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HEARSAY

Writing offó socialism
óLord Forte described the Prine llinister as "a
wonderful lady whom God has sent from Heaven"
(The Observer, 7th June 1987). (But then, she was
opening one of his restaurants.)

ALTHOUGH NOTTINGHAM EXTRA is not a Labour Party
paper, we are devoting a large section of this
issue to Labour's performance in Nottingham in
the General Election and some of the consequences
of its defeat. We are also continuing the debate
begun by Nigel Lee in the last issue on Labour's
performance as ruling group on the 1983-87 city
council, with contributions also from Brent
Charlesworth and Betty Higgins. In future issues,
we shall move on from all this navelðgazing to
look at Conservative policies instead, and
particularly at Bill Bradbury's new city council
regime.

Dangers to democracy

In the last issue, we warned of the dangers to
local democracy of a reðelected Conservative
government backed up by a sympathetic
Conservative city council. Unfortunately,
many of our gloomiest predictions are already
coming to pass.

The list is a long one: a governmentðimposed
inner city task f orce; perhaps an urban
development corporation (both weapons in what is
routinely and revealingly called Mrs Thatcher's
"assault" on the inner cities); enforced
contracting out of local authority services;
outlawing of contract compliance; restrictions on
local authority publicity ð- misleadingly but
astutely labelled "propaganda on the rates" (these
last three in the current Local Government Bill,
which if passed will be the 44th Act affecting
local government since i979); the poll tax; the
removal of all but "welfare housing" from local
authority management; the simultaneous
centralising and fragmenting of education with
the introduction of city technical colleges,
ógrant maintainedó schools, a national curriculum
and national tests, reducing local authorities to
a mainly administrative role (a county council
issue which, if local democracy means anything,
will surely be of major importance in the 1989
county elections).

There has been no attempt to conceal the real
purpose of this sustained attack on local
government - to destroy Labour's urban power
base (and mop up any remaining puddles of damp
Conservatism). "Thatcher aims at Labour hold on
inner cities," said the frontðpage headline in The
Times two days after the election: "Hrs Margaret
Thatcher set out yesterday to drive through as
quickly as possible legislation designed to
destroy Labour's last stronghold, the inner cities

Mrs Thatcher, who is pledged to eradicate
socialism in Britain, plans to alter the political
landscape by undermining Labour's political power
bases in the impoverished urban heartlands and

recreating Tory support in the cities, especially
in the North!ó

So if Labour wins back the city in i991, it
looks increasingly as if it will take control of
little more than an assemblage of bureaucrats
progressing diktats from Whitehall and liarsham
Street, and mon itoring the few contract
conditions which can be imposed :1 an almost
wholly privatised range of eez".-ices. from
internal council computing to emptying ipstbins,
from mending the road to repair;:.g council
vehicles.

This is not leftist fantasy. PI".;:l: :2ó it is
already hitting the statute ani the same
fears have been expressed wi:ô.elj: 1:: local
government. At the recent annual .:::.:'er-ezx in
Nottingham of SOLACE (the Socie':f: of L:-cal
Authority Chief Executives - the 1--:'-':. hall
bossesó trade union), the Controller :5 the audit
Commission, Howard Davies, not a: 5;-ecially
radical figure, warned that, if có;rr-2:ó. zentral
government policies are projected :ó:r"-rari. local
authorities by 1992 could see their '::..iget :;;t. by
30% and their staff by 37%, and ó:-e rei".<:e:i to
controlling "sink schools and 11:";-eleee welfare-
dependent estatesñ.

So not only the scale of the defeat ó:'.: its
consequences are enormous.

