

In many respects Geary’s (1995) more recent overview of patterns of
work reorganisation and shop-floor administration reports similar find-
ings. He emphasises that increased competitive pressures, coupled with
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labour market conditions and state policies which augmented manage-
ment power, have stimulated change at the workplace. However, while
British managements have debated and experimented with a wide range
of changes, most work reorganisation in manufacturing has remained
limited in scope, and reduction of staffing levels remains a management
priority, rather than more radical experiments of the sort which ostensibly
empower workers. Overall, managements have been more concerned
with ‘the removal of traditional skill boundaries than with making an
mvestment in new skill structures’, while the pursuit of employee in-
volvement and flexibility has largely been ‘confined to the margins of
existing work practices’, though more radical innovations have occurred
at a few greenfield sites (Geary, 1995: 374),

In this context unions face major problems, but collective bargaining
has not been superseded and worker commitment to their employers
remains equivocal. Managements have narrowed bargaining agendas
while union reps have been forced to accommodate to a management
rhetoric of plant survival. However, managers continue to be drawn into
formal and informal bargaining as they seek to juggle an advantageous
mix of specified work routines and worker initiative, while most workers
retain an ‘instrumental’ rather than a ‘committed” orientation to work.

In addition Geary notes that, rather than marking a clear move from
a workforce concentrated around semi-skilled tasks to one concentrated
around skilled labour, work reorganisation recasts horizontal divisions
and vertical hierarchies among manual workers and occupations. He
nevertheless emphasises that skilled workers have most often gained
skills and responsibilities (though at the expense of tighter discipline),
whilst semi-skilled workers have more often faced intensified super-
vision or new forms of monitoring. In reflecting on the consequences of
these developments, he also suggests that changes in stress and work
effort should not simply be equated with generalised work intensifica-
tion. Not only are increased workloads more often a side-effect than
the central concern of management policies, but more importantly they
can be experienced in a variety of ways. Some workers may view a sus-
tained work pace as less irksome than unpredictable or disorganised
work patterns, while others may perceive more intense working as a
necessary or a legitimate quid pro quo for improved working conditions
or job security. This is a valuable qualification to any account of uni-
form work intensification, but should not be pushed too far in the light
of considerable evidence of increased work pressures and tightened
manning levels.

Such general assessments of patterns of change in British-manufac-
turing give little support to the idea that work organisation has been
transformed, either in the direction of flexible specialisation or fo
approximate lean production. The analysts of flexible specialisation
appear to accept this but regard it as evidence of a peculiarly British
backwardness, especially in the restructuring of sectors traditionally
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dominated by mass production methods. The protagonists of lean pro-
duction, however, emphasise that a minority of firms in such sectors
have adopted lean methods, though the overall pattern of restructuring
remains very uneven (Hanson ef al., 1995). In particular, they highlight
the apparently innovative role of Japanese firms in the motor and con-
sumer electronics industries, and the dissemination of lean production
methods within these sectors.

This suggests that claims that British manufacturing is being trans-
formed from Fordist to post-Fordist forms of work organisation are best
assessed through more specific discussion of developments in key sec-
tors of ' mass production. The remainder of this chapter therefore focuses
on three specific sectors which share a history of labour-intensive
assembly-line production and a recent record of substantial work re-
organisation, namely vehicles, electrical engineering and food and drink.
Of course, the car industry has, from its beginnings, been a major arena
of innovations in work reorganisation and has provided the type-cases
for both Fordism and lean production. Furthermore, research on the
motor indusiry has gained centrality because of the importance of the
automobile as an internationally traded commodity and because of its
history of union organisation and worker militancy. At the same time
the motor industry possesses distinctive features which mean that it
cannot simply stand as the exemplar of mass production. For example,
it is a particularly bulky and complex product among mass consump-
tion goods, and this gives the car production process a distinctive
character (Williams et a/., 1994).

While the lean production analysis was first developed in relation
to motors, it has been advocated as broadly applicable across manufac-
turing. It is therefore important to consider some other leading sectors
alongside motors. In this context there are three reasons for choosing the
electricals sector. Firstly, putting aside the specialist suppliers of advanced
military electronics, it has an established tradition of assembly line
mass production of both consumer goods and manufacturing components.
Secondly its labour force is significantly different from that of motors,
especially in relation to the substantial employment of women workers
—and in this respect it is the motor industry rather than electricals which
is atypical of the pattern of employment in assembly-line manufactur-
ing (Glucksmann, 1990; Lewchuk, 1996). Finally Japanese companies
made earlier incursions into the UK in this sector and thus have longer
established factories capable of pioneering distinctive forms of work
organisation and employment relations.

Compared with motors or engineering, the food and drink sector has
been comparatively neglected by social researchers, perhaps because of
the importance of female employment in the industry and the relative
quiescence of its industrial relations. Yet it is a sector where routine
assembly work became entrenched at least by the early decades of the
twentieth century, as companies moved increasingly into mass production
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for a mass consumer market. Furthermore, it is a highly concentrated
and increasingly internationalised sector, though not one in which
Japanese companies have been prominent. Thus it provides a distinctive
context for innovations in work organisation and employment relations,
which can fruitfully be compared with developments in motors and
electricals. I will now consider cach of these sectors in turn,

‘Lean production’ in motors?

The motor industry was built around tightly regulated assembly-line
routines and, though car factories have always included non-line work
processces, the line has come to epitomise semi-skilled mass production.
Nevertheless, the industry has always been characterised by varied and
evolving patterns of work and employment relations. Even as the indus-
try became dominated by big firms, such features as payment systems,
the extent of vertical integration and model mixes remained quite varied,
while the competitive positions of contemporary firms and plants reflect
differences in working hours, wage levels, product design and capacity
utilisation as well as variations in the technical co-ordination and social
control of the labour process (Tolliday and Zeitlin, 1986; Williams
et al., 1994; Shioma and Wada, 1995).

Between the wars British car firms developed semi-rationalised but
labour-intensive fow-line operations to serve a middle-class market
during a prolonged period of union marginalisation (Lyddon, 1996).
Post-war they sought to adapt American production techniques to smaller
volumes while retaining the advantages of devolved piece-rate based
work organisation (Williams ef al., 1994), while car workers gradually
built effective union organisation around the job-control issues generated
by incremental work reorganisation and the cyclical insecurity of the
industry (Turner ef al., 1967). From the late 1960s corporate mergers
and state intervention laid the basis for a crisis-ridden and contested
process of sectoral restructuring which involved model rationalisation
and plant closures but was primarily and one-sidedly preoccupied with
the repudiation of piecework mutualities and tighter management control
in the production process (Hyman and Elger, 1981). In the early 1980s
this management offensive was reinforced, especially at state-owned BL,
by Thatcherite state policies, while wotld overcapacity and the increasing
competitive pressure of the Japanese producers were driving innovation
and restructuring across the global operations of all the big firms.

In the early 1980s, with massive job losses and plant closures,
managers in the British car plants gained increased management con-
trol over the aliocation of labour, increased task flexibility and often
increased effort (Beynon, 1984; Marsden ef al., 1985: 105-6; Grunberg,
1986). These changes involved de-manning and the extension of routine
maintenance tasks among production workers, and pressures towards
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craft overlap for maintenance workers, but little sign of new forms of
co-operative teamworking (Marsden et al., 1985; Jurgens et al., 1994).
Despite overtones of ‘macho-management’, this involved tougher nego-
tiations and more constraints on steward activity, rather than the dis-
mantling of workplace trade unionism. At BL the toughness had clear
political resonances, and the imposition of new working practices in-
volved a high-profile management offensive: but the pace of change
varied between factories and occupations, there were sporadic protests,
and workplace unionism remained intact (Willman and Winch, 1985,
Marsden ef al., 1985). In other motor firms a ‘firmer implementation’
of existing deals was the norm, though disputes resulted in all the large
firms (Marsden er al., 1985: 10).

Jurgens et al. (1994) place such findings in a wider European and
American context. Unlike Womack et al. (1990) who, from their bench-
mark of lean production see the European industry as stagnating in
classic Fordist mass production, they emphasise the extent of experi-
mentation and uncertainty which characterised this period. Thus they
chart a broad growth of emphasis on work reorganisation (especially
teamworking) rather than automation, but also register the varied forms
this took in different companies and national settings. Common de-
nominators were efforts to integrate erstwhile indirect functions into the
role of direct producers; reductions in supervisory levels with delega-
tion of some respounsibility to operators; and pursuit of team-based
involvement strategies. Such changes were typically quite modest, pri-
marily involving the horizontal integration of tasks but ‘only timid and
mostly symbolic’ delegation of planning or control activities. Further-
more, this was accompanied by a tightening of corporate controls in the
form of planned production parameters overlain by increasing use of
benchmarking exercises to gear up productivity.

There was not, however, a uniform trajectory of change. While some
companies, such as Ford, pursued a relatively uniform policy across
their plants, other companies engaged in more varied and piecemeal
experimentation. Furthermore, even Ford’s operations were given dis-
tinctive inflections in different societies. The dominant bias of work
reorganisation in German motor plants — influenced by an extensive
craft-based vocational training system, an abundance of skilled workers,
substantial high-value car production and union policies oriented towards
work humanisation - was towards extensive deployment of skilled
workers as line experts, pushing less skilled workers into subordinate
roles. A different constellation of circumstances in the United Kingdom
imparted a more traditional bias to work reorganisation, as the long-
standing decentralisation of unions, coupled with their more recent
weakening, left them capable of contesting participation initiatives
which encroached on union representation, but unable to restrain man-
agement’s pursuit of ‘traditional strategies for rationalisation through
industrial engineering and mechanisation’ (Jurgens ef al., 1994: 116).
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In the United Kingdom through much of the 1980s, this resulted in
a modest and incremental implementation of features such as task-
integration and self-inspection, sometimes facilitated by bargained com-
pensation in terms of pay and grading but also punctuated by dispules,
especially when management moved unilaterally to exploit their increased
leverage and hence reinforced rank and file suspicions. Similar pressures
for increased effort and interchangeability of labour continued through
the decade, though the vigorous assertion of management power was
increasingly interwoven with more explicit, if often superficial, efforts
to mobilise worker commitment. For example, Ford pushed towards an
omnibus operator grade, enlarged operator responsibilities for routine
maintenance and quality assurance and increased mobility of [abour.
These moves, designed to generate continuous intensive working, were
implemented within a tight system of financial control, work measure-
ment and labour discipline (Starkey and McKinley, 1989: 97), resulting
in disputes over disciplinary and regrading procedures, the determination
of work rates and the reallocation of maintenance responsibilities. Ford
managers sought to overcome the suspicions and opposition articulated
by shop-floor unions through a long-term incrementalist strategy for
building flexibility and commitment within the framework of manage-
ment hegemony (Starkey and McKinley, 1989), but the real trajectory
of change again involved the uneven and contested reworking of man-
agement control over the process of collective labour within mass pro-
duction work (Darlington, 1994).

It is noteworthy that Jurgens ef al. (1994: 181, 198, 251) found a
long-standing pattern of informal flexibility about work pace and man-
ning levels in the British factories, which outstripped that in most Amer-
ican plants but remained regulated by custom and practice. However, the
way these issues became linked very directly to fears of job losses fed
worker and union suspicions, and fuelled resistance to more formalised
flexibility. In general job losses among skilled workers were relatively
modest. Although management sought to exploit divisions between
different trades they generally pursued a limited widening of respon-
sibilities. It was not in their interests to sponsor the emergence of an
electronics-based super-crafisman but rather to deploy training and skills
parsimoniously. For production workers the pressures were greater
as, against a background of continuing job losses, managers sought
more flexibility in coping with fluctuating capacity utilisation and more
complicated product mixes. Furthermore, managements increasingly
deployed ‘malicious productivity comparisons’ (Jurgens ef al., 1994: 261,
quoting a union official), sometimes linked to prospective-investment
decisions, to soften resistance and push through changes, though in
reality lower labour costs in British plants remained a crucial part of the
financial equation.

In these circumstances workplace unions moved away from a general
hostility to participation and involvement schemes and rather sought to
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control them by exploring collectively co-ordinated forms of involve-
ment. In part this reflected union recognition that a policy of boycotts
was unsustainable, but it also reflected increased confidence that there
was scope for collective grievances to be addressed in such settings.
This mirrored management’s realisation that involvement could not
be imposed (Jurgens ef al, 1994). Thus a wary and ambivalent imple-
mentation of involvement and team-working initiatives set the scene for
developments during the 1990s. From this vantage point the lean pro-
duction model could be seen as a chimera. Indeed, for all their emphasis
upon the transferability of an organisational technology, even its propon-
ents recognise that social integration into lean production is dependent
upon a level of job security which seems incompatible with the cyclical
character of Western economic development and which Japanese car
producers are themselves finding difficult to sustain. Thus an emphasis
on crisis-ridden experimentation, the persistent reproduction of variants
which hardly amount to a ‘break from Taylorism’, and continuing forms
of contestation (Jurgens ef al., 1994 17) is likely to prove a better guide
to the future than any expectation that these features are resolving into
a fresh production paradigm.

Nevertheless Jurgens er al. recognise the increasing influence of the
lean production model among European managers. On one hand the
luxury car niche which helped sustain German and Swedish variants of
work reorganisation is increasingly under pressure, while on the other
the Japanese transplants into the UK, with their emphasis on ‘on-the-
Jjob training’, promise to emancipate corporate management from the
limitations of national training systems (Muetler, 1992). Indeed, an in-
creasingly popular interpretation of the partial recovery of the British
motor industry relates it to the ‘lean’ operations of the major Japanese
inward investors who arrived from the mid 1980s, and the influence of
similar methods in the non-Japanese firms during the 1990s (Muelter,
1992; Wickens, 1993; Rhys, 1995). We have yet to establish a full
account of the operations of the Japanese greenfield operations (Nissan
in Sunderland, 1986; Honda in Swindon, 1989 and T oyota at Burnaston
and Shotton, 1992) and might also expect to find important differences
between them, as they operate in distinctive locations (contrast Swindon
and Sunderland) with different corporate policies (such as Honda’s dis-
tinctive arrival via a joint venture with Rover and establishment of an
engine plant, but also its repudiation of union recognition at Swindon).
Nevertheless several important themes have already been identified,
primarily from research on Nissan.

Firstly these firms have been able to construct patterns of flexible
team-working and worker involvement which g0 beyond those of the
established British motor plants. They have established tight work sched-
ules with minimal buffer stocks, common grades for manufacturing
employees, flexibility based on ‘on the job’ training, employee monitor-
ing of defects and involvement in problem-solving activities. Secondly,
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however, these assembly plants continue to be built around modern,
tightly paced assembly-lines, and such firms as Nissan themselves
emphasise the rigours of track work and factory discipline (Wickens,
1987: 176). Furthermore, common grading and team-working involve
only limited flexibility, primarily among a small cluster of standard tasks
(Garrahan and Stewart, 1992), while worker innovation operates in the
margins of ‘a very strictly controlled production process’ (Mair, 1994:
259). As Garrahan and Stewart (1992: 88-91) emphasise, the main
innovative features of Nissan’s work organisation — low buffer stocks,
on-line inspection and rectification, maximisation of line speeds coupled
with devices to signal ‘help’ — all contribute to the mobilisation of
worker productivity through work pressure. In this sense it is quite mis-
leading to counterpose lean and mass production, and it is perhaps not
surprising that Nissan’s personnel director talks instead of ‘lean mass
production’ (Wickens, 1993). A crucial issue then becomes the basis
and character of workers” commitment to this form of intensive and
attentive mass production.

Nissan was clearly able to capitalise upon the experience of regional
economic decline to mobilise powerful financial and political support
for their operations, to present themselves as a break with the industrial
past, and to operate a stringent selection procedure through which they
recruited a young, ‘green’ workforce with limited industrial experience,
all features conducive to workforce consent (Garrahan and Stewart,
1992; Stephenson, 1996). However, Garrahan and Stewart also em-
phasise that the very process of day-to-day operations is pivotal to tl}e
mobilisation of worker commitment (a theme also registered by Mair,
1994: 257-8). The ideological framing and practical structuring of work
obligations and worker involvement by management, through processes
like competition between teams and supervisory appraisals of individual
performance, serve to monitor and reinforce conformity to management
expectations. Furthermore, the form taken by the ‘single union deal’
with the AEU (now AEEU) in Sunderland has effectively excluded the
union from day-to-day representational activity, so that ‘problems’ are
addressed almost exclusively within a managerial framework.

In this context workers’ responses to the costs and advantages of
worl at Nissan appear to range from the active enthusiasm of a min()l"—
ity, through widespread instrumental conformity, to resentful compli-
ance or quitting by the most critical workers. This suggests that there
will be limits to the successful mobilisation of mutual surveillance
and inter-group competition, but these limits will be con@jp@oned bpth
by the evolving experience of the workforce (expansion increases job
security and training or promotion prospects, though in 1993 Nissan cut
hours and shed 400 jobs through voluntary redundancy) and the extent
to which grievances become collectively articulated. These points arc
emphasised by Stephenson’s (1996) comparative study of experience at
Nissan and Ikeda-Hoover, a major components-supplier sited adjacent
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to Nissan. This contrasts the Nissan experience with the growth of
active trade unionism at Ikeda, built around campaigns on issues such
as health and safety and arbitrary supervision. Stephenson suggests that
collective organisation developed at Tkeda both because a cluster of older
female sewing-machinists brought earlier work and union experience to
the new plant, and because the jobs at this sub-contractor involved both
heavy work pressure and authoritarian management.

Thus the Japanese ‘transplants’ in the United Kingdom, building on
their (varied) corporate histories of work reorganisation in Japan and
the scope afforded by greenfield sites, have introduced production
operations and employment relations which involve both tighter
production schedules and the more active involvement of workers in
monitoring production and modifying work routines. While this is
best understood as a significant recasting of working practices around
assembly-line mass production rather than as a paradigm-shift into post-
Fordism (Wood, 1993; Williams et a/., 1994), the managements of other
British car plants soon turned to the language of ‘lean production’
to reinforce and redirect their pursuit of change in the workplace. In
particular they developed team-working and total quality programmes
under this banner, though they were formulated, negotiated and im-
plemented somewhat differently at different sites and companics.

At Rover such changes culminated in 1992 in the company-wide
agreement of a ‘New Deal’” which committed workers to ‘total flexibility
and continuous improvement” in return for enhanced job security (IRS,
1992, 1993). While the company had engaged in rather limited and
short-lived experiments in briefings and quality circles in the late 1980s
{Smith, 1988), this involved more systematic team-working and quality
initiatives. A distinctive feature was the election of team-leaders, which
raised questions about union channels of representation, though in prac-
tice the managerial remit of such team-leaders was underlined both by a
continuity of personnel and by the limits placed upon employee involve-
ment. In this context stewards retained some leverage over manning
levels, though management achieved significant reductions of inventories
and (mainly indirect) workers while stewards found it increasingly dif-
ficult to monitor line speeds and quality group proposals.

