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MikeRustin _
Power totheProvinces!

The large disparities in levels of employment and wealth between
regions and nations in Britain, egpecidly between 'North' and
'South’, and the polarisation of voting between Left and Right
which these have increasingly given rise to, have yet to generate a
coherent political response on the Left. The outmanoeuvring and
defeat of the Nationalists in the devolution debates in the 1970s
seemed to have killed the nationd question as a politicd issue. The
Thatcher government has been a militantly centralising force, and
has been able to recover its whole political position through the
acting out of the extraordinary fantasy of English nationalism in the
Faklands adventure. While there are signs of somereviva of nation-
alist support in Scotland, and of a renewed interest in regional and
national questions within the labour movement, this fdls far short of
a gtrategy which gives proper weight to the importance of territoria
inequality and divison in the British I1des. This article argues the
caze for such a 'territoria strategy' for the Left in Britain. It will
present the advantages of regionalism, and peripheral nationaism,
in terms of their possible consequences for the badance of class
forces, and for the opportunities it may provide to incresse the
influence of the working dass and its alies over the Right.

LABOUR'S TRADITION

The advantages of regionad devolution have been debated in one
form or another for the last two decades in British politics (and
before the war by GDH Cole). Redressing the disadvantages of the
regions was part of the programme of Wilsonian 'modernisation’
around the dection of the 1964 Labour government. Regiond
disparities of income and employment had of course been preoccu-
pations of governments since the 1930s. The Labour Party weas
particularly senditive to the problems of the relatively deprived
regions of the North, South Waes and Scotland, from which so
much of its support has dways come. Labour's programme of
'technologica modernisation' was aso rooted in some kind of cri-
tique of Britain's hereditary and ascriptive class system, with its bias
towards rentier incomes and the financial sector, and its subordina-
tion of those of productive industry. This critique reflected the
outlook and interests of rising segments of the middle class', frustra-
ted by upper class recruitment to and monopoly of top positions,
more than it advanced working class interests. Wilson's wdl-pro-
jected northern origins made him an effective critic of socid exclu-
siveness, for which, in this early period, he was able to mobilise
support from working dass people too, who were glad to see 'them'’
for once roundly and wittily denounced. The inclusion of a regiona
dimension in Labour's National Plan was therefore a natural step,
and should have been a means of enhancing the influence of those
committed to industrial growth in the regions, both locd capita and
trade unions, againgt the nationd financia sector and international
economic pressures. But the regiona planning agencies established?
as part of the National Plan were given little power at thistime, and
never became central to Labour's strategy of economic reconstruc-
tion. In any case, this strategy rapidly collapsed.

Regiond economic digparities remained a preoccupation of al
governments of the postwar consensus, prior to Thatcher's, for
reasons of national aswell asloca economic interest. It was held that
the economy 'overheated' through shortages of skilled labour and
consequent wageled inflation whenever full employment was

achieved in the most prosperous areas of the Midlands and the
South-East. Consequently, high levels of unemployment in other
regions could be viewed as 'merely' waste. Resources could theoreti-
cdly be brought into production in these areas without inflationary
consequences anywhere else, and some measure of economic sup-
port could be judtified as in effect sdlf-financing. A whole panoply of
regulatory devices, both positive and negative, were therefore depl-
oyed to try to redress regiona economic disparities. These have
included controls on industrial location, subsidies to private invest-
ment and direct investment by the state, regiond employment
premium, and policies to improve transport and communication.
The Thatcher government has abandoned most of these.

New municipal energy

The need for rationdising reforms in the apparatus of government
was a developing preoccupation during the 1960s and 1970s, and
was another aspect of the programme of managerialis modern-
isation which provided a dominant agenda for governments in this
period. The reorganisations of loca government, the health service,
and socid services, were among the mgor changes effected; one
might aso see the comprehensive reorganisation of secondary edu-
cation as part of the same general programme for setting up larger,
more universalist and professonalised structures. During this
debate, there were some persuasive advocacies of regiondisation of
government, mostly from the socid democratic and 'manageridist’
wing of the Labour Party. John MacKintosh's The Devolution of
Power (1968), Derek Senior's Dissenting Memorandum to the Red-
ciffeMaud Report on Loca Government (1971), and Lord Crow-
ther Hunt and Alan Peacock's Memorandum of Dissent from the
Kilbrandon Report on Devolution (1973) were the mogt important
statements of position.® These argued the case for regiona devolu-
tion, on grounds of consgtency with the proposed devolution of
powers to Scotland and Wales, the desrability of reversing the
centalisation of the British state apparatus and civil service (whose
potential has been further revedled under Thatcher and Hesdltine),
and, in Derek Senior's proposal for city-regions, to resolve the
harmful administrative divison between borough and county, town
and country, which has been so powerful an instrument for the long
term defence of Tory interests against Labour municipa policies,
and has confounded any potentia regional chalenges to metropol-
itan policy. But while intellectually these writers were able to pre-
sent a powerful case, its political influence remained smal. No
connection was made between the economic plight of the regions, of
which Labour governments were well aware, and the Westminster-
dominated system of government, which gave them o little political
leverage. Perhaps as aresult, the relationship between state expendi-
ture in the regions and their relative need has not been consistent or
close* Labour's own political apparatus was highly centalised, the
result of a history of fear of grass roots activity, infiltration and extra-
parliamentary militancy which has similarly difled the locd trades
councils. The party's dender bureaucracy of regiona organisers for
many years had as one of its main preoccupations to monitor the
provinces for signs of heresy and rebellion, and to step in and
'dissolve' errant parties where this occurred. So wesk a structure wes
in no state to welcome the new currents of nationalist feding when
they emerged in Scotland and Wales, and turn them into a socidist
resource. The Labour Party has dways had great difficulty in
creating any apparatus of its own which does not correspond directly
to the functions dictated by the exigting parliamentary constitution,
which is indeed fetishised to this day.

