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The four authors of this book set out to
explore the limits and posshilities for
socidlists of ‘progressve’ work within the
welfare state, and to offer practicd
suggestions to sodd workers on how to
develop a socidig perspective within their
work. These ideas are developed through a
detailed consideration of mgor issues in con-
temporary socid work — theimplementation
of the Seebohm Report, child care decisions
and community work. In particular, the
concepts of contradiction, democratisation
and collectivework are centrd to the authors
discussion of eech of these.

Books which address the relationship
between theory and practice in Marxiam run
into formidable difficulties;, but thereis much
to be sad in favour of the gpproach adopted
here. The authors develop their arguments
with a refreshing openness and lack of
dogma. Marxism is not treated as a body of
truths which yidd definitive answers, and the
problems raised by the book are dearly I€ft
open for further discussion.

The book continues and develops recent
debates on the Left about 'Thatcherism', and
the politica and ideologica conditions which
gave rise to it. Three 'ideologies of wdfare
are distinguished — Thatcherism, socid
democracy and democratic socidism. The
authors argue that welfare services, despite
the onset of Thatcherism, ill remain over-
whelmingly theterrain of socid democracy: it
is this which makes the wdfae date a
particularly important arena of struggle for
socidigts. Socid democratic indtitutions are
caught within a contradiction — the need to
provide services based on needs, without
chalenging the limits or requirements of
capitalism. They offer 'room to manoeuvre
to socidists— apalitica spaceto bedefended
and utilised.

The book dso predicts that wdfare
srvices will remain sodd  democratic
territory for the forseegble future because
people 'still expect some mgjor welfare inter-
ventions in their lives." Perhaps; but thereis
no room for complacency, particularly in the
personal socid services. It is an argument
which gts uneesly dongside the falure of
many campaigns to defend public services.
The private and voluntary sectors are dready
seen by many as dfident providers of
welfare.

The case sudies of sodd work practice are
interesting and throughtful, and strike a
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reasonable baance between particular
experiences and the more generd implica
tions which may be drawn out of them. The
discussion of child-care decisons is perhaps
the least satisfactory, but dso the most
challenging, since it tackles a subject about
which socidigts have had very littleto say. The
contradiction between the 'care’ and ‘control’
functions of the socid worker is explored, as
is the absence of any red involvement of
children in decisions about their own future.
Socid workers are urged to forge links with
organisations representing children, and to
encourage young people to organise collec-
tively in their own interests. These proposals
seem less convincing and less practical than
those offered esewhere in the book, but
clearly the statutory duties under which the
socid worker operates in the fied of child
care are far more limiting than those in (for
example) community work. For this reason
aoneit may be difficult to generate apractical
yet imaginitive sociaist practice.
Thetheoretical framework of the book isa
familiar overview of Britain's economic crisis
and the restructuring of the state, in which
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the link with actud socid work practice is
often made only tenuously. The 'room for
manoeuvre’ which the wefare state offers to
socidigs is primarily an efect of socid
democrétic ideology and the relationship of
this to economic problems remains unclear.
On the other hand, if an overview of the
economic context is indispensible for
understanding the potential of socid work, it
would be interesting to consider what (if any)
are the economic preconditions of socialist
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welfare work. At no point do the authors
consider to wha extent their proposas
depend upon the implementation of an
aternative economic drategy, or whether
they need to be developed as part of an
‘dternative socid policy’. Nevertheess, the
chapters on socid work are ill of con-
Siderable vduein their own right.

A central theme of this book isthe need for
democratisation, and the bdief that socidist
wdfare work requires grester community
involvement in the control and administra-
tion of services. Socidids in wdfare must
forge links with the community, with trades
unions, and with other organisations, and
develop collective syles of work which
displaceindividualsand familiesasthe source
of socid problems. Experiences drawn from
the 19789 socid workers strike and the
Community Development Projects are used
to support this view. At present, whilst the
content of welfare sarvices is often seen as
desirable and necessary, the form in which
they are administered is experienced by
clients as bureaucratic and oppressive.

Clearly these arguments have some force:
struggles over theform in which sarvices are
delivered may wel become crucid in aperiod
when ingtinctive demands to 'restore the
cuts often seem unrealistic. However, much
recent discussion of democracy has rested on
an assumption that the democratisation of
(for example) wdfare services is the 'key' to
regaining popular support for socid pro-
vision, to winning people to the defence of
public services, and to ralling back the tide of
Thatcherism. Similarly, in this book, the
authors see democratisation as the centrd
thrust of socidist welfare work.

Undoubtedly some form of democratic
control would be essential to socidist wdfare
services; but thereis no guarantee that moves
to democratise sarvices are themsdves
synonymous with progressive sodid policies.
It is this relationship between democracy and
socidism which the authors fal to explore.
They dam that socid democrats do not
believe that working dass communities are
capable of running their own services, and
that this reflects 'a more fundamenta feer
that the working dass is racist, sxig and
individualist and does not actudly want the
svices that are being imposed on it!'
However, the authors have less to say about
the posshle effects of racism, sexism and
individudism within more democratically
administered services. Perhaps the problems
wither avay?

The book is at pains to point out that the
involvement of public sector trade unionsin
the defence of socid services will not lead
automatically to progressive wdfare policies.
However, this argument needs to be pushed
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much further. Socidig politics will not
necessarily emerge from any particuilar
organisational form. The struggle for pro-
gressive sodid policies is one which must be
won in addition to the fight for democratic
control. A renewed concern for the form
which sarvices take ought not to lead us to

disregard their content, nor to seethelatter as
a smple effect of the former. As the authors
themselves observe, in their discussion of the
1969 Children & Young Persons Act, 'pro-
gressive’ legidation has not dways had its
roots in democratic struggle. This complex
and contingent relationship between demo-

cratic structures and democratic socidiam
needs to be explored far more carefully.
Greater democracy aone will not win dl the
ideologicd battles: at best, it will offer amore
encouraging arena in which to struggle for
socialist ideas.

Mike Potter