Research at the Cowley plant in the mid-1990s documents major
productivity gains following the 1992 agreement, but also shows that
work reorganisation had remained uneven and relatively modest, with
patchy job-rotation, a ‘relatively constrained form of team working’,
‘a limited role for team leaders’, and minimal operator involvement
in continuous improvement (Scarborough and Terry, 1996: 30; see also
Hayler and Harvey, 1993). While management interpret this as evidence
that they have moved beyond the ‘fear factor’ to mobilise workers’
skills and commitment, and stewards emphasise the sheer intensifica-
tion of labour, Scarborough and Terry qualify both of these assessments.
They suggest, firstly, that such features as improved logistics, increased
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capacity utilisation and better design for manufacturability also enhanced
productivity. Secondly, change has been negotiated against the back-
ground of the drastic shrinkage and reorganisation of Cowley produc-
tion, which has persistently underlined the precariousness of plant
survival. Finally, management have not actually pursued a project of
lean production dependent upon generalised worker expertise and
commitment. Rather, they have pursued a process of de-bureaucratisation
which has enhanced line-management discretion in interpreting market
demands and defining production priorities, resulting in a markedly
uneven and somewhat limited pattern of work reorganisation while erod-
ing traditional levers of union influence.

At Vauxhall there was a particularly decentralised process of plant-
by-plant negotiations which resulted in a series of factory agreements,
which accepted team-working on the basis of appointed rather than
elected team-leaders, but afforded stewards a more explicit role in their
implementation (OMIRP, 1993; Carr, 1994; Murukami, 1995). This
reflected both a more plant-focused and critical union approach and
difficultics which management had experienced at one plant, when their
pursuit of productivity gains by ‘galloping the line’ precipitated both
uncontrolied labour turnover and organised opposition (OMIRP, 1993).
Under these agreements changes in working patterns have generally
remained more modest and unions have retained more influence over
the critical issue of work pace, though this has not precluded areas of
experimental innovation.

The implications of these changes for working practices and worker
experience remain contested and uncertain. However, one valuable
benchmark is provided by Garrahan and Stewart’s (1995) research on
workers” own assessments of developments at two major companies
during 1992 and 1993. A clear majority of their informants reported signi-
ficant changes in their experience of work, most often identified as in-
volving team-working. For about a quarter of these workers (more often
in automated areas than assembly) it meant an increase in skills, but for
the rest it meant no change or even reduced skills. Meanwhile there was
only a marginal increase in the range of tasks performed, but large
majorities across all the factories found the work more tiring, both
mentally and, even more so, physically. This suggests that the ‘lean
production’ rhetoric, in which assembly work now relies upon creativity
and problem-solving expertise and work becomes ‘smarter not harder’,
finds little echo in the experience of these workers.

This supports the view that team-working facilitates reduced man-
ning while deploying workers on a limited cluster of defined tasks,
though there is often a ‘redefinition of existing skills and task activities
as new skills’ (Garrahan and Stewart, 1995: 529). There is, then, a sub-
stantial gap between the rhetoric and the reality of work reorganisation in
the established motor firms, and the implementation of the new manage-
ment techniques continues to be marked by conflicts and contradictions.
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From flow-line to lean production in electricals?

Electricals was a key sector in the development of mass production
during the inter-war period. The leading firms in ‘light’ consumer goods
manufacture combined mechanisation, flow-line assembly and the ‘sci-
entific’ regulation of pay and work pace to maximise productivity, often
on the basis of a predominantly female direct workforce and greenfield
sites (Glucksmann, 1990). This meant increasingly fragmented and con-
trolled work processes and the particular subordination of women workers
%n an entrenched gendered division of labour, but also continuing variety
in personnel practices (ranging from paternalism to authoritarian casuval-
isation) and differing combinations of payment systems, mechanisation
and line work in different factories. This is consistent with Kelly’s (1982)
analysis of the post-war experiments in job redesign which led to a varied
gnd evolving range of flow-line arrangements in the electrical engineer-
mg sector. He suggests that such experimentation, primarily a response to
product-market changes and uncertainties, nevertheless remained largely
within the job design repertoire developed by the Taylorist tradition.
Thus consumer electricals was built around tightly organised assembly-
line production, but was also characterised by continuing experiments
in work reorganisation which represent variations around the theme of
flow-line mass production.

It is against this background that the innovative features of the Jap-
anese (and also South Korean and Taiwanese) inward-investors, on both
brownfield and greenfield sites, can be assessed. Many of them located
in the old coalfield regions of South Wales and central Scotland and,
more recently, Durham. It has been suggested that in South Wales they
were organised to maximise productivity ‘not only through superior
quality (and hence less time wasted on rejects and rectification) and
through higher work speeds on individual tasks but through more rapid
transfer of workers between tasks’ (Morgan and Sayer, 1985). This task
flexibility was pursued by minimising job descriptions and demarca-
tipns, cutting numbers of indirect workers and increasing management
discretion over job allocation (with agreements pledging total flexibility
between ‘any kind or type of work within the employee’s known abil-
ities’). More recently Morris ef al. (1993) have argued that many of
these transplants have developed sophisticated total quality and JIT
production systems. Moreover, while these JIT systems were often in-
complete they created taut production schedules, because the remaining
buffer stocks are found at the beginning or end rather than during the
production process (Morris ef al., 1993: 59).

In emphasising not only the flexibility and tautness of such work
organisation, but also its potential vulnerability, these studies highlight
the issues of worker compliance and commitment. This leads them
to emphasise the importance of sophisticated selection and appraisal
procedures, simplified pay structures, team-based peer pressure, strictly
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enforced disciplinary procedures and single union deals as the institu-
tional supports for worker commitment to accurate and intensive work-
ing. In particular selection processes have been geared to recruit workers
with ‘positive attitudes’ rather than specific competencies, while policies
for direct communication with the workforce and for narrowed forms
of union recognition have been designed to reinforce such attitudes.
While the distinctive regional inheritance, of working-class communities
and masculine work cultures based on the development and crises of
coal and steel, may have encouraged union recognition (in contrast to
the practice of electricals transplants in some other regions), its influence
has been attenuated by the recruitment of a largely female workforce,
and, increasingly, location away from the mining districts. Furthermore
national recession, regional decline and Thatcherite state policies have
amplified the scope for innovation, especially for incomers on greenfield
sites offering potentially secure employment. Under such circumstances
workers and stewards may welcome ‘rescue’ by incoming firms, while the
regional TUC has underwritten aspects of the new employment relations.

A further twist to the analysis of worker compliance and commit-
ment has been provided by Sewell and Wilkinson (1992) who empha-
sise that JIT and TQM can be implemented through procedures and
technologies which not only depend upon intense effort and application
but also create the necessary levels of disciplined performance. Thus,
following Foucault, they emphasise the panoptic character of the con-
trol systems through which operators are held accountable for short-
falls and defects in their performance. Their argument is that the rapid
and visible monitoring of performance under JIT and TQM makes it
possible for management to require immediate remedial action, both to
correct performance and to rectify faulty components, so engendering
sell and peer monitoring of conduct. This powerfully reinforces labour
disciptine and facilitates an ‘attack on the informal system and the
black arts of making out’. :

Such an argument sustains the emphasis on novelty but in a way
sharply differentiated from any celebration of worker empowerment.
Other evidence, however, suggests that this overstates both the innova-
tive character of work organisation and the completeness of worker
subordination in such plants. Firstly, Morris er al. (1993) themselves
register major similarities between the work in these plants and earlier
instances of mass production. The bulk of assembly work in such fac-
tories involves not only tightly controlled but also highly repetitive and
routinised labour; the flexible allocation of workers between tasks does
little to change this; and ‘continuous improvement’ initiatives usually
involve pressures for speed-up from industrial engineers rather than the
application of worker expertise. Furthermore, other research suggests
that the implementation of both TQM and JNT procedures remains
decidedly uneven within such Japanese electricals transplants, reflecting
different commercial circumstances and management priorities (Taylor
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et al., 1994; Elger and Smith, 1998a). This is consistent with Danford’s
documentation of a variety of ‘fairly standard forms of flow line work
organisation conditioned by sector trends and traditions’ (1995: 2-3;
1998). In his research it was a brownfield buy-out, an auto-components
manufacturer which had been reorganised into buffer-less flow-line cells
which demanded continuous-paced working, which was closest to the
ideal-type Japanese model.

Secondly, a central feature of both old and new plants has been an
entrenched gendered division of labour between male machine oper-
ators and female manual assemblers, the former enjoying both grade
and shiftwork premia though performing highly routinised machine-
minding (Morgan and Sayer, 1985; Taylor et al., 1994; Danford, 1998).
Furthermore, despite some challenges by women workers and trade
unionists, this gendered hierarchy has been little changed, as employers
enjoy the advantages of recruiting low-paid and highly productive women
operators while male workers gain preferential access to multi-skill train-
ing. Indeed Danford found that the reorganisation at the auto-components
plant had sharpened the gendering division between automated and
hand-assembly areas.

Finally, several critics have questioned the claim that a combination
of slack labour markets, statc support and the locational, recruitment,
bargaining and surveillance policies of the transplants deliver enduring
and effective supports for management priorities, be they innovative
forms of total quality management or rather more mundane forms of
tight management and intensive working, This is a theme in several
case-studies of the incomplete, conditional and interrupted character
of harmonious relations between management and workers at many
transplant sites (Broad, 1994a, 1994b; Grant, 1994, 1996; Palmer, 1996).
Employees commonly see key elements of their employer’s production
and personnel policies as inappropriate and/or inconsistent (classically in
relation to petty discipline or in relation to the limits of any real involve-
ment in work reorganisation), fuelling significant shop-floor dissatisfac-
tion, though this may be directed more at some members of management
than others and the dissatisfaction may also attach to existing forms of
trade union representation. Such dissatisfactions are sometimes mani-
fested in patterns of absenteeism and labour turnover, sometimes in
small acts of disobedience or dissent (such as talking on the line).

Such problematical features of worker commitment and labour dis-
cipline have evoked a range of management responses, involving
adjustments in recruitment policies (the widely noted shift from young
workers to mature female recruits) and disciplinary processes (both
reinforcement and judicious curtailment of surveillance and control)
(Elger and Smith, 1998a). In this context Danford (1998, 1999) argues
that the pressures of internationalised sectoral competition and the lever-
age of Japanese management have brought significant moves towards
tighter control, fulfer utilisation of capital and labour and intensified
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worle pressure. This is primarily grounded in the way they have been
able to capitalise on the wider economic and political context of the
1980s and 1990s, rather than in either the emancipatory character of new
forms of work organisation or the panoptic possibilities of the electronic
monitoring of worker performance. This implies that the tightening of
labour discipline and intensification of labour in such workplaces remain
open to challenge, though in current circumstances this has more often
taken the form of low key disgruntiement than overt conflict.

Overall, then, these studies document the subordination of labour
within highly standardised and tightly regulated work processes, often
associated with significant innovations in personnel policy and per-
formance monitoring but commonly still linked to fairly conventional
flow-line production procedures. Against the vision of panoptic surveil-
lance, they also register significant limitations to management’s cap-
acity to construct a compliant and committed workforce, signalled by
continuing tensions and the often tacit negotiation of class and gender
relations on the shop-floor. This pattern of experience has not fore-
stalled enthusiasm for Japanese production concepts among the man-
agements of British electricals companies, but it helps to explain both
the patchwork character of the resulting innovations and the continuing
importance of other sources of inspiration for flow-line work reorgan-
isation, such as American transnationals.

The experience of one high-profile British electricals company, Lucas,
underlines the piecemeal and contradictory character of the diffusion of
Japanese innovations. Their programme of work reorganisation was part
of a corporate recovery programme involving large-scale redundancies,
the sale or closure of several factories and radical reorganisation of
the surviving divisions. A key objective was to establish flexible team-
working and just-in-time production, with the elimination of many
indirect tasks and relocation of maintenance, inspection and support
functions within production modules dedicated to the small-batch
processing of complete products (Turnbull, 1986: 199--200). Turnbull
argues that these innovations were intended to reduce stock-in-progress,
manning levels, down time and set-up times; to subject workers to
‘continual controlled pressure’; and to generate a distinctive team and
productivity ethos cross-cutting established shop and trade identities.
The result was work intensification but little individual or collective
upskilling (Turnbull, 1988: 8-12). Management adopted a ‘tough’
approach to implementation, with threats of dismissals and closures and
the side-lining of shop-stewards at critical junctures. Not surprisingly,
this created obstacles to the mobilisation of effective worker commit-
ment, while traditional forms of workplace trade unicnism remained
relatively resilient. Research at another Lucas factory (Elger and
Fairbrother, 1992; Taylor et al., 1994) suggests that these innovations,
even though driven from the centre in crisis circumstances, were very
unevenly implemented both between and within sites, while workplace
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unionism remained capable of influencing aspects of site restructuring.
Indeed, the decline of indirect workers, the dispersal of staff, the ending
of piecework and the development of modules not only posed chal-
lenges to union organisation at this plant, but also stimulated an active
(but incomplete) process of union renewal. :

While the Lucas experience seems fairly typical, it is also evident
that considerable experimentation has continued within the rather het-
erogencous electricals sector, and there are certainly examples of more
radical initiatives, though the limits within which these have developed
and the contradictions which they have faced once more suggest a
pattern of experimentation around flow-line production techniques.
One example involved ‘flexible volume production’ at a Scottish clec-
tronics plant (McKinlay and Taylor, 1996). Here ‘self-managed teams’
were responsible for recruitment, work allocation, coaching and peer
assessment, in ways which engendered considerable commitment and
self-discipline among employees at the pilot production operation.
Once production took off in carnest, management sought to gear-up
productivity through the team process and workers’ responses became
much more problematical. Firstly, many of the original enthusiasts saw
the team-working ethos as under threat, and invoked team principles to
criticise management, Secondly, management pressures on the teams
(such as attempts to increase the stringency of peer assessment) prompted
team members to distrust and subvert such procedures (through the
tacit trading of scores). Thirdly, divergencies between team norms over
such matters as the policing of absentecism undermined the legitimacy
of the process and encouraged teams to minimise their involvement in
such activities. While management sought to modify and repair the
mechanisms of self-policing, this study underlines the highly problem-
atical character of team-based self-subordination and the contradictory
pressures which create such fragility.

While experiments in work organisation continue to play an important
role in this sector, the rhetoric of polyvalent high-trust team-working
glosses over fundamental limits to such modes of working in the context
of existing market and employment relations. Indeed, the dominant
pattern of work design in the sector remains one of increased flexibility
at the margins through job enlargement and intensification, coupled with
management efforts to enhance their control over the resulting flexibility.

Food and drink: restructuring mass production

Food and drink developed as a mass production sector from divergent
origins in small-scale, usually male-dominated, handicrafts on one hand
and labour-intensive luxury food provision on the other, inheriting a
mixed production process which combined quasi-craft, process, assembly
and packaging work. Furthermore, UK manufacturers retained a more
differentiated product range associated with more labour-intensive

Manufacturing myths and miracles 139

production than their US counterparts (Smith et al., 1990). The sector
nevertheless became characterised by increasingly large-scale produc-
tion, marked by a sharply gendered division of labour in which women
assembled and packaged the product (Glucksmann, 1990; Smith, 1991).
Today it is dominated by large oligopolistic firms (though the giant retail
firms have increasing leverage over even the large manufacturers), and
British companies remain a major force in the context of international
mergers and increasingly internationalised production.

Many food firms have undertaken a prolonged process of rational-
isation of both product lines and production processes since the mid-
1970s, with more capital-intensive production but also flexibility and
team-working initiatives across both process and assembly operations.
Cadbury’s, a leading confectionery manufacturer, exemplifies these
developments (Smith er al., 1990). Tightly-managed labour-intensive
assembly had long been pivotal to its labour process, and this was
embedded within a factory paternalism which translated into relatively
settled industrial relations during the post-war period. In this context a
tradition of incremental mechanisation coexisted with the ingenious
application of industrial engineering especially to gear up the pace of
women assemblers. By the 1970s, however, intensified market com-
petition prompted a search for productivity gains through major capital
investment linked with the streamlining of the product range. While this
was reinforced by fears that wage costs might escalate, the very effect-
iveness of labour-intensive methods also meant that gains from
capital investment could only be assured by a more radical recasting of
work relations,

By 1978 job cuts and increased workforce flexibility were enshrined
in strategic corporate planning, and though work organisation issues
were generally addressed at a late stage of equipment commissioning,
these principles were effectively embodied in new plants. Thus the new
investments provided a ‘mechanism for transforming organisational and
work cultures in favour of management’ (Smith ef al., 1990: 168). This
outcome was pursued through debate and negotiation among evolving
alliances within corporate management, and through a shifting mix-
ture of confrontation, manipulation and negotiation in relation to the
workforce and unions. In general management played skilfully upon
weaknesses of steward organisation, existing divisions within a hetero-
geneous workforce, and the growing insecurities of the early 1980s, to
implement most of the changes they desired. Their pursuit of labour
flexibility in the context of capital investment meant the recasting of
working practices, but the established gender division of labour was
largely reinforced rather than eroded.

Male maintenance workers, previously organised as centralised craft
specialists, were reduced in numbers and redeployed into operating plants,
where they had to embrace increased responsibility and cross-trade work-
ing, though day-to-day practice fell short of management’s anibitions.
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For male process operators the new plant meant much reduced manning
levels, the claboration of ‘totally integrated” team-working in conjunc-
tion with continuous shift-working, and a move from manipulative to
monitoring tasks. This involved a wider portfolio of tasks, including
record-keeping, assistance with maintenance and cleaning, but training
opporttunities were constrained by tight manning levels and the role of
tacit expertise was circumscribed by the use of pre-programmed con-
trols. In constructing this pattern management gained critical leverage
from their capacity to manipulate staffing of the new plant and select
exceptionally committed workers, allowing them to entrench manage-
rial prerogatives ahead of formal agreements. Meanwhile, the women
workers at the centre of Cadbury’s labour-intensive operations faced
compelition from, and redeployment around, a new generation of pick
and place machinery. This meant a much smaller complement of direct
workers, organised in teams on a uniform grade, trained through regular
job-rotation, and deployed according to management requirements. This
implied job enlargement and enhanced responsibilities, but also fewer
rest pauses and loss of the indirect jobs which allowed an escape from
line pacing. In practice, though, the limitations of the equipment meant
that planned staffing levels were exceeded and significant task specialisa-
tion remained.