And yet, from a Labour Party 1.:--:;:ó. :f '-';e'-',
this was an oddly undemoralising ele:'.i::. large

-Q --numbers of Labour Party workers '-';-- tel- you
that, on the ground, it didn't feel -;.-:e a :e:eat.
So much so that, like a delayed eh:-:1; re.a_::;:~n,
the enormity of the 102 Tory :;aj:r;:j: eeems
hardly to have sunk in, to be ltarelj: credible.
From ward after ward, with a few -e2;:~e;'.;:r._s in
Nottingham East, there have tee: re_:~:r'.s of
commitment, enthusiasm and sheer ':.ar:' '-"zrk. of a
hundred people turning out for a e;:.gle canvass,
of "the strangest bedfellows" as e-:.:e1::-cly put
it) working uncomplainingly 1:-geó:';er. 2..-.a, in
utter contrast to the shambles '-'l:i:I: was l®.-153;, a
revival of the feeling that we were ,':--art of a
wider, organised, dedicated, laltzor :3-':e-_-.'=e::t.

Like a victory

This is reflected strikingly :1; Ala; Simpson's
account of his campaign -see page Eè. which was
after all a "defeat, ócut felt c'=.;ri:'..*ely like a
victory. In fact, Alan seems more euphoric about
his defeat than Graham Allen about his victory
(see Grahamós sobering analysis, in the interview
starting on page 9, of the work which needs to
be done over the next four years).

This local paradox reflects the national one,
where, despite losing the war, Labour was widely
felt to have the won the campaign. Logical! But
what the Valworth Road Show does seem to have
done is (a) impress the professionals
(politicians and media), (b) terrify the Tories
for at least a day (and, if The Times is to be
believed, provoke a radical, and successful,

ó-0
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redirection of their campaign), (c) win over a
few Alliance voters (probably exðLabour) at the
start of the campaign and not many after, (d)
make most of us feel better about ourselves (even
those of us who prefer policies to the Life of
Neil), (e) (and most significant) make no
-difference to the Tory vote whatsoever.

So what do we do about this seemingly
on-assailable 40 or so per cent - enough, with a
split opposition, to propel Hrs Thatcher
effortlessly óon and onó into the third millennium
and beyond. (A warning. Can you honestly see her
stepping down without being pushedó? Is it really
in the beast's nature? There are plenty of
precedents for octogenarian national leaders.)

Crystalðba1l gazing

How will the Labour Party ever get elected
againô? Will socialism be destroyed in Britain"?
First, some crystalðball gazing.

(l) The restructuring of the Labour Party and
its policies in the Leader's own image will
continue. Neil Kinnock is, as even Tory political
commentators are beginning to acknowledge, a
formidable operator within his own party. (That,
incidentally, might suggest to the unprejudiced
mind that he could be an equally formidable
operator as Prime Minister - a logical step the
pundits are less willing to take.) Moreover, he
had a ógood electionó. (The paradox again - to
lead the party to a disastrous defeat and yet to
have had a ógood waró. But the same could be said
of Hannibal, Napoleon and Robert E. Lee.)

(2) The purge of the Trotskyite left will
continue, though ópurgeô is perhaps too strong
aword. Apart from the more spectacular media
events <?The Expulsion of the Mdlitantsþ said the
biblical subtitle in Kinnock the Movie),
'marginalising' might be a more appropriate term.
It is a process which seems to be gathering
speed and directed not only at Trotskyites. The
ósoft leftó is gauging up with the centre right to
squeeze out the óhard leftó, and this is happening
at all levels of the party. It can be seen in
ward branches, in the city council and in the
Parliamentary Labour Party. Some of the battles
will be fairly bloody, but time and the NBC are
not on the left's side. This is another
consequence of the ósuccessfulô campaign. Despite
deep reservations about the packaging of the
party and of the leadership (reservations shared
by, among others, Roy Hattersley), most party
members more or less approved of the national
campaign. In consequence, those who didnót, the
irreconcilables, * those whose lexicon lists
'Kinnock' as an expletive are now swimming
against a general tide of feeling in the party.