Municipal political interests did, on the other hand, have some
persisting weight in Labour's policies towards the state. Labour's
efforts a loca government reform, modified by the Conservatives



dter the 1970 election defeat, attempted to achieve some strength-
ening of the powers of its big city bases against those of the Tory
counties. But the reform of locd government, aready diluted by the
Tories in the interests of the shires in 1972, has proved quite
inaufficient to arrest the decline of locd government in face of the
finandd and political powers of the centralised state which have
been used so determinedly againgt them by the Thatcher govern-
ment. While there has been an important influx of new energies and
idess into municipal socidism in the past years (for example through
the establishment of industrial development agencies in the GLC,
Wet Midlands and Sheffield, and the attempt to institute popular
and radica transport policies in South Y orkshire and Greater Lon-
don) it is clear that a hogtile centrd government can now deploy
ovewheming juridical and financid resources againgt socidist city
governments.

Scottish and Welsh nationalism

If industriad decline in backward English regions, and the arguments
for a more rationdised and decentralised structure of government
was one eement in the debate about regiond devolution inthe 1960s
and 1970s itsred political force came from a different quarter — the
threat to the British state posed by Scottish and Welsh nationalism.
These currents made their firs mgor impact in disillusion with the
same Labour government which was toying in the early 1960s with
these half-hearted regionalist notions; the first Plaid Cymru election
victory was @ Carmarthen in 1966, the first Scottish Nationalist
victory at Hamilton in 1967. The Labour Party, especidly in areas
where it was directly threatened by nationalist support (Scotland), or
indirectly threatened, as it thought, by competition for the largesse
of the British state (the North East) reacted with hostility to the
emeagence of what might in other circumstances have been per-
caved as potentia dlies againg the metropolitan state, and South-
em Tory domination.

Consequently, the arguments, reinforced by the rise of nation-
diam, for generalising the claims of regiona identity and autonomy
to the English regions as well as Scotland and Waes fdl on desf ears
in the English labour movement. English regiond Labour parties
aein any case vestigid structures without the rootsin patronage and
locd power which characterise municipal parties. Leading British
politicians characteristically do not emerge from a locd base, as do
paliticians in the USA, France, West Germany or Italy, but are
modly metropolitan carpet-baggers who settle on a constituency and
then make it their own after rather than before adoption as candi-
dates. So nationalism was percelved largely as athreat to the hege-
mony of the British Parliament, and to the tenure of power of the
Labour and Consarvative Parties. Those with access to power in
Whitehdl showed little interest in conceding it to political forces
besd elsewhere.

The devolution debate seemed to many in England during the last
Labour governments to be merdly a wearisome distraction, a dow
weating down by attrition of the nationdist movements. In fat it
hed fateful consequences, diverting the attentions of the government
from more important matters, and perhaps unwittingly preparing
the ground for the Thatcherite reassertion of the power of the
metropalitan (and imperia) State. Where subordinate classes have
been divided and in conflict with one another (as over immigration
and ethnic divisions, among the Protestants and Catholics of North-
an Irdand, and in the mgjority of the British labour movement's
response to peripherd nationdism), the beneficiaries have been the
regressve elements of the bourgeoisie represented by Thatcherism,
who are mogt traditionally identified with the English state.

The heartland of Thatcherism in 1979 was dter dl the South East
and Wes Midlands: polarisation in the electora geography of Brit-
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ain, between North and South, has never been more marked. That-
cherism spoke loudly to English identity, against immigrants and
againg class, criminal, terrorist, and military threats to the nation.
The Faklands crisis has now shown the potentid strength of old
imperial sentiments, reminding us of a history many on the Left had
preferred to forget. Characterigticaly, this patriotic feding was
reported to be less rampant in Scotland and Wales. So far, regiona
nationalist threats to the British state have worked to the advantage
of the Right, through the inability of the Left to bring these chal-
lenges together in any coherent programme for the reconstruction of
the state. The neglect of potential territorial bases for organising
support (Labour's dection campaigns are distinctively nationa in
organisation and presentation) distinguishes the British Left from
more locdly rooted formations elsswhere (France, W Germany,
Italy, the USA).