Thus a wave of new investment which began in the 1970s involved
both the substantial displacement of labour and a management drive
to redeploy labour in ways which involved wider task clusters more
responsive to managerial direction. The overall result was the recasting
of a heterogeneous division of labour in which skill enhancement was
confined to a minority of craft workers and senior operators while
labour generally became more intensive and malleable within evolving
work routines. In summary ‘flexibility had little to do with extending
skills or worker satisfaction, and a lot to do with undermining the remain-
ing areas of craft control in maintenance, extending managerial authority
over labour mobility and ensuring greater utilisation of expensive capital
equipment’ (Smith, 1991: 154). This was largely accomplished through
and around a process of consultation and negotiation which reflected
the weakening of trade unionism but left an uneven pattern of collective
representation intact.

Similar trends can be discerned across the sector, where a mix of
corporate mergers, product rationalisation and capital investment drove
a combination of plant closures and radical plant refurbishments,
placing great pressures on workplace union organisation and affording
management considerable leverage in work reorganisation (Smith, 1991;
Knell, 1993; Darlington, 1994). From the mid-1980s, companies used a
growing range of ‘new management techniques’, including multi-tasking,
team-working, quality initiatives and communications briefings. How-
ever, recent studies underline the partial and contradictory character of
such policies, the persistence of tightly regulated work routines, the
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fimits of worker involvement, and the continuing importance of
the politics of workplace industrial relations (Heaton and Linn, 1989;
Scott, 1994; Pollert, 1996).

Scott traces these features in two contrasting workplaces, one with a
history of strong workplace unionism against a backdrop of high unem-
ployment (Frozen Foods) and another which excluded unions in a more
buoyant labour market (Chocolate Works). In both cases managers sought
to devolve more responsibility to workers by increasing areas of dis-
cretion, flexibility and involvement in continuous improvement, and
also promoted direct communications with the workforce, by-passing
stewards in the former and reducing the supervisory hierarchy in the
latter. However, the reorganisation of manual tasks remained modest,
often involving more responsibility without enhanced skills or autonomy,
while management continued to exercise established forms of authority
and discipline in controlling such matters as time-keeping and rest
periods. Furthermore they often took decisions which contradicted their
own rhetoric (like setting up a quality team then revising quality standards
downwards to maximise output), fuelling scepticism or distrust on the
shop-floor.

At Frozen Foods, shop-floor criticism developed into active opposi-
tion to management policies and a defence of traditional patterns of
job control. The management (helped by contemporary legislation) pro-
voked and won a strike, decisively weakening the union. As experienced
stewards left, management imposed compliance on the workforce in a
form far removed from the pretensions of ‘human resource manage-
ment’. Even more telling was the uneven and contradictory implementa-
tion of such policies at the Chocolate Works. Here a ‘unitarist’ rhetoric
prevailed, but failed to turn instrumental compliance into active com-
mitment. In each case, then, management altered the balance of power,
but not the pattern of commitment, on the shop-floor. Scott draws
unfavourable contrasts between these experiences and the modest incre-
mental changes achieved through ‘pluralistic’ bargaining at his third
case-study site. While significant union concessions were involved, this
comparison suggests that established union—-management relations offer
more scope for real change than management strategies which purport
to transcend negotiable conflicts of interest.

However, Pollert’s (1996) research on team-working in a major con-
fectionery plant with a long history of relatively conciliatory unionism
develops a more critical appraisal of changes in such an environment.
In this study management sought to devolve key responsibilities to team
leaders within a framework of financial accountability, and to involve
workers through quality circles and briefing procedures. In practice,
however, team-working more often involved increased pressure than
job enhancement: the team-leaders were overloaded, work tasks were
little changed, and the cost-cutting imperative eroded training and
quality commitments. Furthermore, despite being a flagship factory, the
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experience of job losses coloured workers’ perceptions of the meaning
of involvement and commitment.

Within an entrenched gendered division of labour team-working was
experienced differently by men and women. It had some logic in the
male-dominated, capital-intensive parts of the process, with relatively
stable team composition and some variety of tasks despite the constraints
pf micro-processor controlled processes. In the female-dominated labour-
intensive areas, however, job rotation simply meant ‘repeating broadly
the same operation’ elsewhere on the line, and the spuriousness of team
groupings was underlined by regular redeployment across teams.

Such work reorganisation created new foci for union intervention, as
when Repetitive Strain Injury became a union issue or team-leaders
(re)-turned to the unions for representation of their collective interests.
Meanwhile senior managers remained ambivalent between incorpor-
ating and marginalising tactics, while middle managers often turned to
gtewards for help in addressing the tensions and pitfalls in teamwork-
ing. Thus workplace unionism was not marginalised. Unions retained
leverage over certain aspects of change, though they remained on the
defensive under the weight of management initiatives while inter-plant
performance comparisons sustained pressure for further concessions.

In this sector the experience of work reorganisation was clearly dif-
ferentiated in its effects, not only between men and women and differ-
ent occupational groupings, but also between those plants which survived
and those that underwent a process of attrition and closure (Darlington,
1994). Yet even new plants provide little support for diagnoses of gen-
§x'alised upskilling or worker empowerment. Thus research on a capital
mtcnsive, highly automated soft-drinks plant typical of the new inward
investment of the late 1980s (Knell, 1993) found strong parallels with
the South Wales electricals firms in terms of personnel management,
with a single-union deal and the recruitment of green workers on the
expectation that they would be ‘willing to accept new methods’ of
multi-skilled team-based working. In practice, however, the shifi-based
teams of male ‘technicians’ found that the plant required little skilled
mput, some skilled workers left in frustration, and a more differentiated
workforce evolved as semi-skilled workers were recruited in their place.
In consequence the operation of this plant, the location of which was
little influenced by human capital considerations, reinforced the pre-
dominance of low-wage unskilled labour in its local labour market.

Conclusion: a distinctive national pattern of work reorganisation?

My discussion of the car, electricals and food sectors has demonstrated
that much of the work reorganisation undertaken in these key sectors of
British manufacturing represents new permutations upon an established
pattern of assembly-line or flow-line production. On one hand this has
involved some fresh variants of team-working and task-rotation, with
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the allocation of more tasks to direct workers, the revamping of super-
visory structures around team-leaders and/or the tighter gearing of pro-
duction flows, but on the other hand such experiments generally involve
more mundane changes than the rhetoric associated with them. Further-
more, they often occupy a place within a longer pattern of variations
and adjustments in job design, driven by efforts to match the exigencies
of production and employment relations with evolving competitive
pressures and market demands. In the United Kingdom, then, work re-
organisation in mass production manufacturing has involved limited
shifts in patterns of competence and contro! within and between estab-
lished occupational groups, largely involving modified variants of existing
expertise. Underlying these modest developments have been manage-
ment preoccupations with reduced labour and other costs, managerial
prerogatives over the disposition and intensity of labour and a real but
limited concern to tap workers’ “(acit skills’. What, then, are we to make
of this record of work reorganisation, which offers little sign of either
the multi-skilled craftician of flexible specialisation or the empowered
team-worker of lean production?
Firstly, it throws a valuable light on claims that the 1980s witnessed
a ‘productivity miracle’ in British manufacturing. While economists
have clearly documented a substantial gain in manufacturing productiv-
ity in this period, its scope and basis remain controversial (Nolan, 1989;
Glyn, 1992; Blackaby and Hunt, 1993). Different yardsticks place the
figures in contrasting lights: while the proponents of a ‘miracle’ emphas-
ise improvement from the 1970s and relative gains against European
competitors, the sceptics argue this involved a return to a pre-1974
trajectory and still leaves the United Kingdom lagging in absolute terms.
However, both agree that manufacturing productivity growth in the 1980s
reflected job-shedding, rather than sustained capital investment or cap-
acity growth, and that the pattern of low investment resumed after a
brief surge in the late 1980s. This focuses attention on the significance of
organisational change and the implications of a changed balance of power
between management and unions. The proponents of a ‘productivity
miracle’ tend to interpret this in terms of the qualitative transformation
of work relations as legislation emancipates management from the ‘shack-
les” of union regulation. However, my overview reinforces the argu-
ments of the sceptics, that on the one hand the effects of state policies
on management-union relations have been rather indirect, involving a
delayed and uneven process of union marginalisation, while on the
other such marginalisation has tended to reinforce existing management
priorities fo enhance the malleability and intensity of labour alongside
modest capital investment, much more than experimentation with
enskilling or autonomous team-working (Nolan and O’Donnell, 1995).
The theorists of flexible specialisation could reasonably argue that we
need to look at other sectors and smaller firms to test their prognosis,
but they generally accept that flexible specialisation is thin on the ground
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iq the United Kingdom, and instead focus their attention on an apparent
divergence between developments in the United Kingdom and elsewhere.
This saves flexible specialisation from the test of British experience by
_emphasising British backwardness and exceptionalism. Howéver, wider
international studies raise questions about the extent to which devel-
opments elsewhere conform to the model of flexible specialisation.
Furthermore, it is far from clear that the patterns of work reorganisation
pursued by manufacturers in the United Kingdom have proven unsuccess-
ful for capital.

Hirst and Zeitlin (1989a, 1989b) develop a strong version of the
backwardness argument, counterposing the British experience to that
of innovative regions in several other advanced capitalist societies. They
acknowledge that the productivity of British manufacturing increased in
the early 1980s, but see this as a one-off consequence of demanning and
t}le closure of old capacity. For them the balance of payments deficits
from the late 1980s once more reveal the underlying decline of British
manufacturing competitiveness, fuelled by a crisis of infrastructural
mvestment but fundamentally a consequence of failure to develop the
new forms of flexible specialisation. They attribute this failure to a
whole ensemble of restrictive and short-sighted institutions, ranging
from managements obsessed with short-term financial returns, through
the subaltern status of engineers and the sectional protective reflexes of
British trade unionism, to the laissez-faire stance of the British govern-
ment. These combine to limit organisational innovation and to prolong
the survival of out-dated and inefficient standardised mass production
arrangements, while overseas competitors have established new product-
ivity and quality norms through flexible manufacturing.

Such arguments from international comparisons usefully highlight
the significance of uneven development, both between national econ-
qmies and between regions. They also mesh with an increasing recogni-
tion that any failings in the performance of British industry cannot
simply be blamed on trade unions or shop-floor ‘restrictive practices’
(Nichols, 1986b). In particular the productivity trajectory of manufac-
turing owes much to distinctive features of the organisation and com-
petencies of British management, involving tensions between specialised
staff functions; limited training, especially in production management;
and the subordination of production engineering to financial priorities.
Thg pattern has also been reinforced by a largely abstentionist state
})ol{cy on training which, minimally qualified by limited attempts at co-
ordination and interventions designed primarily to control the unem-
ployed, has persistently delegated responsibility to employers. They in
turn have displayed a long-standing ambivalence towards training: many
firms have sought to narrow training while responding to shortages by
‘poaching’ skilled labour from others.

However, Hirst and Zeitlin’s analysis of uneven development depends
on a highly problematical contrast between an archaic and crisis-ridden
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mass production and the emergent synergies of flexible specialisation,
when it has become increasingly evident that the supposed exemplars of
flexible specialisation in Italy and Germany fail to conform to their
model. Thus commentaries on the ‘third Ttaly’ identify the powerful
role of large final processors and retailers and the continuing import-
ance of low pay and substantial insecurity among sub-contractors (Amin
1991), while discussions of Baden-Wurttemburg emphasise the domin-
ance of large firms, the extent to which they subordinate smaller enter-
prises within and beyond the region and the absence of clear up-skilling
(Braczyk, 1995). Such findings suggest that more attention must be
given to the varied logics of different trajectories of restructuring in
specific national economies, regions and sectors, rather than reading
these off from an idealised conception of flexible specialisation.

In this context Nolan and O’Donnell (1991, 1995) outline elements
of a more appropriate characterisation of the pattern of developments in
the United Kingdom. They suggest that the trajectory of British manu-
facturing should be analysed in terms of the active facilitation of cer-
tain forms of production organisation, and not simply in terms of the
constraints which foreclose change. In particular they argue that British
workers have ‘been unable to close off routes to profitability based on
low wages, job segmentation and labour intensification’ (Nolan and
O’Donnell, 1991: 11). This has meant that transnational firms ‘have
come to see Britain not as a base for highly skilled, high value-added
production, but as an ideal location in which to carry out labour inten-
sive, assembly and sub-assembly work” (Nolan and O’Donnell, 1991:
12). Thus many of the features often construed as constraints on flexible
specialisation are better seen as concomitants of the long-standing
dominance of a rather different trajectory of profitable accumulation.
This applies not only to the structure and culture of management
and the organisation of training and skills, but also to such features
of British trade unionism as fragmentation, decentralisation, bargained
co-operativeness and bloody-mindedness (Hyman and Blger, 1981).

From this vantage point ‘Britain stands out as a specialist producer of
relatively low tech, low value-added products and as a low wage, low
productivity, low investment economy’ (Nolan and O’Donnell, 1991:
9). However, this should not be seen primarily as the result of a gener-
alised failure to innovate, but rather as a product of the restructuring
and locational decisions of manufacturing corporations, guided by dis-
tinctive costs and benefits. For example, inward-investing firms are
often concerned with issues of market access and may be attracted by
the prospect of recruiting ‘green labour’, but the existenceof considerable
pools of relatively cheap but experienced labour has certainly encour-
aged the location and retention of labour-intensive production in the
UK. Ford’s decisions in locating several of its more labour-intensive
sub-assembly plants in the United Kingdom (Roots, 1986) and the em-
ployment profiles of the inward-investing clectricals firms in South Wales
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(Morris et al., 1993) and Telford (Elger and Smith, 1998b) represent
examples of the resulting bias towards semi-skilled assembly. At the
same time, of course, such corporate calculations are embedded in evolv-
ing international corporate policies, so we need to track the varied and
changing ways in which manufacturing operations in the United King-
dom are inserted into wider corporate structures and commodity chains
(Gereffi and Korzeniewicz, 1994; Smith and Elger, 1996). Thus the US
semi-conductor firms investing in Scotland have gained market access
and capitalised upon a cheap but technically sophisticated labour force
by investing in relatively capital-intensive development and production,
using both semi-skilled and skilled technical labour (Henderson, 1989),
while commercial vehicle plants in the United Kingdom are developing
team-working and customised assembly explicitly on the basis of semi-
skilled workforces, with the marginalisation of craft workers (Thompson
et al., 1995).

The advocates of lean production, like the theorists of flexible spe-
cialisation, deploy a model of institutional backwardness in their dis-
cussion of the organisational differences and productivity differentials
between Japan and the West, but they emphasise that a combination of
market pressures and corporate learning is now driving a wider adop-
tion of lean production. In this context state encouragement of inward
investment, a weakened labour movement and a tradition of decent-
ralised bargaining can be seen as facilitators of the spread of this
new model. Once more, though, this reads developments through the
distorting mirror of spurious ideal-types. Firstly, it glosses over the
problematical and changing features of Toyota’s production arrange-
ments, reflecting both the costs borne by employees and the problems
which model diversity, recruitment and pollution pose for management
(Nomura, 1993; Berggren, 1995; Benders, 1996). Once these features
are recognised there is no longer an unproblematical model to dissemin-
ate. Secondly, it collapses the spectrum of production arrangements and
contingencies which characterise the operations of contemporary manu-
facturers (within sectors, between sectors and across commodity chains)
into a simple contrast between lean and mass producers (Williams
et al., 1994; Thompson et al., 1995). It therefore provides no language
for understanding the variegated patterns of uncertain experimentation
and the uneven patterns of compliance, negotiation and contestation
which have characterised contemporary work reorganisation.

It is these features of experimentation and low-key contestation which
need to be integrated into broad characterisations of the logic of rela-
tively cheap labour-intensive branch plant production and the continu-
ing importance of the core features of assembly-line mass production, if
we are to understand both the variety and the limits of work reorganisa-
tion in British manufacturing during the 1980s and 1990s.

CHAPTER 10

A historical construction of the
working class

IAN ROBERTS

Introduction

In what follows I wish to concern myself with the relationship between
sociology and the working class. It may indeed appear to some that for
sociology the working class is a sacred object. Its omnipresent nature
belies its apparenily infinite capacity for mutation. For some it has
appeared as the rabble or the mob, others have stressed the historical
and cultural changes underlying its transformation into the proletariat
(Thompson, 1965; Bauman, 1982). It has been seen variously as a social
problem (o be controlied, a social problem to be helped (these two
views are by no means mutually exclusive), a threat to cultural standards
or as the subject and object of history, an agency for the transcendance
of alienation bringing an end to the prehistory of humankind. At each
pole of analysis the movement of this class, either flowing naturally from
advances in the living standards of its members or developing actively
in pursuit of its historical role, is never neutral with respect to the
existent social system. It is either the grave-digger of capitalism or the
newly arrived citizen of a consequently more integrated post-capitalist
mass society. Curiously, however, whilst most theorisations of the working
class have begun with their insertion into a structured social system;
occupying the lower levels in the social hierarchy, such involuntary
location is often seen to emphasise the specific type of consciousness or
world view of the working class. This often goes well beyond indicating
the material (and therefore necessarily historical) context of conscious-
ness and rather predicates a quintessential essence of those belonging to
the class. In what follows I want to lay bare some of these constructions
as they have appeared in accounts of working-class communities in the
post-war period.

The working class as a social problem

Although the working class has remained a focus of attention for Brit-
ish sociologists in the post-war period there is little agreement as to the
nature of the class. Whilst a number of positions have developed, when
considered together one thing that most of them have in common 1s the
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impression they give that the working class just can’t win. The beliefs
and behaviour of individuals within the class appear to be analysed in
1jclati()11 to a prescribed agenda. They are either abnormal and ignorant
(Paneth, 1944; Spinley, 1953), have impaired ego due to role restric-
tipns (Kerr, 1958), display low cultural horizons (Zweig, 1961) or are
‘incurious, inarticulate, almost inanimate’ (Greenslade, 1976).

Implicitly their salvation would seem to lie in adopting middle-class
attitudes and behaviour. On the other hand insofar as they have been
seen to be making these changes they are seen as becoming enmeshed
in a faceless culture (Hoggart, 1957) or impoverished in the presence of
unexampled wealth (Seabrook, 1988). Where workers begih ‘to think
and act like capitalists” (Taylor, 1982), their actions become increas-
ingly permeated by sectionalism both at work and in the wider com-
munity (Lane, 1974). One is tempted to throw one’s hands in the air
and exclaim, “Who are these people?” with their internally inconsistent
values (Mann, 1970), are they stupid? Apparently they cannot even con-
trol their bowels properly (Spinley, 1953)! The dehumanisation, or the
losing of the subject apparent in many of these value-free studies is for
me summed up in the outlook of the author who concludes that: ‘For
them, life is not so much a mystery, more a non-event’ (Greenslade,
1976: 151). '

It seems that the working class do indeed constitute a ‘problem’ for
sociology. However, it may be the case that sociology has become a
problem for the working class. In order to investigate more fully the
roots of this particular problem it is necessary to look more closely at
several specific monographs and ask, in as irreverant tones as possible,
‘Where do these people get their ideas from?’

