Horking in the lelfore Steie

This contribution is the result of zlot of harc thinking =bout the relevency
of BF politics in the course of my work and my trade union activity. Hopefully
it will be seen as a contribution to meintaining BF s » distinct politicel
current on the left and that in writing about things from - procticel voint of
view it will encourage others to do the =zme.

That we need to reassess ond resssert our traditions is increagingly becoming
more obvious. Ue need to discard whot we feel is useless, reteining what is
and in so doing moke our blend of sutonomy, libert:risn tinged socislist fem-
inism relevent to the eighties. ‘

Working in welfare services is frustrating. Being simultzncously 'inend egeinst
the state' means these frustrations feed on the contredictions rnd stresses of
your job. lle seem %o be surrounded by poverty, gaualor, injustice »nd oppression
yet others do not seem to share your sense of urgency mx and cnger, Seeing

the 'punters' (Dilly Bunters)) as they sre celled trving to build or meintein
feirly ordinary lives degpite all the forces steocked ageingt them just fuels

the frugtration,

The menagement heirarchy gtifles your own energy end enthusizsm. Those at the
top know this 2nd use & gystem ¢kin to patronsge +to control. However, meny
still wring their hands in frustrotion becouse it does not allow them to caryry
out their 'grand design! They tclk alot about caring for clients, have an
almost neive Febian approach toward welferism and cre totelly non critical

of the heirarchy itself, Rarely do they cuestion the built in =ssumptions
wvhich many share cbout the righthess of the ingtitution to bhe structured in
such and such a way.

Those @t the top cannot relate +to the everydey frugtrsotions end expericnces

of punters enc staff. I'ot because of some magical cuality atteched to personal
experience which meang thet it is inaccesgsable to no-one but the person thinking
it, for this would makec o nonsense of our socialist understencding of the world.
No they cannot understand becouse of their pogition within the aystem snd their
interests within thig system. They relate to institutions snd structures rather
then experiences of the class. Some sre quite content to incdulge in ideologic—
¢l oppogition while, to o greater or lesgger extent, prictieslly reinforecing

the stetus qous Even I, yes me folks, even I worry sabout being pirt of the
'velvet glove on the iron fist' as do a2lot of smocislisgts I work with. The
battleground for both rewctionarics rnd latter doy reformers lies in Committce
roomg and Council chembers. Dndless points of order ond how to fit : 'ruort

in a pint pot'. They lezrn how to perform, the strefegic interuption here, the
subtle piece of manipulationthere,

Yet it is very casy to get sucked into this sort of opprocch. Uithin eight months
of becoming & Stewnrd for the houging dep:rtment I weg one of twelve stoff

reps supposedly revrescnting combined Dranches of nearly 3,000 members in
negotiations with the Council. This wes in o period when the 'cula! begen to bhite
anc. the fightback wes fragmented encd uncven, Too many of ug put our energies

into burcacratic posturing ic giying we were not recognising the cconomic
difficulties the cuthority hod but lnowing full well th:t meny of our members
dids This cxperience teught me how a Labour Council con mouth oppogition +o

the cuts but actvally corry them out, in & more insidious ond subtle menncr

thon the Tories themsclves, ond thug undermine any cttompts to build up res-
istance. Were we better off heving o Lebour Council? this wes the cuestion mony
of us asked and are still asking,

This experience olgo taught me how cisy it is to get cut off from the very
people whose intcrests you claim to rcpresent. lisny of us in the Union who

were on the left were also involved in the Ilalgo iAction CGroup, An SU'P domincted
but by no meang controlled rank and file group within NALCO. They were dominant
for o veriety of reasons pertly becruge they tended to heve ¢ very clesr line
on most things. Lt & loczl level the 7 G group coll:psed becruse more :nd more
of us beceme integreted into the Bronch Leadership ie control of the Bxechtive,
For once the clear line our SWP comrades hed deserted them and greost arguments
cbout integration ensuecd. Our usurption of the Branch Leadership simply underl-
ined an olready cxisting stote of igolation Tfrom the membership.
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Thig igolation existed Decruge we failed to km challenge this contredicltiong