A centralist view

The locd response to nationalism by the Left has inevitably been
conditioned by the socid characteristics of the nationalist leadership
in Scotland and Wales. Representing in large part the locd profes-
siond class and small capital, this leadership, especidly in Scotland,
has been often anti-socialist. For this reason, loca hostility to petty-
bourgeois and often regressive socid forces has masked for many
working-class leaderships, especialy in the Labour Party, the poten-
tial advantages of a wider geography of regiona dass dliances on a
United Kingdom scae. The most socidist ements in the Labour
Party have characterigtically, in both their 'old Left' and 'new Left'
variants, taken too centralist a view of the potentidity of the British
state. The old Left has been parliamentarist and constitutionalist
(Michadl Foot's recent Observer articles in the summer restated this
view in unregenerate form), holding that working dass representa
tion could achieve socidist changes through the agency of a'neutral’
state apparatus, whose centralisation would be a means of carrying
through reforms on a universa basis. While the 'new Left' in the
Labour Party perceives clearly that this state apparatus is not benign
or neutral, and must first be transformed before other reforms are
possible, here there is an undue preoccupation with what the central
state apparatus, onceinworking classhands, could do, evenif it takes
a less naive attitude to its present dispositions.

These perspectives lead to an over-rdiance on narrowly working
class ingtitutions (which are often themsalves poalitically week, and
sometimes working dass mainly in name) and a neglect of the other
bases of organic support which asocidist party now needs. The long
neglect of the dimensions of gender, race, community and cultural
activity in the Labour Party is consistent with alack of appreciation
of locd and geographical dimensions, of the probable necessity to
make aliances with other class strata in particular regions to meet

! This literature of 'modernisation’ was reviewed and criticised by Perry Ander-
son in his influentia 'Origins of the Present Crisis, New Left Review, 23
(1964). While the stratum of scientific and technical workers to whom Wilson's
'technological’' rhetoric was addressed were often working in new industries
located in the Midlands and South East, the broad 'industrial' emphasis of this
strategy linked these interests with the older provincia bases of British
manufacturing.

2 J P MacKintosh, The Devolution of Power (1968) discussed the fate of these
agencies. Regional economic policy is discussed dso by Stuart Holland, The
Regional Problem (1976), and H Armstrong and J Taylor, Regional Economic
Policy (1978).

% Further guidance to the literature on this topic can be obtained from E Craven
(ed) Regional Devolution and Social policy (1975). The Buchanan Report, Traffic
in Towns, was among the other important documents of this period which
recommended regional planning.

4 See Table 1 of the SDP Green Paper Decentralising Government (1982).

® This development was discussed by Cynthia Cockburn in The Local State
(1978).



the overwhelming power of the metropolitan bourgeoisie. The fail-
ure to find some common ground with the socid forces represented
by Scottish and Welsh nationalisms (if not with their political
leaderships) through developing a regional programme for reducing
the power of the central state, was the outcome of this. On more
specific terrains (the defence of jobsin a particular town, the work of
the Scottish and Welsh Development Agencies) these locd impera:
tives are more often recognised, and possible conjunctions of inter-
est between loca capitd and labour recognised and acted upon. But
it has not yet been seen to be necessary to trandate this necessary
flexibility in class strategy to a nationa plane.

THE SDP AND DECENTRALISATION
The case for regiona devolution has now surfaced again in the
recent publication of a Socid Democrat Party Green Paper,
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decentralisation also serves the more specific aptitudes of this cre-
dential-holding middle class stratum, and is adapted to its own
distinctive resources in the contest for power. Possessing cultural
rather than materia capital, it is potentidly the mogt effective
operator of participatory procedures. Characterigtic ingtitutions of
this stratum are the Consumers Association, the pre-school play
group movement, parent-teachers associations, and certain kinds of
association for conservation, environmental improvement, or collec-
tive 'gentrification’. These are typica socid movements of the
educated middle class, and are means of organising their access to
benefits from the means of consumption, both individual and collec-
tive. Extension of rights of participation in administration, and its
professonalisation through the crestion of more paid expert roles
for both administrators and politicians, are means of extending the
influence of the representatives of this socid stratum. The more

Decentralising Gover nment, which recommendsthe establishment of participatory politics of the United States (far more elective offices,

elected regional authorities and the reconstitution of the House of
Lords on abasis of regional representation, in Some ways analogous
to the American Senate or the West Germany Bundesrat. This paper
not surprisingly takes up many of the arguments expounded by
former Labour advocates of devolution such as JP MacKintosh. Its
argument is presented largely in administrative terms, in relation to
liberd democratic principles of accountability, wider participation
in decison making, and efficiency. Like earlier advocates, the SDP
Decentralisation Group draw attention to the enormous accretion of
bureaucratic power to central government in recent years, through
regional department offices, appointed bodies such as the Heslth
and Water Authorities (many of whose powers were originaly taken
from elected loca government), and through ever-tighter financia
control of locad government. From the point of view of libera
principles and more accountable administration, these arguments
arewell made and many socialists might support them as such, given
an dternative of authoritarian state bureaucracy.