One of the features of many studies upon the working class that
strikes me is the unfamiliarity of the descriptions of life and the way in
which behaviour is reinterpreted in what is often an uncritically middle-
class paradigm. A good example of the application of this context is
Marie Paneth’s study Branch Street. Published in 1944 and having the
subtitle 4 Sociological Study, this work is not in fact sociology but
rather represents a purely subjective report upon the setting up, and
eventual demise, of a play scheme in a ‘slum’ area of London. In spite
of having little to recommend it, the study was precised in Josephine
Kleins (1965) Samples from English Cultures, thereby bestowing a
degree of respectability upon the monograph. The assumptions inter-
weaved in the text I found profoundly disturbing and yet their very
visibility ensures that this book surely cannot be taken too seriously?
For example, after a two-evening introduction to the play scheme Paneth
was asked to take over responsibility for it. She g0es on:

1 was rather keen on it. I like to tackle a difficult group. I lay awake at night and
tried to imagine who these children were and what was wrong with them. 1
knew nothing about them. Why were they so exceptionally aggressive and
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lewd? They were dirtier and more miserable looking than the others I had seen
hitherto and they certainly distrusted us. . .. I pity them. I feel that the whole
world has let them down. I feel responsible for what is done to them, for the
harm and the misery which they suffer. Above all, I cannot bear the idea that
they shall grow up like that. (Paneth, 1944: 13-14)

A sweeping diagnosis indeed! On the one hand the author suggests that
she knows nothing about them, but on the other wonders what is wrong
with them and cannot bear the idea that they will grow up like that.
Again at another point the author relates her experience of taking four
of the girls from Branch Street on a camping trip:

Those fifty hours with them had given me literally a wild headache, so great
had been the strain of the mental effort needed to follow their quick changes of
mood and attitude; so disgusting and depressing beyond words that which I had
seen. They had been nice only during the short spells of expectation. Once they
had got what they were hoping for, achieved the state of fulfilment, then their
anger and cynicism, their untrustworthiness, unreliability and aggressiveness
immediately got hold of them again. (Paneth, 1944: 86)

A sociological study? The uncritical inclusion of words such as ‘nice’
buttressed around the taken-for-granted life-style of the author as an
absolute standard, allicd to the lack of any attempt to capture in a
sympathetic form the subjective understandings of the agents them-
selves, should put us on our guard. Far harder to evaluate, however, is
the secondary analysis of such work where the original account is stripped
of its more manifest failings and is generalised into respectable sociology:

To sum up the Branch Street infant’s experience . . . we see that he does not
grow in a soil which allows to take root such ideas that there is a time and place
for everything, that good things arrive regularly though one may have to wait
or even cry for them, that foresight and effort will please the parent and be
rewarded by them. The absense of this kind of learning is to be connected with
the absence of striving, the intollerence of frustration, the inability to wait for
gratification, which marks the adult personality. (Klein, 1965: 11)

In many of the early community studies there is a great concern
with child-rearing practices and the implications that these hold for the
adult personality. Thus, for example, we are told in several studies that
working-class children are fed on demand: ‘Although mothers know
that the welfare centre insists upon adherence to a strict time schedule
in feeding they rarely follow this advice’ (Spinley, 1953: 46). Similarly
Kerr points out in her study that,

Although nurses and doctors give instructions about regular feeding hours, on
the whole babies are fed when they appear to be hungry or statt to cry. Mrs L
said that the hospital told her to feed Winnie every three hours and that if the
baby is asleep she should be woken for the feed. Her nephew Gilbert, aged 23,
who was present said that in his view a baby should not be woken to be fed but
should be fed when it cries. ‘The baby knows when it is hungry not the clock.’
(Kerr, 1958: 55)
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Clearly such a view was deemed deviant in the 1940s and 50s and was
associated with abnormal personality development or, in the more
sanitised versions, a tendency towards instant as opposed to deferred
gratification. This is an interesting issue for, as subsequent changes in
child-rearing practice over recent years demonstrate, the issue of time-
table vs demand feeding is clearly a relative one, and yet in these
studies social ‘science’ uncritically incorporated the middle-class, or
at least the medical professional, point of view as an absolute against
which working-class deviation could be held up in an unfavourable
light. Again the importance of instant and deferred gratification as class-
related psychological traits outlived the supersession of the refativity
of the empirical substance in which they were supposedly grounded.
Indeed, even at the time, the opposition of timetable feeding of the
middle-class to the demand feeding of the working class perhaps owed
more to an image of what acceptable middle-class practice should
be rather than that practice itself. For in their study of Nottingham
the Newsons (1963) found that of their sample of working-class and
middle-class families ‘over half favoured feeding on demand whereas
only 6 per cent kept rigidly to the clock; the others were all more or less
flexible in their response to the child’s needs’.

Not only in relation to feeding is the working-class child reared in an
‘abnormal” manner. Spinley gives a catologue of individual traits and
behaviour based on interviews and observations with ‘my slum friends’,
as she refers to her respondents. We are told that:

The baby is not rigidly toilet trained. (p. 48)

Throughout childhood and adolescence he will have little or no control over his
sphincters. (p. 49)

He does not have during childhood and adolescence enough sound sleep. (p. 52)

He witnesses much conflict in his home. (p. 57)

He resents and fears the authority of the police. (p. 60)

The implicit deviance evident in these points is amplified in the sup-
porting text offered by the author, thus,

He fights dirty. At school children are told the middle class rules — no below the
belt, don’t hit a man when he’s down, don’t hit a girl — but in their own areas
these rules don’t apply and the boy who tries to abide by them is always beaten.
If he arranges to abide by the rules in a fight he finds that he gets into the street
to be taken unawares by a foul kick. Boys learn to get the first kick in and so
well aimed that it brings the opponent to the ground, then the thing to do is
damage him as much as possible while he is at a disadvantage. Nor does it
matter if the opponent is smaller; it is smarter to fight with someone smaller
than with someone stronger. If a girl angers a boy she is struck, although boys
say that they do not hurt girls, they just, ‘Knock them about a bit. (Spinley,
1953: 64)

We are informed that the cumulative affect of all these individual
factors is profound:
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With all these factors operating in the life of one child a rather clear picture is
formed of the resulting personality. . . . It is here contended that the following
personality characteristics may be expected in a child of this arca: A basic
insecurity; a serious sexual disturbance which is associated with feminine iden-
tifications; an inability to form close affectional ties; an absence of a strong and
efficient super-ego; an inability to postpone satisfaction and an absence of conflict
over pleasures; a highly sensitive ego and marked narcissistic trends; a ready
agpressivenes; a fendency to ‘leave the field” when circumstances are experi-
enced as unpleasent; a rebellious attitude towards authority. (Spinley, 1953: 79)

In these early post-war studies the texture of the substantive accounts
is often at odds with the value-free claims of authors’ scientific stances.
The above accounts are imbued with language and concepts derived from
psychology with a focus upon the pathology of these ‘strange’ people
accepted as an unproblematic issue. For those eschewing the psycho-
logical smoke-screen, the value judgements from a standard of implicit
common sense based on an uncritical valorisation of middle-class cul-
ture are often more transparent. This is especially so where accounts
of working-class and middle-class people appear side by side. Take
for example two of the case studies from a total of 200 assembled in
English Life and Leisure, a book written by Seebohm Rowntree and
George Lavers, published in 1951:

Case 16
Mrs. D. is a young housewife of 26. Her husband is an architect. They are very
much in love and are anxious to get a house of their own (they are now in a
furnished flat) because they want to start a family. They hope to have three children.
Mrs. D. is a very gentle person who would do anything for any one. She has
not been a regular churchgoer but was married in church and has started going
occasionally. As far as can be told, her life has no vice or unpleasantness of any
kind, and a church could hardly make her better!
She is a teetotaller and non-smoker. Is of course innocent sexually, and does
not gamble. She likes the radio, cinema and theatre, but her main recreation is
looking after her husband.

Case 9

Mrs. W. is distrustful of her fellow humans for most of them look down on her
and show it. She might be any age between 40 and 55, but says she is 39. She
is enormously fat, to an extent that defies description, and though she lives in a
large, well-fitted council house in a large town, she is a complete slattern. She
goes about with her clothes unfastened, bare feet thrust into muddy carpet
slippers, ong black hair uncombed, dirty hands and dirty face. Two men live
with her, to one of whom she is married, and her children are divided between
them. She is now pregnant again and it is astonishing that either of the men
— both decent working-class types — could copulate with such a monstrous
creature. (Rowntree and Lavers, 1951: 5 and 9)

Again it should be stressed that the authors hold to a view of social
science which is seen to be objective and value-free, as the following
passages from the introduction make clear:
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The bulk of the inferviewing was undertaken by G. R. Lavers, but fo supple-
ment his work, and as a check on any personal bias that might be inherent in
it, a substantial number of case histories were obtained for us by Professor F.
Zweig,'Miss Susan Garth (a free-lance journalist), Miss M. E. Walker (in Leeds)
and Miss R. Raymond (in London). . . . We have, of course, approached every
facet of our subject with carefully objective minds, and our widely different
personal backgrounds have helped to supress our individual enthusiasms and
prejudices, for we have been a check each upon the other. (Rowntree and
Lavers, 1951: xiji-xiv)

In relation to these early post-war studies we should be careful not
to be too critical of the individual substantive comments, in particular
indiyidual expressions of class bias and sexism. For it would be wrong
to view perspectives from one epoch by the standards of another. The
point is, then, not the narrow one of personal bias, but rather that
perceptions of working people and their pathologies were constrained
within the perspectives of a social science which bore the imprint of the
position of social scientists within a class-divided society. We can then
believe the claims of Rowniree, Lavers, Zweig ef al. to be producing an
account which to their collective view is objective. Yet such objectivity
in the end amounts to a legitimation of the world view of those who do
the studying and the writing, the familiar and the immediately compre-
hensible. The life of an architect’s wife ‘has no vice or unpleasantness
of any kind’, for her account can be believed in its entireity. The ‘enor-
mously fat slattern” on the other hand cannot even be trusted to impart
her true age.

‘Communities’ and ‘affluence’

The exploration of the working class as a social problem, the concern
with the exotic (defined in relation to a middle-class life-style) and
the deviant is particularaly prevalent in the earliest post-war studies.
Gradually, however, studies which attended to more ‘normal’ features of
working-class life began to emerge. It is perhaps more than a coincidence
that these emerged at a time when absolute poverty was begining to
decline in the first stirrings of the affluent society. Also at a time when
the Aﬁrst tranche of post-war working-class grammar school educated
pupils were entering the professions including academia. This new soci-
ology of the working class can perhaps best be divided into two traditions.

The first of these traditions focused upon ‘community studies’, upon
attempting to understand working-class communities from within, A
second and to some extent more powerful tradition began to form around
?he problem of the affluent society and the place of the worker within
it. It should not be thought that there were no intersecting themes be-
tween these two traditions, for in reality the community studies became
enmeshed within the material changes occurring in their locales. Thus a
concern with residential relocation figured in several community studies
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and the move from the ‘traditional’ urban village towards the new estates
on the periphery of cities was seen as symptomatic and expressive of a
new life-style of the affluent worker.

One of the earliest and most influential of the community studies
was Young and Willmott’s Family and Kinship in East London (1957).
According to Brian Jackson, this study was of great importance because
it ‘changed the focus from untypical problem families or male-centred
discussions of collective bargaining and the creation of trade unions, to
the ordinary world of women and home’ (Jackson, 1968: 5). The study
is indeed welcome relief from the overt condescension of Paneth, Spinley,
ete. It offers a particularly useful analysis of family structure and the
importance of the mother/daughter bond in the process of everyday life.
Yet the study has a number of defects which it shares with others of this
genre. The account of the move from Bethnal Green to Greenleigh is
predicated upon too stark a picture of a before and after kind. The time
period allotted after the move to Greenleigh is not long enough to
assess the potential for the evolution of community. This problem is
compounded by the restriction of the analysis to adults as occupying
one particular place in the life cycle, and the consequent lack of con-
sideration of the role of children as the builders of community on new
estates through their enforced group membership in school and more
informal relationships outside.

Such accounts of a once-and-for-all transformation in the nature of
the working class consequent upon a geographical move from tradi-
tional inner-city areas to peripheral estates is a theme that is celebrated
in many works, including those more recent than Young and Willmott’s.
The theme is variously constructed but invariably includes notions of
loss and cultural decline. Thus in a study of the history of Sunderland
one observer commented:

The question was asked ‘what went wrong?” If in 1939 and earlier, before the
break up in the pattern of working class life, the heroic women ruled the roost,
how do you account for the transition to the notorious bingo-women who
neglect their children and who have allowed family life to go to pot on the large
new housing estates in Sunderland and elsewhere. (Hopkins, 1974: 25)

There is now just enough evidence emerging to question analyses such
as these. The idea of a breakdown of community and attendant moral
decline consequent upon geographical relocation has been criticised by
Willmott himself (1963), emphasising the extended duration necessary
to witness the evolution of community. 1t could be argued that this
sharp focus upon supposed fundamental change following geographical
relocation is merely one expression of a more general tendency that
occurs in many of the contexts where students of society have studied
the working class, namely that even when sympathetic social commen-
tators have studied working-class life their analysis is usually grounded
in single contexts. That is their studies are concretely built up either
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around a particular, usually short, epoch and/or restricted to a particular
modality of life, e.g. community or industry. The result is that general-
isations are framed upon the basis of single concrete contextualisations.
Therefore any changes that occur, any movements that take place, serve
to transgress the framework deployed. This of course can be annoying
for the individual theorist but more often than not is merely rational-
ised as a fundamental change in the essential qualities of working-class
people. It should be stressed that the changes which initiate such clo-
sure and the construction of alternative essence need not have anything
to do with the working-class people themselves but may reflect in some
cases the biography of the researcher. Thus the sense of loss and moral
decline in the works of Hoggart, Jackson and Marsden and Jeremy
Seabrook perhaps reflect the movement away from the class of origin
by the authors themselves. Social distance, temporal difference and geo-
graphical distance, all of these moves serve to frustrate understandings
built upon a general characterisation drawn from a single concrete context
and, as we have already observed, unfamiliarity breeds condescension.

In Young and Willmott’s account the theme of fundamental trans-
formation is enhanced due to the lack of any consideration of the world
of work, and this is also true of the earlier organicist accounts of Hoggart
and Roberts. Such lacunae cannot be justified in studies that purport
to deal with community. Certainly within the northern industrial cities
studied by Hoggart and Roberts the long shadow of work and/or its
absence is cast over many other areas of life. Is the negation of such a
reference in Hoggart’s Uses of Literacy indicative of his lack of direct
experience of the world of work?

Herein lie many of the problems associated with the sympathetic
accounts of working-class life presented by organicists and the commun-
ity studies type of approach, namely that the width and depth of their
interpretive schemes are restricted to the extent of their own personal
experience. The upshot of this, especially where the theorists are ex-
grammar school pupils, is that the power of definition and denotation
bestowed upon academics is rarely matched with a sophisticated inter-
pretive endeavour which can engage directly with the subjects of the
study. Rather the past experience of the authors is uncritically valorised,
reified and then projected as an absolute with which to gauge sub-
sequent deviation. The result is to a lesser or greater degree either a
combination of past romanticism with present condescension or a usefyl
statement of a very particular phenomenon.

Perhaps an example of the latter approach is Jackson and Marsden’s
study Education and the Working Class (1966). For a book with such
a general title the actual focus of the study is rather narrow, with the
majority of aitention being devoted to the working-class grammar school
pupil. Their treatment of the problems confronting such pupils and their
families is useful, grounded as it is in their own experience — they
include themselves in their sample.
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This is in contrast to Brian Jackson’s later study, Working Class Com-
munity (1968), where we are treated far more to an account focused on
institutions, ‘Brass Bands’, ‘At the Club’, ‘In the Mill’, etc. The chapter
on schooling deals mainly with grammar school girls and there is little
attempt to understand the experience of the majority in this sphere.
Because of such foci there is more evidence of disjunction between
the institutions considered than continuity. This is not to say that such
studies are unwelcome. They do provide a welcome relief to the patho-
logical frameworks of the first wave of post-war studies. Their emphasis
upon the normality and intelligibility of working-class life is their
strength. Unfortunately, however, this framework is usually short-range
and brittle, with many of the researchers, some of whom are the least ideo-
logically self-conscious of commentators, endorsing a partial interpretive
framework, one which valorises past potential and devalues the present.

The concerns of the second wave of community studies overlapped
to a large degree with those of the theorists that Goldthorpe has denoted
as organicists. They both saw working-class life as distinctive and valu-
able and this led them to fear the secular developments of affluence and
privatisation which they saw as tending to destroy those older qualities
that they so valued. Sharing their analysis of secular developments, but
not always their evaluation of its effects, were the embourgeoisement
theorists. There are several versions of embourgeoisement theorisation,
both Marxist (Marcuse, 1964) and liberal (Lipset, 1964). The specifics
of individual presentations vary, but a common theme is that because of
secular changes, greater affluence, the changing nature of work, etc.,
the working class are becoming more akin to the middle class in be-
haviour and outlook. As one grounded version of this theory put it,

working class life finds itself on the move towards new middie class values and
existence . . . the change can only be described as a deep transformation of
values, as the development of new ways of thinking and feeling, a new cthos,
new aspirations and cravings. (Zweig, 1961: ix)

Whatever was new among the working class we shall return to at a
later point, but first we should note that there was nothing new about
the theory of embourgeoisement. Goldthorpe et al. (1969) trace the
origins of the theory back to the concerns of Engels’ writing in the
1870s and 80s, emphasising the appparent craving for respectability
and willingness of British workers to embrace bourgeoise social values,
life-styles and political ideas. Understood in this way, the problem
with embourgeoisement is that it seems to be taking rather a long time
to work itself out empirically. Moreover in Engels’ formiilation the
process was seen as an explanation of an exceptional and temporary
development, the atfluence of the British worker built upon the colonial
exploitation of the first industrial nation. It is therefore perhaps more
useful to stress the individual phases of embourgeoisement theorisation
than to emphasise a unitary continuity of the phenomenon.
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The first wave of post-war embourgeoisement theory was far more
part of a general theory of how mature capitalism works than were
carlier more particular versions of the thesis (e.g. Carr-Saunders and
Caradog-Jones, 1927, 1937). Yet the historical timescale for the de-
velopment of this general theory was relatively short. The optimism
expressed in the liberal version of the theory was an abrupt transforma-
tion from the extreme pessimism expressed by many liberal thinkers
towards the end of the Second World War. Thus, commenting in 1943 on
the prospects for the US economy in the post-war period, the economist
Samuelson expected a ‘nightmarish combination of the worst features
of inflation and deflation . . . there would be ushered in the greatest
period of unemployment and industrial dislocation which any economy
has ever faced’ (1943: 51). A similar outlook led Joseph Schumpeter to
suggest in 1945 that: “The all but general opinion seems to be that cap-
italist methods will be unequal to the task of reconstruction. (It is) not
open to doubt that the decay of capitalist society is very far advanced’
(quoted in Armstrong ef al., 1984: 23). Thus it is no coincidence that
the specific form of embourgeoisement thesis which developed in the
post-war period only crystallised once the long boom was well under
way, in spite of the claims of some to have identified ‘the logic of indus-
trialism’ (Kerr, 1960). Most of the presentations were written at the
general theoretical level, with both liberal and Marxist versions relying
upon a straightforward economic and/or technological determinism with
little direct evidence of the actions of individual agents. One notable
exception to this was Zweig’s The Worker in an Affluent Society (1961).
The study began as an investigation into the intersection of family and
industrial life but became more broadly focused upon social change
and post-war development.