(3) Despite the best efforts of the New
Statesman*, there will be no accommodation with

ióIf Neil Kinnock, John Smith, David Steel and
Paddy Ashdown were to sit down together with
some bottles of good wine for a long summer
afternoon in the hills of Tuscany, there is much
they would agree on the main obstacle to co-
operation is their parties.' (Peter Kellner,
New Statesman, 19th June)
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the Liberals, still less with the SDP, which is
now consigned to the wheelibin of history. No
electoral pact, no plans for power-sharing. The
mould has been chipped, not broken. Old-style
twoðparty politics are back in business. There
will be a shift in Labour Party policy to win
back defectors to the Alliance; a new
óreasonablenessô, a new appeal to consensus: unite
to defeat Thatcher ð under the banner of the
Labour Party (whatever colour that may be ð
peach and grey seem leading contenders).

Even more so

(4) Conclusion. The Labour Party will go into
the next election very much as it went into this
one, but even more so. There will be fewer
internal rows than the right~wing press would
wish, not only because of the leadership's
growing control over the party, but because most
members are heartily sick of internal disputes
and want above all to see the party working
together to win the next election. Packaging is
here to stay. Fresh Kinnock relatives will be
found and even more beautiful stretches of
Pembroke coastline. Brahms will continue to vote
Labour. But policies will be better articulated
and more suitably attuned to voters who have
bought their own council house, have a reasonably
safe job in a sunrise industry, belong to a trade
union but basically regard it as a form of
insurance, are against poverty but not very much,
and have sf-2,000 of shares in British Gas, British
Telecom, British Electricity, British Coal, British
Rail, British Post, British Airways, British
Airports, British Air (metered breathing) and
British Anything that-isnót-nailedðtoðtheðfloor.

Sarcasm apart tand sarcasm comes
distressingly easily in a world of Thatcher
materialism and Kinnock glitz), the Labour Party
will accommodate itself to the climate created by
Thatcherism. It will purchase a smart new
raincoat, umbrella and wellie boots and sing in
the rain, and the membership will sing along with
it. It will do with parliamentary socialism what
most of us do with our everyday lives ð it will
compromise.

So that will make the party more electable?
Pass.
But there is a joker in the pack, a hint of

which is given by that strangely high post~
electoral morale; for along with this irrational
optimism, there is on the left an urgent search
for new ideas and a willingness to consider new
forms of socialism. The influence of this on the
party is unpredictable.

Take, for example, the liberating effect of
discarding that state-centred model of socialism,
particularly of public ownership, which for many
of us has always been a travesty of what
socialism really means ð socialism being
concerned with the liberation of the people, not
their subordination to bureaucratic and
managerial structures as inegalitarian and
oppressive as those of capitalism itself.

This "big brother" version of socialism, so
damagingly equated with its grotesque
deformations in Eastern Europe, was always riding
for the fall which Thatcherism has now given it.
"Popular capitalism" may be pitifully limited and

impotent, but it nevertheless delivers some of
the goods. You can actually touch it. What symbol
of participation and ownership has a nationalised
industry ever put in the hands of its customers
or its workforce to equal the share certificate?
I can't be the only Labour Party member who has
noticed an increasing number of colleagues at
work studying the stock market in their
newspapers.

There is a splendid historical irony here. One
of the chief architects of what an older
generation of socialists ð unrepentant fundament-
alists - always complained was "state capital-
ism", and not socialism at all, was Herbert (later
Lord) Morrison. His grandson, Peter Pianielson, is
the Walworth Road media supremo largely
responsible for the party's glitzy ::e'--' media
image. One of his hardest jobs is to tncouple
Labour from all those unstylish old Labourist
images bequeathed by his grandad. From to-ic much
content, and of the wrong kind. to almost no
content at all - Labour's progress in three
generations! (And here we go again. knocking the
media campaign. No, really, it was greatt,

So what can we replace nationalisation with?
"Social ownership?" As Nigel Laws-on gleefully
remarked, "it will be impossible to put the genie
back in the bottle", and the Labour Leadership
seems tacitly to have accepted this. Ett the
genie could certainly be made more ac=::ó.;r.t-a'-ole,
and compelled to work in a more socially
sensitive way.