Neither the SDP Green Paper nor the earlier advocates of regiona
devolution in England address themsdlves to the possible implica-
tions of this change in state forms for the relative powers of class
interest in Britain. On the assumption that party politics is largely
about the advancement of class interests, this is a dimension that
needs to be made explicit. It is characteristic of Socid Democrat
thinking that it represses this leve of politics, seeking to present its
own interest in the universalist terms of ethical principles and
efficiency.

One may conjecture that the SDP interest in decentralisation
continues the earlier managerid interests of the Labour 'modern-
isers in creating forms of administration which are both more
amenable to rational professonaised control, and more responsve
to the needs and interests of those they administer, (and thus better
able to secure consensus and socid harmony). In the 1960s and
1970s, mgor reorganisations of loca government®, socia services,
and the National Health Service were substantialy influenced by
the 'system theories' of corporate management, imported into the
public sector from the most sophisticated thinking of the private
corporate sector. These theories of corporate planning, while dow to
change the actual practices of public bureaucracies, can be seento be
congruent with the interests of new strata of graduate managers and
planners, seeking legitimation of their power through more 'scien-
tific' manageria techniques.

Middle class attitudes

But the SDP-Libera Alliance aso brings to its attitudes to govern-
ment the perspective of outsiders to power, who have an interest in
creating new centres of power to offset their relative excluson from
the old ones. An emphasis on legd procedures, participation and

community control of schools, atradition of community- and issue-
rather than classbased mobilisation) is a mode for British Socid
Democrats, and Liberals of the newer sort, and the USA aso favours
those with the greater participatory resources and skills. This seems
to be the 'hidden agenda of the SDP's commitment to decentralisa-
tion, just as a corresponding emphasis on parliamentary forms
reflected the occupationa and cultural advantages of earlier gener-
ations of European liberals whose typica calings were said to be
journalism and the law.

There is perhaps another interest in the SDP's proposa for
regional political power, aso reflecting its current role as an outside
challenger for political power. This is the probable bendfit to the
Alliance of achieving a secure regiond base of power, where it
believes that nationd political power may be difficult to attain. The
Alliance is dso particularly preoccupied with gaining some power of
veto over the decisions of the class forces on either side of it, seeing
its most feagble (or at least minimd) role as to limit the ‘extremism'
of left and right. The Green Paper's proposd for a Second Chamber
elected from regiona congtituencies (representing the proposed
regions equaly regardiess of their unequal populations) seems
designed to secure such a veto power by regiona codlitions over
national mgjorities, in the same way that proportional representa-
tion is designed to make centre parties indispensable to any govern-
ing majority. This particular proposal, for equal representation of
regions of grossy unequa sze in the Second Chamber is the mogt
pointedly sdlf-interested in the SDP document. Its intended effect
seems likely to be that of shoring up the influence of the strongest
Alliance regions (the peripheral areas of traditional Libera strength)
againgt that of the Tory South East and Labour North. Socidists do
not share the SDP's interest in a centrist veto, and while therefore
the proposal for a regionally-elected Second Chamber should be
serioudy considered (it is much more likdly to win support than the
smple abolition of the Lords), departure from the principle of
representation in proportion to population should not be.

A common interest?

While the SDP brings its own specific perspectives and interests to
the regional issue, which are different from those of the labour
movement, it does not follow that there may not dso be some
advantage to the Left in this proposed restructuring of the state. For
one thing, the disproportionate power conferred on the dectora
winner in the existing 'first past the post' system has in the past four
years been exercised effectively by astrong government of the Right,
and with little of the resistance from ‘civil society' which a left
government similarly elected on a minority vote would have met. It
can no longer be assumed that untrammelled power from parlia-
mentary magjorities is a resource only for the Left. What has to be
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balanced, in discussions about regiona devolution or proportional
representation, is the effects which these changes might have in
strengthening the political centre, againgt the possible benefits to the
Left of amore widdly representative and open politica structure, in
which minorities and parties of the Left (including the Communist
Party) would be more able to achieve representation in regiona or
national assemblies. It may be that a more pluralistic structure of
cdass and cultural dlegiances in Britain today would be better
reflected in a correspondingly more pluralist electord system, than
through the unrepresentative and dinosaurian machinery of the
Labour Party.

Thisindeed ssemsto be one of the few areas of radica change that
might be opened up by the SDP "break’, and such opportunities, ina
sciety as immobile and conservative as Britain's, should not be
spurned without careful consideration. It would be myapic to repest
the sad experience of the devolution debate, when a chance to
wesken the grip of the dominant classes was ignored through tradi-
tionalist Labour Party and 'constitutional’ reflexes. Labour's natu-
rd inclination in discussions of decentralisation is to favour its
municipa strongholds; a recent Labour proposa to devolve the
powers of the Water Authorities on to local authorities suggests that
this preference continues. But while the prospects for a new kind of
socidig city authority under a Labour central government need to
be carefully weighed in this debate, as an alternative to regiond
power, the lessons of the Thatcher period cannot now be ignored. In
the last three years, the locd authorities on their own have been no
meatch for a determined central government, and even more to the
point have been unable to rally much popular support in their
defence.