The work is interesting for the presentation of its own methodology.
It is far more consciously ‘scientific’ than many of the community
studies. A triangulation of methods is used with five principal approaches.
Firstly, survey methods were deployed interviewing respondents using
a standardised schedule. Secondly, a ‘test’ for cultural horizons was
developed. Thirdly, responses to sets of provocative sayings and pro-
verbs were analysed. Fourthly, ‘qualitative material’ was used, and fin-
ally historical records and statistics of individual firms were included.
Despite, or perhaps because of, this ‘scientific’ approach much that we
are presented with resembles the kind of analysis we were treated to
in the post-war ‘pathology’ studies. (This should not surprise us given
Ferdynand Zweig’s contribution to Rowntree and Laver’s study.) Thus
we are informed by the author that most people readily gave their
consent to be interviewed, however, ‘It was mostly shy or backward
types who refused to come to my office’ (Zweig, 1961: xiv). We are not
told what are the basis of such evaluations, given that these people
refused to see the author. More serious, however, are the failings of the
analysis apparent throughout the text where interesting findings are
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continually devatued through the insertion of gross value judgements.
Thus we are informed that married men are more fully developed per-
sonalities than single men (p. 159), that working people display ‘flock-
like behaviour’ not only in patterns of acquisition but also more generally
in terms of attitudes. Clearly in the latter case such interpretation de-
values the coherence of experience of those being studied.

Zweig identifies a process of homeostasis in working-class life which,
when coupled with an observed lack of alienation and developing trend
to acquisitiveness, has an affect upon the working-class ‘man’ which
‘loosen the sense of identity with his own class, to which he is bound
no longer by the links of common hardships, handicaps and injustices,
and the constant call to arms in class warfare’ (Zweig, 1961: 69). The
evidence for such claims are interesting, for whilst theories of embour-
geoisement at the general level display economic and technological
determinism, Zweig’s presentation is, at least at important points, ideal-
ist. Thus at one point it is suggested that drunkenness among the work-
ing class is declining and temperance is on the rise, furthermore that the
benefits of temperance can be scen in car and home ownership. This is
seen as the working class conforming to a more middle-class attitude
and way of life — the moral rise of the working class is accentuated.
Nowhere does Zweig consider that the series of causation may be the
reverse, i.e. that home and car ownership takes resources previously
spent on drink. Or that the tendency towards car and home ownership is
the upshot of the material process, not so much affluence per se but
rather an unprecedented period of economic stability.

At many points throughout the book the author devalues what he
cannot comprehend, that which fails to conform to his own vision of
the world. Nowhere is this more apparent than in his treatment of that
well-worn theme of cultural horizons. His test for cultural horizons,
which sounds so scientific in the introduction, turns out to be a list of
ten ‘great’ names. The test involves identifying what these people were
famous for, thus Karl Marx = philosopher/social theorist, Einstein =
scientist, etc. After completing these ‘tests’ the author concludes pessi-
misticaily upon the cultural horizons of the working class, several of
whom thought Nijinski was a race horse. However, he seems to take for
granted that all sections of the middle class would have scored far
higher in these tests. We are informed that ‘the working man’s culture is
much more present day minded than that of other classes’ (p. 93) and
that their cultural horizons are generally low. He goes on to suggest
a possible connection between a low cultural horizon, as established
by the test, and a fow 1Q, for those who scored the lowest also had
‘expressed themselves very poorly and their vocabulary was rather
scanty.” But:

Sometimes, however, even among these men one could meet a wit and intelli-
gence which was rather surprising. They had native reserves of intelligence
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which had not been tapped and which might perhaps have been developed by
stimulation from the outside. (Zweig 1961: 94)

Such observations in a book purporting to witness a grounded case of
embourgeoisement indicate that the process, in the author’s eyes, could
not be too far advanced. The echoes of past pathological accounts of
working-class essence are clearly audible in this study. Ironically such
echoes are boosted to a volume comparable to their original level in the
work of a theorist who could be seen to represent a second wave of
organicist writing, namely Jeremy Seabrook.

In a number of studies Jeremy Seabrook has, following Richard
Hoggart, expressed a consistent message that the working class has
become impoverished amid a world of material wealth. The prospect
identified by Hoggart in The Uses of Literacy (1957) has aparently
reached its apogee, the death of socialism and the acceptance of capital-
ism by working class people is total. Thus we are treated to a character-
istic vision of what working-class people have become in Seabrook’s
book Unemployment (1982) where we meet Dave in the Wheatsheaf
pub in Sunderland:

‘'m very right-wing. There’s too many people in the nick who ought to be at
the end of a rope. You go and do a bank, spill blood like it was milk, only eight
or ten years. It’s ridiculous. I've got no time to worry about mankind, I'm too
busy worrying about myself. I think everybody is selfish, everybody is out for
himself. All our brothers! What brothers? I don’t believe it. What happens in
Asia, Africa, that’s their fucking bad luck. And when they come here, give them
handouts, offer them houses. It’s asking for trouble if you can’t house your own
people. I don’t believe in unions ~ the only union I believe in is a guy and a
chick coming together for a good fuck: I don’t worry about the bomb either; the
only big bang I'm concerned with is the one I might get tonight.’

Such accounts are repeated in most of Seabrook’s works (1978, 1985,
1988). The degradation that they show arguably goes beyond the illus-
tration of the material reality of working-class life in Britain after the
collapse of the long boom, as Huw Beynon has argued in addressing
the purpose behind Seabrook’s genre:

In the 1930%, Orwell . . . was concerned to shock the middie class; his aim was
to show them how wretched were the lives endured by the workers whose
energies were at the very foundation of society. Seabrook, in contrast, details
how wretched are the workers themselves, and how their lives have come to
perpetuate the capitalist order. (Beynon, 1982: 289)

Seabrook, of course, is in theory sympathetic to those caught in such
a dehumanised existence, but in his writing has taken great pains to
reproduce what Beynon has argued is at best a partial picture of working-
class life. For example, had Seabrook come to the Wheatsheaf at
Sunderland on a Sunday night rather than a Monday he could well have
talked to me and an assortment of miners, shipbuilding workers, etc.
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who regularly attended a trade union studies group there, but this would
not have fitted very well into his account. What we are left with is a
view of the world and working people which is clearly pathological:
‘Prosperily, which was to have raised their eyes above the pitiful horizon
of blinkered insufficiency, has plunged them rather into the consola-
tions of forgetfulness’ (Blackwell and Seabrook, 1993: 10). The recurring
theme of pathology is clearly a strong one which emanates from writers
with various political views. How are we to understand the significance
of this theme in the context of the crisis in class theory?

Conclusion

The attack by Saunders (1989) on the salience of retaining social class
as a useful indicator of social difference is premised upon the sugges-
tion that other sources of stratification and identity have clearly assumed
a greater importance. What I believe an examination of the historically
emerging porirayat of the working class displays is the need to appreciate
both the continued perceptual gulf that exists between the normality of
life as it is lived, the double-tongued signs which such life indicates, and
the way in which such accounts must be located reflexively within the
the changing structures and processes of class society itself. These con-
cerns impact both on methodologies and the reflexive situation of those
who do the writing and those who are written about. The recurring
theme of pathology in studies of the working class illustrates well both
of these issues. If we look to a comparison between the pathology that
is evident in accounts of the working class in the first wave of community
studies and the accounts of Seabrock we can illustrate these dimensions.

In the first wave of community studies the deployment of paradigms
drawn from psychology and psychiatry dominated. The assumption of
pathology and middle-class superiority was present in the very con-
ception of these projects. Its basis confirms very directly the class divi-
sions that existed between those that were writing and those that were
written about. The yvawning gulf that separates the researchers from the
researched is evident to an extent that makes the embourgeoisement
thesis championed in the inter-war period by Carr-Saunders and Caradog-
Jones appear patently ridiculous. In such a context we could hardly
expect the deployment of a sophisticated attempt at verstehen, appre-
ciating the world from the actor’s point of view.

The world of the 1980s and 1990s is of course in many: respects very
different from the world in 1945. The long boom announced its appear-
ance and eventual demise. The welfare state and expansion of the educa-
tion system was to some extent built upon this economic wellbeing.
High levels of absolute social mobility were recorded, including those
academically-minded working-class scholars like Seabrook himself.
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Therefore the pathology that emerges in his accounts of contem-
porary working-class life cannot surely be of the same sort as that of the
first wave of community studies. Seabrook apparently lets people speak
for themselves and yet he chooses his respondents carefully. Commun-
ity and political activists are avoided, as is the world of work. We are
not given any account of the possible tension between what is said and
how life might actually be lived on a day-to-day basis. Seabrook rarely
takes the trouble to stay in one place long enough to appreciate such a
possible tension. He rather goes from town to town capturing quota-
tions which validate notions of increasing degradation and then moves
on to do the same elsewhere. Working-class life is represented as it is
captured only in presented discourse. People are speaking for them-
selves but within the constraints of the interview situation or as snippets
overheard on bus journeys, etc. Seabrook’s loss of roots in the working-
class childhood of his past are replicated in his rootless sociology. His
presentation of pathology is not, then, the absolute rendering of social
distance that we encounter in the first wave of community studies but
rather is the sad regret of the rootlessness that social mobility so often
brings. Both portrayals of the pathology of the working class, then, are
to be related to the dynamics of the wider class-divided society, the
former in the historically more rigid structural conditions of the imme-
diate post-war period, the latter in the context of a socicty displaying
higher levels of absolute social mobility.

In respect of more recent times, then, the notion of the ladder ana-
logy of social mobility outlined by Raymond Williams seems apposite.
Social mobility remains an individual experience. The fact of such
mobility does not alter the basically class-divided nature of society,
although the phenomenal dilemmas of living that people confront do
clearly change. The reflexive study of the historically evolving portrayal
of working-class life does not suggest that class has dissolved. On the
contrary, the gap between those who do the writing and those who are
written about seems to be widening,

CHAPTER 11

Sexual segregation and community'

FRANK ENNIS

Introduction

The notion of community is associated with concepts of social cohesion
and order. The community represents, or is held to represent, the quin-
tessence of all that is considered good in human relations. This is no
accident. Tonnies, the founding figure of the sociology of community,
in the detailing of Gemeinschaft relations, praised this socio-cultural
form for the benefits that it brought to society as a whole and the indi-
vidual in particular (T6nnies: 1957). He identified the community as
constituted from relationships which were enduring and intimate, where
a person knew their place in society, understood their own worth. The
community is characterised by Gemeinschaft relations which represent
for the individual emotional cohesion, depth, continuity and fullness (Bell
and Newby, 1971: 24). As a consequence of Ténnies’ delineation of the
nature of community, subsequent investigations, whether conducted at a
theoretical or an empirical level, have been concerned with embellish-
ing this basic structure.

Those who followed in the wake of Tonnies have all considered
community as an organic structure, wherein the groups and individuals
who are part of it act to generate social cohesion and stability. Commun-
ity is always viewed positively, always assessed in terms of its contribu-
tion to stability between groups and individuals. Yet all this activity
has generated little which provides the basis for an objective assessment
of this cultural construct. Stacey raised the question of whether the ‘con-
cept was a useful abstraction” (1969: 134). Cohen pointed out that ‘all
definitions of community contain or imply theories’” (1985: 11), while
Bell and Newby warned against the incorporation of normative prescrip-
tion in community studies (1971: 252).

The source of this problem is not difficult to determine. Ténnies not
only provided the framework for investigation but supplied the mitial
‘normative prescription’ which writers and rescarchers have accepted
unquestioningly. The task for most researchers has been to identify the
elements which generate stability in a particular social structure. What
that has meant is that empirical work has invariably sought to flesh out
the organic structure of any particular community under investigation.
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That is not to say that there have not been theoretical developments.
The nature and functioning of the organic structure which is held to be
community has been elaborated and embellished by other writers. The
Chicago School adopted a social ecology approach whose basic premise
was that society could be considered a living organism, each part inter-
acting with other parts for the benefit of the whole. The structural-
functionalism school of thought as exemplified by Parsons presumed
that the individuals and institutions within any social system will gravi-
tate towards an equilibrium state and that they act to ensure that sta-
bility and social cohesion is maintained. This is made possible because
all of the individuals within the system have agreed values, beliefs and
objectives. Consequently all individuals and groups within the system
act in order to sustain the system (Parsons, 1951).

This perspective, which informed much social anthropological thought
in the early and middle parts of the twentieth century, provided the basis
for the examination of industrial communities. Though more developed
than Tonnies’ Gemeinschaft, the similarity of concerns is evident.
Structural-functionalism rests on an organic analogy which presumes
that human society can be evaluated as if it were a living organism.

Though the structural-functionalism has been discredited (see Lee
and Newby, 1983), the basic premise for community outlined by Ténnies
~ the notion of community as an organic structure — still provides the
agenda for research. The yardstick for developing a sociology of com-
munity is the Gemeinschaft as detailed by Tonnies. The aim of re-
searchers is to determine the significance of homogeneity, locality and
the family — the critical elements of the organic structure — in gener-
ating social cohesion.

While this article will throw up questions about the validity of the
organic structure approach in setting an agenda for research and will
suggest that many community studies are based on no more than the
application of a normative prescription, it must be borne in mind that
researchers have perhaps simply taken on board what their informants —
i.e. members of the community — have told them. What many commu-
nity stadies do demonstrate is the great value that people place on the
family and those social relations which generate neighbourliness and
sociability. The family, the neighbourhood and the workplace are crit-
ical areas of interaction in everyday life — frequently one or more of
these areas is viewed positively by informants. The lack of a critical
purview may arise because such representations emanating from the
study of everyday life appear to confirm the viability of this ‘normative
prescription’,

The subject matter of this article will be working-class communities
in the north-cast of England. Reference here is made to communities
generated as part of the industrialisation of the north-east in the second
half of the nineteenth century. These communities were thus identified
by their association with the dominant industry which provided the
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economic wherewithal for their existence. The source material will be
derived from oral history archives found in the north-east. Two of ‘the.se
archives, the Miners History Project (MHP)® and Easingtog I)lst'nct
Council — Past and Present Archive (EDC) were collected with a view
to recording the remembrances of those who had lived in minipg com-
munities which it was believed were about to disappear. The ma.jorl.ty. of
the recollections relate to the experiences of those who lived in mining
villages. A third archive covers the experiences of women who worked
in shipbuilding on the Tyne and Wear during the Second World War
(WIS).*> A fourth source of oral history data was the rcsulp of research
into the Jarrow March (JMT).* In addition, interview material collect;d
in the course of doctoral research between 1982 and 1986 (DR) is
utilised. What is important about all of this material is that it has been
provided by people who lived in industrial communities for all or most
of their lives. Consequently, the data provides information on the experi-
ence of living in these communities during the twentieth century. o

The particular focus for this article will be on gender {'Oles within
these communitics. This is a critical area. The organic structure
approach identifies the family as an archetypal Sub—systefn for commu-
nity. Ténnies states that the family is the ‘prototype of all unions of
Gemeinschaft’. He developed this further by stating that the prot;otype
of the family persists in all Gemeinschaft associations. The funda-
mental social relationship was as that ‘between master and‘ servant, or,
better, between master and disciple’. Tonnies saw the faml.ly as based
on patriarchal control - i.e. power and authority are vested in thc’malc‘
The family functions as a unit which socialises its members m‘thc
values and beliefs of the community and acts to constrain the behaviour
of members under the authority of the male head. This focus on the
family as a unit in which women and men act out different 1‘9]08 means
that the allocation of gender roles is subsumed by considerations of the
functioning of the family as a unit. Such a perspective neglects a proper
consideration of the sexual division of labour in understanding the
operation of social structures. The presumption is ﬂ]al; men and wormen
undertake their respective tasks for the benefit of social cohesion
and stability. This precludes consideration of how thc-norms, values and
beliefs operate to maintain a gender division. Mogt 1mp0rtqntly, a per-
spective derived from an agenda set by notions of an organic structure
does not allow for the fact that the segregation of the sexes may in fact
be a critical organising principle of community structure. It is to these
issues we now turn.

Organic structure and gender differentiation

Community studies have not neglected consideration of the sexual divi-
sion of labour. The different tasks undertaken by women and men hz‘wc
been documented. This is part of the agenda for determining the operation



164 Paiterns of Social Inequality

of the organic structure of a particular community. All groups and indi-
viduals are presumed to make a contribution to the stability of social
relations. Every act is assessed with respect to the notion that the main-
tenance of social cohesion is the objective for all. Yet such studies, with
their focus on family as a sub-system within an organic structure, do not
give proper emphasis to the significance of the sexual division of labour.

The organic structure approach, derived from Ténnies as modified by
structural-functionalist schools, can be discerned in the study of indus-
trial communities. A clear example of this is provided by Coal is our
Life, the study of Ashton, a mining community in the Yorkshire coal
field. The authors did not state the theoretical premises from which
their research methodology was derived. Reading the report, it is appar-
ent that the authors utilised the organic structure approach, appro-
priately modified by concepts derived from structural-functionalism as
the basis for their research methodology.