We should be thinking creatively about ':.:'--ô to
convert a public limited company into a ;"."':Li::lf,'
responsible body with wide worker and :'.;st::er
participation, if not outright control -
modifying the structures of share ownership,
management and the board of directors, extending
the rights of shareholders, reforming ::etl'_::ls of
accounting (to show real social costs. for
example) , strengthening the role of the
watchdogs. Can we extend the b-o'.;:.iar;es of
"popular" at the expense of "capitalism" s: that
"popular capitalism" begins to loo}: Lil-:e very
much like socialism instead?

Call their bluff

There ought to be opportunities ever. in
opposition to call the Conservativesó ':l".":':' on
those favourite buzz phrases, ñpersonal Liberty"
and "freedom of choice". Though irrcre-:L;L;tj.' is the
natural response to their bareðface:l theft during
the election campaign of the o-lo sixties slogan,
"Power to the People", why not as it at face
value and see whether they meat. it?

Instead of a ñhandsðo:'f" aj:;r:ð-ao-L". which
excludes us from a whole area of possible
engagement, perhaps we sho-uL:i. as groups of
socialists, buy blocks of shares 1: pr:.va%tised
industries and use whatever power it gives us to
expose socially damaging policies and campaign
for more responsible ones. For example, the
"popular capitalist" shareholders in British
Telecom could surely be mobilised to demand the
restoration of the free, immediate repair service
for disabled people which a profitðdictated
management recently withdrew. In a case like
this, a majority would almost certainly put
social responsibility above the needs of profit
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Or do shares give the "People" no "Power" at all
over company policy Campaigning within
privatised (and other; companies could be a
practical means of educating the electorate in
where power really lies in large capitalist
enterprises and exposing the limits of a
"shareholding democracy".

Likewise with "grantðmaintained" schools. We
must wait to see what conditions they are hedged
about with ð but if Tory "freedom of choice"
means anything, it ought to mean not only the
freedom of middleðclass parents to recreate the
old grammar schools, but also the freedom of any
committed group of parents to set up schools on
quite different principles if they want to. The
same ought surely to apply to the government's
inner-city initiatives and to the right to opt
out of local authority housing management.

Opportunity lurks

In all of these there surely lurks the
opportunity to develop a socialist culture in the
void at the heart of Thatcherism ð the void
between the promise of individual freedom and
choice, and the assumption that these will remain
within controllable limits, constrained by
government policy and the weakness and self-
interest of the isolated "free" individual.
Socialists should be able to argue their
contrasting belief that individual freedom is
often realisable only through collective action:
trade unions are the classic example, where only
collective action has won rights and freedoms
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(and better wages) for otherwise isolated and
powerless individuals.

In recent years we have lost the ideological
battle. The initiative has passed to the Tories
and we have always seemed on the defensive,
defending old concepts of socialism which many
of us never had much faith in anyway. The irony
is that our opponents are now using the death of
these to pronounce the death of socialism in
general.

"Socialism does not work everybody in the
Soviet Union knows that, and now someone has
actually admitted it, while in Britain the
Labour Party as a whole doesn't know it, and
among those who do none has dared to say so

Labour will go into the next election
offering much the same as it offered in the
last one, slightly tidied up, and the country
will walk past, into an increasingly
prosperous and liberated future, and leave
socialism and its exponents unpitied to their
fate." (Bernard Levin, The Times, 27th July)
We do not, of course, share dear old Bernard's

vision of the wondrous blue dawn. But, in the
face of that obstinate 40 or so per cent, it is
up to us to prove him wrong: wrong three times
over - wrong in his simplistic, malicious
conflation of Soviet communism and British
socialism (two very different traditions); wrong
in assuming that the history of the British
Labour Party has represented and exhausted all
possible varieties of socialism; wrong above all
about the capacity of libertarian socialism to
renew and reassert itself .0
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The joy ofó campaigning
The beginning of another day

It was the early hours of June 12th. Host of the
city was asleep. Only the "heavies" were still in
business - in bars .
around the city; glued to
their own TV sets; or
wandering round the
"Joint" itself.