Labour may dso now be wise to take account of its relative
weskness, and no longer assume that it is an inevitable "alternative
government' able to treat dl other political formations, Left and
Centre, as enemies to be ignored or crushed. Labour too, as a
potential minority party, may have an interest in acquiring some
powerful regional bases, to provide a source of patronage and power
to sugtain its strength when it is not in national office. Without the
experience of such power, parties tend to drift into sectarianism,
other-worldliness, and impossibilist programmes. Occupancy of
locd (or regiond) office provides training for party cadres, patron-
age for its apparatus, the opportunity to sustain support for demo-
cratic cultural forms, and a record of success in office which the
party can use in its national campaigns. A significant andogy is that
of postwar Italy, where the Italian Communist Party has meade
effective use of regiona politicd bases (in EmiliasRomagna and
Umbria for example) while so far excluded from national political
office Doubts about the prospects of central state power in Britain
in the near future (leaving adde any misgivings one might have
about the likelihood of the Labour Party using it effectively) might
sengbly leed the Left to look into the potential advantages of power
in regiona and peripheral-nationa authorities.

From this point of view, the mog significant fact about the SDP
proposa is that it has been put on the table, and therefore makes
more feesble a public debate on these questions. However, the
mixed response this proposal received at the SDP Conference in the
autumn meakes it clear that no progress can be made without the
mobilisation of support in the regions themselves for a real measure
of devolution. The preference of many Socia Democrats and Liber-
as for locd rather than regiona government power indicates in fact
adifference of dassinterestsin alignments on this issue. One might
suggest that local government autonomy is most closdly adapted to
the democratic control of the means of collective consumption, but
concentrates power insufficiently to assert control of the means of
production or capital. It thus reproduces the essential strength and

. . . thewaverings and uncertaintiesinthe
SDP since Roy Jenkins' election as leader
suggest that it isalong way from becoming a
party of rational modernisation

weskness of socid democratic politics. Wheress regiona govern-
ment, while less ‘decentralising’ and democrétic in its implications
for locd services (and this is a serious problem) could concentrate
powers sufficient to make coordinated planning and substantial
capital investment possible. Regional government therefore ought
to make sense to those committed to a socidisation of the means of
production (if only to ded with regiona economic disasters) and to
those managerid strata committed to more rational forms of plan-
ning in general. Unfortunately, however, the Left in the Labour
Party are mostly till centralisers in their thinking, and the waver-
ings and uncertainties in the SDP since Roy Jenkins election as
leader suggest that it is along way from becoming a party of rational
modernisation.

Pressure from the Left

The attitude of most socidists to the Socid Democrats is under-
standably one of unmitigated hostility. Enmity towards former alies
(however antagonistic was the former aliance) tends to be al the
greater because of former ties, and because of the bitterness which
preceded separation. For these reasons even tactical cooperation
with the SDP over a specific issue such as regiond devolution
difficult to contemplate. But from the point of view of politica
realism and the sanguine appreciation of dass interests, there could
be wider benefits, in certain circumstances, from a parale commit-
ment on the regiona issue. If Labour faled to achieve mgority
support on its own, the question of its relationship with the political
centre would have to be evaluated issue by issue, and if there were
commondities of interest on substantive questions, it would be
sensble to recognise them. The defest of Thatcherism and the
discrediting of the politics of the Right is the highest priority at the
present time, and while the Left will wish to inflect this debate in the
mogt socidigt direction that is possible, it may have to recognise that
the centre parties are a lesser evil who may need to be treated with
accordingly to stave off a worse one.

The Labour Party has hitherto consisted of an aliance of segments
of the salaried, rationalising middle class, and the workin% cass
movement, as Gareth Stedman Jones recently reminded us’. The
move to the right in British politicsis in large part the result of the
falure and collapse of this 'modernising middle class, and the
formation of the SDP was one response of representatives of this
classto this failure. It was, perhaps 4till is, possble to imagine this
Socid Democratic middle-class leadership being successful in
recomposing a large fraction of the electorate, including many work-
ing class voters, into support for the new party. The counter-attack
within the Labour Party by trade union traditionalism of the Right,
and its sustenance of the remaining right wing parliamentary lead-
ership within the Labour Party, however makes this now a very
complex and fluid situation, in which 'old Labourism' appears to be
staging an unexpected if limited revival. What is certain is that any
left strategy must now reckon with a plurality of dass interests, and
the difficulty of achieving power only on the bads of Labour's
traditional congtituency. This has aso been the lesson of the dec-
toral successes achieved by other European socidist parties in recent
years, and of therise of the 'green’ tendencies in West Germany and