The authors begin by utilising the indusirial structure of the locality
as the criterion for determining the socio-cultural boundary. The spatial
limits of the industrial structure are thus held to determine the com-
munity’s socio-cultural identity. It becomes possible to define the spatial
limits of the community. Dennis et al. set the parameters for their
evaluation thus:

Ashton is a predominantly working-class town owing its development to the
growth of its collieries. The latter have drawn people and houses around them,
the main pit is almost in the centre of the town. But the collieries have exercised
a centripetal influence in other ways. Most of the men in Ashton are miners.
The cohesive results of these facts are well-known. First, there is the inapplic-
ability of the miner’s skiil to the other trades. Secondly there is the long history
of acrimonious disputes for which the coal industry is notorious. Common mem-
ories of past struggle have undoubtedly helped to bind a community such as
Ashton. (Dennis ef al. 1956: 14)

Having defined the spatial characteristics of the town dominated by the
collieries, the authors state that it is the common experience that men
have of working in coal-mining which provide the basis for homogen-
eity in the community and is hence a critical factor in generating social
cohesion. The miners (and the community) have acquired, it is argued,
a common set of values and beliefs because of their common past. It is
the ‘cohesive results’ of the men working together in one industry. The
cohesion is based on the isolating character of the miner’s skill and the
‘long history of acrimonious disputes’. It is the male experience which
the authors identify as the key integrating factor in this community.
Women are considered as a marginal group in Ashton. Though Dennis
et al. describe their experiences, their influence on community norms is
considered minimal. The role for a woman according to ‘the consciously
accepted the division of labour” is to ‘keep in good order the household
provided for by the money handed to her each Friday by her husband’
(Dennis et al., 1956: 181). That role also requires women to take
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responsibility for child care. Here the objective i§ clear, A mother 15 to
‘rear boys to be miners and girls to be their wives® (ibid.: 235). lh'e
authors in their conclusions on the role of the family echo the proposi-
tions of Toénnies and the structural-functionalists in stating that ‘t.he
function of the family is as a mechanism for perpetuating the sqqal
structure, not only in terms of the production of the social personalities
required by . . . [the] community’ (Dennis et al., 1956: 245). _

When women act in a manner which does not conform to this role,
they are identified as a disruptive force:

While the nature of the work and the history of the industry in Ashton. have
thrown men together in this way, they have exerted an opposite or centrifugal
force on women. The coal industry provides no paid work for them. In an area
where there is no alternative they have to do without it. Ashton, however, lylng
as it does in the reach of the coal zone of the West Yorkshire industrial region,
is within reach of alternatives. (Dennis ez al., 1956: 14)

In this interpretation it is men through the integrating inﬁuenc;s of their
work experience who provide the cohesive ‘centripetal” forces in Ash.top,
while women are identified as disruptive. In the case of Ashton this is
because women can take up employment outside the community. ’fllc
implication here is that in order for cohesion and st‘ability to be main-
tained women should not take up employment outside the community.
It is no accident that the authors come to this conclusion. As Johns
remarks, Dennis, Henriques and Slaughter have internalised the male
miner’s eye view of the community (Johns, 1980: 15). The consequence
of this is that: “The relations of production at work are lovingly
described; the relations of production in the home and 001}11n1.111i1y are
ignored with equal determination’ (Frankenburg, 1976: 37)_ T'he authors,
in adopting the miners’ perspective, see women as an object or the enemy
of the male — ‘a passive object for whom he is driven to underground
work’ (ibid.). The authors place little value on the work of women even
in the domestic role. .

With an understanding of the community as moving towards equilib-
rium and a belief that the community’s institutions function in ordcr‘ to
integrate the groups and individuals which constitute the‘ cqnnnumty,
the inevitable focus of the authors has been on the public, ie. male-
dominated sphere. Hence mining work, trade unions, workipg—men’s
clubs are examined for their positive effects in generating social cohe-
sion and stability. The authors do not, as Frankenburg observes, exam-
ine the consequences of this male solidarity for women:

The responsibility of women for housekeeping and childcaring, the §olidarity of
the male peer group reinforced by shared work hazards, sha?ed plt lgllgxlaga
shared clubs and shared interest in Rugby [eague, led to a situation in which
men reacted against exploitation not as a class against capitalism, bu_l as a
gender group against women — or rather within the framework of sex bjO!ldal‘lty
against a specific woman chosen and caged for this express purpose. (ibid.: 40)
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While not all writers adopt the perspective of informants so readily,
a continuing feature of such studies is the implication that the proper
place for women is in the domestic environment. Thus, Williamson in
his account of the Northumberland mining village, Throckley, states that
without women this community (and others) would have been no more
than ‘labour camps’ (1982: 118). While superficially this is intended
to re-assess women'’s historical role and to re-evaluate women’s work it
can be construed as re-affirming that ‘a women’s place is in the home’.
The basic assumption implied here is that the only way a mining village
can be satisfactorily organised is in the manner he described. The pattern
is familiar - a community based on family units, divided on gender lines,
where men function as breadwinners and women as housekeepers. It
presumes the inherent incapacity of men to provision themselves and
implies that the ascribed role for women is proper and apt.

Because Williamson identifies women as essential to the community
in terms of their activities in the private sphere, he does no more than
reinforce the typical view of the role of women in these communities.
Women’s activities became the badge of community. Their subordina-
tion, however praised, however celebrated, becomes an essential part of
the organic structure.

By starting from the perspective of community as an organic struc-
ture in which groups and organisations are considered as acling, con-
sciously or unconsciously, towards equilibrium, in the interests of social
cohesion, issues relating to the nature and origins of the gender division
within community are subsumed by a perspective of the family as the
basic unit of the community.

What we can argue is that what Dennis ef al. and Williamson de-
scribe is a socio-cultural unit the critical feature of whose organisation
is the gender division. Neither study examines the significance of this
in terms of the structuring and organisation of the community. It can
be argued that the gender divide is the key feature in the structuring of
community and that within the community there are only two funda-
mental groups — women and men. Role differentiation within the family
reflects a wider gender division within the community as a whole rather
than constituting a basic unit of society. The family in this case is not
the prototype of community relations as Ténnies argued but rather a
reflection of the wider division which characterises the community and
society as a whole. The family is not the site from which this division is
produced, but instead the site of its operation.

Maintaining the boundaries
The functionalist view of community argues states that it is the needs

of the family which causes gender differentiation (see Parsons, 1951).
Women and men adopt roles which are the most appropriate for them to
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fill for the benefit of the family and the wider community. What is
absent in considerations of these structures is understanding of the means
by which this division is maintained. It can be argued that though the
community may generate stability, the question is whether the notion
of organic structure is an adequate explanation of how gender roles
are determined. Is the maintenance of ascribed roles for women and men
the consequence of autonomic behaviour, a result of the community and
the family functioning in the manner of an organism? In this section we
cxamine the means by which the woman’s role is sustained in and by
the community.

Typical cultural terms for gender roles were elaborated by a Consett
steelworker. Writing in the 1930s, in an overly romantic celebration of
his work, he defined male/female relations thus: ‘we are as the lords of
creation and it is for the women to do the serving and tending’ (Watson,
1978: 239). The ‘lords of creation’, working-class men are invested
with this deistic authority through making steel:

To labour at the furnace is a man’s job. There is no problem of sacrificing one’s
masculinity as there is with clerical work, machine minding, and the like. When
the flames from a cast of iron leap up at us like an inferno, when we are weary
of the dull grind of incessantly shovelling hot wet sand, I and my mates may
curse the day we were born, but the time comes when the iron is safe and at rest
and one is free to go home; then it is sweet to have pitted one’s strength against
the elemental forces. (ibid.: 226-7)

Despite the extreme imagery employed by Watson this extract lays bare
the premises which govern male/female relationships: men affirm their
masculinity in their struggle with ‘elemental forces’ while women re-
main in the background ‘serving and tending’. In the north-cast, in the
traditional working-class community, the legitimacy of that claim was
acknowledged by the attention to serving men which women and family
members gave in mining villages:

Me mam used to look out of the window for the bus coming down. And as soon
as she saw the bus the dinner had to be . . . [served]. Then she’d start to lift the
dinner. (DR, 1985)

P've been in a house where a man was getting up at teatime. He was going Lo
have eggs for his tea. And there was somebody put at the foot of the stairs to
say when he was coming so that the egg would be just threc-and-a-half minutes
when he came. He shouldn’t have to wait for it. Tt shouldn’t be spoiled. (DR,
1985)

The subservience of women to men’s needs in such cases is the
consequence of the power and authority vested in men as ‘head of the
family’. Men were socialised from an early age to expect service from
women, as this anecdote demonstrates:

There’s one thing you have to understand in a place like Ashington or Bedlington
where you're very ‘colliery” the little boys come to school absolutely helpless.
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The little girls can fasten their pants up and fasten their slippers and do all that
sort of thing. But the little boys they’ve been looked after. They are the men.
(DR, 1985)

In the traditional working-class community the boundaries are
clear-cut. Transgression of boundaries invokes the operation of cultural
constraints:

If a married woman went out and worked, Oh she would have been talked
about. But mind, I've gone to the “blast’ [beach] and carried bags of coal, up off
the beach. (EDC, 1976: 50)

If a man had been seen pushing a pram before 1940 he would have been a
laughing-stock. And to do housework, that would have been humiliating. (JMT,
1982: 5)

Women working in employment outside the home attracted moral cen-
sure. Men who did housework or child care faced ridicule. The different
manifestations of cultural constraints reflect the different evaluations
put upon these [intrusions’. Housework, etc. for men was considered
demeaning (hence laughable), employment for women threatening to
the moral order (hence censurable). We are reminded here of the low
status associated with women’s work — housekeeping and child care.
Even in the 1930s, unemployed men with time on their hands did not
share responsibility for management of the home with their partners
(see Ennis, 1982: 68-9).

Instances of domestic co-operation between wife and husband do
emerge occasionally from archival material:

as soon as the meals were finished he used to wash the dishes .. . he would

work and wash . .. he would do all sorts. ... We never went out without one
another. . .. If I couldn’t get out for the bairns well he would stop in so we

made the arrangement, that one didn’t go out without the other. I mean I
worked just as hard as him. (WIS, 1984; 22)

While this is evidence of the stereotypical female/male roles being re-
negotiated, it is not a total re-working. The husband ‘helped’ rather than
shared — such arrangements were based on individual, personal inclina-
tion rather than socio-cultural premises.

As men were breadwinners the amount of money that women re-
ceived from the family purse depended upon the attitude of their part-
ners. The organic structure did not include any predetermined rules for
the division of the ‘family wage’. As a ‘lord of creation’ the husband
determined the allocation. This could mean that socialising with work-
mates was more important than supporting his family, as a Jarrow woman
explained:

There’d be more mothers than me would be ambitious for their family. And

wanted them to go to the secondary school. . . . All my four girls went to school
till they were 16 and that was another struggle . . . cos . . . the Dad drank. I didn’t
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get the money I should have got. . . . He must have been making an awful lot of
money then. [ was only getting about £6 a week then. He was a rivetter. And he
was one of those, he went out. He liked his pocket full of money. (JMT, 1982: 10)

What this indicates is the superordinate position that men held in the
communities. That position in some cases was reinforced by physical
coercion. This, as a Jarrow woman who worked as a welder during the
war explained, was considered a man’s ‘right’:

the lads in the shipyard . . . somebody would get married and they’d say ‘How
long have you been married?’ ‘A fortnight” ‘Have you not given her a good
hiding yet?” (WIS, 1983: 7)

Even when the man was unemployed he retained that ‘right’:

My father used to hit my mam. It was the way of life. . . . Right up the street the
men used to stand in baunds. It was more that they didn’t have a job and poverty
that got them down. But it was the women and kids who were suffering with the
men. But somehow or other they thought they were very badly done by, but
the women and kids suffered more. (WIS, 1983: 7)

In this case, the woman justified her father’s actions by explaining that
he ‘felt responsible for his family and he couldn’t work to support them.
He felt a failure’ (ibid.). Unemployment was offered as the reason here.
But in Ashton it was employment and its frustrations which were iden-
tified as the cause (Dennis ef al., 1956: 249).° In Consett, service from
women — with the potential for coercion in default — was derived
from the male’s position as ‘a lord of creation’. The frame of reference
for the female/male relationship was not in fact determined by the
structures of unemployment, employment or deistic potential. The refer-
ential framework of those relations is founded on a cultural separation
between the public and the private — the former being identified as
the male realm, the latter female. Their most familiar representation is
in the family unit ~ with the male as breadwinner entering the public
world and the female as breadserver operating within the private. What
is critical is the value set on male activities in the public realm and the
view that women should ‘serve and tend’ men.

While, for the majority of women, these examples of the family
relationship may demonstrate the exception rather than the rule, the
pre-eminence of men in the community was not in doubt. Such beha-
viour coloured women’s assessments of their partners. A man who did
not drink heavily, who did not offer violence and who was generous
with his wages was valued positively by women. But this did not mean
that such men lost their superordinate status. This was a consequence
of male dominance in the public sphere. For the life for a working-class
woman was one spent mainly in the ‘private sphere of the home, family
and neighbourhood” (Roberts, 1984: 2). This restrictive nature of this
space and the inherent inequality was recognised explicitly by some
female informants. A wartime welder commented:
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it’s never really bothered me being equal. You know, I'm married. I've got a
family. I've got a home and I’m content with my lot. Mind, if I was young T
might be different. . .. If [ had my youth back. . .. Yes if I had the opportunity.
You see in my day . . . when I was in my ‘teens’, they didn’t have the opportun-
ity to do that kind of thing. Now they get the opportunity and I think if [ had
my time over again, in this age, I would be the same as the rest . . . that go for
a career. ., if I had the education...and T had . .. say, degrees. University
degrees the same as anybody else — well 1 think T would expect to be paid the
same you know. (WIS, 1983: 3)

While this assessment of opportunitics is undoubtedly over-optimistic,
in her assessment of her past she acknowledges that marriage, home-
making and child care were the only available long-term options open
to her and other north-eastern women. Though women moved from the
private sphere into the public in wartime, the constraints placed on
them operated still:

I went down to Jarrow to see the film — called The Wicked Lady. Tt came out
during the war, and was at the Empire in Jarrow. And the last bus up to Prim-
rose was half-past nine but it didn’t come out until quarter to eleven . . . I was
by myself. . .. My mother had put the bairn to bed. My mother knew where
I was but my father didn’t even know I was out. He thought T had gone to
bed. ... Anyway 1 came round the corner and stopped at the gate. And he
looked and as I say it was blackout . .. he peered right up to my face and he
says ‘What are you doing out?’ I says ‘I’ve been to the pictures.” That was the
one and only time T went to the pictures during the whole of the war . . . I got in
the house and he says ‘Coming in at quarter past eleven at night while your
husband is fighting at the front’, he says ‘Not under my bloody roof you don’t.’
And I never went out any more. . .. was married, and I was still being told
what to do, but T was living in his house you see. That was the attitude. (WIS,
1983: 7)

Patriarchal control of the movement of women in public space — male
space — is evident here. That patriarchal power was (and is) founded
on a rigid separation along gender lines which not even the woman’s
marital status nor her independence as a wage-carner (electrician in
Hawthorn-Leslie’s, Hebburn) could confound. Beyond these restraints
which came from the family, the wider community could not countenance
a woman going beyond the bounds of her aseribed role:

When the war was over I saw an advert in the paper for a welder — working in
a garage. Well I'd enjoyed welding and thought I could do some more and earn
money. But the man at the garage just laughed when I turned up and said that
he wouldn’t employ a woman. (WIS, 1983; 22)

The employment of women in the shipbuilding industry had been con-
sidered as only temporary, undertaken for the duration of the war. For
most women this work was a satisfying experience. It was stimulating
and they had the satisfaction of a wage packet. Though reluctant to give
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up the work they accepted the view of the community that they had to
return to the domestic sphere, as this observation demonstrates:

I think I would have gone out myself [to take up paid employment] but my
husband liked his home comforts, he wanted me there when he came in from
work. Because when the bairns grew up (by then I had two) and when T think
they were 11 or 12 years old I had got a part-time job. But it meant I wasn’t in
for him coming in for his tea and he didn’t like that. He wanted me to sort of
have his tea ready and see that the bairns were well looked after. They were
anyway you know, I wouldn’t leave them running the streets. But he liked his
home comforts and he used to say ‘Oh you stop at home and I'll go out to
work’ ® (WIS, 1983: 3)

The difficulty for women in reacting against the limitations imposed
upon them by this community structure was that the role they fulfitled
was of vital importance to the community. They were engaged in the
physical and social reproduction of the community’s values and beliefs,
as Roberts states:

Women’s dual role as family financial manager and moral guide cannot be
underestimated. She acted within tight financial and social constraints. However
good her managerial abilitics, she was necessarily restricted by the family’s
income; she was further restricted in her choice of action by the moves of her
family, her kinship group, and her neighbourhood. She was, of course, limited
by her actual physical environment, her home; finally, she would generally be
hampered by frequent and prolonged childbearing, (1984: 125)

Conceptual definitions of this kind as the basis for self-assessment
are rare in archival material. Most informants (women and men) justify
their acts using a narrative form. The structure which defines and con-
strains is rarely addressed. It is the acts which are described and behind
them lies the moral text which unspokenly validates them. Thus the
ingenuity and inventiveness which women displayed in fulfilling their
role is described in terms of what was done:

Three uncles. I had three lodgers with me. I had him and my boy. 1 used to start
on a Thursday morning, I used to bake eight loaves of white bread, four loaves
of brown, a dozen tea cakes, spice and rice. | used to do a big lump of ham,
pease pudding. You have no idea what I used to make. I stood there from first
thing on a Thursday morning *till twelve o’clock on a Thursday night baking.
(EDC, 1976: 15)

For another informant, it was the statement ‘we had a dinner every day’
which is critical (JMT, 1981: 6). Providing this in the 1930s during the
time of hardship (her husband was unemployed for nine years) became
a symbol of personal worth, personal worth whose features are defined
by the space in which she operated. As Murcott has observed, providing
‘a proper meal’ is a key requirement for fulfilling the female role:
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Effectively a proper meal is a cooked dinner. This is the one which women feel
is necessary to their family’s health, welfare and, indeed, happiness. It is a meal
to come home to, a meal which should figure two, three or four times in the
week, especially on Sundays. (Murcott, 1983: 80)

For this informant, her work was validated by the remembrance of those
times by her five children:

(we) often talk about it now. They often sit and talk the lot of them. How they
used to like their dinners y’know. We used to all sit round the table together.
Happy days. They were happy days. We were quite happy. (JMT, 1981: 6)

The physical demands placed on women in pursuit of their role fulfil-
ment were matched by emotional demands made upon them at the
centre of the family’s attention. A necessary role requirement was that
women be continually present in the home. Breaks, relief from this
situation were rare. One informant described how she and her neigh-
bour both found relief through working in Clelland’s shipyard during
the Second World War:

I'never missed nothing. I kept them clean and looked after their bellies. See that
they were fed. T mean in those days it was all home-made bread . . . I did all that
— washing and everything. I've seen me go to bed at one o’clock in the morn-
ing — dead beat . . . I didn’t like coming home to all those jobs you know, but 1
liked the shipyard - I loved the work there. We used to go out in the morning.
She used to shut her front door and T used to shut mine. And we both used to
say ‘Thank God we’re leaving our troubles behind’. . .. We forgot about our
troubles and worries. (WIS, 1984: 11)

In the assessment of their lives women fall back on making a virtue
of necessity. As described earlier, women entered marriage and the role
of housewife/mother not through choice but as a consequence of socio-
cultural constraints which map out a narrow path for their careers. What
is significant in this self-assessment is that women evaluate the opera-
tion of their lives by stressing the ‘hard work’ involved in fulfilling their
role expectations. Women’s acceptance of their role was in part deter-
mined by the limitations placed upon them by the wider community
and by their own recognition of the importance of what they were
required to do. Another integral part of this acceptance was the view
that men and women were inherently different, that the space in which
they each played out their roles was one which because of this inherent
difference necessarily excluded the presence of the other. Earlier it was
shown that men considered that female space was an inappropriate one
for them to occupy. Women shared this perception of male space, as a
woman who worked as a caulker/burner during the Second World War
in South Shields stated:

1 didn’t think shipyards was made for women . . . before 1 went in I thought
oh it’s bad. Because I mean men — sometimes they are inclined to forget them-
selves aren’t they? ... You know coming out with their language and that.
(WIS, 1984: 15) ’
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This woman’s acceptance of the notion of a male space — a space
where men amongst men can and should behave in a different way to
the way in which they behave in the company of women — is another
element in women’s acceptance of their role within the community.
While both women and men internalise the notion of separateness, what
is critical is how this was constructed. Following Ténnies, writers have
argued that this is an inevitable outcome of the functioning of the
organic community. What is suggested here is that the exclusion of
women from male concerns and the consequent sexual segregation is an
essential organising feature of the community — a ‘normative prescrip-
tion” for the organisation of society rather than the product of either
‘nature’ or ‘function’. The experience of women working in shipbuild-
ing during wartime demonstrates that the ‘prescription’ can be changed:

The disruption of war. .. [exposed] the conceptual and material frailty of the
boundaries between the masculine public domain of war and work and the
feminine private domain of home and family. The family unit was atomised by
conscription, women’s war work, child care provision outside the home and
evaluating a situation accentuated by bomb damage to housing stock. Further,
following the blitz in 1940, the provision of communal feeding in Local Author-
ity British Restaurants and in industrial canteens and by the expansion of the
school meals service encroached upon, drawing into the public domain that
function par excellence — wifely service in the provision of meals — which
underpinned the ideology, indeed spirituality of the family and the power rela-
tive within it. (Allatt, 1983 48)

Those areas — child care, cooking, maternal presence — which are the
hallmarks of the private sphere were drawn into the public sphere. The
primary purpose was to release women as workers for the industrial
labour force in order that the conflict be resolved favourably. Their
private functions were taken over as a matter of public concern. What
this demonstrates is that the determination of what constitutes the pub-
lic and private changes over time and can be radically altered according
to the requirements of specific situations.