and nerrvowmcss thit lay ot the heort of our demrndg end how we reiged them. e
related to cesily to the DBranch gtructure, to the Union sog en ingtitution; r: ther
then 1 e diffitulties our members uere hoving., On pay ond scrvioe condition issues
we put up ogtengibly radicel positions but still within the overrll treditionsl
Trade Union. epprooch, He nced to regrin our imcginantiong for we cinnot indefine-
itely exy sell out cvery time we lose @ gtruggle, How cen we continue to say this
when the 'masscs' often vote rﬁrinstfus? e cdesper: tely nced 1o brerk out of the
gtriaghtjecket we find ouselves in end chonge the naeture of our demends inéd

the terrsin or wvhich we struggle. '

]

The Ifousing Deportment where I work hes jvsw udergone & megsive reorg: nigetion
begicelly due to the trangfer of thousindg of »roperticsg from the GLC but equelly
due to the letest trerdin loc.l government ... decentrolisetion. In theory &

fine idea but in practice it has meen't ¢ consolidetion of the heirsrchy under
the pretence of meoking it more ccceggebles To be fair the sort of decentralisgo-~
tion proctised so fer in Hackney is probebly very different to thet enviseged

by other advoceotes of decentreligetion. Yet in the édiscussiong in Heckney little
we.s said ebout the devolvement of power, the lkind of politiecsl cnd steff struci-~
ures nceded to fecilitote such o devolvemmnt ond no discussion with the public
ebout what they octuall y wented. Therc weg consultotion with pcople prior to the
clections when the lianifesto wosg being drewn up but within 15 deys of heing
elected the new leftwerd lecning Council chenged the entire politicel Committbee
structure of the Covncil, They did this with little or no involvement outgide

of the charmed civcle of Libhour group, porticg; senior officers cnd other egsgorted
flunicies.

liore has been snid elsewhore ebout decentraligation, ie Welgall's Long Houl to

Democracy, but cven with these documents I felt strongely digctisfied g if the
: ?

were avoiding tho recl problem arcos,

This wag havpening on one side and on the other the tr:de unions responded by
soying that such isggues &g poy, job crcation, protection, uvpgrsdings, distvurbance
peyments, shorter hours excess trovel costs ete were cruciel. Vell there is no
doubt that they cre important but there needed to bes more. In the midst of ~11
this I wes trying to meke sense of the disgtinctive noture of BI' politics (it wes
go distinctive I couldint quite put my Ffinger on it). Such things 'vs - uvtonomy
theory seemcd.-to meke littlc genge to me other then to mrke me feel disetisfied
with local government. In foct its more workerist ond cconomistic tendencies
seemed at odds -with whet comrades in BE scbuelly seid. The more money less work
syndrome scemcd to be gimilar to the Rw groove the TU movement wes stuck in todey.
Yet degpite «ll thig I did feel there wes something there of velue. In terms of
developing o politics thet is for the gelfoctivity of the cless ind its fregments
then ecvtonomy theory in its unicuely gorbled wey wes seying something.

In retrospect as stewords involved in the tronsicr discussions we should hove bcen
challenging mancgeneitts right o monege by demonding o reduction in the numbers
end tiers of mom mencgement in conjunction with denends for workoer ¢nd tenclt
conirol, Our demends should heve boen designed to challenge the continuity of
power nwore ocffectively,



The migtekes we mode in NAG cllowed vs to drift into & 's@gzure of power?
aituction on the Executive Committee, This roised the quegtion of incorporeation
end ot the level of egual copportunities do we simply want the present power
structures but with women and bleck people more represented within them?

L few weeks ogo oy was it months I sew cn issue of Londor Lebour Briefing which
hed = bonner headline ot the foot of the page. It rerd simply... "Libour teke
thec Power". We should be =ejccting thisg notion not beceuse we reject the
'militency, crisis, collopse, party power' scencrio so excellently cericetured
by IicKengzie but becausc the cuestion itself needs o he renhrc sed, Our tendeoncy
on the left should be part of thot process, © process of permenent rebellion
sgoingt the system end the state. Thus it is not the seizing of power:that is
important buit the struggle itself ot cvery concievehble level thet it occurs.
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