5 In an article in New Socialist, No 3 Jan-Feb, 1982.



elsawhere. Theinternal structure of the Labour Party is not adapted
to this situation, and a greater openness and plurality of representa-
tion needs to be crested either within, through internal reform, or
without, through proportional representation and the wider politi-
cd competition that might make possible. It is argued here that a
more vigorous regional and territorial dimension to socidist politics

While the SDP bringsits own specific
perspectives and interests to the regional
issue. . . it does not follow that there may not
also be some advantage to the Left inthis
proposed restructuring

would widen the political reach of the Left, and that the campaign
for more regional power would focus these struggles in their neces-
sarily localy-varied forms. It is here, as in the issues of eectora
reform, that a possible coincidence of interest with various parties of
the centre, both Nationalist and Alliance, might arise, both in debate
about regionalism and naionalism and in some regiond adminis-
trations that might, (as in Italy) eventualy arise.

FORMS OF REGIONAL GOVERNMENTS

The proposal for eected regiona government advanced by the SDP
Decentralisation Group, and by Labour advocates such as MacKin-
tosh before them, is for the establishment of nine or eeven regiona
authorities in England, together with dected national authorities in
Scotland and Wales. Various detailed suggestions have been made
regarding the Sze and boundaries of these authorities, and thisis not
the place to discuss these in detail. The eectoral implications of a
choice of boundariesfor each region are clearly crucia, for example,
and would need careful study. MacKintosh's point of departure was
the 1964 Labour government's economic planning regions, which
were as follows:

Region (or Nation) Population (1967) Administrative
(millions) centre
Scotland 52 Edinburgh
Wales 2.7 Cardiff
Northern 33 Newcadtle
Y orkshire& Humberside 4.8 Leeds
NorthWest 6.7 Manchester
Wes Midlands 5.0 Birmingham
Eagt Midlands 33 Nottingham
East Anglia 16 (Londonin 1965)
SouthWest 36 Bristol
South Eadt (incl. London) 171 London

The main modification he proposed was the creation of three regions
from the lagt two listed, caled South West (based on Plymouth and
including Devon, Cornwall, half Somerset and Dorset), South East
(dtill avery large region including London and most of the surround-
ing Home Counties areg), and South Central (including Bristol,
Southampton, Portsmouth and Oxford).

The SDP group have proposed two further regions (making
eeven English regions), one of these in the South West area of
traditiond Liberal strength, and one in the Thames area. This is
dgnificant given the accompanying SDP proposd for a Second
Chamber in which regions would have equa weight. There are dso
variations in regard to the East and North Midlands, and a convinc-
ing aternative proposa for London and the South East which would
trest Grester London as a region on its own (with a population of 7

Marxism Today  January 1983 29

million) and redistribute the surrounding Home Counties to sspa
rate regions.

The treatment of London and the South East is obvioudy a
difficulty. To give this region the boundaries suggested by patterns
of communication and economic coherence cregtes a region far more
populous than the rest, and thus likely to reproduce the metropol-
itan dominance which regionaisation is intended to counter. On the
other hand, it is difficult to construct coherent regiona authorities
out of the South Eastern counties exclusve of Greater London.
Other problems concern Scotland and Wales which might best, as
Crowther Hunt proposed, have some regiond division within larger
national authorities.

Northern Ireland

One omission from the above list of possible regions is Northern
Ireland. The effects of this interminable crisis on British poalitics,
apart from the miseries it imposes on the people of Northern Ireland
themselves, are such that socidists must address their minds to its
solution. While Northern Ireland is manifestly an intractable prob-
lem al on its own, consideration would have to be given to it in any
discussion of national or regiona self-government. It seems to me
necessary to find a form of saf-government for both Protestant and
Catholic communities in this province, and a debate about regiona
government may be an appropriate context in which to explore this.
It is clear that the 'consensus programme of attempting to weer
down and outlagt the IRA, while achieving agreement between
majority and minority populationsin Northern Irdland is doomed to
failure, and that an interminable and bloody future is dl that awaits
present policies. It seems, more controversially, dso true that the
claims of neither 'nationalism' over the opposing community can be
met without permanent oppression and bloodshed, whatever might
be the historic or majoritarian case for undoing past wrongs.

All that is Ieft open therefore seems to be the principle of estab-
lishing self-determining forms of government for both the Catholics
and Protestants of Northern Ireland, while preventing either com-
munity obtaining unwanted jurisdiction over the other. Other inter-
pretations of the principle of self-determination lead either to the
unacceptable (and unworkable) subordination of Catholics to the
Protestants of the North, or the equaly unviable subordination of
the Protestants to the Catholic mgority of al Irdland. Separate
government could be established by territorial relocation of the
Catholic and Protestant populations into geographicaly separate
aress. (Large movements of population have in any case taken place:
the 1981 Census disclosed that Belfast's population had declined in
ten years by one quarter). While this may seem adrastic proposd, it
is less dire than unending urban guerrilla violence. It is probably
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aso the outcome that would result from the open civil war should
the British army ever withdraw: it might be preferable to achieve
this end by civil means. An aternative means of achieving separate
government would be to create Catholic and Protestant adminis-
tretive districts in areas that were not dl enclosed within a single
geographical boundary — a kind of cantona system. This would
dlow an unusua form of self-determination, and give eech commu-
nity control over resources and its own form of government.