Sexual segregation in north-eastern communities is not the con-
sequence of the functioning of an organic structure which is in turn the
consequence of the particular circumstances which led to the establish-
ment of these communities. Though initially these communities may
have come about because of the location of a particular industry or
industries, the exclusion of women from these industries was a delib-
erate act, engendered by a cultural divide whose source is the wider
society. The boundary is maintained arbitrarily, as the experience of
women workers in the wartime shipbuilding industry*“démonstrates.
Cultural pressures operate to confine women to the domestic sphere,
whereas men operate in the public sphere. This divide is supported by
community members who internalise the notions of defined female and
male spaces in which it is believed that it is appropriate for women
and men to operate.
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Sexual segregation: a methodology for the sociology
of community?

What has been demonstrated here is that the sociology of commu-
nity has been undertaken with an agenda which flows from Ténnies’
original definition of the community. Those who have followed have
utilised the notion of an organic structure as the framework for their
investigations. That framework is subjective, containing ‘a normative
prescription’ which sociologists have sought to elaborate and embellish
in order that they might demonstrate adequately the functioning of a
socio-cultural unit which is considered to provide the paradigm of
human organisation.

This is apparent in the work on Ashton by Dennis ef al. The primary
concern of their work is to demonstrate the operation of the organic
structure within a mining community. The key focus of their work is the
work and leisure experiences of men. The shared values and beliefs on
which the presumed homogeneity of the community is based is in the
male, public realm. They do not consider the possibility that there exists
a different view worthy of investigation amongst that other part of the
community — the women who live in this segregated world. Women and
the family are presented as adjuncts to men. What is most striking
about the first edition of this study is that the authors do not outline any
theoretical or methodological premises on which their work is based.
Yet this ‘community study’ is so clearly an attempt to develop Ténnies’
organic structure. The study itself lives up to Bell and Newby’s typifica-
tion of community studies as a mixture of ‘normative prescription and
empirical description’.’

The limitations of that approach have been indicated. The organic
structure approach means that little weight is given to the importance of
sexual segregation as a key feature of community structure, in particu-
lar the failure to recognise that the family unit as defined by an organic
structure approach neglects adequate consideration of the subordination
of women.

The examination of archival material relating to community structure
in the north-east of England suggested that a basic principle of com-
munity structure is sexual segregation. The exclusion of women did
not stem from the unseeing functioning of an organic structure. Instead
cultural mechanisms operate to maintain the divide and in particular to
exclude women from activities which were the preserve of the male.

A research agenda which takes as its starting-point the premise that
sexual segregation is a critical organising feature of community offers
the possibility of a more comprehensive examination of the operation
of community. Tt also offers the chance to create a link between the
organisation of community and the wider society of which the commu-
nity Is a part.
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Notes

I This article is based on doctoral research conducted between 1982 and 1986.
The results of that research can be found in Ennis (1986) ‘Time, Person and
Place in the North-East of England’, unpublished PhD thesis, University of
Durham.

2 The full collection of tapes and transcripts is kept at Beamish Museum who
kindly allowed this material to be used.

3 This archive now kept at Newcastle Central Library was the product of
research undertaken by the author, Jan Roberts and Professor Richard Brown,
Department of Sociology and Social Policy, University of Durham. Funding
was received from the Nuffield Foundation.

4 The results of this research can be found in Ennis (1982) ‘The Jarrow March

of 1936 and the Symbolic Expression of Protest’, unpublished MA thesis,

University of Durham.

According to the authors ‘women were oppressed by the relationships im-

posed by the miner’s work and dependence on wages’ (Dennis ef al., 1969: 9).

6 Of course this notion that there was a choice as to who could take up employ-

ment was not available at that time. Although women did enter the market-

place in greater numbers post-1945, the opportunities to take up employment
which provided a family wage were limited. This was not a real choice for
the woman or the man.

In the Introduction to the second edition (1969) Henriques tries to make

amends for this lack, but the offerings are very thin.
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CHAPTER 12

Not working in the inner city:

unemployment from the 1970s to
the 1990s

MARGARET M. CURRAN

Introduction

Unemployment is a major source of deprivation in an increasingly
unequal society. In the 1980s and 1990s the gap between the richest and
poorest households in the United Kingdom has widened dramatically.
The share of income which goes to the bottom 10 per cent of house-
holdg has fallen substantially from 4.2 per cent in 1979 to only 3 per
cent in 1992-3, whilst the top 10 per cent now command more than a
quarter of all household income. As the gap between rich and poor has
widened, the unemployed have replaced pensioners as the dominant
group amongst the poorest households. The official interpretation is that;

The changing composition of the bottom of the income distribution has been
@used by.. .?ncreasipg unemployment and self employment as well as an
ISHSSG?]‘I}C,?]f;;s;n the income position of pensioners. (Department of Social
The impact of rising unemployment during this period has been com-
ppunded by the consistent trend of government policy to reduce the
fmcon}e position’ of the unemployed. A stream of policy changes
including the withdrawal of carnings-related supplements, the taxatior;
of benefits, the substitution of Social Fund loans for Supplementary
szneﬁt Exceptional Needs payments, and the forthcoming introduction
of the Job Seekers Allowance, has combined to reduce the resources
ma(sle available to unemployed people through the benefit system.

The low incomes of unemployed people and their houscholds rep-
resent only the tip of the iceberg of the true cost of unemployment to
individuals and to society as a whole. For unemployed people the con-
sequences of life without a wage extend well beyond both their status in
the labour market and the immediate and pressing threats of poverty.
debt, rent arrears or mortgage repossession. The psychological impac£
of unemployment has received considerable attention from researchers
from the pioneering study of Marienthal in the 1930s (Jahoda et al.
1972) to a variety of studies in the 1980s and beyond (for example,
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Ullah, 1987; Warr, 1987; Burchell, 1993; Gershuny, 1993). A review of
this extensive literature is beyond both the scope and the purpose of
this paper. It is sufficient to note both Burchell’s acknowledgement that
‘there is indeed good, well documented evidence that, on aggregate, the
unemployed suffer worse psychological health than the employed” and
his caution against the simplistic conclusion that psychological ill health
is a condition of all of the unemployed and none of the employed
(Burchell, 1993: 188). The links between unemployment and physical
health are also complex. There is evidence that unemployment is asso-
ciated with raised mortality rates in both unemployed men and their
wives, with particularly high risks of dying through lung cancer, heart
disease and suicide (Moser et al., 1987). However, as one review con-
cludes, ‘precisely how unemployment kills is still not known’ (Office of
Health Economics, 1993: 9).

The impact of unemployment spreads beyond the individual both
to their personal and social relationships and to the wider community.
The Social Change and Economic Life studies in the 1980s found that
unemployment was associated both with limited adaptation of the
domestic division of labour (Gallie et al., 1993) and with marital dis-
solution (Lampard, 1993). Although there was ‘little sign of the with-
drawal into passivity and social isolation that was highlighted in the
earlier studies’ unemployed people tend to be in segregated social
networks which offer weak support in both psychological and material
terms (Gallie et al., 1993: 262).

The broader impacts of unemployment on localitics and communities
are extensive. Although the links between unemployment and crime
are complex and contested it cannot be coincidence that a moral panic
about crime in general, and street crime in particular, arises when and
where there is a high rate of unemployment amongst urban youth. The
less newsworthy effects of unemployment on local communities can
be devastating:

The impoverishing effect of unemployment on a community is not fully shown
by the rate in any month or even year. It is the slow decay over time that leaves
many long out of work, others prematurely retired from the labour force and
many families faced with only one in two or three generations bringing home a
wage. The poverty can generally be seen in both public and private services:
poor schools and medical services with insufficient or less qualified staff, [and]
limited shopping facilities forcing the poor to pay more. (Sinfield and Showler,
1981: 20)

Unemployment and its consequences are clearly not'evénly distrib-
uted in either social or spatial terms (Green, 1995). In the early 1990s
the media paid considerable attention to the impact of unemployment
on formerly affluent, formerly secure sections of the community as the
recession hit the middle classes, the suburbs and the South East. There
has even been talk of the end of the ‘North-South Divide’. However
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unemployment is still ‘a most unequal tax” (Showler and Sinfield, 1981)
and unemployment rates remain highest where they have always been
highest: amongst the working class, in the inner cities and in the North.

This brief review demonstrates, if demonstration were needed, that
unemployed people and their communities pay dearly for the unem-
ployment which Norman Lamont, then Chancellor of the Exchequer,
described in 1991 as a price ‘well worth paying’ to get inflation down.
The rest of this paper explores the experience and consequences of
unemployment in particular working-class communities in Newcastle
upon Tyne, the ‘capital city’ of North-East England. The starting point
lies in research conducted in 1979 by Richard Brown, Jim Cousins and
the author, and published by our research sponsor' as Working in the
Inner City (Cousins, Curran and Brown, 1982). The core of the project
was the collection of detailed work, and non-work, histories from over
700 residents of three small arcas of Newcastle upon Tyne. The aim
here is to examine the role of unemployment in the work histories
of our survey respondents in the decade from 1969 to 1979, and then
address the question ‘what happened next?” The experience of survey
respondents in the 1970s provides the context for an analysis of
evidence from other, secondary, sources, about the circumstances of
residents of the same areas in the recessions of the 1980s and 1990s —
and in the brief ‘boom’ which separated them. The evidence suggests
that those areas of the city whose residents were disadvantaged in the
(comparatively) good years of the 1970s, may well emerge from the
second recession in a decade with minimal connection with the world
of work.

Areas, methoeds and sources

The work histories which will be discussed were collected in 1979 in a
study of three contrasting small areas of Newecastle upon Tyne: an inner
city ‘zone of transition’ (Elswick), a more traditional settled working-
class inner city area (Walker) and an outer city area of working-class
council tenants (Denton). The areas selected were not complete wards
but were defined as groups of 1971 Census enumeration districts, some
of which crossed ward boundaries. The survey areas do not therefore
correspond with the boundaries of the current wards which bear the
same names. However, in both geographic and social terms Elswick,
Walker and Denton wards provide the closest equivalents to the survey
areas which can be identified in current statistical sources.

In each survey arca we sampled half of all houscholds, and attempted
to interview all household members who were economically active, i.e.
working or available for work. Our interviewers achieved a response
from 81 per cent of households and from 71 per cent of identified
economically active individuals. Interviews were completed with a total
of 764 economically active residents: 434 [57 per cent] men and 330
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[43 per cent] women. The core of the interview was a series of questions
about respondents’ work and non-work histories in the decade between
1969 and their interviews in the first half of 1979, The discussion in this
paper centres on the role of unemployment in these work histories. (For
more general analyses see, for example, Cousins, Curran and Brown,
1982; Cousins and Curran, 1982; Brown, 1982))

The work history data were coded and filed in two distinct but related
ways. The main record for each respondent included a summary of their
work history including the number, occupational and industrial range
of the jobs they had held and whether they had experienced repeated or
long-term periods of unemployment. In a second separate data set the
unit of analysis is not the individual but a phase in an individual’s work
history: a discrete period of employment, unemployment or economic
inactivity. The record of each period carried details of the preceding and
succeeding periods. This means that we can examine how each period
of unemployment began, how it ended, and the kind of change in status
which it brought about. The dates of these work history periods were
also used for a year by year analysis of respondents’ transitions between
jobs and statuses.

The age structure of the group and, to a lesser extent, the inability of
respondents to provide full work histories, leads to lower sample num-
bers in the earlier years of the decade. The number of respondents for
whom work history information is available rises from 511 in 1969
to 764 in 1979. (Figures each year are for February, the month when
ficldwork began.) A chronological analysis of respondents’ experience
of finding and losing jobs throughout the 1970s is used here to track the
impact of rising unemployment on their work histories.

The original research design placed some emphasis on the potential
differences between the two contrasting inner areas and the outer city
area. However the similarities between the employment experiences of
residents of the areas proved to be more striking, in many respects, than
their differences. We concluded that;

employment related deprivation and disadvantage . . . are not confined to a small
distinctive minority of those in manual and routine white collar work, neither
are they confined to the inner city. .. .we are dealing with a normal part of
urban working class experience. (Cousins, Curran and Brown, 1982: 112)

Where the similarities between the three areas are of more si gnificance
than their differences, residents’ work histories are analysed together as
examples of urban working-class experience.

The discussion of developments in the 1980s and 1990s addresses
the key concern of this paper, unemployment in the inner city, by focus-
ing on the two inner-city areas: Walker and Elswick. It is based entirely
on ward level analysis of secondary sources: the 1981 and 1991 Cen-
suses of Population, and local analyses of the Employment Department
count of unemployed claimants.>
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Unemployment in the 1970s: incidence and consequence

In February 1979 when the Newcastle survey fieldwork began, the
national rate of registered unemployment was reported to be 5.7 per
cent, falling to 5.1 per cent in May as fieldwork ended. In the Northern
Region unemployment rates were considerably higher: 8.7 per cent
and 7.9 per cent respectively. The rate of unemployment in the survey
sample was higher still: taking the three areas together we calculated a
registered unemployment rate of 10.3 per cent. Because of the high rate
of non-registration, particularly amongst women seeking part-time work,
this is a serious underestimate of the proportion of respondents who had
no job and wanted to work.

On the broader definition of availability for work which was used
in the study, 13.6 per cent of the survey sample were unemployed. The
men and women who said that they were available for work were active
in seeking employment: 95 per cent of the registered unemployed and
over 80 per cent of those who were not registered had used some
method to try to obtain employment. Many had used most if not all of
the means available: registering with Jobcentres {not then a condition
for receiving benefit), using private agencies, answering newspaper
adverts, approaching employers and making enquiries through friends
and relatives. This active job search underlines the genuine availability
for work of the non-registered unemployed; in the remaining discussion
all respondents who said that they were available for work are described
as unemployed.

The “snapshot’ view of the survey respondents early in 1979 showed
an unemployment rate of 13.6 per cent: more than one in eight. The
summaries of their work histories show that experience of unemploy-
ment and job loss during the previous decade was much more wide-
spread. Between 1969 and 1979:

* over a third [38%] had been unemployed at some time

¢ a quarter had been made redundant

* almost one in six [16%)] had spells of unemployment totalling more
than twelve months

¢ almost one in ten [9%)] had been unemployed for a continuous period
of over a year.

These experiences were most common in the less settled inner area
(Elswick) and amongst men, and least common in the outer city area
and amongst women. The unemployment rates for men in 1979 were
20 per cent in Elswick, 13 per cent in Walker and 10 per cent in Denton.
However unemployment and redundancy were not unusual for either
men or women in any of the areas. Experience of each of these forms of
labour market deprivation was commonplace even amongst the women
living in Denton, the outer area with the lowest unemployment in the
survey. Although this group were less disadvantaged than inner-city women,
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or men in any area, their histories since 1969 showed that 22 per cent
had been unemployed, 9 per cent had been made redundant, 10 per cent
had spells of unemployment totalling more than twelve months, and 5
per cent had been unemployed for over a year. In this sense unemployment
was a ‘normal’ part of urban working-class experience in the 1970s,
and it transcended both gender and the boundaries of the inner city.

The profile of the respondents who had been unemployed in ecach
year from 1969 to 1979 was remarkably stable:

* about half had left their previous job involuntarily, through redund-
ancy, dismissal or the end of a temporary job

» about half had worked previously in personal service, semi-skilled or
unskilled manual occupations, whilst the proportion of the employed
in these occupations was closer to a third

¢ the proportion who came from manufacturing jobs varied from year
to year, but the average of a third was very similar to the proportion
of the employed who were in manufacturing.

All of the reported experience of being out of work happened in a
period when the general level of unemployment appears in retrospect to
have been relatively low. The 1970s marked the transition between com-
paratively full employment in the 1960s and the deep recession of the
early 1980s. There was a peak in 19712, but unemployment was still
commparatively low in the first half of the 1970s. In the wake of the oil
crisis, the unemployment rate rose sharply from the beginniiig of 1974,
reaching a peak late in 1977. The survey interviews in 1979 coincided
with a ‘blip” in the course of two years of slowly falling unemployment
which preceded the steep increase in the early 1980s (Figure 12.1).