The "Joint" was in
fact the Victoria Leisure
Centre, where the final
stages of the General
Election count were just
being completed. In
Nottingham South, Labour
was 2,000 votes behind
the Tories - too much
even for the most wildly
optimistic supporters to
be calling for a recount.

Yet there was an odd
unreality about it all. I
stood there waiting for
the result to be announ-
ced and looked at the sea
of faces around the hall.
Why were our lot the
ones who were smilingó?
Why were they still buzz-
ing and full of life when
the Tories, in victory,
looked grey and bored?
The victor's speech was
greeted with polite applause, ours with a barrage
of raucous cheers, blowers and hooters (God knows
where they came from at 2 o'clock in the
morning). Throughout the proceedings the Alliance
candidate had wandered around clad in earphones
and muttering things back into the "walkman"
which was his only solace. It just about summed
up the previous four weeks.

Face to face at last

Perhaps the strangest part of the evening was
that it brought me face to face with Brandon
Bravo. For the last four weeks (no, for the last
two years) he had avoided me like the plague.
He'd apparently told groups that he would not
appear on the same platform as me because I made
people laugh at him - a strange attitude for
someone occupying an arena as public as politics.
Still, here we were, together for the first time;
not so much High Noon as high time. And what a
disappointment it was. Gary Cooper would have
opted for early retirement if he'd known that his
great showdown was going to be no more than a
brief handshake with a vacuum. At least the
Alliance candidate had a good quality walkman to
admire.

In fact the Beast of Barton in Fabis (for
that's his "inner city" lair) and I could have

-Â ó

"Gary Cooper would have opted for
early retirement if he'd known his

great showdown would be no more than
a brief handshake with a vacuum."

had a more dramatic encounter earlier on election
day.

As the Tory fears of losing this seat increas-
ed, some of their tactics became desperate. So at

11.30 am on election day
they tried to get us
evicted from the Labour
committee rooms in Clif-
ton and the Meadows. The
new Tory leader of the
City Council had decided
(without any bias) to end
the practice of over a
decade, and stop us hir-
ing rooms in the Commun-
ity Centre on election
day.

Labour's response to
this little administrat-
ive Exocet was equally
non political. We said
that we weren't budging
and that the Tories would
need to send the police
in if they wanted us out.
In the event they backed
off, but Just after I left
the Clifton rooms Bran-
don Bravo apparently
turned up in his Rover
and crackled through his
public address system,
"This is an illegal
occupation. You must

vacate these premises immediately. You have no
right to be here!"

Anyone who has a belief that Britain needs
Cruise or Trident should have been in Clifton
that day. From the inner depths of its committee
rooms Labour unleashed its own awesome
deterrent... Cllr Brent Charlesworth. Anyone who
knows Brent would acknowledge that even in a
thousand reincarnations he would never come back
as a diplomat. He occupies that part of the
emotional spectrum where short fuse and no fuse
at all happily coðexist.

Brent's encounter with Brandon Bravo was, by
all accounts, brevity personified... a few
graphically phrased travel instructions, a brief
splutter of exhaust fumes; then only the echoes
of distant "Bring out your dead and vote for me"
exhortations from his well-tyred tannoy system
reminded Clifton people that Brandon Bravo had
at least been "down their way".

"D" Day minus thirty

Looking back over the month of intense
campaigning makes me aware of the rich tapestry
of dreams, ideas and inspiration that we put
together. At the beginning of Hay it was clear
that the autumn threat of a balance of payments
crisis and a new series of Spitting Image would






























