With separate institutions of government, eech community could
be consulted over the form of relationship it wished to have with the
Republic and the United Kingdom, and be able to choose. It would
be possible, on this basis, to dlow a very close form of relationship
for the Catholic community with the Republic, if they wished it,
which was not imposed on the Protestants. This would be essier to
envisge if there were a geographica as well as administrative
partition, but is not impossible in either case. It might be that the
outcome of such a change would be two additional regiona author-
ities within the United Kingdom, one of them with close ties in
addition with the Republic.

A solution which created legitimate forms of political authority,
which might include control of the police, for both communities
would be likely to lead to the reduction of violence. Such authorities
would each be unlikely to tolerate sources of violence dternative to
their own, and would be able to establish more stable forms of
bargaining and cooperation with their opposite community than can
occur in the absence of locally supported authority. This proposa
attempts to apply the principle of sdf-determination in regard to the
interests of both communities, without which it isimpossibleto ssea
stable solution being attained. It is a measure of the disastrous
fatalism with which this issue has become regarded for the past few
years (and the intolerance and accusations of didoyalty addressed to
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those few who have tried to discuss it) that the issue is now scarcdy
discussed as a problem amenable to solution at al. The proposd for
greater regiond autonomy within the British state may however
provide awider and more acceptable context in which to reconsider
it.

The powers of regional government

The powers proposed for the regions by MacKintosh, Crowther
Hunt and the SDP group were primarily to be taken from nationa
government, and from the appointed authorities like those respon-
sible for health and water. MacKintosh's list was extensive, and
included:

Regional Planning (including mgor communications)

Highways, Regiond Transport

Housing (large scde redevelopment, overspill, new towns)
Agriculture; Forestry; Fishing

Countryside Amenities

Police; Fire Services

Water Supplies (and river pollution, flood control, main drainage)
Education (higher, further, in some cases secondary)

Refuse Disposd

Support for the Arts

Hospitals (and Preventive Medicine, General Practioner and We-
fare Services)

Genera Competence (to do anything not prohibited by lav which
might be in the interests of the eectors)

In addition, Crowther Hunt gave particular importance to regiond
economic development functions. The powers to develop Regiond
Enterprise Boards, economic development agencies, and investment
bankswould be one of themost important prioritiesfor sociaists.

Loca government would clearly be profoundly afected by
regiona reform. MacKintosh suggested that the regiond authorities
should be dlowed to creste their own appropriate form of locd
government. The SDP group propose that one exigting tier of locd
government would have to be abolished. They give greater priority
than MacKintosh to the restoration of locd government powers,
proposing that these be exercised through funds alocated by
regional authorities, rather than in a direct relaionship with centra
government. The financid basis for these arrangements is clearly
crucid: it is dependence of locd government on central government
grant which has provided the main lever of Thatcherite control.
MacKintosh proposed a per capita and needsreated grant to
regiond government, together with a smdl locd income tax.
Regiona authorities would be able to determine their own priorities
of expenditure within this alocation. Crowther Hunt in addition
proposed that regiona authorities be able to finance additiona
expenditures within st limits, to dlow some scope for reflationary
economic policies within the regions without undue jeopardy to
national counter-inflationary policies. The SDP proposd is to
reduce the share of grant-related locd government expenditure by
the diversion of the proceeds of one third of income tax to the locd
authorities. There is an ambivaence within the SDP proposds
between the aims of strengthening regional and loca government,
and their financial proposals ssem designed to favour the latter more
than the former. Socialists on the other hand should have an interest
in cresting regiona authorities strong enough to exercise substantial
economic powers, and to become agencies of public ownership in
their own right.

The Italian experience
The objective of establishing regional authorities with political



strength might be best met by having a cabinet rather than a locd
government committee system, as MacKintosh proposed. This is
more likely to establish a vishle leadership than is usudly achieved
in locd government (Ken Livingstone's case being exceptional) and
thus enable political support to be mobilised behind their program-
mes. The experience of the Thatcher government shows this to be
quite crucial. It would be similarly imperative for elected councillors
or & least executive members to be paid. For socidists, strength-
ening the capacities and powers of elected poaliticians in this way
should be one benefit from this reform. It might be redigtic to
recognise that such a change should be accompanied by the adoption
both of proportional representation, and by a messure of state
subsdy to political parties. It is hard to imagine working class
parties being able to operate effectivdly at this additional leve at
their present leve of resources. Proportional representation needs to
be separately discussed, but a new level of government is likely to
need the legitimacy it would obtain from being more fairly represen-
tative of public opinion.