The peak in unemployment in 1971-2 and the increases from 1974
were associated with a number of features of respondents’ experiences
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Table 12.1 Jobs ended and jobs started 1970--8

Year! Involuntary job % job endings % job starts % job moves
endings (per 100 Jollowed by lasting to lower
econ. active’) unemployment® <[ year social class*
1970 4 21 23 15
1971 5 20 28 15
1972 9 22 39 22
1973 5 19 35 17
1974 7 19 29 17
1975 S 36 33 18
1976 8 30 42 19
1977 8 40 46 21
1978 7 50 n.a. 25
Notes:

1 All years reported have over 100 job starts and over 100 job ends. Fewer than
50 were reported in 1969 and 1979.

2 Economically active = employed or unemployed (February).

As % of all job ends followed by employment or‘unemplaymem‘

4 Includes both direct job changes and changes via unemployment. Registrar
G_cperral’s social classes are ranked from I to V with no manual/non-manual
division of IlI. Experience of the higher social classes (1 and 1T) was confined
to a very small minority of respondents.

foe)

in the labour market (Table 12.1). The swings in the economic cycle
ycsulted in both direct and indirect impacts on the work histories of
individual men and women. In particular rising unemployment:

¢ increased their chances of losing a job involuntarily, through redund-
ancy, dismissal or the end of a fixed-term job

increased the chances that the end of a job would be followed by
unemployment: the proportion of all job terminations followed by
unemployment reached 50% in 1978 and rose to 60% of the (47) job
terminations reported in 1979 ‘
reduced the duration of those jobs which were started: the proportion
lasting for less than a year rose from 29% in 1974 to 46% of jobs
gtarted in 1977. (Since fieldwork was in spring 1979, the durations of
jobs begun in 1978 were short: 85% less than a year.)

diminished the ‘quality’ of job changes which they were able to make:
whether they moved directly from job to job or via a period of unemploy-
ment, their chances of moving to a job in a lower social class increased.

®

In summary, the work histories of these working-class residents of
a northern city in the 1970s showed that the experience of being with-
out a job was widespread. Furthermore, the impact of economic change
on their working lives extended well beyond the immediate and obvious
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risk of unemployment. During the unemployment peaks of 1972 and
the progressive increase in unemployment from 1974 the jobs which
they were able to obtain became more short-term and insecure and they
slipped further down the social class scale. Analysis which is not pre-
sented here demonstrates the flexibility of their work histories which
were ‘characterised by substantial mobility between jobs, occupations,
socio-economic groups, social classes and industries’ (Cousins, Curran
and Brown, 1982: 30). The residents of these areas of Newcastle
evidently included significant numbers of the recurrently unemployed
‘blue jeaned philanthropists of the late 20th century” whose ‘virtuous
flexibility enables the market economy to work” (Daniel, 1990: 234).

The 1980s and 1990s: claimants counted and the
hidden unemployed

The residents of the Newcastle survey areas entered the labour market
of the 1980s from a position of considerable flexibility but very little
strength. The remaining part of this paper moves on from the detailed
analysis of the work histories of the survey sample in the 1970s to ex-
plore the evidence which can be gleaned from statistical sources about
what happened, in the areas where they lived, in the 1980s and 1990s.
All of the information presented relates to residents of the electoral
wards which most closely correspond, geographically and socially, to the
1979 survey areas. The correspondence is not exact and this statistical
information is not directly comparable with the survey data for reasons
of geography, sample coverage, sample selection, cte. lis value lies in
the picture it can provide of the kinds of labour market experience which
were likely to face the residents of the 1979 survey areas in the 1980s
and 1990s.

The discussion will focus on the two inner city areas: Elswick and
Walker. The concentration on the inner urban areas reflects a desire for
clarity in addressing the key concern of this paper: unemployment in
the inner city. It does not mean that the experiences of residents in the
outer city area were in any way less problematic in the 1980s and 1990s
than they had been in the 1970s. On the contrary, the evidence suggests
that their experiences of unemployment and deprivation in the labour
market continued to be different in degree, but not essentially in kind,
from those of the inner-city residents.

The 1970s and 1980s saw massive changes in the national and local
economies. Nationally unemployment rose from 1979 to.a.peak rafe mn
1986 which would be recorded as over 10 per cent on even the current
basis of the unemployed claimant count. In Tyne and Wear, the county
and conurbation of which Newcastle is a part, half of all manufacturing
jobs and two thirds of primary sector jobs were lost in 20 years from

1971 to 1991. The 100,000 lost jobs in manufacturing and 25,000 jobs
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in mining and other primary industries were not replaced by 50,000
new service sector jobs, many of which were part-time (Tyne and Wear
Rescarch, 1994a). In the 1990s total employment in the county has
apparently been more stable but the structural changes have continued
with the end of both coal-mining and shipbuilding on Tyneside and
a continuing shift from full- to part-time employment. Nationally and
locally, unemployment soared in the early 1980s, then fell to a low
point in 1990 before increasing again in the 1990s (Figure 12.1). These
broad trends provided the context for changes in unemployment in the
inner-city areas from the 1970s to the 1990s.

Information about unemployment in small areas can be obtained from
two standard sources: the decennial Censuses of Population and the
monthly count of unemployed claimants. The census has the great
advantage of allowing analysis of both self-defined unemployment and
of other categories of non-employment. Census data will be used here to
explore the rates of unemployment and of premature withdrawal from
the labour market in 1981 and 1991. The deficiencies of the monthly
count of unemployed claimants are well rehearsed and ‘it is clear that
the general public, many politicians, the media and various pressure
groups do not trust the [claimant] unemployment figures or find them
convincing” (Royal Statistical Society, 1995: 39). The claimant count
does indeed bear all the scars of a by-product of a constantly changing
administrative system which has itself become a political football. How-
ever, for all its faults, it is a uniquely current indicator of differences in
one measure of unemployment between small geographic areas. The
absence of any alternative source in the ten years between censuses
leads most local labour market analysts to favour cautious use over
outright rejection.” The extent to which the claimant count undercounts
unemployment will not be discussed in detail here, but assessment of a
range of sources suggests that ‘for every three unemployed claimants
[in Tyne and Wear] in 1994 there was probably a fourth person excluded
from the official count who had no job and wanted to work’ (Tyne and
Wear Research, 1995: 20). Because of the effects of benefit regulations
women who are seeking work are particularly liable to be excluded
from the claimant count. With these caveats, the claimant count will be
used to update the assessment of unemployment in the inner-city areas
to the mid 1990s.

At the beginning of the period covered by the survey respondents’
work histories the 1971 Census recorded unemployment rates in both
the inner-city wards which were well above the average for Newcastle,
itself well above the national average. In Walker, the traditional river-
side industrial area, more than one in ten of the residents who regarded
themselves as part of the labour force were seeking work. In Elswick,
the ward in the West End of the city with a more unsettled population,
the unemployment rate was more than one in eight. By 1981, two years
after the survey fieldwork, the rate of unemployment in Newcastle had

Not working in the inner city 185

40

30.2

30

Y% rate

T 1991

| Newcastle l

B Eiswick B walker

Figure 12.2 Unemployment in fnner City Wards 1971-91

Source: Census - reported in City of Newcastle upon Tyne [1993].

increased substantially and the loss of jobs in traditional industries had
increased unemployment in Walker to more than 50 per cent above the
city average, overtaking that in Elswick. By 1991 three out of ten of
the ‘economically active’ residents of Walker and more than a quarter of
those in Elswick were looking for work. These unemployment rates were
respectively double and 70 per cent above the average for Newcastle
(Figure 12.2).

The 1991 Census thus reveals levels of unemployment in the inner
city areas which are, by any standards, extremely high. The census also
reveals substantial numbers of people who are ‘jobless’ but did not
describe themselves as unemployed on the census form.

The first category of ‘hidden unemployment’ is perhaps not very
well hidden from the seasoned observer of government policies for
the unemployed. Government training and employment schemes have
taken a number of forms from the early days of Job Creation Schemes
and Youth Opportunitics Programmes to the current Youth Training and
Training for Work schemes whose variants now appear under more
catchy local titles like “Tyneskill Choices’. The 1991 Census was the
first to identify such schemes as a separate category of economic activ-
ity. These programmes are generally targeted at younger people, whom
both the census and the claimant count record as having the highest
rates of unemployment. Table 12.2 shows that the proportion of young
inner-city men describing themselves as unemployed rose from 35 per
cent in 1981 to around 40 per cent in 1991. When the ‘hidden unem-
ployment” represented by government schemes is includéd‘in the total,
it becomes apparent that in the inner-city areas half of the young men
and a third of the young women who were in the labour market did not
have a job.

The second category of ‘hidden unemployment’ is reflected in the
level of economic activity. Nationally the proportion of men of working
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Table 12.2° Youth unemployment and government schemes

Economically active 1981 1991 1991 1991
residents aged 16-25 % unemployed' % unemployed' % on Total %
schemes
Men: Elswick 35 42 9 51
Men: Walker 35 39 11 50
Women: Elswick 18 27 7 34
Women: Walker 25 28 9 37
Note:

I Self-defined as ‘unemployed and looking for a job” or waiting to start a job.

Source: 1981 and 1991 Censuses (Small Area Statistics) Crown Copyright.

Table 12.3  Labour market participation of residents:
percentage economically active

ELSWICK ELSWICK WALKER WALKER

1981 1991 1981 1991

[change] [change]
MEN aged:
16--64 84 76 [-8] 90 79 [-11]
45-54 88 79 [-9] 93 80 [-13]
54--59 84 69 [-15] 85 64 [-19]
6064 73 44 [-29] 66 37 [-29]
WOMEN aged:
[6--59 63 52 [-11) 62 53 [-9]
45--54 67 58 [-9] 66 61 [-5]
55--59 56 41 [~15] 53 50 [-3]

Source: 1981 and 1991 Censuses (Small Area Statistics) Crown Copyright.

age who were working or seeking work fell from over 90 per cent to
under 87 per cent between 1981 and 1991, whilst women’s economic
activity rate increased from less than 61 per cent to almost 68 per cent.
In the City of Newcastle men’s economic activity rate started from
a lower base (88 per cent) in 1981 and fell more rapidly to just 82 per
cent in 1991. Women’s economic activity, which had been higher than
the national average at almost 64 per cent in 1981, increased slowly and
fell behind the national average in 1991 at less than 66 per cent (Tyne
and Wear Research, 1994). In the two inner-city wards, Elswick and
Walker, both men’s and women’s economic activity rates fell during the
1980s (Table 12.3).

Economic activity rates may change for a variety of reasons includ-
ing changing age structures and increases in further education or full-
time child care. Changes which are concentrated in the older age groups
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will also include the effects of early (pensionable) reticement. However,
in the inner-city wards they are more likely to reflect a tendency for
those without work to stop regarding themselves as ‘unemployed and
looking for a job’.

As Table 12.3 shows, the 1980s saw a dramatic decline in labour
market participation by both men and women aged between 45 and
retirement age in the inner city wards. The effects are most striking for
men: a fifth of men in their later forties and early fifties, a third in their
late fifties and well over half of men in their sixties but below retire-
ment age do not regard themselves as part of the labour market. Four
out of five of these economically inactive men described themselves as
unable to work because of long-term sickness or disability. The adverse
health effects both of Tyneside’s traditional heavy industry and of long-
term unemployment are undeniable, but it seems likely that many of
these men are ‘discouraged workers” who have left the labour force
prematurely partly for health reasons and partly because of their poor
assessment of the chances of finding work. These men occupy ‘an
indeterminate status between full economic activity and total economic
inactivity . . . too old to work but too young to be retired’ (Casey and
Laczko, 1989: 510). Whilst the fall in women’s participation was slower,
the drop in their economic activity is significant, particularly as it
occurred when women’s participation in the labour market was generally
increasing.

In summary, the evidence from the Censuses of Population shows
that the general rise in unemployment between 1981 and 1991 was felt
particularly strongly in the two inner-city wards. Their rates of unemploy-
ment diverged even further from the average in a city whose unemploy-
ment is consistently well above the national average. ‘Unemployment’
is not, however, the whole story. The extent of the lack of work in these
communities is disguised for the young by government training schemes
and for older workers by withdrawal from the labour market.

Local analyses from the claimant count offer little cause for optim-
ism about unemployment in the inner-city wards, either in the brief
‘boom” of the late 1980s or in the economic ‘recovery’ in the 1990s.
Both Elswick and Walker wards have consistently recorded average
unemployment rates of over 20 per cent since 1986, when the available
data series began and when unemployment began to fall. In 1994 Elswick
and Walker had average claimant unemployment rates of 29 per cent
and 26 per cent respectively; around double the average for the City of
Newecastle, itself well above the regional and national rates. The rates of
recorded unemployment amongst men, who are less likely:-than women
jobseekers to be excluded from the claimant count, were still higher.
Despite the effects of government schemes diverting the unemployed into
training, and of discouraged jobless workers leaving the labour force,
an average month in 1994 saw almost four out of ten economically
active men in Elswick and a third in Walker claiming unemployment
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benefits (Tyne and Wear Research, 1995). These areas thus remained
characterised by the low proportion of their residents who were ‘working
in the inner city’ or, indeed, elsewhere.

Conclusion

In the 1970s, unemployment rates were low by subsequent standards.
In the Northern urban working-class communities studied in this paper,
rates of unemployment were around double the national average, with
about one in ten members of the labour force registered as unemployed.
The experience of being without a job was much more widespread than
the snapshot provided by an unemployment rate might suggest. In these
communities, at the end of the 1970s, the number of people who were
or had ever been unemployed was sufficiently great to make it clear that
unemployment was a common part of urban working-class experience.
. As unemployment increased in the 1980s and again in the 1990s the
inner cities were particularly hard hit. Even in the brief ‘boom’ of the
late 1980s at least one in five members of the labour force living in these
areas of Newcastle upon Tyne was an unemployed claimant. By 1994,
over a quarter were unemployed in an average month. The true extent of
the lack of work is disguised by training schemes for the young and
an'indctcrminate status between long-term unemployment and early
retirement for older workers. “Youth’ for these purposes continues at
least until the mid-20s, and ‘older’ labour market behaviour begins in
the mid-40s. Even in the 20 years between these extended fringes of the
]gbour force, between 30 per cent and 40 per cent of men in the inner-
cily areas were unemployed at any one time in 1994 and many more
will have experienced life without work. All of the available evidence,
including the Newcastle survey results cited above, shows that persist-
ently high counts of ‘the unemployed’ reflect still greater numbers of
people experiencing life as part of the changing ‘Unemployed Flow’
(Danicl, 1990). In the 1980s and 1990s, in the communities studied in
this paper, only a small minority of households will have escaped the
experience of unemployment. In these urban working-class communities
‘not working” has virtually become the norm.

At the level of individual experience, the consequences of long-term
exclusion from the world of work are potentially devastating as prob-
lems caused by material poverty may be compounded by a lack of
physical and psychological wellbeing. The Social Change and Econ-
omic Life studies (Gallie, Marsh and Vogler, 1993) demenstrated the
substantial stresses which unemployment places on marital, family and
§ocia1 relationships. These studies also found that unemployed people,
In contrast with those in earlier studies, had not become passive social
isolates, although the networks in which they functioned were segre-
gated and unable to offer strong support. These findings illustrate the
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impact, both positive and negative, of the concentration of unemploy-
ment in particular communities. The positive aspect for the individual is
that within a community where unemployment is the norm there is little
stigma attached to being unemployed. Unemployment is not, in this
sense, a cause for personal isolation. The negative aspect is that whilst
unemployed social networks may dominate in a particular locality, their
separation from networks which include people in employment rein-
forces their exclusion from the world of work and, perhaps, from ‘social
citizenship® (Morris, 1994).

Some commentators regard this kind of exclusion as the defining
characteristic of the contested category of the ‘underclass’

The underclass are those who fall outside this class schema, because they
belong to family units having no stable relationship at all with the ‘mode of
production’. (Smith, 1992: 4)

Morris [1994] provides a thorough review of the debate about the
‘underclass’ and its emergence from a Victorian view of the ‘dangerous
classes’ to current political concerns about the emergence of a ‘culture
of dependency’ amongst the benefit-claiming residents of arcas like
those discussed in this paper. The debates around the definition of the
underclass will not be rehearsed here. The essence of the concept is
implicit in much current debate about the significance of social inequal-
ity for social and economic policy. Concerns about the ‘danger’ of the
underclass undermining social values have considerable resonance in
current UK political debate, whilst an address to social exclusion is
central to emerging social policy in the European Union. The crucial
point on which sociologists and policy-makers might agree is that
social exclusion has implications both for the excluded and for the
society which excludes them.

Turning to the more specific impact of unemployment on the labour
market, the Newcastle study showed that in the 1970s the impact of
recession on working lives extended well beyond the immediate and
obvious risk of unemployment. Jobs became shorter-term and more
insecure, and those who were able to find work often had to accept a re-
duction in their occupational status. Little seems to have changed in the
1980s, when an analysis from the Labour Force Survey identified a strong
association between unemployment and non-standard, i.e. temporary or
part-time, employment (Payne and Payne, 1993).

The growth of various forms of insecure employment in the 1990s
has been considerable, and the combination of actual and perceived
insecurity has been blamed for the persistent absence of-the- ‘feclgood
factor’. It has even been suggested that ‘the social psychology of job
insecurity might have to take over from the social psychology of unem-
ployment as the rescarch topic for the 19908 (Burchell, 1993: 211),
Whilst the suggestion of a takeover may be excessive, the poverly and
marginalisation of urban working-class communities in the 1990s is
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certainly compounded when the little work that is available to their
members is intermittent, insecure and badly paid. New forms of employ-
ment, including contracts with no guaranteed hours, fixed-term contracts
and low part-time hours, give employers flexibility for cost control and
strategic planning. For employees they offer an unpredictable income,
and levels of insecurity which make the planning of a carcer, of major
life changes like household formation, or even of a modest holiday,
virtually impossible. Work which offers so little security and control to
individuals, families and communities already marginalised by their
experience of unemployment, does little to promote their sense of inclu-
sion in a broader society.

To conclude, the evidence presented in this paper suggests that the
inner-city areas whose residents were disadvantaged in the compara-
tively good years of the 1970s, now have only a fragile connection with
the world of work, with the kinds of job to which the young might
aspire and from which the old might retire. Economic and social in-
equalities which made the Northern urban working classes particularly
vulnerable to the efffects of unemployment have made “not working’ a
common experience throughout the 1970s, 1980s and 1990s.

Notes

The work histories were collected in a study carried out between 1978 and
1982 as part of the Department of the Environment’s Inner Cities Research
Programme, with additional analyses financed by the (then) Social Science
Research Council.

2 [am grateful to my colleagues at Tyne and Wear Research for their assistance

in accessing these data sources.

3 The Labour Force Survey which provides a measure of unemployment on the
internationally agreed (ILO) basis is a sample survey with results subject to
significant margins of error at county and Metropolitan District level and
unavailable for smaller areas.
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