There are parallels between the present emphasis of the Labour
Left on a strategy of democratisation — for example in the demands
for the abolition of the House of Lords, for the accountability of the
police, for locally-determined public transport policies — and the
potential objectives of elected regiond government. Appointed
executive bodies now control Health, Water, the Universities, Man-
power Services and Industrial Training, and the Police. A strategy
for bringing al of these under eected regiona control seems more
likely than separate campaigns to achieve democratic control of
these services.

Regionaisation dso offers advantages <o far as socidist economic
drategy is concerned. A renewa of commitment to public owner-
ship was an advance of Labour policy in the 1970s— the democratic
control of capital is surely the fundamental principle of socidist
policy. But the unpopularity of centradised forms of nationalisation,
and the weskness of Labour governments in bargaining with private
corporations must be taken into account in any redligtic strategy.
Giving a stronger statutory basis for regiona enterprise boards may
be a way towards more popular interventionist programmes, espe-
cidly asin some regions the priority to be given to creating employ-
ment will be localy unanswerable. Socidigts in Scotland and Waes
have forcefully indicated how they would wish to use such powers;
one objective of these reforms is to secure Scotland and Waes the
necessary autonomy.

Experience in Italy, in the regions controlled by Communist
governments or Communist-led mgority coalitions, seems to have
been that some cooperation from amdl private capital can be won by
working class-controlled authorities that are committed to regional
economic goals, and that are in any case the permanent, efficient and
legitimate administrations of their locdity. One object of regiona
government should be to achieve dass coditions in which capital's
locd interests oblige it to cooperate in socidist economic program-
mes. In some regions, trade unions and the Labour Party would be
in much wesker positions than in others: there would be no unifor-
mity in the bargaining relaionships established, just as there has
been wide variation in Italy. But in a situation in which national
political power for a government of the working dass seems cur-
rently unattainable, in any red terms, there may nevertheless be
opportunity to achieve some stronger regiond hegemonies. The
working dass has often been disunited and disorganised by the
emotions of nationalism — the Falklands factor — and even by the
posing of the 'integrity of the nation' as an issue in the devolution
debate. There should be an opposing strategy, which mobilises
provincid interests and the attachments to specific locdlities as a
countervailing pressure to the power of the market.
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An opening for the Left

There is some question of whether ‘regional identities’ any longer
exig as dgnificant political potentidities, aside from the nation-
aisms of Scotland and Wades. Certainly there has been a marked
decline of regiona inputs into national political life. At different
periods these have been from Free Trade Manchester, Socid Impe-
ridist Birmingham, Red Clydeside, and the mining communities of
South Wales. Consumerism and mass communications have had
their effects in dissolving regiond particularity and consciousness.
This metropolitan domination seems on the whole now to be a
conservative force, sucking initiative and ability out of the provinces
and absorbing it in the large-scade operations of modern capital,
which includes the cultural institutions of broadcasting, the national
press, and the subsidised nationd theatre companies. The opportu-
nity to stimulate loca and regiona culture, and develop diversity of
educational and cultural provision’, should be one advantage of
regional government, enabling socidists in some places to attempt
on alarger scde what has been fdteringly attempted through munic-
ipal programmes. Socidist historians might be able to maeke some
contribution to such cultural regeneration. It may be more feasible
to argue on aregiona basis for democratic control and open accessto
the mass media, than it appears to be on a nationa bass, where
socidlists have achieved little againgt the ideologica defences of
liberalism and the market. Of course, much ‘regionalism' will be
parochid and even conservative, thisis dready the case with parts of
the nationalist movements, as sociaists who support them meke
clear. But society is too complex to expect or insgst on uniform
patterns of culture, and the diversity which increased regiond auto-
nomy might maeke possible should be accepted as beneficid, and as
providing a more open environment in which socialists can assert
their own positions.

The case for a stronger regiond and territorial dimension to the
politics of the Left is argued here not merely in terms of desirable
policies for the reform of government. What is proposed is essn-
tidly a programme of mobilisation, which might enable discontents
and palitical hopes to be expressed in a more meaningful and locally-
rooted way. While there have to be tangible objectives for such

What is proposed is essentially a programme
of mobilisation

territorially-based campaigns (the transfer of significant powers
from irresponsible state agencies and departments, and the acquisi-
tion of substantial economic and planning powers over the private
sector are critical), the campaigns in different regions must generate
their own identity and objectives if they are to have any effect. The
Greater London and South Y orkshire councils have demonstrated
the potential of what are in effect regionaly-based councils to mobi-
lise more interest and support than locd government had previoudy
done in Britain for many years, and their public transport policies
are examples of digtinctive socidist gods for regiona government.
These examples need to be broadened into a much wider regiona
strategy. If different parties and elements of the Left were able to
cooperate in developing 'aternative regiond plans they might be
able to creste some more representative and broad-based participa-
tion in acampaign for anew politics that could defeet Thatcherism. o

" | have argued a case for the regional control of institutions of post-18 education
in a Socidist Society pamphlet, Comprehensive Education after 18 (1982). A
forthcoming article in New Left Review on 'A Statutory Right to Work' aso
suggests that regional economic authorities might have mgor responsibilities
for employment creation.



